
Alex Priestley

Lies, damned lies and customers
Becoming antifragile in product management



www.agilealex.com

agilealexuk@gmail.com

 SELECT QUALIFICATIONS  

Hi, I’m Alex

www.linkedin.com/in/ 
alex-priestley-30340a1a

http://www.agilealex.com
mailto:agilealexuk@gmail.com?subject=Hello
http://www.linkedin.com/in/


New course from ProKanban.org
Join us and find out more!



Where I’m going in this talk

• What ‘antifragile’ is 


• How we can’t trust what customers tell us


• Flow Metrics are your friend


• How Flow Metrics helps you manage risk


• How to become antifragile in product management



Imagine you’re a product manager…

• You work in a company with the leading product in the market (with c40-50% 
market share)


• Your main competitor is gaining market share, but is still far behind


• You have developed a prototype for your next generation product


• You are testing it before announcing plans for a full scale production.



Imagine you’re a product manager…
The prototype test results are in

The report is clear, with trustworthy data that is telling you:


• 75% of customers love the new product


• 15% are indifferent


• 10% prefer the old product 



Imagine you’re a product manager…
Quick poll result data

Your team has also done some local polling. When you asked a small sample 
the question: 


‘Should we ship this product?’


100% of people answered ‘yes’



As an empowered product 
manager, what do you do?



Antifragile

Fragile: breaks/deteriorates under stress


Robust: resilient and remains the same under stress


Antifragile: improves due to the application of stress



One of the greatest sources of 
‘stress’ in our systems…



Our customers lie to us



A case study of antifragility
Masters of product management?







Customer feedback
….was pretty clear

750k+ users joined a new Facebook group called ‘Students against Facebook 
news feed’


 
Feedback was clear across the board with comments including:  
“I’m really creeped out by the new Facebook. It makes me feel like a stalker.”





The data told a different story

Facebook page views in August 2006: 10 billion

News feed introduced in September 2006

Facebook page views in October 2006: 22 billion



How many products, features, enhancements, can you 
recall have never delivered any value or even been 

shipped?

How many have you or your team(s) been a part of??



Our customers lie to us



Our customers are often 
wrong about value

Or through the lens of value



*probably said this

*



An innovator should have understanding of one’s customers and their 
problems via empirical, observational, anecdotal methods or even intuition. 


They should also feel free to ignore customers’ inputs.

Harvard Business Review 2011



Antifragile product management

Fragile: breaks/deteriorates under stress 

Robust: resilient and remains the same under stress 

Antifragile: improves due to the application of stress

We deliver in large batches, which could result in large losses and 
major loss of customer or stakeholder value

We are able to maintain stakeholder value even when we are wrong

We are able to improve customer or stakeholder value when we find  
out we are wrong



Every product, project, initiative, feature, story, 
[insert work type] is an investment with an 

undeterminable return value



Every product, project, initiative, feature, story, 
[insert work type] is a bet which may not pay off



Or in other words:  
any significant time spent up front trying to 

determine or quantify value is most likely waste



The only real determinant of value is  
customer feedback on delivered items



We have been doing feedback wrong
Our customers lie!

We need to rethink where we get customer feedback

It is not primarily: 
• Survey results

• NPS scores

• TrustPilot reviews

It is observations of customer behaviour: 
• Page views

• Time taken to complete a task

• Failure rate / conversion rate

• Percentage of target customers that use the feature



Three implications

1.  Every new product/feature/request is an experiment which needs to 
be proven or disproven using observable data

2. Your product/feature/request is not ‘done’ on delivery. It’s done when 
the data tells you to keep it or discard it

3. Create your products to help you observe behaviour and preferences



Imagine you’re a product manager…
The prototype test results are in

The report is clear, with trustworthy data that is telling you:


• 75% of customers love the new product


• 15% are indifferent


• 10% prefer the old product 





"The simple fact is that all the time and money and skill 
poured into consumer research on a new Coca-Cola, it 
could not measure or reveal the deep and abiding emotional 
attachment to original Coca-Cola felt by so many people.”


Donald R Keough, former President and COO of Coca-Cola, 11 July 1985



An alternative strategy?

• A small investment


• Quick production


• Limited rollout


• Observe sales to determine expansion



We should expect to be wrong about value

If we’re trying to become antifragile, we need to rethink how we think about 
value. Therefore:


Return is not determinable,  

Investment is controllable 

We want to find out how wrong we are as quickly as possible



The basic metrics of flow

• Cycle Time: The amount of elapsed time between when a work item 
started and when a work item finished.


• Work Item Age: The amount of elapsed time between when a work 
item started and the current time.


• Throughput: The number of work items finished per unit of time. Note 
the measurement of throughput is the exact count of work items.


• Work in Progress: The number of work items started but not finished.



What represents investment?

Cycle Time is a measure of the investment we have made in a 
delivered item
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How Cycle Time helps us

• We want to reduce Cycle Times from idea to feedback as much as possible


• Feedback could be from customers, internal stakeholders or the system itself


• Simply, we want to get feedback after making the least amount of investment



Thinking in bets
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Thinking in bets will improve decision-making throughout our lives.

We can get better at separating outcome quality from decision quality, 
discover the power of saying, “I’m not sure,” learn strategies to map out the 

future, become less reactive decision-makers, build and sustain pods of 
fellow truthseekers to improve our decision process, and recruit our past 

and future selves to make fewer emotional decisions.



Antifragility by thinking in bets
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One big problem with Cycle Time

Active Done
Testing Done

DoneActive

BuildTo do Analysis

It can only tell us about past investments



Work Item Age
The least used Flow Metric?

Work Item Age is the precursor to Cycle Time.


It’s the amount of elapsed time between when a work item started and the 
current time
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Reducing product risk
Work Item Age (and WIP)

As a measure of active investments this metric allows you to make immediate 
decisions to protect your investment.

We control age in two ways:


1. Limiting the number of items we work on simultaneously (limiting WIP)


2. Making our products, features, requests, the smallest they can be 
(small batches)




As items age
Two things will keep happening

1. Our investment increases, our return stays unknown


2. Our probability of investment exceeding return keeps increasing



Our return  
on investment

Value

Time

Undeterminable

Work Item Age



Become antifragile in product management

We are wrong about value: we need to find out how wrong as quickly as possible.


Our best bet; limit the amount of upfront investment.

(Remember what makes us ‘agile!’)

Don’t sabotage your ability to these three things 👆

You can do that by:


1. Limiting work in progress and reacting quickly to aging items


2. Working in small batches


3. Getting customer feedback faster—by observing customer behaviour



Questions?



Thanks for having me!


