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PRODUCT OWNER 
WHAT IS A PRODUCT OWNER? 

 

The Product Owner is a role in many Agile Frameworks. They 

are responsible for optimising the delivery of products and 

maximising the value of the work of the Team.  

The Product Owner, sometimes referred to as the Product Manager, has a close and permanent 

relationship to one or more Teams. They represent the views of many people – end-users, external 

clients, internal stakeholders and committees – and are the single point of decision-making regarding 

what a Team does now, and what it does later. Because the Product Owner is part of the Agile Team, 

the Product Owner doesn’t change when the Team starts to deliver a new set of features or a new 

product. Their clients might change, features might be delivered and then retired, but the Product 

Owner stays with their Team.  

Who should take on this role differs between organisations. Some options include experienced Line 

Managers, Business Analysts, Project Managers, Program Managers or Business Representatives. 

Whoever takes on the role should understand that this is a permanent and full time role. 

Expectations of Product Owners 

 

Communicate the Vision 
• Promote the Vision 

• Create the Product Roadmap and review based on product discovery 

feedback on a regular basis (at least quarterly). 

• Support message design and delivery message consistency. 

• Communicate the benefits of change in relation to the evolution of the 

product(s) and meeting users’ needs through delivering value. 

 

Scope Management 
• Make product decisions transparent through the Product Backlog. 

• Engage users and stakeholders to scope new work that will go into the 

Product Backlog for the Team to deliver. 

• Engage the Team so they understand what they are delivering next. 

 

Collaboration and Feedback Loops 
• Build relationships through empathy with users and stakeholders. 

• Build knowledge about user and stakeholder needs. 

• Identify new opportunities to meet their needs. 

• Create feedback loops to learn where to take the product next. 
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Key areas of responsibility 

 

Engage Stakeholders, Clients and Customers  

• The highest priority is to satisfy the all types of clients through early and 

continuous delivery of valued products and services. 

• Good customer experience is reinforced by engaging them to provide 

feedback early and often. This will enable the Team to continuously improve 

product delivery and the quality of their products. 

• For the Product Owner to succeed, people must respect his or her decisions 

regarding the work that the Team does. These decisions should be visible in 

the content and ordering of the Product Backlog.  

• A functional product that is fit-for-purpose is the primary measure of 

progress. A product or outcome only half-done is of no value to a client, users 

or stakeholders. 

 

 

Collaborate with the Team 
• The best solutions emerge from self-organising Teams. Build projects around 

motivated individuals working as a single Team. Give them the environment 

and support they need, and trust them to get the job done. 

• The most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and 

within a Scrum Team is face-to-face conversation. 

• Simplicity – the art of maximising the amount of work not done – is essential 

to “building the right product” and “building it right” 

• The Product Owner is accountable for the work done by the Team, not the 

Scrum Master. 

• No one is allowed to tell the Team to work from a different set of outcomes, 

and the Team isn’t allowed to act on what anyone else says. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Manage the Product Backlog  
• The Product Owner is responsible for the Product Backlog, including its 

content, availability, and ordering. 

• The Product Backlog is an ordered list of everything that might be needed in 

the product and is the single source of any changes to be made to the 

product. It constantly evolves as changes are identified to meet the needs of 

users, clients and stakeholders. 

• Work closely with the Scrum Master to help cause change that increases the 

productivity of the Scrum Team so they can deliver more to stakeholders with 

higher quality, less effort and less waste. 

• Elicit the support of the Scrum Master to help stakeholders understand and 

enact Scrum and empirical product development. 

• A mature, productive and efficient agile Team understands its product and 

the Product Backlog just as well as its Product Owner. 

• Ensure the Product Backlog is visible and transparent to everyone. 
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Clearly express Product Backlog items 

• Ensure the Team understands the items in the Product Backlog to the level 

needed to assure the Team can successfully deliver those items Sprint-to-

Sprint. 

• Engage with the Team, stakeholders and end-users to build knowledge and 

understanding of their needs and express items in the Product Backlog as 

problems for the Team to solve over a list of requirements set in stone. Work 

with the Scrum Master to find techniques effectively manage the Product 

Backlog. 

• Elicit help from the Scrum Master to create clear and concise Product Backlog 

items (“Stories”) and to understand product planning in an empirical 

environment. 

• Elicit help from the Scrum Master to arrange the Product Backlog to maximise 

the delivery of value. 

• Engage key business subject matter experts and clients to understand high-

value products that align with the product’s standards and vision. 

• Engage stakeholders to demonstrate the Team’s delivery of high-value 

products. 

 

 

Optimise the value of the work the Team  
• Help to clarify the selected Product Backlog items and make trade-offs.  

• If the Team determines it has too much or too little work, it should 

renegotiate the selected Product Backlog items with the Product Owner.  

• The Product Owner and Team should invite other people to attend Planning 

events in order to provide technical or domain advice. 

• Understand the Team’s velocity – it’s a measure of their capacity per Sprint. 

• Use velocity to understand where Sprint boundaries are likely to occur. 

• Negotiate scope with the Team where necessary to ensure the most valued 

items are delivered every Sprint, noting that any disruption is likely to occur in 

wasted time and effort on the part of the Team. 

 

 

Key Outcomes    
• The Team always delivers the most valued items out of the Product Backlog 

each Sprint. 

• Stakeholder, clients and end-users have visibility of the status of items they 

have asked for (has it started?) and when it is forecast to be delivered. 

• Visibility and transparency of the Team’s work. 

• An understanding of the capacity and economic cost of the Team’s work. 
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Key Considerations 
• Start preparation for the next Sprint approximately ½ way through the 

current Sprint. The Scrum Master should be supporting the Team to engage 

with the Product Owner, and making use of Backlog Refinement time, to start 

to get up to speed with upcoming work (“Stories”) – constraints, scope, 

dependencies, risks, assumptions and the confidence with those assumptions. 

• Lead Time and Cycle Time are key metrics to work with the Team to collect so 

that the Product Owner can assess the average wait time for work to be 

complete. 

• Story Mapping the experience of a User through the activities they will do to 

achieve an outcome helps align the Team’s work with end-users needs in a 

very user-centred way. 

 

Common obstacles to avoid 
• The Product Owner is one person, not a committee. The Product Owner may 

represent the desires of a committee, stakeholders and multiple-clients’ 

needs, in the Product Backlog, but those wanting to change a Product 

Backlog item’s priority must address the Product Owner. 

• Manage delivery of Stories through the Product Backlog over handing out 

work, writing Stories for specific individuals or trying pre-determining how 

much the Steam will complete. 

• Setting expectations with stakeholders in collaboration with the Scrum Master 

regarding the status and delivery of Use Stories within the constraints of the 

SAFe and Scrum method.  

 

 

Key Tools to Use  
Product Backlog 

• Visualise work the Team will do next. 

• Rank the items in the Product Backlog by value over importance or priority 

alone. WSJF and similar tools are invaluable to achieve a balanced and 

consistent approach to interpreting value. 

Showcases  

• Demonstrate working products on a regular and predictable basis, e.g. 

fortnightly or monthly. 

• Communicate delivery and change with transparency. 

Lean Business Canvas 

• Use Design Thinking to build an understanding of users and their needs in a 

way that promotes empathy within the Team. 

• Create traceability from the problem definition to the elements of the solution 

created by the Team. 
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Contact us 

For more information, please visit: 

www.zenexmachina.com 

Matthew Hodgson 

Lead Partner, Agile & Lean Enterprise Transformation 

e matthew.hodgson@zenexmachina.com 

m +61 404 00 66 95 

t @magia3e 

 

This publication contains general information only, and none of Zen Ex Machina Pty Ltd  is, by means 

of this publication, rendering professional advice or services.  

Before making any decision or taking any action that may affect your finances or your business, you 

should consult a qualified professional adviser. No entity in Zen Ex Machina shall be responsible for 

any loss whatsoever sustained by any person who relies on this publication. 

About Zen Ex Machina 

We make the complex simple. 

ZXM helps government and corporates to improve their digital business' products and services by 

using Agile, Lean and UX methods.  

The company’s core values are simplicity, agility, collaboration and sustainability – values that 

underpin their elegant solutions. This focus on business value and users over just technology change 

is one of the reasons ZXM is a leading brand in delivery of agile services in this digital age. Matthew 

Hodgson says “We don’t do easy. We make easy happen through hard work, continuous 

improvement, and deep collaboration with our clients and their stakeholders”. 
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Using this Document 

ZXM gives you permission to share and distribute this work under a Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 

 

 

You are free to: 

• Share – Copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format. 

• Adapt – Remix, transform, and build upon the material. 

Under the following terms: 

• Attribution – You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to ZXM, and indicate if changes 

were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests that 

ZXM endorses you or your use. 

• NonCommercial – You may not use the material for commercial purposes. 

• ShareAlike – If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your 

contributions under the same license as the original. 

 

 


