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Overview

• Product Owner Responsibilities

• The “Perfect” Product Owner 

• The “Real” Product Owner 

• Getting Started

• Foundation Skills

• When Things Go Wrong

• Supporting Your Product Owner

• Questions/ Comments 
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Product Owner 

Responsibilities – By the 

Book

• The Product Owner has the 
following responsibilities:

– Define the features of the product

– Decide on release date and content 

– Be responsible for the profitability 

of the product (ROI)

– Prioritize features according to 

market value

– Adjust features and priority every 

Sprint, as needed

– Accept or reject work results

--Scrum Alliance Website

Product Owner Responsibilities ðBy the Book
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Product Owner Responsibilities – The Real Deal

•Miraculously get all stakeholders to buy into a prioritized list of 

requirements (even though they have never been able to do this in the 

past)

•Articulate desired features flawlessly such that the team knows exactly what 

they are supposed to build

•Have a semi-psychic connection to the marketplace in order to know the 

exact feature set that will most appeal to the customer in order to maximize 

Return on Investment

•Be available 24/7 to answer questions the team may have

•Be able to make complex decisions quickly…and never be wrong

•Perfectly balance the needs of end users and upper management, thereby 

making everyone happy

Cheerfully take the blame when any of the above goes 
wrong and vow to do a better job next time!
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The “Real” Product Owner

•Already has a full time job

•May or may not be the best person for 
the role

•Probably has minimal skill articulating 
business requirements

•Often does not understand the technical 
ramifications of what he/ she is asking 
for

•May or may not have the support of 
management and/ or the rest of the 
organization

•May have an aversion to making 
decisions that has been learned through 
painful experience

•But, most importantly, the “real” Product 
Owner…

éis what you have to work with!
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Getting Started

•Explain these key concepts in plain English:

–The Scrum roles

–Scrum mechanics

–The concept of the Product Backlog

•“A list of requirements prioritized by business value”

•Provide a business-neutral sample

•Explain up front how the team can help with the Product Backlog

–Discuss the concept of acceptance criteria and give examples of 

how to articulate this

–Highlight the opportunities to re-order the Product Backlog

•When it is/ is not appropriate for this to happen

•Agree to a standard “backlog freeze” date before each sprint

Key things to remember:
•Donôt get religious

•Sell the benefits before the responsibilities
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Product Owner Foundation Skills

The ability to:

– Prioritize

– Articulate requirements

– See the big picture

Which all essentially come down 
toé

The ability to make good decisions!



8
Copyright © 2010 CollabNet, Inc. Portions used with permission. All Rights Reserved.

8

Learning to Prioritize – No More “I want it all now!”

If you experience this exchange:
• “Which of these requirements is most important?”

– “They are all important!”

Try reframing your question:
• “Which feature would you like us to complete first?”

• “What features would you like to see working the soonest so you 
can give feedback?”

• “Which requirement meets the most pressing business need?”

Reiterate to the Product Owner that the team will 
be working the Product Backlog from the top 

downward
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Articulating Requirements – Mastering the Art of the “What”

• Ask your Product Owner to describe the business problem or 

opportunity in his/ her own words

– Why one Product Backlog item ranks higher than another

• Work together to get the backlog items into bite-sized pieces

• Product Owners will most likely not know how to do this at first

• Alert the Product Owner to potential quick wins, as well as 

potential gotcha’s

• Make use of experts like Business Analysts to translate/ describe 

requirements

– But not too much!

• Agree to a plan if there is a question about a backlog item and 

the Product Owner cannot be reached

• Make judicious use of the “painful lesson”
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The Big Picture –

Getting Your Product Owner to Work for the Greater Good

• Help your Product Owner understand the 

technical implications of their decisions

– System integration points, compatibility 

issues, etc

• Encourage consideration and inclusion of 

groups outside their own, especially 

“downstream” groups

• Help your Product Owner learn to say 

“No” or at least “Not yet”

• Management considerations

• Suggest the use of a Product Roadmap
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When Things Go Wrong

• Normal ñgrowing painsò = a Product Owner who:
– Creates backlog items that are either vague or far too large

– Forgets key backlog items until two days before the sprint is 
scheduled to complete

– Tries to dictate solution approach, Sprint backlog or estimates

• Serious warning signs = a Product Owner who is:
– Not engaged

– Is unavailable

– Is not held accountable (or not allowed to be accountable) for 
fulfilling the role

If you encounter these issues, the ScrumMaster 
should work that as an impediment while still 

fully supporting the current Product Owner
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Who Makes a Good Product Owner?

Someone with:

•The ability and authority to make and stick to decisions

•The communication skills to deal with conflict confidently 

and productively

•A broad viewpoint

•The ability to prioritize

•A willingness to own the Product Backlog

•Regular attendance at the Daily Scrum meetings

•Engagement (otherwise known as “skin in the game”)

Donôt mistake an inexperienced Product Owner for a 
Bad Product Owner!
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Supporting Your Product Owner

• Your Product Owner needs to know 

you are invested in his/ her success

• Encourage upper management 

support

• Provide team support

• Continuous coaching

• Provide training

• Allow for a learning curve

Remember the phrase Product Owners live by:

ñNo surprises!ò



Thank You!


