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CHAPTER 11

Value—How Can
We Measure It?

We began by suggesting that “Value is what you want” and
advising you to produce small bits of real value every couple
of weeks. We asked you to say “Show us the software” to
see what’s really going on. The main idea is to concentrate
on value, not cost, and to see that value in terms of real,
running software with features we can understand.

But Ron, you talk about value as if it’s purely subjective. Shouldn’t
we be using real, solid numerical information to make our deci-
sions? What do you have against measurement?

Well, it’s a fair cop: I am pushing back against using
numerical measures, in value and even in cost estimates.
There are some reasons for this.

We don’t really know the numbers.

For almost any product of interest, we don’t know the
numbers. We don’t know howmany users will use our fea-
ture.We don’t knowhowmany liveswill be saved.We don’t
know if people will rate our latest idea with three stars or
five. We don’t know if people will buy our product based
on this idea, or refuse to buy it.
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Big differences are important; small ones aren’t.

When we look at all the feature options before us, some of
them are incredibly important, and some are really dull and
boring. That’s the distinction that matters: what’s incredibly
important versus what’s boring.

Different kinds of value aren’t comparable.

A Product Champion values many different things. The
values go up and down as time goes on. Sometimeswe need
customer information: will people find this idea useful?
Sometimeswe need development information:will this idea
take a day to do, a week, or ten years? Sometimes we value
pleasing some customer or prospect: if we can give them
this feature quickly, they’ll give us their money. Then what
should we do?
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But Ron, then what is “value”? How should we measure it? How
will we know we have it?

Don’t panic! You already have a very good idea what value
is. Take any two things you might do. Ask yourself which
one to do next—which one is more valuable right now. It
turns out you almost always know. If you don’t know, ask
yourself whether either one of them is worth doing at all.
Often, you’ll find they’re not.

Then ask yourself why you prefer what you prefer. Write
down a fewnotes. Ask again:why. Thiswill give you a sense
of some of the dimensions of value to you. Ask your stake-
holders.Whether they agreewith you or not, askwhy. Build
up a grasp of what’s important, and why.

It’s always tempting to try to express value in numbers, and
if you have a way to do that, go ahead and use it. Then look
at two things your numbers suggest and ask yourself
whether you agree. If you do, go ahead. If not, that’s inter-
esting! Dig into that until you and your numbers agree. If
they just won’t, I’d advise throwing out the numbers.
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Looking for numbers puts us on a bit of a slippery slope. If
the company’s purpose with the product is to make money,
then we could measure the product by howmuch money is
made. But there’s no useful way to know whether that
number is a good measure of anything, since it conflates
sales concerns, product concerns, and of course, customer
concerns.

Evenworse,mostmonetarymeasures are trailing indicators:
we don’t get information until it’s too late. We have no real
way of knowingwhether the revenue number is really good
or really bad.Money is a terrible indicator: too slow, unclear
when we get it.

I wish I had an easy answer, like counting up function points
or user preference clicks or the like. Use those if you find
them valuable, but know that the true value of all the mea-
sures you can think of is to build up an understanding, in
your Product Champion, your stakeholders, and your team,
about what’s really valuable.

Instead, sit with your developers and stakeholders. Consider
the things youmight do. Select a combination of next things
to do that the group agrees is most valuable. The true value
in doing this is the learning that will come from reaching a
consensus.

Then build it, ship it promptly, and listen to your users.
Repeat.
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