Value-Driven User Stories Exercise
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Introduction 

Traditionally, software development projects started out with an idea and commenced a long process of identifying all the requirements needed to make the idea "complete" for the intended users.  In some cases, this lead to incurring excessive cost before understanding the size of the project and placed less emphasis on value returned for the investment made.  Agile has brought back the emphasis on maximizing the value of software produced for the investment made and even identified a principle for Agile software development to communicate it:

Our highest priority is to satisfy the customer through early and continuous delivery of valuable software

The value-driven user stories exercise is designed to identify product functionality artifacts based on the value desired by it’s intended users.  The exercise has been used by Scrum Product Owners and their supporting analysts and subject matter experts to perform just-in-time elaboration of larger and mostly ambiguous product features.  On an Agile project we do not elaborate all of the requirements at the beginning of the project.  Rather we elaborate them when they become high enough priority to stage for implementing into the product by the Delivery Team.

Background on Scrum and User Stories

The Scrum framework is described as a value-driven approach for managing projects.  Value is a function of the customer's choice of cost, quality, time, risk, and functionality.  How value is expressed may be different based on the end user's usage of the software product.  For instance, a shrink-wrapped software package may express value in terms of new market opportunities, existing customer upgrades, and extension of product packaging strategies.  On the other hand, an internal IT project may be interested in reducing operational costs, timely access to essential business information, and increasing organizational productivity.  Product functionality is prioritized stack ranked in a Product Backlog with highest value items on top.  The value and priority of items in the Product Backlog may change at any time based on new understanding of the product vision by the Product Owner.  The implementation team will pull items from the top of the Product Backlog therefore always implementing the highest value functionality first.

A User Story describes product functionality written from the customer's perspective.  User Stories are used by many Scrum teams as the format for describing Product Backlog items.  The User Story construct was conceived as part of Extreme Programming.  Ron Jeffries further elaborated what a User Story encompasses beyond a description that can fit on a 3x5 index card.  Ron described a User Story as containing the 3 C's; card, conversation, and confirmation.  The card which represents a short description of product functionality is insufficient to implement without a conversation between the customer and implementation team.  Out of this conversation, confirmation, otherwise known as acceptance criteria or conditions of satisfaction, for the User Story will be negotiated and established.  In his book "User Stories Applied", Mike Cohn introduced a User Story template that incorporates value and the perspective of a user on a card; As a <<User>>, I want to <<feature>> so that <<value>>.  By clearly defining the value from a user's perspective, establishing the User Stories priority within the Product Backlog is more easily accomplished.

Outline of Approach 

In my experience, the value-driven user stories exercise has been useful in 3 main situations:

· Generating an initial Product Backlog from the product vision: A Product Owner has an idea for a product.  They have not detailed out specific features which would make their product come to life.  Instead they have an idea of the value they are looking to provide for a specific customer base.  In this scenario we have the value that the product will provide and have identified the intended users of the product.

· Generating user stories from descriptions of larger and mostly ambiguous features that have risen in priority on the Product Backlog: We have an existing Product Backlog which contains smaller user stories easily consumed by the Delivery Team listed as highest in priority.  Just a bit lower in priority on the Product Backlog are larger, more ambiguous user stories, otherwise known as "Epics".  As the smaller, higher priority user stories are pulled from the Product Backlog by the Delivery Team, the upcoming prioritized Epics become higher in priority and must be broken down into smaller user stories consumable by the Delivery Team in an upcoming iteration.  In this scenario we will need to identify the values this Epic will provide to users that are most interested in this Epic.

· Generating user stories from a product roadmap's next release: A product roadmap is a plan for multiple releases and usually includes high level descriptions of features which can be thought of as Epics.  In keeping with the just-in-time elaboration concept, we will focus on the next release in the product roadmap.  The Epics contained within this release will each be broken into smaller user stories to better understand the release.  In this scenario we will need to identify what values each Epic will provide to the intended users of the features delivered in the release. 


The value-driven user stories exercise contains the following steps:

· Value statement brainstorm from product vision, product roadmap, or Epic User Story 

· Interested user roles identification for product vision, product roadmap, or Epic User Story 

· User Story generating breakout sessions for each user role and value statements identified 

· Group debrief and feedback session for user stories generated in breakout sessions
· Capture generated User Stories in Product Backlog and prioritize 


The following sections will describe the preparation needed, suggested practices, and artifacts to be created for each step of the exercise.

Preparation 

Preparing for the value-driven user stories exercise includes allotting sufficient time, inviting all required participants, and scheduling a meeting room sufficiently sized for the participants and breakout sessions. 

Depending on the situation which has initiated the exercise you may consider allotting time differently.  For generating an initial Product Backlog you may need a 4 hour time slot each day for 1 to 3 days.  This allows for participants supporting the Product Owner to fully internalize the product vision and jump start their creative juices.  As Epics get higher in priority on the Product Backlog it may only take 2-3 hours to generate smaller user stories for prioritizing back into the Product Backlog.  Generating smaller user stories from a product roadmap’s upcoming release entails multiple Epics. Therefore it will take approximately the amount of Epics multiplied by the 2-3 hours used for generating user stories from an Epic. 

It is important to invite all potentially useful participants including subject matter experts, architecture, business analysts, customers (if possible), and of course the Product Owner.  Please schedule a room that fits the number of participants with a little extra room for having mini-breakout sessions.  It is also helpful to have space on the walls to place your generated artifacts, information radiators, and facilitation aids.  Here are some items that may be helpful in conducting the exercise:

· 1-3 packs of 3x5 sticky notes or index cards 

· at least 1 black sharpie per participant

· white board and color dry erase markers 

· easel pad and easel

· product vision statement 

· product roadmap

· digital camera - to take pictures of generated materials around the room


An example agenda for the meeting:

· Introduce Epic User Story - Product Owner (10 minutes)

· Value statement brainstorm (10 minutes) 

· Interested user roles identification (10 minutes) 

· User Story generation breakout sessions (45-60 minutes) 

· Group debrief and feedback (30 minutes)

· Closing & retrospective of session (10 minutes)

Step 1: Value Statement Brainstorm 

Setup 

The Product Owner starts the meeting by introducing the product vision statement, product roadmap, or Epic User Story which is driving the exercise.  The participants may direct questions at the Product Owner throughout the introduction to gain better understanding.  When the participants feel comfortable with their understanding it is time to brainstorm value statements.  The facilitator for the exercise stands up in front of the participants with either a white board or easel pad to scribe for the group.  The facilitator asks the participants "what values or benefits will this [product, release, or Epic User Story] provide to a user?".  As the participants brainstorm value statements vocally the facilitator writes them in a single column on the white board or a sheet of easel pad paper.  If the facilitator or any participant believes that a particular statement needs clarification then a mini discussion commences.  When the participants are no longer generating value statements it is time to go onto step 2, interested user roles identification.

Suggested Practices 

· Have a designated facilitator; either the project ScrumMaster or third party facilitator 

· Allow enough discussion for the participants to feel comfortable with the product vision statement, product roadmap, or Epic User Story. 

· If introducing a product roadmap, make sure to focus on the first release 

· If introducing a product vision, write down some high level capabilities the product should have.  These may become Epic User Stories to help drive the exercise 

· As facilitator, try to evaluate each value statement by asking yourself "is this a value for the end user or a technically assumed value?".  I have found that in many cases people in software begin to assume certain technical capabilities are valuable to a customer.  It is usually best to capture value from an end user's perspective rather than non-functional aspects that the end user is not aware of immediately.

Artifacts 

· List of values that the product or Epic User Story will provide

Step 2: Interested User Roles Identification 

Setup 

At the end of step 1, the value statement brainstorm, a list of values that the product or Epic User Story will provide has been created.  This list of values is used as a backdrop for identifying user roles that are interested in attaining these values from the product.  The facilitator asks the participants "who is interested in attaining the values which are being provided by this [product or Epic User Story]?".  As the participants suggest user roles, the facilitator writes them in a second column on the white board or separate piece of easel pad paper.  Allow the participants to make user roles more specific or generalized through discussion.  When the participants are satisfied with the list of user roles interested in attaining the values of the product or Epic User Story it is time to move onto step 3, user story generation breakout sessions.

Suggested Practices 

· Facilitator should make sure that each user role is reiterated back to the participants for confirmation

· Ask the group if they are satisfied with the user role list when the rate of participant suggestions slow down

Artifacts 

· List of user roles interested in attaining the values that the product will provide

Step 3: User Story Generating Breakout Sessions

Setup 

Now that we have a list of values the product will provide and user roles interested in these values it is time to generate User Stories.  The facilitator asks the participants to choose a partner for the breakout session.  After everybody has chosen a partner ask each pair to choose a user role from those listed in step 2, interested user roles identification.  Each pair will generate User Stories from this user role’s perspective for each of the values listed in step 1, value statement brainstorm.  Some of the value statements may not be appropriate for every user role but should be evaluated before moving onto the next value statement.  The group may not be large enough to cover all of the user roles at once so each pair should continue to choose a new user role until all have been chosen and their respective User Stories generated.  If there is not enough user roles then form larger breakout session groups.  It is very important that all user stories are written out fully using the Mike Cohn template "As a <<user>> I want to <<feature>> so that <<value>>".  Place the user role into the <<user>> slot and the value this user role is attaining in the <<value>> slot.  The <<feature>> slot is what is generated based on the user role and value to be attained.

Suggested Practices 

· Make sure participants understand that each user story should be fully written using the Mike Cohn template "As a <<user>> I want to <<feature>> so that <<value>>".  It will make the group debrief go much smoother and decrease the need to rewrite user stories before capturing in the Product Backlog. 

· Break up group into pairs if there are enough participants (5 or more) 

· When a pair chooses a user role place their initials or some indicator of their choice next to it
· Breakout pairs should focus on only 1 user role at a time 

· Upon discovery of new value statements the breakout pairs should add them to the list of value statements the product or Epic User Story provides

Artifacts 

· A stack of index cards or sticky notes with User Stories written on them 

Step 4: Group Debrief and Feedback 

Setup 

Once all of the user roles have been chosen and User Stories have been generated for each it is time to debrief to the entire group.  The facilitator asks for a pair to volunteer to go first in order to get started.  The pair reads a User Story to the group and asks for feedback after each one.  If there is no feedback then the User Story card or sticky note is placed into the middle of the group and we move onto the next User Story.  If there is feedback then the group helps to generate either a replacement to the User Story or supplement it with additional User Stories.  Once the group is satisfied, the User Stories are placed into the middle of the group.  At the beginning of this step there is a tendency by the group to suggest features which the pair has captured but not mentioned yet in their debriefing.  In my experience, this starts to subside as we progress through the group's generated User Stories.  After all pairs have debriefed to the group the facilitator should ask if the group is satisfied with the stack of User Stories which were generated during the exercise.  If they are satisfied then it is time to conduct a retrospective so that the team can improve next time the exercise is conducted.

Suggested Practices 

· Ask for a pair to volunteer to go first in debriefing to the group 

· Allow group to give feedback on each User Story 

· Facilitator should make sure that the process of placing the User Story into the middle of the group is followed.  This places emphasis on completing discussion on each User Story before moving onto the next 

· Conduct a short retrospective on the entire exercise to make sure improvements are made for next time it is conducted

Artifacts 

· Conversation with participants about each user story generated 

· New and modified User Stories from group feedback 

· Stack of User Stories which are to be captured in the Product Backlog

Action Item: Capture Generated User Stories

Now that we have a stack of User Stories to be captured in the Product Backlog it is important that we do not lose them.  I have found that spreading out the User Stories on a table, wall, or white board and taking pictures of them is a good practice.  The pictures will capture the generated content just in case the index cards or sticky notes are misplaced.  It is also important to place the User Stories into the Product Backlog immediately after the exercise has completed.  The conversations about each User Story are still fresh and the Product Owner has usually been thinking about priority during the exercise.  Not all of the generated User Stories must be listed together in the Product Backlog.  The Product Owner may decide to focus on particular user roles for an upcoming release of the product for instance.

Conclusion 

Agile methodologies have brought an emphasis on delivering value early and continuously so that customers get the highest return on their investment.  By emphasizing value provided by features implemented into our products and the user roles that are interested in attaining that value we are able to more easily prioritize to optimize this return.  The value-driven user story exercise supports just-in-time elaboration of features based on the value we are trying to provide and user's perspective of that value.  The exercise can be used to generate your initial backlog or elaborate high priority Epic User Stories throughout the project lifespan.

Value-Driven User Stories Exercise
- 6 -

[image: image2.wmf]

[image: image1][image: image2.wmf]