Praise for Product Roadmaps Relaunched
It’s about time someone brought product roadmapping out of the dark ages of waterfall development and made it into the strategic communications tool it should be. McCarthy and team have cracked the code.
Steve Blank, author of The Startup Owner’s Manual

The theme-driven roadmap is the only way to operate today. By focusing on value rather than features or dates, this book makes product roadmaps useful again.
David Cancel, CEO, Drift

Product roadmaps matter. You can’t build a great company unless you have a great strategy and a product roadmap is a way of clearly articulating that strategy. This book makes it clear how to develop the core components of a roadmap, the problem set, the value propositions, and areas of focus for the customer.
Jeffrey Bussgang, General Partner, Flybridge Capital

Product roadmaps bridge the gap between Agile tactics and company strategy. This book is required reading for anyone on my team and I’d recommend it for all software product leaders.
Samuel Clemens, VP of Product Management, InsightSquared

When you follow this book’s brilliant advice, a smartly designed roadmap will put your customers directly in the focus of your product strategy. You’ll shift from the standard approach of “Look at us and what we can do” to “We understand what you’re dealing with and we can help you.” Roadmaps will be your company’s competitive strategic advantage.
Jared Spool, CEO/Founding Principal of UIE

Roadmaps are one of the most critical tools we use as product leaders to drive our strategy, but also one of the more challenging to get right. This book brings together a breadth of experience to provide practical advice and war stories to take you to the next level.
Vanessa Ferranto, Director of Product, The Grommet

This is a fantastic book with so much useful information on every page. Plus, Chapter 7 on prioritization: if it was shorter I would have it tattooed on my arm.
Tim Frick, CEO, Mightybytes, author of Designing for Sustainability

This book clearly articulates what a roadmap should, and more importantly should not, be in order to make the connection between product vision and what problems need to be solved to in order to achieve it. It’s a must read for product people, but it shouldn’t stop there. Anyone who is in a product driven org should be reading this as well so that the entire team can align around this important tool.
Ryan Frere, VP Product at Flywire

This is the first book I can wholeheartedly recommend to my students on the subject of product roadmapping. So long to committing to unvalidated features upfront, and hello to communicating progress on solving problems.
Melissa Perri, CEO, ProdUX Labs and founder of Product Institute

Product roadmaps have been long misunderstood as tools of project forecasting rather than product vision. This book clarifies their purpose—required reading for product leaders with a vision to share! Finally, product roadmaps are given their due as a critical part of the Agile process—making sure you’re solving a problem worth solving!
Lisa Long, Vice President of Innovation and Product Management, Telenor
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Foreword
“No roadmap survives contact with reality.”

It’s a saying that has flourished in product management circles for years—for all the wrong reasons.
Roadmaps get a lot of flak. They are often blamed for unrealistic deadlines and death marches. For missing market opportunities, and for building features that are out-of-date before any code is even written.
When I began my career as a product manager, a roadmap was commonly known as a feature-by-feature wish list, outlining releases and delivery dates stretching as far out into the future as the spreadsheet could handle. My own roadmap was a work of art—an all-singing, all-dancing dynamic spreadsheet that certainly pleased the bosses...but terrified the developers and let me down every quarter when it had to be tediously updated to match with all the things we weren’t able to deliver.
I even went so far as to neatly package up this spreadsheet and release it into the wild for others to download. At the time, I thought I was being helpful, but it just fueled the trend for beautiful, but ultimately treacherous, roadmap formats.
And these old artifacts are still everywhere: do a Google image search for Product Roadmap and you’ll see what I mean.
But an old-school roadmap doesn’t fit with modern software development. And a modern roadmap isn’t meant to survive contact with reality.
Just as your first prototypes and MVPs are likely to get trashed in feedback sessions with your early customers, your roadmap is meant to change and adapt as you learn more.
Your product roadmap is the prototype for your strategy.
It’s your key to vision alignment. It’s your ever-adaptable communication aid, the one thing your team can coalesce around and use as a North Star guiding light.
In this book, Bruce, C. Todd, Evan, and Michael finally set the record straight. Roadmaps are a powerful communication tool that benefit not just the product people and their immediate team, but the entire company and how it communicates.
The authors have unburdened the rest of us by digging out the absolute best practices from product-centric companies around the world and lining them up in a way that’ll empower you, the product person, to create and maintain a roadmap that will propel you forward instead of hold you back.
It’s the first book to hold up the product roadmap as not just a document, but a leadership tool.
And it couldn’t come at a better time. As cofounder of Mind the Product and the ProductTank events around the world, I see how roadmaps are being created, communicated, and shared.
Time and time again, I see product teams who are being held back by outdated roadmapping practices.
Much of my time is spent on trying to rid the world of bad road maps—and it’s not just me. As Marty Cagan once said to me, “At least 90% of the roadmaps I see are squarely in the ‘bad’ category.”
Now Bruce, C. Todd, Evan, and Michael are doing something about it, and this book is a giant leap forward in fixing the problem. I only wish it had existed years ago, when it could have saved me from many of the roadmap struggles I went through! Perhaps I would have thought better of releasing that well-meaning but ill-advised roadmap template.
Just as lean/agile facilitated a step-change in how we iterate and deliver, this relaunched roadmap paves the way to change how we discover opportunities, communicate about them, and build products that solve real problems.
It’s time for a relaunch, to move into a new way of roadmapping, and this book is it.
—Janna Bastow,
Cofounder/CEO of ProdPad and cofounder of Mind the Product Brighton, UK—July 2017

Preface
Dear Roadmap
“Why are you writing a book about product roadmaps? Does anyone even do those anymore?”

Each of us has been asked questions along these lines repeatedly over the last few months. We’ve also had the opposite reaction: “We’re redoing our roadmapping process right now. It’s so broken. When is your book coming out? Can I get a sneak preview?” At the same time that many are calling roadmaps old-fashioned, we’re seeing more and more people sign up for our roadmapping workshops.
Roadmaps were once required for any technology-related effort. They communicated specific deliverables and deadlines, and generally provided a comforting sense that everything was well planned and on track.
In the past decade, though, product roadmaps have become controversial. People seek the perfect roadmapping process and frequently end up disappointed. Many have actually abandoned the process in frustration, but retain this nagging sense that they are missing the strategic big picture.
As you read in the “Dear Roadmap” letters, product people are breaking up with their roadmapping process because it’s no longer delivering on its promise.










They want a document that:
	Puts the organization’s plans in a strategic, value-oriented context

	Is based on market and user research rather than guesswork and opinion

	Gets customers excited about their product direction

	Rallies their organization around a single set of priorities

	Embraces learning and evolving as part of a successful product development process

	Doesn’t require a wasteful process of up-front design and estimation


Perhaps the traditional product roadmap was once useful, when the goal (sell more units) was obvious, the pace of change was slower, and Moore’s law created a sense of inevitable and steady progress in the semiconductor industry of the 80s and 90s.
If this was ever true, though, it certainly has changed. It seems technology projects seldom, if ever, go according to plan. How many target ship dates have you actually hit? Exactly. Dates slip. Priorities change. Features are cut. Business models change. Companies “pivot.” Worse, as an industry, we’ve learned that those efforts that do go precisely to plan seldom deliver the value expected from the things the roadmap has outlined.
David Cancel, CEO of Drift and former head of product for HubSpot, summed up these frustrations well when he explained why he no longer puts together a traditional roadmap: “Either I’m going to disappoint you by giving you exactly what we thought six months ahead of time was the best solution when it’s not, or by changing course and having lied to you.”
Things have changed and product roadmaps haven’t caught up. They haven’t adapted to a world of lean and agile (some would even say post-agile) organizations. But there is still a need (even a hunger) for the vision, direction, and rallying cry that a good roadmap provides. To meet this need, roadmaps need a refresh—a relaunch, so to speak.
Fortunately, there is a new generation of product people developing a new breed of product roadmap. We’re seeing it come together in bits and pieces from sources as far apart as enterprise software, electronic components, consumer apps, business services, and even medicine.
We’ve assembled these best practices into a flexible framework that provides a powerful toolset for product people, and represents a new paradigm in product roadmapping.
Marty Cagan, founder of Silicon Valley Product Group and author of Inspired: How to Create Products Customers Love (SVPG Press), describes this new paradigm as follows: “It’s all about solving problems, not implementing features. Conventional product roadmaps are all about output. Strong teams know it’s not only about implementing a solution; they must ensure that solution actually solves the underlying problem. It’s about results.”
Intrigued?
Read on and join the relaunch of product roadmapping.

Who Is This Book For?
This book is written for product people. If you’re wondering if that’s you, we’re referring to the individual or individuals responsible for developing, prioritizing, and rallying support for the development of a product or service. This role has been compared to “a mini CEO,” but we think that overstates the level of control most product people have.
We prefer the analogy of the executive chef, the person who brings together kitchen staff, menu, and purchasing—and even trains the front-of-house staff—all in order to bring in customers, satisfy their hunger, and make money for the business. It is not enough for an executive chef to simply distribute the work, but each team member must understand whom they are serving, and why they are doing things a certain way, so as to create a seamless experience for the customer.
In many organizations (and particularly in technology organizations), this responsibility carries the title of product manager, product director, or product owner. Depending on the nature of your business and structure of your team, however, these duties may be handled by a myriad of other roles and functions, including project manager, development manager, engineering manager, technical lead, operations manager, program manager, user experience designer, customer success, quality assurance, and many more. In today’s fast-moving business environment, responsibilities and titles can change as frequently as the technologies we work with.
We wrote this book to be accessible to anyone involved in product, regardless of title. If your job includes strategizing about where your product is going, contributing to alignment around a shared vision, or developing a plan to execute, then we hope this book will be relevant, enlightening, and useful to you.
In addition, we want this book to be useful for product people of all experience levels. Whether you’re a product “newbie,” a seasoned veteran, or a senior leader responsible for a range of products (or a team of product people), we believe the approach we describe here will help you and your team communicate product direction effectively.
Maybe you had never heard of product roadmapping before you came across this book. That’s OK! (Welcome aboard, we have life jackets.) If you’re new to product development or new to the concept of roadmapping, we’ve designed this book to be a helpful introduction.
Or maybe you have a product roadmapping process but have realized it’s flawed. Maybe what you thought was a product roadmap was actually a business plan, a marketing plan, or a project plan.
Recognizing that you don’t have a working product roadmapping process is actually a great place to be. This means you can wipe the slate clean and start fresh.

How to Use This Book
Product roadmapping isn’t a destination; rather, it’s a journey, marked by a collection of actions that help define how to deliver the highest possible value to the customer. The following list identifies the key principles we’ve found are crucial to a successful product roadmap. You may already have some of these in place, and each company, product, and set of stakeholders is different, so we’ll talk about how you can mix and match based on your needs and the readiness of your organization.
	Gather inputs (Chapter 3)

	Establish the product vision (Chapter 4)

	Uncover customer needs (Chapter 5)

	Dive deeper into needs and solutions (Chapter 6)

	Master the art and science of prioritization (Chapter 7)

	Achieve buy-in and alignment (Chapter 8)

	Present and share (Chapter 9)

	Keep it fresh (Chapter 10)


We’ve organized the core of this book in the order of these tasks; however, our research has found that there’s no “right” order. In addition, Chapter 1 makes the case for a new approach to product roadmapping, Chapter 2 provides an overview of the core components, and Chapter 11 summarizes the entire process.
Roadmapping is not something most product people do every day. Like good cuisine, it is seasonal. So, like your favorite cookbook, this book was designed as a reference you can keep handy to refresh your memory on the intricacies, options, and pitfalls associated with each step along the way.

Why Listen to Us?
As long-time product people ourselves, we’ve spent decades exploring and using different approaches to product roadmapping. Every organization we’ve worked for or with has had slightly different needs, and our approaches have varied with them. Upon reflecting on these experiences and comparing approaches, we developed this common framework that we believe any product person can benefit from.
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Product roadmaps can take many forms, and aren’t necessarily a single artifact or document. In fact, it’s really not about creating artifacts at all—it’s about creating a shared understanding of where you’re going and why.


Chapter 1. Relaunching Roadmaps
What you’ll learn in this chapter
A few definitions, including:
	Product

	Customer

	Stakeholder


Where product roadmaps came from
Requirements for a roadmap relaunch
What is a product roadmap?
Properly done, a product roadmap can steer your entire organization toward delivering on the company strategy.

It is your vision for how your products will help achieve your organization’s strategic goals. A good roadmap inspires buy-in and over-delivery from your entire organization.
It’s easy to think of a roadmap as a fixed and detailed plan—etched in stone almost—and this is where product people often find frustration sets in. A traditional roadmap is not flexible enough for the lean and agile methods many teams have adopted, and it is often light on the strategic context necessary for teams to understand the overall vision. This is why a re-launch is necessary.
A good roadmap is not so much a project plan as a strategic communication tool, a statement of intent and direction. In this chapter, we describe the key requirements for relaunching roadmaps as effective treasure maps for the value you’ll deliver to your customer and your organization. Get out your spyglass and compass, and let’s get started.
What Is a Product Roadmap?
In our view, a product roadmap describes how you intend to achieve your product vision.
It focuses on the value you propose to deliver to your customer and your organization in order to rally support and coordinate effort among stakeholders.
It’s that simple. And that simplicity is critical to success. Remember, however, that simple does not always equal easy.
Figure 1-1. Product roadmaps can take many forms, and aren’t necessarily a single artifact or document. In fact, it’s really not about creating artifacts at all—it’s about creating a shared understanding of where you’re going and why.

Figure 1-2. Roadmap examples in different shapes and sizes, from a single page to a multipage document


Key Terms and How We’re Using Them
Product
Before we define a product roadmap in detail, let’s first describe what we mean by a product. A product is how you deliver value to your organization’s customers. We usually think of a product as an artifact, like a smartphone or a toaster, but our broader definition includes services like pizza delivery, a Netflix subscription, or even an experience like a Broadway play. To keep it simple, throughout this book we’ll refer to whatever you deliver to your customers as your “product.”

Stakeholder
We use the term stakeholder to refer to all the internal and external colleagues and partners who are involved with the product being developed, marketed, sold, and serviced. Internally this could range from sales, marketing, user experience, engineering, research, finance, and even human resources; externally this could imply partners such as suppliers, technology partners, vendors, resellers, or brokers.

Customer
We use the term customer to refer to the recipient of the value your product provides, so let’s define that as well. Within that term, we include the buyer and the user of your product. (We’ll talk more about the differences in Chapter 3.) In many consumer products, the buyer and the user are the same person. I buy a cup of coffee and I drink it to help me wake up and focus (and because I like the taste). You buy a watch and you strap it on each morning to help keep you on schedule.
However, I might buy a watch for you as a present, separating the role of buyer from that of user. This split is very common in business, where someone in the IT department selects and buys the computers, phones, and other equipment and software that all of the employees use. We’ll call out the difference when important; otherwise, we will refer to both buyer and user as the “customer.”
It’s also worth noting that customers may receive value without payment, per se. Some products are free or supported by advertising, like Gmail or broadcast TV. And some products are created and used within the same organization, for example a corporate intranet where employees can learn about benefit programs and company events.


Where Did Product Roadmaps Come From?
It all starts with the bicycle. In the 1890s, bicycles were a key form of transportation within cities, and some of the first roadmaps were created to show how to bike from one part of New York City to another. With the rise of the automobile, travel between cities becomes more common, and flourishing organizations like the American Automobile Association (AAA) provided printed roadmap directions for travelers. Even today, we are still using roadmaps in electronic form, like Waze and GPS navigation, to direct us to our destinations.
In the 1980s, Motorola began using the term roadmap to align technology and product development. Technology roadmaps became widely accepted in the 1990s across the semiconductor industry and were eventually adopted by many other technology-driven organizations, including Microsoft, Google, and Oracle. These roadmaps were created to inform stakeholders of when major upgrades were coming so they could plan their purchases many months in advance. This is still important when you are manufacturing the chips for millions of electronic devices that themselves have long manufacturing lead times. Planning was and continues to be essential in such businesses.
The ever-increasing pace of change in technology, however, coupled with adoption of lean and agile practices that leverage rapid release cycles, learning, and data-driven product decisions, has made the traditional roadmap an unwieldy instrument. Dates slip, technologies become obsolete, priorities shift, customer preferences evolve, the competition gains ground.... As a result, product people increasingly have found themselves caught between breaking promises and staying the course on a plan made months ago that seems increasingly out of touch.
The mismatch between traditional roadmaps and the reality of most product development efforts has gotten bad enough that many product teams have abandoned the practice altogether or restricted access to the roadmap to a few trusted team members.
Few are satisfied with this state of affairs, however. Agile and lean methods have not filled the strategy gap created when roadmaps are left behind. If anything, agile teams complain they spend so much time focused on the next few weeks that they lose sight of the reasons they are doing all this work.
So let’s define what it would take to make a good roadmap today.

Requirements for a Roadmap Relaunch
As we outlined in the preface, the product people we’ve talked to are looking for certain things from a roadmap.
A product roadmap should:
	Put the organization’s plans in a strategic context

	Focus on delivering value to customers and the organization

	Embrace learning as part of a successful product development process

	Rally the organization around a single set of priorities

	Get customers excited about the product’s direction


At the same time, a product roadmap should not:
	Make promises product teams aren’t confident they will deliver on

	Require a wasteful process of up-front design and estimation

	Be conflated with a project plan or a release plan (we cannot stress this enough)


Let’s take a closer look at each of these requirements, what problem each is intended to solve, and a little about how a relaunch of roadmapping can solve it. We’ll also guide you to chapters that explore each of these concepts in more detail along the way.

A Roadmap Should Put the Organization’s Plans in a Strategic Context
Problem: Nobody understands why things are on the roadmap
The traditional roadmap was so focused on deliverables that it often left out the critical context of why the organization is focused on these specific things at all. Product people spend enormous amounts of time sifting through market data and customer input; they prioritize, estimate, design, architect, and schedule, but then too often forget to clearly explain their thinking to the people involved in execution.
This is a problem within the product development team itself because without a sense of the big picture, the many decisions engineers, designers, and production people must make on their own are not united by a common vision. The same lack of vision hampers efforts to coordinate with other departments such as marketing, sales, finance, and support.
The roadmap is a critical—and frequently missed—opportunity to articulate why you are doing this product, why it’s important, and why the things on it are absolutely vital to success.
Symptoms of this particular problem include:
	Your product doesn’t get the funding, shelf space, or marketing support it needs.

	You get lots of questions about the details (features, dates) on your roadmap.

	You get lots of ideas for things to add to the roadmap that don’t fit with your vision (the one you haven’t clearly articulated).


“We suffer from ‘shiny object’ syndrome.”
“No one knows what our end goal should be.”

Solution: Tie the roadmap to a compelling vision of the future
“This is our vision of why we’re here and what we’re trying to accomplish for clients, and here’s the roadmap that’s going to help us progressively get there.”
Matt Poepsel, Vice President, Product Development, The Predictive Index

Before you get into the details of what you and your team are working on, take a moment to explain the big picture. Why are you doing this product in the first place? What will it mean if you are successful—to the customer, to the company, to the world?
Maybe your company has a mission statement, a vision, or a purpose. A good place to start in defining your product vision is to link it to your organization’s reason for being.
Then, if everything on your roadmap is clearly there to support that mission, the “why” becomes much more evident. Conversations change from “Why are we doing that?” to “Would decision A or B help us achieve our vision sooner?” Steve Blank, author of The Startup Owner’s Manual, reminds us to start with the mission, strategic intent and only then devise the plan from there. “Let’s take Airbnb. The mission is, ‘We want to change how people view temporary housing. Okay. What’s our goal? We want to have 5 million users, 16 million places to rent, how do we do this? We need to deliver software that allows people to do this. OK, what kind of features do we need?’”
Your product roadmap should slot right in between your company vision and your more detailed development, release, and operational plans.
Chapter 4 goes into much more detail on creating a product vision and measurable goals.

A Roadmap Should Focus on Delivering Value to Customers and the Organization
Problem: You are shipping a lot but not making progress
“A lot of people think a feature release schedule and roadmap are synonymous, right? You’ve probably heard that a hundred times. In fact, if you look at any of the software programs I’ve seen out there for product roadmapping, they’re a graphical version of this feature x on with a delivery date. In my mind, a roadmap is a series of statements that communicate WHAT you’ll help customers accomplish and WHY those goals are important to their success.”
John Mansour, Managing Partner, Proficientz

The traditional product roadmap is really more of a project plan focused on efficient use of resources, maximizing throughput, and hitting dates. Many highly detailed roadmaps, however, entirely leave out discussion of what is expected as a result of all this effort.
Many teams have begun measuring the actual effect of additions or changes to their product on customer behavior and business results, but this is usually absent from the roadmap. The only criteria left for management to judge success of product development efforts, then, is whether the team shipped on time—but does being on schedule make any difference if you have no effect on customer behavior or business results?
Symptoms of this particular problem include:
	Releases happen on time but don’t change any of your business KPIs (key performance indicators).

	Implementing customer requests doesn’t increase customer satisfaction.

	Features meet the specs without solving the problem for the customer.


“I have no insight into how my team’s work affects the bottom line.”
“I never really talk directly to our customers.”

Solution: Focus the roadmap on delivering value
After you’ve described the product vision and what everyone’s there to accomplish, the next level down in detail should not be a laundry list of features, functions, and fixes with dates.
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