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Prioritizing the backlog

Have you ever run out of time on a project and started skimping on testing, train-
ing, or usability? Have you ever delivered a project and then been amazed that the
customer only used about 20 percent of the functionality? These common issues
illustrate the need for prioritizing features within a project. 

 When you prioritize features, you ensure that you deliver the most valuable
functionality to your customer first. You do this by iteratively building feature sets
and deploying these features after each iteration if needed. For example, you may
find that you need three iterations of work to complete your project. In this
instance, you put the critical, minimum functionality needed in iteration 1, fol-
lowed by high-priority features in iteration 2, followed by medium-priority features
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in phase 3. Each iteration concludes with usable features that could be deployed to
your production environment if needed. The power in this approach is you can still
deliver critical parts of your project if issues are encountered along the way. You won’t
need to compromise on the quality of the features you deliver, and the customer can
still receive a usable system.

 In this chapter, we’ll discuss the guidelines for prioritizing features, and you’ll see
these guidelines in action as Acme Media prioritizes its project/product backlog for
the Auctionator project. At the conclusion of this exercise, Acme Media will have a
prioritized backlog that is ready for initial estimation.

13.1 The art of prioritizing, sequencing, and grouping features
After you complete the feature-card exercise, you need to determine the logical build
sequence. There are dozens of ways to do this; we’ll walk you through a process that
has worked well for many project teams in various industries. 

 However your project team chooses to do this process, follow the way you do it con-
sistently so your team can focus on building the application. You want the team to get
familiar with a sequencing process so that it becomes intuitive. 

 Here are the guidelines we suggest for prioritizing, sequencing, and grouping
features:

■ Determine what features are most important to the user/customer.
■ Determine which features go together to provide value to the customer. If possi-

ble, avoid splitting features across groupings when both features are needed to
provide value to the user.

■ Think about features that are high value and high risk. It’s usually good to get
them up front in the sequence so you can make the call on removing them from
the project or have the luxury of being able to work on them in every iteration.

■ Interfaces always present risk. As a rule of thumb, feature cards that involve an
interface should have technical uncertainty marked as high.

■ Third parties (vendors/partners) also represent high risk, especially if you’ve
never worked with them before. You want features related to third parties early
in the sequence also.

After you have the guidelines for prioritizing, you need to determine who will take
part in the prioritization exercise. In most agile environments, the customer or prod-
uct owner prioritizes the backlog. We agree with this practice for initial prioritization,
which is based on anticipated business value. But after the customer has prioritized
the features, you should engage the entire project team in an exercise of reviewing
the priorities based on additional attributes of the feature cards, such as frequency of
use, technical/requirements uncertainty, and dependencies.

 Our suggestion is to tape all the feature cards to a wall, in the order of business
value, and then have the team move the cards around. The highest-priority items are
on the left, and the lesser-priority items are on the right. The team looks at the
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features as a group, and team members are allowed to move cards based on their per-
ception of value, risk, and usage. Figure 13.1 shows a whiteboard with features taped
to it; a team has just concluded the prioritization exercise for their project. 

NOTE The X axis displays value, from left to right. If two features are at the
same place on the X axis, they’re of equal value, and you stack them one
on top of another. The Y axis position is irrelevant and has no relation-
ship to value.

To see these concepts in practice, let’s spend a few moments with Acme Media as the
team prioritizes their product backlog.

13.2 Prioritizing the backlog at Acme Media
Acme Media has just completed its feature-card exercise with the customer. The prod-
uct manager, Jay, is the customer. Acme Media hasn’t started the prioritization process
yet, but it has the information it needs to begin; see table 13.1.

Table 13.1 Acme Media has a product backlog after completing the feature-card exercise. The work
                    hasn’t been prioritized yet, but the team has the information they need. Note that you
                    should assign unique IDs to features to prevent confusion when you have features with
                    similar names.

Customer
value

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments

High 1 Flag problem 
postings

Low Low Low 4  

Medium 2 Create alerts for 
item type

Low High Low 4 Feature 
requires an 
interface

Low 3 Email a friend Low Low Low 4  

Figure 13.1 You’ll prioritize your feature cards based on business value, risk, dependencies, and 
uncertainty.
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Note that we’ve aggregated the feature information into a table to make it easier for
you to follow the process. At Acme Media, the team uses their hard-copy cards and the
wall for the prioritization exercise.

Critical 4 Place an item up 
for bid

Low Low High 5  

Critical 5 Register on 
the site

Low Low High  Ties 
into existing 
registration 
functionality

High 6 Contact the 
seller

Low Low Medium 4, 5  

Low 7 Customize 
my view

Low Low Low 5  

Low 8 Use an auction 
browser toolbar

Low High Low 5 No experi-
ence with 
browser 
toolbars

Medium 9 Receive help 
online

Low Low Medium   

Critical 10 Bid on an item Low Low High 4, 5  

Medium 11 Record seller 
feedback

Low Low Medium 5  

Medium 12 View seller infor-
mation

Low Low Medium 11  

Critical 13 Search by 
category

Low Low High   

Medium 14 Perform 
advanced search

Low Low Low 4  

Low 15 Retract a bid Low Low Low 5  

Medium 16 Purchase an item 
immediately

Low Low High 5  

Critical 17 Auction engine Medium Low High 4, 10 Processes 
to support 
the auctions

Table 13.1 Acme Media has a product backlog after completing the feature-card exercise. The work
                    hasn’t been prioritized yet, but the team has the information they need. Note that you
                    should assign unique IDs to features to prevent confusion when you have features with
                    similar names. (continued)

Customer
value

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments
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13.2.1 Prioritizing by value 

Acme Media’s first step is to make sure the business priorities are unchanged after the
feature-card exercise. The customer may want to reassign the priorities now that you
have more information about the features.

 The Acme Media project team asks their customer, Jay, if he still agrees with his ini-
tial value assessments. Jay notes that the purchase an item immediately feature is pre-
dicted to have high usage. Looking at it now, he’d label it as high or critical business
value. Jay decides to mark the feature high. 

 After making the change that Jay requests, the team sorts the cards by customer/
business value. You can see the results from the initial sorting in table 13.2.

Table 13.2 Feature cards sorted by customer value. You sort by customer value first because
                    delivering valuable software “early and often” is your main objective.

Customer
priority

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments

Critical 4 Place an item 
up for bid

Low Low High 5  

Critical 10 Bid on an 
item

Low Low High 4, 5  

Critical 5 Register on 
the site

Low Low High  Ties into exist-
ing registration 
functionality

Critical 13 Search by 
category

Low Low High   

Critical 17 Auction 
engine

Medium Medium High 4, 10 Processes to 
support the 
auctions

High 16 Purchase an 
item immedi-
ately

Low Low High 5  

High 1 Flag problem 
postings

Low Low Low 4  

High 6 Contact the 
seller

Low Low Medium 4, 5  

Medium 2 Create alerts 
for item type

Low High Low 4 Feature 
requires an 
interface

Medium 9 Receive help 
online

Low Low Medium   

Medium 11 Record seller 
feedback

Low Low Medium 5  



175Prioritizing the backlog at Acme Media

This first sort of the feature cards lets the team understand which features are critical,
high, medium, and low. Note that another way of viewing the critical features is to say
they’re the minimum features needed to deliver a functional application. Although
you aren’t creating a release plan yet, the critical label gives you early insight into what
the first iteration will probably contain.

 The next sort relates to dependencies. Which features have a high dependency
placed on them? What features tie to each other?

 The Acme Media team looks at the Dependency column and sees that eight fea-
tures are dependent on feature 5, the ability to register on the site. As a matter of fact, the
only critical feature that doesn’t require user registration is search by category. Based on
this, the team moves the ability to register on the site to the far left, indicating it’s the first
feature in the sequence.

13.2.2 Evaluating risk

The Acme Team follows the dependency evaluation by reviewing feature risk. The
team looks for high-risk features, knowing that they must be removed from the project
or moved to the top of the sort.

 You have three options for dealing with high-risk features. Here are our suggestions:

1 High risk and critical/high business value—Move the features to the top of your
sort, and pursue them early in the project. By doing this, you’ll be able to use
the entire length of the project to work out issues related to the risk.

2 High risk and medium business value—You have to make the call on a case-by-case
basis. You can work on the feature early, in the middle of the project, or at the
end of the project. We suggest that you review the value again with the customer

Medium 12 View seller 
information

Low Low Medium 11  

Medium 14 Perform 
advanced 
search

Low Low Low 4  

Low 3 Email a friend Low Low Low 4  

Low 7 Customize 
my view

Low Low Low 5  

Low 8 Use an auc-
tion browser 
toolbar

Low High Low 5 No experience 
with browser 
toolbars

Low 15 Retract a bid Low Low Low 5  

Table 13.2 Feature cards sorted by customer value. You sort by customer value first because
                    delivering valuable software “early and often” is your main objective. (continued)

Customer
priority

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments
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and see which way the feature is leaning. If the customer leans toward high
value, pursue option 1. If the customer leans toward low business value, pursue
option 3.

3 High risk and low business value—Move the feature to the bottom of your sort, or
consider removing it from the project.

For us, risk is tied to uncertainty. Which features do you have doubts about? Are the
requirements still vague for any features? Are you questioning what technology to use
for any features?

 If you do a quick review of Acme Media’s list, you can see a few features that meet
this uncertainty criterion. Feature 17, the auction engine, has medium requirements
uncertainty and medium technical uncertainty. This feature is also considered critical.

 Ideally, Acme would like to move this feature closer to the top, but it’s dependent
on other features. The ability to place an item up for bid (4) and the ability to bid on an
item (10) need to be understood at some level before Acme can build the auction
engine. Based on this, they move this feature above search but below features 4, 5,
and 10.

 Another feature with a risk implication is ability to use an auction browser toolbar (8).
This feature has high technical risk because the development team has never tried to
embed functionality into a browser. This feature is also marked as a low priority to the
customer. High-priority / high-risk features go to the top of the sequence list. Low-
priority / high-risk features go to the end of the sequence. Acme makes the auction
browser toolbar the last item in the sequence list. 

 The last item with a level of risk is the ability to create alerts for item type (2). This
feature is labeled as high risk because it requires an interface to a third party.
Acme has used this vendor in the past and is familiar with the vendor’s API. The risk
is probably lower than indicated, so the team leaves this feature where it is in
the sequence.

 Let’s review Acme’s sequence after these changes; see table 13.3.

Table 13.3 Feature cards sorted by customer value and risk. You sort high-value/high-risk items to
                    the top to ensure time for resolving the risk. You sort high-risk/low-value items to 
                    the bottom.

Customer
priority

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments

Critical 5 Register on 
the site

Low Low High  Ties into exist-
ing registration 
functionality

Critical 4 Place an 
item up for 
bid

Low Low High 5  

Critical 10 Bid on an 
item

Low Low High 4, 5  
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Now Acme’s team has a good sort of their features. Critical features are first in the list,
where they belong. Risky features have been sorted accordingly and either moved up
front to buy the team time to work out the risk or moved to the end because they have
low customer value. 

Critical 17 Auction 
engine

Medium Medium High 4, 10 Processes to sup-
port the auctions

Critical 13 Search by 
category

Low Low High   

High 16 Purchase an 
item immedi-
ately

Low Low High 5  

High 1 Flag problem 
postings

Low Low Low 4  

High 6 Contact the 
seller

Low Low Medium 4, 5  

Medium 2 Create 
alerts for 
item type

Low High Low 4 Feature requires 
an interface

Medium 9 Receive help 
online

Low Low Medium   

Medium 11 Record 
seller feed-
back

Low Low Medium 5  

Medium 12 View seller 
information

Low Low Medium 11  

Medium 14 Perform 
advanced 
search

Low Low Low 4  

Low 3 Email a 
friend

Low Low Low 4  

Low 7 Customize 
my view

Low Low Low 5  

Low 15 Retract a bid Low Low Low 5  

Low 8 Use an auc-
tion browser 
toolbar

Low High Low 5 No experience 
with browser 
toolbars

Table 13.3 Feature cards sorted by customer value and risk. You sort high-value/high-risk items to
                    the top to ensure time for resolving the risk. You sort high-risk/low-value items to 
                    the bottom. (continued)

Customer
priority

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments
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13.2.3 Grouping related features

The last step in Acme Media’s sorting exercise is grouping features. Acme needs to
group features that must be used together to provide value to the user/customer.

 For example, the customer won’t care if Acme delivers the ability to bid on an item
(10) if no one has the ability to put an item up for bid (4), because there won’t be any
items to bid on. These two features need each other to provide value to the customer.
Acme places them together and calls them Group A.

 If you review the features, another logical grouping stands out. Users can’t view
seller information (12) if they don’t have the ability to record seller feedback (11). These two
features needed to be delivered together to provide value to the customer (Group B).

 Let’s take a final look at the feature list after Acme establishes the groupings; see
table 13.4.

Table 13.4 Feature cards sorted by customer value and risk, with logical groupings. Groupings show
                    you features that must be delivered together to provide value to the customer.

Customer
priority

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments

Critical 5 Register on 
the site

Low Low High  Tie into existing 
registration 
functionality

Critical 4 Place an item 
up for bid

Low Low High 5 Group A

Critical 10 Bid on an item Low Low High 4, 5 Group A

Critical 17 Auction 
engine

Medium Medium High 4, 10 Processes to 
support the 
auctions

Critical 13 Search by 
category

Low Low High   

High 16 Purchase an 
item immedi-
ately

Low Low High 5  

High 1 Flag problem 
postings

Low Low Low 4  

High 6 Contact the 
seller

Low Low Medium 4, 5  

Medium 2 Create alerts 
for item type

Low High Low 4 Feature 
requires an 
interface

Medium 9 Receive help 
online

Low Low Medium   

Medium 11 Record seller 
feedback

Low Low Medium 5 Group B



179Prioritizing the backlog at Acme Media

Now that the team has determined their priorities, sequence, and groupings, it’s time
to estimate the features. This process is covered in chapter 14.

 We suggest that you hold off on estimating features until you’ve completed the
sequencing exercise. The reason is you may identify several low-value items that you
may want to remove from the project. If you remove them, you don’t need to waste
time estimating them.

Working with the customer, you can review the sequenced features and see if any low-
priority features should be removed. You especially want to consider features that are
low value and high risk. In the case study, one feature stands out: the auction browser
toolbar (8). It’s low value and high risk. The Acme Media team discusses its value and
risk with Jay ,the customer, and he agrees to remove the feature from the project. Jay

Medium 12 View seller 
information

Low Low Medium 11 Group B

Medium 14 Perform 
advanced 
search

Low Low Low 4  

Low 3 Email a friend Low Low Low 4  

Low 7 Customize my 
view

Low Low Low 5  

Low 15 Retract a bid Low Low Low 5  

Low 8 Use an auc-
tion browser 
toolbar

Low High Low 5 No experience 
with browser 
toolbars

Table 13.4 Feature cards sorted by customer value and risk, with logical groupings. Groupings show
                    you features that must be delivered together to provide value to the customer. (continued)

Customer
priority

ID
Feature name

(ability to)
Requirements
uncertainty

Technical
uncertainty

Usage Dependency Comments

You can use estimates to assist in prioritizing the backlog
As noted in this chapter, we suggest performing initial estimates after you’ve deter-
mined the priority of each feature. Our suggestion is based on the time needed to
estimate each feature. You don’t want to waste time estimating a feature that you
may never pursue.

In the last few years, however, we have crossed paths with teams who do a quick
initial estimate and use it as another factor in the sequencing/prioritization process
we’ve outlined in this chapter. We don’t have an issue with this approach, as long as
you time-box the estimating window. It’s easy for a team to want to do a first pass at
designing features before providing estimates. This can be a time-consuming process
and may delay the start of developing features that are known to be critical to the project.
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understands how the feature could be technically complex and distract the team from
the most important features.

13.3 Other ways to prioritize features
As we mentioned at the start of this chapter, there are many ways to prioritize features.
Section 13.2 demonstrates a common way to perform prioritization; let’s contrast it to
another approach.

 We have a friend, Tim, who once worked for a small startup company that was fight-
ing for survival. The company provided commercial software to other companies; sim-
ilar to Acme Media, the company delivered to a product market, not a specific customer.

 Tim’s team performed the feature-card exercise but used a slightly different
approach for determining feature value (see figure 13.2). Tim’s company looked at
three factors when determining feature priority:

■ How close is this feature to the target market? This is the most important rank-
ing attribute; multiply the score of this value by 4.

■ How much effort will this feature take to complete? Multiply this score by 3.
■ How much organizational impact will this feature have? In this instance, organi-

zational impact means the feature will make the company more attractive to
potential investors.

Notice that Tim’s team didn’t score the items 1 to 10. Every item had to be scored
as 9, 3, or 1. This scoring method was used to push the team to start thinking about
priorities immediately and to avoid having all items reach a similar score.

 When Tim’s team concluded this exercise, they didn’t consider the sorting process
complete. They used the output of the Excel spreadsheet as a starting point for dia-
logue on how they would prioritize the items. The scores influenced their decisions,
but ultimately the team made the call about priorities.

Figure 13.2 An Excel spreadsheet is used to weight and sort features for a release.



181Key points

13.3.1 What about technical features?

You may have noticed that most of the features/user stories in the Auctionator are
customer facing. We’ve done this to make it easier to follow the case study, but we
understand that every project/release you perform includes some level of technical
work, and this work must be prioritized with the customer-facing features.

 Returning to Tim’s small company, figure 13.3 shows how his team prioritized
their technical/refactoring features.

In this example of architectural features, the team used similar attributes to rank the
backlog. The main difference was removing the Market column and replacing it with a
column that measures how valuable the feature is to the platform.

 Your technical features will be stored in the same backlog as the customer-facing
backlog; but similar to Tim’s team, you may use different attributes to rank the features.

 Technical features frequently correlate to refactoring work and consolidating
redundant programs. In this example, Tim’s company had four product groups, and
each had created its own email engine. The team realized how much work was being
wasted in maintaining four sets of similar code, so they decided to work together to
create one email service that they could all use.

13.4 Key points
The key points from this chapter are as follows:

■ Prioritizing features helps you deliver value to your customer sooner.
■ Prioritizing features lets you stop a project before it’s complete and still deliver

the critical features. 

Figure 13.3 Every project will have features that are related to architecture and refactoring. This work 
is prioritized with the customer features, and your release will be a mixture of both types of features.
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■ Customer value is the main attribute for determining prioritization, but you use
other factors such as risk, frequency of use, and dependencies to create your
final prioritized backlog.

■ The customer or product owner can provide the business priorities, and then
the team and the customer should work together to complete the sorting pro-
cess. This step aligns the team on the priorities and contributes to team buy-in.

■ Some features need to be delivered together to provide value to the customer.
When these features are identified, you group them together, and they have
equal priority.

■ You can customize the prioritization at your company to meet your unique
needs. You should start with customer value and then consider other areas that
are of value in your environment. These areas can include market share, usabil-
ity, feature expense in time and or money, investor value, and innovation.

■ You backlog will consist of features that are customer facing and features that
may be considered refactoring. You’ll review both types of features when priori-
tizing your product backlog.

13.5 Looking forward
In this chapter, we explained how to prioritize features based on business value and
technical risk. In chapter 14, we’ll show you how to estimate the prioritized work so
that you can assign features to iterations.
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