
Prioritizing Your Product 
Backlog

24 August 2009

Mike Cohn

® © 2003–2009 Mountain Goat Software®

1

2



® © 2003–2009 Mountain Goat Software®

The product backlog iceberg
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Stories, themes and epics
User Story
A description of desired 
functionality told from the 
perspective of the user or 
customer.

Theme
A collection of related 
user stories.

Epic
A large user story.
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An example

Clearly an epic

Epics??

® © 2003–2009 Mountain Goat Software®

An example
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Prioritize at the theme level

• Why?

• Often individual stories cannot be prioritized 
against each other
• What’s more important in a word processor?

• The A key or the E key?

• Tables or undo?

• What’s more important on a car?

• The left front wheel or the right front wheel?

• Increased leg room or a larger engine?
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Choosing your approach
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Theme screening

• Identify 5-9 (approximately) selection criteria 
for what is important in the next release

• Select a baseline theme

• Likely to be included in the next release

• Understood by most team members

• Assess each candidate theme relative to the 
baseline theme
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Theme screening: an example
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Theme scoring
• Like theme screening but selection criteria are 

weighted

• Need to select a baseline theme for each criteria

• Avoids compression of a category

• Each theme is assessed against the baseline for each 
selection criteria
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Theme scoring:  an example
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Prioritizing MyCookSpace.com

• Assume we have a minimally functional site 
up with 4,000 registered cooks

• We want 400,000 cooks
• Identify 3-4 themes that will help get more 

cooks to register on the site.
• Identify some selection criteria
• What’s important to the company in making 

this decision?
• Complete a theme screening or theme 

scoring worksheet
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Relative weighting
• Assess the impact of having a story/theme from 1-9

• Assess impact of NOT having it from 1-9

• Calculate the value of each story or theme relative to the 
entire product backlog

• This gives you the relative value of that story or theme

• Estimate the cost of each story theme

• Calculate the cost of each story or theme relative to the 
entire product backlog

• This gives the relative cost of that story or theme

• Priority is given by (Relative Value ÷ Relative Cost)
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Relative weighting: an example 

8 6 14 40 44 91

9 2 11 31 27 115

1 9 10 29

64

40

42 29 100
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An example with weights
2 1

8 6 22 41 44 93

9 2 20 38 27 141

1 9 11 21 29 72

64

40

42
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Relative weighting MyCookSpace.com

• Using the relative weighting worksheet provided, 
prioritize the themes you’ve previously identified 
for MyCookSpace.com.
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Kano analysis
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Surveying users

• To assess whether a feature is baseline, linear, 
or exciting we can:
• Sometimes guess

• Or survey a small set of users (20-30)

• We ask two questions
• A functional question

• How do you feel if a feature is present?

• And a dysfunctional question

• How do you feel if that feature is absent?
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Functional and dysfunctional forms
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Categorizing an answer pair

M Mandatory
L Linear
E Exciter
Q Questionable
R Reverse
I Indifferent
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Aggregating results

Theme
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What to include

• All of the baseline features

• By definition, these must be present

• Some amount of linear features

• But leaving room for at least a few exciters
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Classes 
are als

o 

sched
uled in

 Londo
n, 

Oslo, an
d Stoc

kholm
.

Upcoming public classes

Information
and

registration at

mountaingoatsoftware.com
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Mike Cohn
mike@mountaingoatsoftware.com
www.mountaingoatsoftware.com

(720) 890 6110
twitter: mikewcohn
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