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Praise for  
Untrapping Product Teams

“This is my new favorite book on product management. Untrapping Product Teams covers  
everything you need to know to lead a product team and be successful as a product manager. 
Author David Pereira does an excellent job of pointing out biases and thinking traps that doom 
products. The book is full of many insights and tools that will be useful for years to come.”

—Mike Cohn, Co-founder, Agile Alliance

“David’s book shares several hard-earned lessons of what happens when product leaders, product 
managers, and especially product owners are not trained to succeed in their jobs, and they go on 
to make predictable and avoidable mistakes. This book can help you avoid some of these pitfalls.”

—Marty Cagan, Partner, Silicon Valley Product Group

“This book touches on all the daily essentials for a product person. It’s a practical guide and a 
meta-analysis rolled into one, serving as the ‘Greatest Hits’ album of product management. Ideal 
for newcomers and an excellent refresher for those already immersed in the field.”

—Petra Wille, author of Strong Product People

“David’s brilliant book will help you decipher the chaos of product management and show how 
to escape all the traps that may condemn your product teams to mediocrity.”

—Maarten Dalmijn, author of Driving Value with Sprint Goals

“Untrapping Product Teams is the best way to transition your teams from delivery to empowered. 
Help your product teams break free of constraints and change the trajectory of your business 
with David’s book. He speaks not just theory, but from experience.”

—Aakash Gupta, author of Product Growth

“David wrote the book I wish I had read 20 years ago. Instead, I faced these common product 
team traps without a map of how to practically navigate them. This book is full of wisdom and 
inspiration for new and experienced product professionals alike. It will save you a lot of time and 
energy!”

—Simonetta Batteiger, CEO, Inclusive Leaders

“David’s book is an antidote to bullshit management, and at the same time, it’s so much more 
than that. It’s a wake-up call for product teams to regain clarity and focus. It’s a survival kit for 
every PM in the trenches facing a reality that other product books fail to acknowledge. There is 
no fluff, no ideal-world scenarios, only experience-based learnings and a generous amount of 
eye-opening honesty.”

—Ioana Ognibeni, Product Lead and Coach



“For those seeking no BS product management, David has got you covered! This book is full of 
practical and easy-to-follow advice to help you stop building a feature factory. David provides 
you simple frameworks and templates to use immediately.”

—Shyvee Shi, Product Lead at LinkedIn; author of Reimagined:  
Building Products with Generative AI

“Real-world product management is messy and full of traps that prevent great outcomes. Use 
David’s experience and nonprescriptive guidance to make good choices and help your company 
succeed.”

—Gil Broza, Value Delivery and Agile Leadership Expert;  
author of Deliver Better Results

“I worry that many aspiring product managers will read Part I of this book and run away scream-
ing. David lays bare the challenges that many will encounter in this role. The brave ones who 
venture to Part II will find practical advice and tools that will enable them to overcome those 
challenges and set them up for real success. If they press on to Part III, they will know how to 
stay that way. Plenty of experienced product people could also learn a thing or two to help them 
untrap themselves and their teams!”

—Phil Hornby, Product Coach, for product people
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Foreword by Ash Maurya
Untrapping product teams. When I first ran into those words on David’s blog, I knew he had  
something unique to say. David has been on a mission to hone the art of product management— 
not simply to crank out more products, but to build products that customers truly love.

As products have gone from being delivered in a box to being delivered over the internet, 
there’s been a dramatic shift in how customers consume, demand, and interact with products. 
Customers no longer want to wait for long release cycles. They want value delivered to them 
continuously. This fundamentally changes how products need to be built.

It is no longer enough to simply throw more features at customers. That way of building prod-
ucts used to work at a time when there were huge barriers to entry and few competitors. Even 
if you got the product completely wrong, you had time to course correct and get back on track.

But fast forward to today. . . . With the internet, open source, and cloud computing, it has become 
cheaper and faster than ever to introduce new products, which means there is a lot more  
competition than before—both from incumbents and from new companies starting up all over 
the world.

In the old world, failing to deliver what customers wanted led to failed projects. But in the new 
world, continuously failing to deliver what customers want can lead to total business model 
failure. This is because customers today have many more choices than before. If they don’t get 
what they want from your product, they’ll simply switch to something else.

Delivering better customer outcomes in the new world requires rethinking traditional product 
planning, prioritization, and delivery processes. You can’t afford to spend long cycles analyzing, 
planning, and executing your idea. Speed of learning is key. You need a more iterative approach 
that replaces top-down planning with continuous discovery and validation.

This is the essence of continuous innovation.

When companies learn fast, they outlearn their competition and get to build what customers 
truly want. When you outlearn your competitors once, you stand ready to launch a new innova-
tive product and capture market share. But whatever is worth copying will eventually be copied. 
Only by continuously outlearning your competition can you stay relevant to your customers and 
see your business model continuously thrive and grow.

The good news is that over the last decade, we’ve pushed the envelope to define better  
processes, strategies, and techniques for doing all of the above. Now, for the bad news: Every 
process works in theory until you add people.
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And therein lies the heart of the challenge David set out to address with this book. Whenever 
we’ve switched from an old way of working to a new one, the journey has always required chal-
lenging the status quo and has been riddled with many little traps that can derail even the best-
intentioned teams. This time is no different.

While many books tell you what to do, David takes a refreshing approach by telling you what not 
to do—informed by his 15-year journey as a product manager at start-ups and giant corpora-
tions. He starts by identifying the most common product traps in the first part of his book, then 
shows you practical steps for avoiding them—all illustrated with numerous real-world examples.

Untrapping Product Teams is a guidebook for anyone charged with building the next generation 
of digital products that matter.

We are living in a new era of product management, and David is one of the leading voices show-
ing us the way. I hope you’ll implement his practical guidance and help pave the way to a world 
with better products for all.

Welcome to the new era of product management.

—Ash Maurya, author, Running Lean and Scaling Lean 
December 23, 2023 

Austin, TX
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Foreword by Jim Highsmith
The internet and graphical user interfaces (GUIs) transformed the software product landscape 
in the mid-1990s as IT applications transitioned from automating internal business processes 
to engaging external customers—a change that was obvious to everyone but whose implica-
tions were not always appreciated. Users then interacted with character-based, monochrome 
terminals; devices and computers were connected via wire; and internal operations software ran 
on a mainframe. The switch to customer-facing applications and technologies created a large 
demand for extra, specially educated product people and teams.

The game changed again in 2007 with the introduction of cloud computing, big data, iPhones, 
and social media. In the years 2022–2023, we were flooded with news of increased AI capabilities 
and the possibility of genuine quantum computing. So, interface design has evolved over the 
course of more than 30 years, from “green screens” to UI, UX, conversational AI, and driverless 
cars. At each juncture we needed more—a lot more—product people who understood the soft-
ware development process and could integrate technological advances into effective product 
designs.

The fundamental competencies required to thrive in product development both now and 
in the uncertain times ahead are outlined in David Pereira’s book Untrapping Product Teams. 
Whereas others approach complexity with complex solutions, this book’s subtitle, “Simplify the 
Complexity of Creating Digital Products,” captures David’s basic idea. This is exemplified by his 
backlog management recommendation, which suggests most backlog items should be elimi-
nated. This type of simplification shows up repeatedly in his book.

My all-time favorite quote comes from Dee Hock, former CEO of VISA: 

“Simple, clear purpose and principles give rise to complex, intelligent behavior. Complex rules and 
regulations give rise to simple, stupid behavior.”

David rails against what he refers to as “bullshit management,” which arises from complex rules 
and regulations that are often the product of a “fixed mindset.” If you want a prescription to fol-
low, find another product management book. But if you want clarity of purpose and excellent 
practices that you can evolve supported by reality-based feedback, stick with David. He makes 
things “simple”—powerful and easy to understand—without descending into “simplistic” in a 
way that misleads.

One of the current issues that David addresses is the proliferation of “feature factories,” often 
fueled by the terribly misused “velocity” metric. In their drive to pump out features, delivery 
teams often put on blinders that shield them from anything beyond stripping the next stories 
off the backlog and hustling them through to completion. DevOps has exacerbated this trend.  
It’s like driving a car faster and faster down a freeway: “We’ve increased our speed (velocity) 
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three-fold in the last 50 miles; too bad we don’t yet know our destination.” The antidote to a  
feature factory is to concentrate on customer value, as David repeatedly reminds us. But is this 
really a problem? One research study indicated 80% of software features were rarely or never used,  
wasting nearly $30 billion, according to a Forbes online article in 2019.

David’s approach to generating customer value is multidimensional, from creating a value-
oriented roadmap rather than one based on epics/features, to collaborating on defining release/
sprint goals, to serious backlog pruning, to proposing a set of value-oriented rather than  
productivity-oriented metrics.

There are two fundamental approaches to product development: the prescriptive “plan–do” 
versus the adaptive “envision–explore.” Subscribers to the fixed mindset think they can plan 
away uncertainty, whereas those who subscribe to a growth mindset understand uncertainty 
only yields to action through an exploratory process. David repeatedly charges in with ideas 
advocating a growth, or adaptive, mindset, particularly when describing the product discovery 
process. He starts off by saying, “It’s tough to accept our ideas are mainly flawed,” and then adds 
“I concluded what product discovery is: It’s about the journey and not the plan.” Fixed mindsets 
have a difficult time with flawed ideas and bumpy journeys.

Untrapping Product Teams contains a wealth of practical, usable ideas, in the form of narratives, 
checklists, outstanding questions, and solid principles. In addition, David’s use of stories, experi-
ences, and a conversational, first-person writing style engages the reader. While the primary 
audience for this book will be anyone with the word “product” in their job title, I think a much 
wider range of readers—from executives to software engineers—will benefit from David’s ideas 
on product management.

—Jim Highsmith, author, storyteller,  
and co-author of the Agile Manifesto 

Lafayette, CO, 2023



xvii

Preface
This is the place where I openly share how Untrapping Product Teams came to exist. It gets  
personal. I give full credit to the many people who inspired me and helped bring this book to life.

Life has been generous to me. I come from a middle-class family in a small village in Brazil. My 
parents didn’t finish high school but gave me the best education I could wish for. I got where 
I got not because I’m good, but because many people saw potential in me that I couldn’t see 
myself. 

I got my first job when I was 17 because Romero Silva, a computer store owner, believed I could 
learn to assemble computers. When I turned 24, I moved to São Paulo because Leandro Silveira, 
an experienced executive, perceived my communication skills as sharp enough to transform me 
into a product manager. Carlos Locoselli, a professor and mentor, invited me to give MBA lessons 
when I was 29 because he believed I had stories worth sharing. I moved to Germany because 
Emmanuel Wintzer (product lead) and Raimund Rix (chief product officer) bet on my potential.

How I came to write is another episode of unexpected opportunities.

Julio de Lima is a highly regarded influencer in the field of software quality assurance for me 
and many others. He inspired me to write my first post: “7 Key Points to Succeed as a Product 
Owner.”1 It took me hours, but I finally put the post out. Yet, I would not publish anything else 
for the next two years.

Anastasia, my wife, convinced me to try writing again. She told me on a walk in Gorky Park  
in Moscow, “You have a burning passion. You need to do something about it.” That touched 
me, and I committed to writing one blog a month. Three years later, I had written more than  
300 posts.

Product management is my passion, and I am especially inspired by three people: Marty Cagan, 
Melissa Perri, and Ash Maurya. After reading Marty Cagan’s masterpiece, Inspired, my views on 
product management were transformed. Melissa Perri’s book Escaping the Build Trap deeply 
spoke to me. Ash Maurya greatly impacted how I tackle ideas, prioritizing learning over delivery.

Why do I care so much about writing when you can find great material out there?

My epiphany came during the walk at Nymphenburg Park in Munich with Emmanuel, my first 
team lead in Germany. We talked about my recent blog, and I shared how much I enjoyed it, but 
I lacked ideas for new posts, which worried me.

1.	 You can read the original version in case you’re curious. I’ve never edited this article to remind me how I started 
writing. It can be found at https://medium.com/@davidavpereira/key-points-to-succeed-as-a-product-owner-
e7643e3edf9e.

https://medium.com/@davidavpereira/key-points-to-succeed-as-a-product-owner-e7643e3edf9e
https://medium.com/@davidavpereira/key-points-to-succeed-as-a-product-owner-e7643e3edf9e
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Emmanuel untied the knot: “Have you considered writing about the don’ts? Most people write 
about what you should do, but only a few share what you shouldn’t.”

That was it! I didn’t want people to face the blows I had to take. I wanted to share what I did 
wrong and what I learned.

As my blog grew, I met many people who helped me become a better writer. A key person was 
and still is Maarten Dalmijn. He took time to review my rough drafts, challenged me, made sug-
gestions, and helped me evolve. I owe him much for his genuine intention of helping.

Every person on stage has a strong team behind the curtains. I have someone who has always 
been by my side—Kevin, my brother. He is probably the only person on Earth who reads all my 
blog posts. He reviewed this book multiple times and was courageous enough to speak his mind 
and help me make the content sharper. I cannot find words to express my gratitude to him.

I danced around the book idea for a long time but didn’t feel ready to commit. April 20, 2023, was 
the day that changed. I gave a keynote speech, “Untrapping Product Teams,” at the Product Tank 
Munich. After my address, Ioana Ognibeni, one of the best product managers I know, insisted  
I had to write a book. She said that I had something to say that people needed to know. Her 
words got to me. Three days later, I started writing the book.

Ioana and I worked together for a year. Her passion for product management amazed me. She 
said, “The world needs a book talking about reality, and you know how to talk about it in a way 
that makes people listen.” This sentence inspired me to write the book you’re reading now.

After talking to Ioana, I wanted to share what I had learned throughout my career. I often learned 
lessons the hard way. I faced traps and didn’t know how to overcome them, or even worse, I was 
unaware I was trapped. I thought more people could benefit from my experience. However, writ-
ing a book is no easy task. It goes way beyond blogging.

I was lucky to find amazing people to help me sharpen the book. Special thanks go to Maria 
Chec, who encouraged me to keep my authenticity. Simonetta Batteiger, who read the manu-
script on a flight from Germany to Boston, helped me identify confusing content and simplify 
the message.

I’m tremendously grateful for Ash Maurya, who wrote a generous foreword and took the time 
to encourage me to keep my original title and shared the behind-the-scenes stories of his own 
book, Running Lean. Beyond that, his approach to treating learning as an unfair advantage drove 
me to craft this book differently, learning from the beta readers since the early book stages.

I must give a massive special thanks to Jim Highsmith, co-author of the Agile Manifesto, who 
invested significant time reviewing the content, helping me improve it, and doing me the honor 
of writing a wonderful foreword for this book.

Mike Cohn encouraged me to push this book forward, which boosted my energy to go the extra 
mile. Having his support supercharged my inspiration.
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Special thanks to the beta readers who spent their time reading early versions of the book. I owe you 
a lot: Sandra Hinz, Stefan Wolpers, Alexej Antropov, Jennifer Forbes, Si Chen, Nuno Santos, Atanas 
Kostadinov, Corinna Hammersting, Sebastian Borggrewe, Emiliano Saad, Irene Liakos, Felipe Borgonovi, 
Mike Berman, and Vira Chesnokova.

Of course, I could not forget the outstanding editorial team behind the production of this book. I 
wholeheartedly thank Haze Humbert for her strong support from end to end, Menka Mehta for all 
the assistance provided, Julie Nahil and Jill Hobbs for improving the book’s readability and flow, and 
Jayaprakash P. for coordinating the book project.

This book wouldn’t exist without all these people. I hope Untrapping Product Teams empowers you to 
rock the world!

Register your copy of Untrapping Product Teams on the InformIT site for convenient access to 
updates and/or corrections as they become available. To start the registration process, go to 
informit.com/register and log in or create an account. Enter the product ISBN (9780135335383) 
and click Submit. If you would like to be notified of exclusive offers on new editions and updates, 
please check the box to receive email from us.

http://informit.com/register
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About the Author
David Pereira is a product leader with more than 15 years of  
experience. He’s sharpened his skills by leading diverse teams, from 
start-ups to giant corporations. Since 2020, he has openly shared 
his mistakes, failures, and insights on product management, reach-
ing more than 10 million readers worldwide. His thought-provoking 
courses had 15,000-plus satisfied students across more than 120 coun-
tries.

The numbers don’t drive David, but the outcomes do. He often receives 
messages from people worldwide sharing stories on how his content helped them overcome a 
challenge, get a new job, receive a promotion, or even start a business. Such messages touch 
and inspire him.
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1

How Common Ways of Working 
Trap or Untrap Teams
Expectations and reality tend to diverge in the realm of digital product management. Let us 
imagine a few scenarios to compare expectations with reality.

Suppose you become a product manager and are excited to create products  customers love 
and help your business thrive. With such a motivation, nothing can stop you. But suddenly, you 
bump into the corporate firewall. When you face prescriptive roadmaps, extensive timelines, and 
output commitment, you get sucked into backlog management, quickly getting demoted to a 
backlog manager.

This kind of disappointment isn’t exclusive to product managers. Imagine you’re a software 
engineer. You’re passionate about crafting clean code and building scalable solutions. You want 
to bring your best to the team, but then you realize that shipping features at the speed of light 
matters most. Pressured, you cut quality to meet deadlines. Now, you’re no longer a software 
engineer. Without realizing it, you’ve become a coder. Your code stinks and your solutions aren’t 
scalable. Despite initially delivering on time and budget, you’re surprised because nobody uses 
the shiny features you gave your heart and soul to create.

What would happen if you were a product designer? You’d also get a gold pass to the club of 
frustrated people. You aim to create intuitive designs and outstanding user experiences, but 
your motivation lasts only until reality hits you. Astounded, you realize that success means cre-
ating pixel-perfect prototypes that business stakeholders love and approve, even though they 
don’t represent your customers.

7
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Do any of these situations ring a bell to you? If not, we may live in different worlds, because I’ve 
been part of them from South America to Europe, from start-ups to well-established corpora-
tions. The question is, what do you do when you face such situations?

When people lack skills, some may complain and do nothing about it. This attitude is what I call 
becoming the victim of the circumstances.1 In contrast, with the proper skill set, you can chal-
lenge the status quo and transform your situation by engaging in a step-by-step journey.

Simple actions can help you overcome the common traps described earlier. To equip you with 
the skills to make that possible, I invite you to join me in a conversation about how teams typi-
cally work, because that reality has a tremendous impact on what they can achieve.

Let’s explore the dynamics frequently present in feature factory companies.

How Feature Factory Companies Work
Not every company is the same. Every organization has its particularities and dynamics, though 
they all share some common traits. Understanding your company’s unique dynamics enables 
you to identify opportunities to simplify how its product teams work.

First, let’s look at companies’ typical structure. Companies have multiple departments—for 
example, management, marketing, operations, customer service, product, and so on. Sometimes, 
these departments are called teams or areas. What separates departments from one another are 
their responsibilities and way of working. Departments often work inside their bubble and coor-
dinate tasks with other departments when necessary.

In larger companies, the complexity increases with divisions and units under different leader-
ships. The relationship between such divisions may be quite distant, and collaboration becomes 
daunting. For our analysis, we’ll stick with a small company. Figure 1.1 depicts some typical 
departments.

What all departments have in common are ideas, and each department often perceives its ideas 
as important and urgent. Some ideas relate to their work, others to the company’s core product 
or service.

The more unclear the company’s vision and strategy are, the harder it becomes to decide what to do 
with endless ideas. 

1.	 Scientifically, being a “victim of the circumstances” relates to the person’s locus of control. Having an internal 
locus of control means that the person thinks they control their own life and the outcomes of events, while hav-
ing an external locus of control means embracing the opposite view. Julian B. Rotter developed this concept in 
1954, and it has since become a key aspect of personality psychology.
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Figure 1.1 
Example of company departments

This situation is overwhelming because ideas have different objectives and, in most cases, have 
no connection with each other. In turn, the excess of ideas and pressure for delivery challenge 
product teams. Meeting expectations requires interactions with all departments, understanding 
their wishes, and doing something about them.

Collaboration between Product Teams and Business Stakeholders
Creating a backlog is a common way of dealing with the ideas suggested by the business 
stakeholders (i.e., the business members interested in your product or service). This method 
represents a dangerous trap for product teams. Collecting ideas and adding them mindlessly to 
a backlog is easy—but having a gigantic list of unrelated ideas creates unbearable expectations.

The depth of ideas varies significantly. Sometimes, they are on a milestone level, such as “Expand 
our product to a new audience.” At other times, ideas are related to specific wishes, such as “Allow 
customers to export their orders of last 90 days.” This diversity complicates prioritization. Yet, the 
typical approach is to put everything in the same bucket and have long discussions until every-
one agrees on what comes first.
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With extensive backlogs, more business stakeholders than you can handle will knock on your 
door, asking when you plan to deliver on their ideas. That forces you to coordinate tasks with 
everyone, complicating collaboration as you juggle multiple topics.

Figure 1.2 illustrates the complex dynamics between product teams, departments, and the back-
log. The bigger the company, the more complex this situation becomes.

Figure 1.2 
Product teams’ interactions with business stakeholders and the backlog

When you look at Figure 1.2, what’s wrong with it? Take a minute to reflect on it.

Products exist to serve customers, not business stakeholders. When the people creating the product 
don’t interact with customers, creating useless products is the potential result.

It shocks me how often companies develop solutions for their customers without interacting 
with them. It’s easy for us to fall in love with ideas, become blind to reality, or, even worse, forget 
about it. The results are often undesired.

Releasing New Features Nobody Cares About
How’s your experience releasing new features? Maybe it’s a hit or miss. Let’s continue our  
conversation about the sad reality of feature factory teams.
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After months of hard work and exhaustive coordination, the product team got a new feature out 
of the backlog. Everyone from the team and business loves it. The new shiny feature is ready for 
customers, but something unexpected happens. Customers who interact with the new feature 
don’t understand its purpose and cannot benefit from it. Confused, customers reject the new 
shiny feature beloved by business stakeholders, and inevitably everyone becomes frustrated 
(Figure 1.3).

Figure 1.3 
Building features customers don’t need

Creating solutions companies love, but customers couldn’t care less about, isn’t why product 
teams exist. Yet, that happens more often than it should. I call it a bug, not a feature. As with all 
critical bugs, it requires a hotfix.

If the feature factory is a bug, what would fix that? You cannot expect a simple fix, but foster-
ing empowered teams with collaborative flows will transform the situation. Marty Cagan, SVPG 
Partner, wrote a blog post defining empowered teams2:

Great teams are comprised of ordinary people that are empowered and inspired. They are 
empowered to solve hard problems in ways their customers love, yet work for their business. 
They are inspired with ideas and techniques for quickly evaluating those ideas to discover 
solutions that work: they are valuable, usable, feasible and viable.

2.	 Marty Cagan, “Empowered Teams,” www.svpg.com/empowered-product-teams/.

http://www.svpg.com/empowered-product-teams/
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Empowered teams have significantly higher chances than feature factory teams to create 
value. Yet, enabling empowered teams isn’t trivial. We will discuss what it takes to get there in  
Chapter 10. For now, let’s focus on the collaboration challenges.

Over the years, I’ve noticed two standard product development flows spread across companies 
regardless of their framework:

	 1.	 Coordinative → Team members spend significant time coordinating activities among 
themselves, stakeholders, and other teams. Most of their energy goes into organizing 
how to get the work done. This approach aims to avoid mistakes and failures, which 
forces teams to be rigid with their development flow. It becomes a “strict” contract 
because someone gets the blame when something goes wrong. Plans become the ulti-
mate goals because nobody knows what they are fighting for.

	 2.	 Collaborative → Team members focus on collaborating to use their current knowledge 
to uncover promising opportunities. The ultimate goal is to create value for customers 
and the business. The team is flexible with how they get the job done while focusing on 
driving value. Trust is the basis for the collaborative approach. When something derails, 
the team takes responsibility and jointly finds a solution. Teams start with simplified 
plans, progress toward the unknown, and adapt the following steps based on the evi-
dence. An overarching goal guides their decisions, ultimately creating value for everyone 
involved.

The product development flow dramatically contributes to teams becoming empowered or 
trapped in feature factories. Let’s explore each of these two possible flows in detail.

Coordinative Flow: A Logical Way of Working with 
Unexpected Results
How do you transform an idea into something valuable?

That’s one of the most important questions for companies. A poor answer leads to waste and 
demotivation.

The beginning of most product development flows is almost always the same. You probably 
have several ideas and a limited capacity to transform them into reality. The question is, how do 
you progress?

A coordinative flow aims to carry out ideas from beginning to end, treating each step as a strictly 
different phase. Figure 1.4 depicts this approach.



Coordinat ive  Flow :  A Logical  Way of  Work ing with Unexpec ted Results 13

Figure 1.4 
How an idea moves from beginning to launch with a coordinative flow

The coordinative flow starts with prioritization, aiming to find the most promising idea. However, 
that’s easier said than done because several discussion rounds will occur. When you say yes to 
an idea, you’re saying no to numerous others, and almost no business stakeholder accepts that 
answer easily.

Prioritization is one of the reasons product managers struggle to sleep. Getting everyone com-
mitted to one objective is tough. In a coordinative flow, prioritization will take weeks, if not 
months.

Design
The design phase starts once you define what the team will work on. The result is often a high-
fidelity prototype that business stakeholders approve. This approach is dangerous because soft-
ware engineers and customers tend to be left out of it. Sadly, the solution becomes the focus, 
not the outcome.

You may assimilate the design phase as a traditional waterfall process. Yet, having extensive 
design phases happens with agile methodologies as well. Whether you work with Scrum, 
Kanban, Scrumban, or something else, it doesn’t matter: The result can be the same. Often, prod-
uct designers aren’t part of the product team, and teams receive detailed solutions to implement 
instead of opportunities to explore.

Designing solutions outside the product team is another disturbing bug that requires a hotfix. 
We will address that later in this book (see Chapter 4).
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User Test
After much coordination, business stakeholders finally approve the design, and it’s time to test 
it with potential customers.

The results are probably compromised because everyone already loves the solution. Sadly, fall-
ing prey to confirmation bias isn’t the exception, but rather the typical outcome. Given their 
passion for the solution, product designers search for positive signs—and unsurprisingly, they 
find them. They may accept minor solution tweaks, but no solution pivot or drop will happen in 
this phase.

Develop
After product designers confirm the high-fidelity prototype makes sense to end users, it’s time 
to develop the solution. Product designers throw the specs over the fence and hope software 
engineers do the job right. Of course, software engineers aren’t likely to welcome the solution 
with wide-open arms because they weren’t part of the previous steps. Even so, it becomes their 
job to transform the high-fidelity prototype into a working solution.

During the development phase, product designers and software engineers often come in con-
flict. Software engineers challenge the design as they see potential alternatives, and product 
designers want the implementation to follow the high-fidelity prototype strictly. Together, they 
find compromises, and none of them are happy about it.

The sad part is the extreme focus on the output. Nobody talks about the customer at this stage. 
Yet, they keep working on it until the solution is ready for the big moment.

Launch
Given the amount of coordination needed, it takes months to transform an idea into a solution. 
You shouldn’t be surprised when something takes half a year. Each phase is strictly defined and 
has many steps to ensure a perfect solution by the end of it. Yet, something unexpected happens 
when you launch the solution.

Despite all of the internal enthusiasm and love for the newest fancy solution, customers don’t 
engage with it—and you have no idea why.

You’re sure the design went through rigid feedback loops, the color tonalities are correct, and 
management approved. The user test took place with at least ten potential customers, and they 
confirmed they would use the solution because it looked nice to them. Moving from prototype 
to solution was challenging, but you did it. You’re clueless about what went wrong.
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You wanted to celebrate the feature launch. After all, getting to this point required many 
exhausting discussions and took a toll on your nerves. Inexplicably, you ended with the fanci-
est piece of crap ever created (Figure 1.5). Sorry about my vocabulary, but recognizing reality 
requires facing it as harshly as possible.

Figure 1.5 
Launching something and getting disappointed with a coordinative flow

What shocks me isn’t winding up in this tragic situation. I ended there more times than I can 
count, but I learned my lesson. The question is, what do you do after you face an undesired 
outcome?

The most common answer makes little sense to me. Go back to prioritization, pick another idea, 
and do it all over again. When you follow the same approach, chances are high that you will face 
the same results again.

The coordinative flow forces teams to focus on outputs over outcomes, diminishing them to feature 
factories.

Nine Out of Ten Ideas Will Fail
Our success rate is worse than we can imagine. Look at start-ups. Ninety percent of them don’t 
last more than five years.3 Ideas suffer much the same fate. Curiously, that goes unnoticed as 
teams invest much time figuring out how to reduce development time. I see value in this matter, 
though I perceive another question as more pressing: How fast can you drop bad ideas?

We assume our ideas are good, but reality shows us otherwise. Yet, we insist on following the 
same approach repeatedly. No wonder we face undesired results.

3.	 “90% of Startups Fail: Here’s What You Need to Know about the 10%,” Forbes, www.forbes.com/sites/
neilpatel/2015/01/16/90-of-startups-will-fail-heres-what-you-need-to-know-about-the-10/.

http://www.forbes.com/sites/neilpatel/2015/01/16/90-of-startups-will-fail-heres-what-you-need-to-know-about-the-10/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/neilpatel/2015/01/16/90-of-startups-will-fail-heres-what-you-need-to-know-about-the-10/
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Sound product management requires adapting based on learning. It’s fine to get things wrong. 
It’s not fine to ignore reality.

Collaboration over coordination is the principle that can get you out of this trap. Instead of mak-
ing your development flow rigid and complex, you will benefit by making it simple and flexible.

Let’s explore a different way of working that increases the odds of driving value faster.

Collaborative Flow: A Simple Way of Working with 
Outstanding Results
Nobody deserves to waste time. I know how much it hurts to see your work leading nowhere. 
After many years on the road, I learned that failures are inevitable. Instead of adding steps to 
prevent failures, identifying and quickly dropping flawed ideas make more sense.

Everything I share in this book is simple because I’m not good at dealing with complexity. Day in 
and day out, I strive to remove complexity by adding simplicity. That’s how I uncovered ways of 
working that increase the chances of creating value sooner.

The more you simplify, the sooner you can move from a feature factory to an empowered team.

Unlike the coordinative flow, the collaborative flow focuses on iterations instead of phases. Each 
iteration enhances learning, empowering teams to choose between investing further or drop-
ping the idea.

Figure 1.5 illustrates how teams start with several ideas and collaborate to identify what drives 
value while dropping what doesn’t.

Figure 1.6 
Dropping bad ideas fast enough and focusing on promising ones with a collaborative flow
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Let’s understand the different iterations of a collaborative flow and how that leads to  
empowerment.

Evaluate
The beginning of a collaborative flow is the same as for a coordinative flow. You’ve got plenty 
of ideas, and everyone wants everything done by yesterday. The trick isn’t to identify the most 
promising ideas upfront, but rather to evaluate all of them and drop the misfitting ones. Dropping 
ideas gives you freedom because you’ve got fewer expectations to manage.

To drop ideas, confront them with your strategy. Here are the questions you should ask:

•	 How does it get us closer to our product vision?

•	 How does it relate to our product strategy?

•	 How does it contribute to our current objectives?

•	 How does it deliver on our value proposition?

Drop the idea if you lack answers to any of these questions. You may miss some of the attributes 
I mentioned (vision, strategy, objectives, value proposition) and struggle to assess your idea 
against them. You’ve got to do your homework (read Chapter 5 to set your product strategy).

Don’t invest time in ideas unrelated to your strategy. By that, I mean don’t increase the size of 
your backlog, but instead make your trash bin bigger.

You’ll be tempted to park your idea somewhere and eventually return to it. Don’t do that, 
because it will distract you. Whatever is relevant to your customers and business will return to 
you.

Idea evaluation should take a couple of hours, not more than that. Collaboration is essential, so 
get key business stakeholders to do this exercise with the product team. It’s not about defending 
ideas, but rather about checking how they fit your strategy.

Strive to identify fitting ideas and drop unrelated ones pragmatically.

Learn
The learning iteration starts with ideas fitting your strategy, but that doesn’t mean jumping 
straight to implementation. You should drop ideas your customers don’t desire, the business 
cannot support, you don’t have the technology to develop, or it’s unethical to pursue. Keep it 
simple, and ask the following questions about each remaining idea:

•	 How much do customers want it? (Desirability)

•	 How does the business benefit? (Viability)
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•	 How well can we deliver it? (Feasibility)

•	 How right is doing it? (Ethics)

Figure 1.7 represents an adapted version of the Innovation Trinity popularized by IDEO,4 also 
known as a product Venn  diagram. The overlapping areas highlight the sweet spot of promising 
ideas based on the preceding questions.

Figure 1.7 
An adaption of the Innovation Trinity showing the sweet spot of promising ideas

The sooner you drop bad ideas, the sooner you can focus on the promising ones. Answering 
critical questions will help you with that. I like how Marty Cagan (2018) approaches this issue. He 
uses the following questions to address critical risks:

•	 Will the customers buy this or choose to use it? (Value risk)

•	 Can the user figure out how to use it? (Usability risk)

•	 Can we build it? (Feasibility risk)

•	 Does this solution work for our business? (Business viability risk)

You may not find answers to each of these questions, but you will have assumptions. Invest some 
time testing the critical assumptions (business critical and weak evidence), and decide which 
ideas are worth pursuing.

4.	 IDEO popularized the Innovation Trinity, also known as a product Venn diagram. I adapted this version to add 
ethics, as I see the importance of taking this factor into account. See https://blog.leanstack.com/lean-startup-
or-business-model-design-or-design-thinking-is-the-wrong-question/.

https://blog.leanstack.com/lean-startup-or-business-model-design-or-design-thinking-is-the-wrong-question/
https://blog.leanstack.com/lean-startup-or-business-model-design-or-design-thinking-is-the-wrong-question/
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This iteration should take a few days, but not more than that. Use qualitative information to 
determine how to progress. You can do interviews with customers and business stakeholders, 
low-fidelity prototype testing, and quick technical experiments as needed.

The goal is to find evidence confirming ideas are desirable, feasible, and viable (refer to Chapter 
7 for more information on how to do this). If one of these characteristics is missing, drop the idea 
and move on.

A common trap is focusing on viability and feasibility. Just because you can do something, that 
doesn’t mean you should do it. Investing in an idea without evidence of desirability is no more 
than a bet. The result is often a feature nobody uses. Proceed only with the ideas that have evi-
dence strong enough to justify the investment you’re about to make.

It’s fundamental to collaborate with business stakeholders and customers. Otherwise, you will end 
up with undesired results.

You’ll drop 30% to 50% of the remaining ideas.5 If your numbers are out of this range, either 
you’re too strict or you’re too loose. I’d recommend reviewing your evidence and decisions.

Experiment
After learning about the key aspects of your ideas, it’s time to run more robust experiments. You 
want to test which solutions can deliver the potential results. Exploring a few alternatives and 
sticking with the most promising ones is essential.

It’s all too common to pick one solution and go all in with it. I discourage you from following this 
path, because it quickly leads to commitment escalation. As humans, the more invested we are 
in something, the more willingly we invest in it.

You need to choose which experiment makes more sense to you. Your ultimate objective is to 
have solid information that justifies investing further. For that, you will need a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative data.

It’s not within the scope of this book to cover the diverse product experiments you can apply. I 
recommend reading Testing Business Ideas by David Bland to learn more about this topic.

Here’s my secret: I like using tech debt (software quality compromises requiring future rework) 
as a tool to accelerate learning. The goal is to hack a quick and dirty solution, get it live to a small 
portion of your audience, and gather evidence on how that helps them get the job done. I must 
warn you, though, software engineers are often opposed to increasing tech debt. They tend to 
be strict about creating this kind of tech debt, because many product managers do not support 
them in paying it off on time.

5.	 It’s hard to accept that. But over time, I learned that many ideas cannot resist an encounter with reality. When I 
tested ideas with an open mind, I ended up dropping almost half of my ideas. Yet, when I neglected evidence, 
I ended up creating something that nobody needed.
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Prudent use of tech debt is a tool6 (more on that in Chapter 8). It’s like getting a mortgage. You 
go to the bank, get a mortgage, and acquire your dream house. You collected the desired value 
fast, but then you owe the bank and should pay the debt off. If you accumulate more debt, you 
may go bankrupt. The same thing happens with tech debt. It enables you to reduce the time to 
collect value, but whenever it’s proven worthwhile, you must pay the debt off before getting a 
new loan.

You will drop another 30% to 50% of the remaining ideas during the experiment iteration. The 
reasons will vary, but it turns out that customers often show unexpected behaviors, which 
enables you to review how worthy your idea is. Not all ideas justify the investment despite being 
desirable, feasible, and viable at first glance.

The critical part of experimentation is to drop solutions that don’t work. Feature factory teams can’t 
do that because delivering the output is their goal. But empowered teams can because achiev-
ing the outcome is their success metric.

Whenever you want to drop an idea, involve your business stakeholders to reach this conclusion 
collaboratively. Evidence will support your decision, and involving business stakeholders will get 
their buy-in (read the discussion of “opinions over evidence” in Chapter 2).

Launch
Ideas that survive the experiment iteration are the prominent ones. In the previous iteration, 
you built to learn. Now, you build to scale. Paying the tech debt off before you make the solution 
available to your whole audience or jump to your next opportunity is fundamental.

Unlike with a coordinative flow, applying a collaborative flow will help you drop bad ideas faster. 
This method benefits from the power of collaboration over coordination.

Be aware that not all companies are comfortable with a highly collaborative flow. For example, 
in Germany, many companies long for yearly plans with feature roadmaps and prescriptive 
timelines. Sadly, those plans create an exhaustive need for coordination to get everything pro-
gressing. Yet, you can foster change gradually. When facing such situations, you could take a 
step-by-step journey to help companies uncover better ways of creating value (read Chapter 4 
to get insights on how to act).

I have one thought about teams that are able to create value faster than others, and it’s a rather 
obvious one: You have to do what most teams don’t do to achieve the results most teams don’t 
get. Move away from coordinative flows, and do your best to focus on collaborative flows instead.

The more coordination you have to endure, the less time you have to focus on uncovering what  
creates value. Don’t force your teams to behave as feature factories.

6.	 Martin Fowler categorizes technical debt into four quadrants. The one I’m recommending relates to deliberate 
and prudent use. See https://martinfowler.com/bliki/TechnicalDebtQuadrant.html.

https://martinfowler.com/bliki/TechnicalDebtQuadrant.html
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The more effectively your teams can collaborate, the faster they can adapt, learn, drop bad ideas, 
and focus on promising ones. That’s the power of enabling empowered teams.

Key Takeaways
•	 The first step to untrapping your team is reviewing your current situation. Understanding 

the dynamics can reveal opportunities to simplify your development flow.

•	 Symptoms of a feature factory include a lack of goals, output obsession, delivering solu-
tions that solve no problem, unclear direction, unwillingness to drop ideas, and inatten-
tion to results. The opposite of a feature factory is an empowered team that focuses on 
outcomes and is eager to inspect and adapt continuously.

•	 The closer you are to a coordinative development flow, the longer it takes to deliver value 
and the more waste you create. Coordinative flows unwittingly transform plans into goals.

•	 The closer you are to a collaborative development flow, the sooner you create value and 
the less waste you produce. Collaboration helps you adapt plans to reach your goals when 
reality makes your plan obsolete.

•	 When you fully understand the product development flow, you can foster changes step 
by step. The first step is collaborating with business stakeholders and team members to 
recognize what’s unnecessarily complex. Equipped with that knowledge, you can gain sup-
port and collaborate to simplify your work.

In this chapter, we discussed how teams commonly work. That’s a critical piece of the puzzle, but 
it isn’t the only reason teams struggle to deliver value. Chapter 2 covers another fundamental 
aspect: how the mindset affects digital product creation.
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