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C R E D E N T I A L S

• Different Roles

Sales/Marketing <-> Engineering department head

Single team embed <-> Head of Product

• Different Team Management

Individual Contributor <-> Hiring Manager

Small team (1 DR) <-> Department Head (21 DRs, two levels)

• Different sizes of company

30 <-> 94,000 (~800 in IT)

• Different Business Pressures

SaaS product <-> Internal business applications

Direct sales of development time <-> Development to create services efficiency

• Different business structures

VC funded startup <-> Privately owned <-> Publicly traded

• Different technical challenges

Mainframe forklift <-> Startup “greenfield”

Monolith <-> Microservices

• 15+ years in Product Management

Image Attribution: generated by Gemini



W E  BU I L D  S O F T WA R E

TO  A L L E V I AT E  P RO B L E M S

F O R  U S E R S

I N  E X C H A N G E  F O R  M O N E Y

tools



BU T  H OW  D O  W E  K N OW  

T H AT  W E  A R E  S O LV I N G

T H E  R I G H T  P RO B L E M S ?

document

that will move our metrics



TA L K

TO

U S E R S



L E T ’ S  E X P L O R E  T H A T  

T O G E T H E R

• Discovery Goals

• Hypothesis and Problem Statement Formulation

• Participants

• Interviews

• Surveys
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W H A T  A R E  T H E  P R I M A RY  A R E A S  Y O U  

W O U L D  L I K E  T O  F O C U S  O N ?

Discovery Goals

Image Attribution: Apekshajain29 via Pixabay



W H E R E  W E  WA N T  T O  E N D  U P

PO: Review 
of Product 

Goals

Ideation Market Validation Solution Generation

Feature

Release

Feature Feature

Feature

Feature

Feature

Feature

Long Term 

Product 

Vision

Users: Feedback, Feature 
Requests, Pains and Gains 



L A N D S C A P E  O F  P RO D U C T  M A N A G E M E N T

Gain 

Creator

Products / 

Services

Pain Reliever

Market 

Offering

Pains

Jobs to do

Customer

Segment

Gains
Think & Feel

Say & Do

Hear SeeCustomer

PRODUCT /   

MARKET FIT

MARKET 

SEGMENTATION

Who they are

Customer Empathy Map

What they need

Customer Profile

What we have

Value Map

Techniques:
Empathy interview with question map or 5 whys approach,

Problem (or explorative) interviews, AEIOU observations, 

Customer Journey Mapping 

Techniques:

Customer Journey Mapping, User profiles,

Personas, Trend analysis, Context mapping,

Test and learning cards, hypothesis testing, 

Techniques:
Structured usability test with a paper

prototype, Solution interview, Emotional

response cards, Testing prototypes or 

service blueprint

, 

Gains

Pains

Hypothesis of a Problem Hypothesis of a Solution
Product



I  H AVE  A N E X I S T I NG  

P RO D UC T  A ND  MA RK E T

• Existing customer base

• Some sense of segmentation

• Opportunity to iterate from existing 
product/solution

• Risk comes from upsetting a big 
customer

• Goals are incremental: more usage, 
more licenses, more add-ons, more 
efficiency, fewer tickets

• Question: will they be happier if we 
solve this problem (csat)

I  A M L O O K I NG  TO  F I G URE  

O UT  A  NE W  P RO D UC T

• No existing customer base or not looking to 
serve that base, uncertain segmentation

• Opportunity to penetrating new markets or 
introduce new product to existing market (or 
both)

• Risk comes from missing the fit between 
product and market

• Goals are net new: new customers (either net 
new or taking share), new offerings

• Question: will they be willing to pay to solve 
this problem (tam)

W H AT  B R I N G S  YO U  H E R E  T O DAY ?



I F  W E  L O O K  A H E A D  S I X  M O N T H S ,  

W H A T  D O  Y O U  H O P E  I S  D I F F E R E N T ?

Unicorn

Wizard of Oz 

testing, risk 

modeling

Educator

MVP, trial 

balloons

H3: 10%

Explore, seed, 

isolate

H2: 20%

Nurture, 

foster, safe 

testing, drive 

growth

H1: 70%

Maintain, 

defend, 

extend, 

strengthen
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L E V E L S  O F  Q U E S T I O N S  W E  A R E  A S K I N G

What are the biggest business/customer opportunities?

Should we build this feature?

We are building feature X.  What is the most valuable thing 
for this iteration?

We are building this iteration, how should this flow?



W H E N  T O  TA L K  T O  U S E R S

You are going to learn 
something 
(that will change your 
trajectory)

You can test something 
(that will change your 
trajectory)

You are building a 
culture of customer-
centricity

You are building 
customer (and account 
manager) trust 



W H E N  Y O U  

S H O U L D N ’ T  T A L K  

T O  U S E R S

• It won’t change what you are 
working on 

• You lack legitimacy in the 
conversation

• You don’t have anything to talk 
to them about

• It will create undue retention risk

• You can’t actually build what they 
want

Image Attribution: generated by Gemini



T H I S  I S  A L L  P A RT  O F  T H E  P RO C E S S

Hypothesis and Problem Statement Formation

Image Attribution: Microsoft Publisher stock photos



P RO B L E M  /  H Y P O T H E S I S  I S  C I R C U L A R

Identify a customer 
problem

Formulate a 
hypothesis of how to 

solve it

Test if hypothesis 
solves customer’s 

problem

• Most of the time the starting point is

Stakeholder asks for a specific feature (now 

with AI)

We need to make a specific customer 

(segment) happy

Customer ticket

• Things Changes

As we test we learn things

That changes our understanding of the 

problem

That changes our hypothesis of a solution

That changes what questions we ask people



F O R M U L AT E  A  P RO B L E M  S TAT E M E N T

• Centers the conversation on 

something that can be provably 

resolved

• Organizes the process of discovery

• Creates clarify for what we are trying 

to accomplish

• Opens up possibilities for new ideas 

and directions

• Creates focus and a guiding light

As a type of user

I want to complete a job

But limitation I am facing

Because description of the system 
impeding the user

Which makes me feel emotion



H Y P O T H E S I S  S TAT E M E N T

• Specific, repeatable user actions to 

understand expected, measurable customer 

behavior

• Every solution is built on a set of 

assumptions

• The goal is to be as explicit as possible in 

your assumptions

• Hypothesis testing is testing assumptions

• An untested assumption will hurt you

We believe that proposed 
solution

for type of user

Will achieve benefit

We will know we are 
successful when outcome



W H AT  I  A M  H E A R I N G  YO U  S AY  I S …

• Problem Interviews

• Solution Interviews

• Customer Games

• Surveys

• Paper Prototypes

• Wizard of Oz

• Functional Prototype

• MVPs

Less Expensive

More Expensive

I do have that 

problem…. except
Tell me more 

… why does 

it hurt

That’s interesting, 

it may solve my 

problem… except

I have this idea 

that may solve 

your problem

I think you 

have this 

problem

Tell me more… 

what does and 

doesn’t work



C H O O S I N G  T H E  R I G H T  T E S T

Hypothesis
New or 
Existing 
Market

New or 
Existing 
Offering

New or 
Existing 
Feature

Customer 
Pain or Gain

Existing Existing Existing

• Solution 
Interviews

• Surveys

• Lean startup 
signup page

• Wizard of Oz

• Functional 
prototype

• MVP

• Solution 
Interviews

• Customer 
Games

• Pricing 
sensitivity

• Survey

• Paper 
Prototype

• Wizard of Oz

• High fidelity 
wireframe

• Functional 
prototype

• MVP

• Solution 
Interviews

• Customer 
Games

• Survey

• Advisory 
Group

• Paper 
Prototype

• A/B testing

• Wizard of Oz

• Multivariate 
testing

• High fidelity 
wireframe

• Functional 
prototype

• MVP

• Solution 
Interviews

• Customer 
Games

• Feature 
purchasing

• Advisory 
Group

• Paper 
Prototype

• A/B testing

• Wizard of Oz

• Multivariate 
testing

• High fidelity 
wireframe

• Functional 
prototype

• MVP

New New New Gain

Risk Modeling
Market Sizing
Early Adopter 

Base

Customer base 
modeling

Pricing structure
NPD stagegating

Profitability 
modeling

Lifecycle affects
Product vision

• Problem 
Interviews

• Solution 
Interviews

• Advisory 
Group

• Paper 
Prototype

• MVP

Pain

Feature vision
Epic / User 

Stories

Feature direction
Support Ticket / 

User Stories

Strategies
From least to 

most expensive

Outcomes

Problem 

Statement



W A L L S  K E E P  P E O P L E  O U T ;  

B O U N D A R I E S  S H O W  T H E M  W H E R E  T H E  D O O R  I S

Participants

Image Attribution: Microsoft Publisher stock photos



W H AT  I S  A  “ U S E R ”

Decision MakerUser Customer Stakeholders

• Owns process 

flows and 

decides what 

problems users 

are solving 

with software

• Looking for 

organizational 

efficiency

• Gains and 

Pains are 

process flows 

and business 

needs

• Has non-

binding 

opinions on 

process, 

purchasing, 

and other 

decisions

• Looking for 

high level 

alignment

• Gains and 

Pains are 

structural

• Interacts 

directly with 

the software

• Looking for 

increased 

efficiency in 

their assigned 

tasks

• Gains and 

Pains are 

software or 

process 

interactions

• Makes 

purchasing 

decision

• Looking to 

reduce costs 

or increase 

value for the 

organization 

(B2B) or 

themselves 

(B2C)

• Gains and 

Pains are 

budget



G AT H E R I N G  PA RT I C I PA N T S

• Identify a good cross-section from different sizes, segments, and types of 

customers

• Talk to enough people that you feel like you are finding patterns but not so 

many that you aren’t learning anything new… 5-10 is usually a good starting 

place

• Directly talk to who is managing the customer to understand what 

services/products they are using, their relationship with the company, nuances 

of their communication style

• Look at their usage data and patterns in the software before you talk to them

• Be prepared with next steps on engaging with them and always ask if you can 

chat with them again even if the conversation goes poorly



W H AT  M A K E S  A  G O O D  PA RT I C I PA N T

They have the 
problem you are 
testing

Happy enough you 
can’t damage the 
relationship

Unhappy enough they 
productively engage in 
problem identification



A DV I S O RY  

G RO U P S

• Represent a cross-section of markets 

across a single interaction type

• Used to test a single hypothesis

Should we enter this market? – Stakeholders

Should we focus on this product? – Decision 

Makers

Should we explore this epic within this 

product? – Customers

Should we build this feature within this 

product? – Users

• Seek out both “loud” voices and a 

balanced perspective

• Set expectations of participation, 

frequency, and outcomes early



C A N  Y O U  T E L L  M E  M O R E  A B O U T  W H A T ’ S  

B E E N  O N  Y O U R  M I N D ?

Problem and Solution Interviews

Image Attribution: Microsoft Publisher stock photos



S O L UT I O N I NT E RVI E W

• Starts with agreement on the problem 

statement

• Offers solutions

• Explains trade offs

• Tests for market agreement on price and 

value compared to other alternatives

I N T E RV I E W S  F O R  H Y P O T H E S I S  T E S T I N G

P RO B L E M I NT E RVI E W

• Open ended questions

• Specific descriptions of when they 

encountered the problem

• Express empathy but not resolution

• Explore the area around the stated 

problem



I N T E RV I E W S  F O R  H Y P O T H E S I S  T E S T I N G

P RO B L E M I NT E RVI E W

• Welcome

Introduction

Set the Stage

Psychological Priming

• About Them

Demographics

Goals

• Tell me about the last time (repeat)

Open ended questions

Why was that painful?

S O L UT I O N I NT E RVI E W

• Verify problem

• Summarize marketing message

• Describe solution(s)

• Describe limitations

• Get them to make tradeoffs

• Describe sales model and pricing (or cost)

• Numerical rating



U S E R  I N T E RV I E W  T I P S

Set the stage 
that you may 

ask dumb 
questions

Focus on user 
behavior, not 
system actions

Listen to user’s 
dreams, but 
don’t start 

brainstorming 
solutions

Watch out for 
cognitive biases

Stay open and 
actively 
listening

“What I hear 
you saying is 
X.” Or “I 

believe what 
you are trying 

to do is Y.”

Look for 
common 

language and 
start noting it 
as part of your 

ubiquitous 
glossary



C U S T O M E R  G A M E S

• Remember the Future

• Story Telling

• Purchase a feature

• Brainwriting

• Start your day

• Show and Tell



S T RU C T U R E  I T  I N T O  A  WO R K S H O P

• Create a visual structure of what you want to accomplish

• Start with an ice breaker to help folks learn the software and get into the right frame of 

mind

• For ever topic have time for folks to add their own ideas in their own words

• Group ideas together 

• Force rank ideas using 2x2 matrix or dot voting

• Have clear outcomes at the end and next steps



I  VA L U E  Y O U R  I N S I G H T,  E V E N  I F  I T  I S  

T O U G H  T O  H E A R

Surveys

Image Attribution: andibreit via Pixabay



G O A L S  O F  A  S U RV E Y

Identify areas of the application to dig deeper on (Quant->Qual)

Force rank features for customer prioritization (pure Quant)

Test a specific feature or figure out adoption issues (Qual->Quant)

Generate a list people to use for other processes



T H E  Q U A N T I TAT I V E  S H I F T

• Move what “what problems” to “how many experience them” 

• Mitigate the “loudest voice” bias

• Trigger in the context of the application/action

• Create sample size confidence



F O R M U L AT I N G  T H E  

R I G H T  Q U E S T I O N S

• Use clear, standardized multiple choice 
options

• Keep it short to protect data quality

• Focus on behavior (what they have done) 
over speculation (what they want in the 
future)

• Use neutral phrasing (rate your experience 
with this feature)

• Try Kano-style question pairs

• If you have a researcher/UX-er use them, 
always bounce questions off someone 
internally

https://foldingburritos.com/blog/kano-model/



C O N S U M I N G  D A T A  F O R  

F E A T U R E  D E C I S I O N S

• Map out the entire feature

• Use simplified Kano to add internal 
knowledge

• Support constraints

• Technical constraints

• Wider understand of customer base

• Find a thin cut and get to a feedback loop

• Prioritize based on your organization's 
priorities

• Gain customers

• Reduce risk

• Protect existing customers

• Explore new markets

Personas

Jobs To Do

Features

Stories

Expected

(Must-Have)

Exceptional

(Performance/Attractive)

Foundational

(Predecessor or Spike)

Mitigates Risk

(Technical or Business)

Customer Perspective Developer Perspective

https://jennie.ocken.org/2020/05/23/finding-the-first-thin-cut/



S L I C E  O U T  

V I A B L E  

R E L E A S E S

• Look for span of functionality, not end to end features

Think about what you can learn at each delivery

Each delivery is an opportunity to mitigate against 
risk

Able to use a feature end to end and provide feedback

• Name the target outcomes and impact for the slice

Vet approach with users and developers for holes

Identify product success metrics

• Different approaches at different points in the release 
cycle

Opening game: vet the product with users and 
validate performance

Mid game: enhance existing functionality and 
leverage feedback loops

End game: assess release readiness and refine product 
edge cases

• Communicate, communicate, communicate

Personas / 

System Users

Jobs To Do / 

Activities

Features / 

Backbone

Stories

Narrative Flow

Now

Next

Later



Q U E S T I O N S

Jennie.ocken.org jennie@ocken.org @jennieocken
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