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[image: image1.emf]Balancing Bottom Up Features Requests with A Longer Term Value Focus

In the software industry much of product management’s time is spent not on “new (to the company) products” but on guiding improvements to existing products. 

We’ve all experienced the problem that listening to enhancement requests from support people, salespersons or current users tends to generate long lists of seemingly important items which, when viewed “in toto”, deliver little to talk about/sell. Usually this is due to the amorphous, random, low level detail quality of the requests. 

One idea that can strengthen your process for planning your next release (the so-called N+1 Process) is the idea of adopting overarching “user goals/outcomes” for the product. These are statements, usually in the form of measurable value attributes, that reflect users’/enterprises’ primary desires for improvement from a product. Some of these types of goals/outcomes might be:

· Improve user (or enterprise) cycle time for the xyz (major) function to five hours (days, minutes etc.) or less.

· Reduce learning time by Y%.

· Reduce total cost of ownership by n%

· Reduce implementation cycle for a new client to less than X weeks given these assumptions: ___; ___; ___ 

· Shorten the time to re-sequence the manufacturing process after a shop floor change in a client environment with x, y and z characteristics by x%.

The idea is to set overarching long range (e.g. versions N+1 thru N+3) targets for these attributes (based on certain hardware and infrastructure assumptions). Then the bottoms up process can be checked against these top down goals – to see if all of the seemingly useful bottom up requests that have been crafted into our plan are actually the best way to drive the product to greater value (desired user outcomes). This can overcome what an executive at a jet engine manufacturer once described to me as “inch bugging”: moving too slowly toward a (new engine) performance goal and becoming vulnerable to competition in the process.

On a related note a couple of years ago I noticed an interesting statement in GE’s Annual report. They were talking about their Six Sigma discipline and how it permeated areas like product development. They talked about how much they spent on R&D and how many enhancements this had generated to the corporation’s products. They then said “These enhancements have generated $ XXXM in value to our customers in 2001.” Great copy. 

As a minimum, paying attention to a consistent release to release value index might allow us to generate similar great statements for the press release for N+1. “This release contains over 500 user driven enhancements to our Snicklefritz product line. These enhancements will lower total cost of ownership by 15% and reduce the implementation period for new clients by 2 months.” 

Now that sounds like a product manager who is on top of value!
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