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Using Data to Make Better Decisions 
Improving your ability to make more good decisions than bad will, in the long term, result in a better product.  The right 
data interpreted in the right way can support this goal, but relying too heavily on data can be counterproductive.  It is 
likely that you have certain metrics freely available to you, but this can be a distraction if the data is not a good indicator 
of your real success criteria.  This white paper outlines the options available to agile product managers, which can be 
assessed and selectively chosen as a means of supporting an overall approach to effective decision-making. 

The 27 data gathering options have been collated under the following broader sections: 

• Customer and User Numbers 
• Customer perception 
• Market analysis 
• Total Cost of Ownership 
• Current Value of the Product 
• Responsiveness 

About the Author 
Duncan is an experienced agile project manager and Scrum Master with a 
proven track record of delivering high quality products. He is a Certified Scrum 
Professional, Professional Scrum Trainer and Agile Coach with experience in 
agile transitions, project inceptions and recruiting successful teams.  

As Director of Training at Agility in Mind he is now using these skills to help 
customers build better products as a consultant, coach and trainer. While 
working as a project manager his focus was to ensure relevant, valuable 
products were developed by facilitating pragmatic decision making at regular 
intervals. Data analysis, the ability to interpret which data is relevant and using 
this to aid decision making has been a key factor throughout his career. 

Keeping the needs of the business at the heart of his approach, he has used 
Scrum, a range of complimentary practices and these data gathering options to 
support the delivery of major products in high profile organisations such as the 
BBC, Oracle, Sainsbury’s and Pearson. 
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Customer and User 
Numbers 
Every product has customers or users, and the most 
basic product metrics involve tracking the number of 
people that engage with your product over time. 

1. Outright number 

A simple measure of how many people use your 
product. The criteria for validated, active customers and 
users will vary with customer segment, so it is 
important to be clear on how this figure is measured 
and whether it reflects reality. Examples of criteria for 
active customers include: 

• Current subscribers to a paid service. 
• Users with an account on your system. 
• Unique visitors to your web site. 
• Active users of a free service. 
• Advertisers on a free service. 
• Customers who purchased your product or 

services in the last month, quarter, or year. 
• Customers that hold a licence for the current 

version of your product. 

2. Gains and losses over time 

Understanding the ebb and flow of people joining and 
leaving your products and services is a key indicator of 
you value proposition, the fit with your target 
customers, and how this compares with the 
competition.   

 
Knowing what is good can sometimes be a challenge: 
5% annual growth might be exceptional or disastrous 
depending on the context: 

• Market leader with a stable product. 
• Start-up yet to turn a profit. 

• New sector with large un-tapped market. 
• Saturated marketplace for commodity services. 

3. Web analytics 

Analytics for web-based products offers both an 
invaluable source of customer insights and a potentially 
wasteful plethora of out-of-the-box analyses.  At a 
basic level, managing a product with any online 
presence should include monitoring the following key 
indicators: 

• Unique visitors per day / week / month: 
understand how many people use your site and 
how this is trending over time. 

• Search engine optimisation (SEO): see next 
section. 

Further analysis of the way users interact with your 
product online should begin with your strategic 
objectives. 

Increasing sales might be achieved by understanding: 

• Conversion rates: the ratio of site visits to 
confirmed sales. 

• Funnel analysis: see next section. 
• Geographic location of traffic: where are your 

customers? 
• Marketing campaign tracking: establishing a 

feedback loop to improve your marketing 
activities. 

Improving satisfaction, retaining, and attracting users 
might be achieved by understanding: 

• How people are accessing your site: 
understanding the mix of mobile, tablet, PC, 
and all of the associated operating systems will 
allow optimisation and design to be better 
focused. 

• Bounce rates: the percentage of visitors who 
leave the site after viewing only one page. 

• Landing pages: learn where visitors are landing 
on your site so that you can optimise their 
experience from those pages.  

4. Funnel Analysis 

Funnel analysis helps to increase sales by examining the 
path potential customers take through your website, 
and the percentage of dropouts at each stage. For 
example in online retail it is desirable to convert as 
many visitors as possible into confirmed orders: 
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5. Search Engine Optimisation 

Your potential customers are searching for key words 
relating to the services they need, problems they have, 
or desires they want satisfied. The only way they will be 
able to evaluate the ability of your product to meet 
their needs is if they can find it, and search engines are 
a dominant channel in this activity.  As good first step 
would be to: 

• List and rank the key words or phrases that 
potential customers might search for. 

• Find an analytics tool that shows your search 
ranking for these terms on the search engine(s) 
with the greatest market share. 

 
Improving your SEO is the basis of an entire industry, 
but can be broadly categorised into two activities. 

1. Improve your on-site elements.  Optimise your site 
and the constituent pages for the key phrases you 
are targeting by 
a. Creating high quality content that is relevant to 

the topic. 
b. Ensuring page titles and URLs match the 

content. 
c. Making your site accessible and compliant with 

modern standards 

d. Ensuring that relevant content can be found in 
plain text, given that search engine crawlers 
often ignore images, flash, video, and other 
complex media. 

2. Improve your off-site elements.  
a. Links from other sites to your site will improve 

your ranking, especially if the anchor text of the 
link matches one of your target phrases. 

b. The quality of the external site has an 
influence: a link to your site from a site which is 
itself ranked highly will be more effective. 

c. User behaviour will impact your ranking: if 
users ignore your high-ranking link, or click 
back to the search page and click on a 
competitor, your ranking will fall. 

For a product relying on its website to generate leads or 
attract customers, SEO should form a central part of the 
overall marketing strategy and is likely to justify 
professional advice.  Product managers should 
understand that SEO is not just a key marketing 
activity, but also a valuable tool to understand the 
current market demand. 

Customer perception 
The way your users or customers see your brand, 
product, or services will affect their decision making. 
Whether your customers are three internal technical 
managers or three million members of the public, 
understanding how your product is perceived is the first 
step in managing these perceptions. 

6. Satisfaction: Net promoter score 

Customers are a key asset that contribute to the 
intrinsic value of the product itself.  The extent to 
which customers are satisfied; or are ready to jump ship 
as soon as a viable alternative presents itself; is a 
significant attribute in this calculation. 

The net promoter score is a metric designed to express 
customer satisfaction by asking: “On a scale of 1 – 10, 
how likely are you to recommend us to a friend or 
colleague?”.  Responses may be categorised as follows: 

• 9-10: Promoters, likely to exhibit high-value 
behaviours such as repeat purchases, referrals, 
loyalty to the brand. 

• 7-8: Passives, relatively stable but easily 
tempted away by new or alternative products. 

• 0-6: Detractors, at risk of leaving your product 
or service, and potentially advising others 
against it. 
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The Net Promoter Score is the net number of 
promoters minus detractors. 

7. Brand Awareness and Loyalty 

Customers that are loyal to a recognised brand are 
likely to remain customers for longer, and will be less 
swayed by alternatives, deals, and new features offered 
by your competitors.  Whether a mass market brand 
such as Apple, or a niche brand such as Sibelius 
(software for composing musical scores), within their 
respective circles there is a certain cache associated 
with them.  Surveys of existing and target customers 
might include questions such as: 

• Have you heard of our company / product? 
• How easy is it to use or access our services? 
• How reliable is our product? 
• Do you feel good about using our product? 
• Do you trust us to respond well when things go 

wrong? 

8. Social media engagement 

Almost all public-facing products have some presence 
in social media, and it provides an additional channel to 
engage with customers by 

• Listening to them. 
• Advertising to them. 
• Establishing specialist communities with them. 
• Simply being present to reinforce your brand 

(and SEO). 

An effective social media strategy, as with any strategy, 
starts with success criteria and a desired return on 
investment.  Having 300,000 followers on a particular 
platform is interesting, but if none of them are buying, 
or they’re all mocking your latest initiative, then the 
outcomes do not justify the effort.  Used effectively, 
social media may provide useful insights into: 

• Brand awareness and loyalty. 
• Customer profiles. 
• Novel uses of your product. 

• Feedback on new versions or features. 
• What your customers want you to build next. 

9. A/B testing and Multivariate 
analysis 

A/B testing is a tool for online products and services to 
allow new versions of pages, emails, and adverts to be 
compared to the original version to see whether it 
performs better.  This functionality may be built into 
your product directly or fulfilled through a wide range 
of A/B testing service providers.  A percentage of your 
traffic is directed at the new, experimental version of 
your page, and analytics are collected to show whether 
the new version lead to more conversions, newsletter 
signups, click-through, or whatever metric you target. 

An extension of this idea with multivariate analysis it to 
test multiple alternatives in parallel: 

 

Market analysis 

10. Demand 

What is the demand for the value proposition your 
product provides? Understanding the current size, 
nature, and competition of your market allows you to 
focus your development in the right area. This might be 
assessed by: 

• Research into your competitor’s numbers. 
• Market research. 
• Search volumes through internet search 

engines. 

11. Five Forces 

Five forces analysis is a model to help assess the value 
of entering or remaining in a market place by 
considering five forces that act upon profitability and 
attractiveness: 

3. Threat of new entrants: a market that is 
demonstrably profitable with low cost of entry is 
likely to attract new competitors.  

4. Bargaining power of suppliers: monopolies or 
scarcities in key resources will impact your margin. 
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5. Threat of substitutes: the number of existing 
competitors and the typical behaviours of 
customers in switching between them affects the 
stability of your revenue streams. 

6. Bargaining power of Buyers: saturated markets are 
likely to drive down prices as customers can 
demand better deals. 

7. Industry rivalry: the intensity of competition 
through pricing, advertising, innovation or other 
activities that incur costs to sustain. 

Total Cost of Ownership 
The decision to build a product or feature is an 
investment choice. To understand whether the choice is 
favourable, it is important to have an understanding of 
the cost, return on investment, and risk of the 
proposition. Unlike financial investments, the total cost 
of ownership is complex, comprising of multiple 
elements each with a different time profile. 

12. Developing 

How much does it cost to develop a new feature?  Are 
you in control of these costs?  Part of maximising the 
value of a product over time is resourcing and 
sustaining a highly capable development team with 
sustainable costs.  Some metrics to investigate: 

• Annual cost of the development team including 
salaries, tax liabilities, pensions, office space, 
training, statutory paid leave, plus any other 
ongoing expenses. 

• Annual cost of tools required such as 
equipment and software licences. 

• Average cost of developing each feature, based 
on the average rate of work divided by the sum 
of the above. 

13. Releasing 

What are the costs that you incur every time you want 
to take a completed feature or group of features, and 
actually get it live or in the hands of your customers?  
Costs may be incurred during: 

• Manual regression testing. 
• User acceptance testing. 
• Securing and performance testing. 
• A/B testing or multivariate analysis. 
• Operational deployment. 
• Packaging and distribution of physical media. 
• Additional support arising from new 

functionality.  

• Fulfilling legal obligations in regulated markets. 

14. Maintaining and Supporting 
software 

What percentage of your technical team’s time is spent 
refactoring, fixing bugs and paying of technical debt, 
responding to support incidents; verses creating new 
features? If this can be measured, it can be managed 
and improved.  One approach is to explain to the whole 
team that you are interested in increasing innovation 
rates by reducing waste and low value work, and that in 
order to do so you’d like to closely track all instances of 
such activities over a short period of time (such as 1-4 
weeks).  Having collected the data, identify any major 
themes and assess for each category: 

• The time, effort and money being expended. 
• The likely time, effort and cost of reducing or 

eliminating the activity. 

It may be useful to spend some time at the beginning 
helping the team understand the different types of 
waste that might be discovered, such as Mary 
Poppendieck’s “7 Wastes of Software Development”: 

1. Partially Done Work 
2. Extra Features 
3. Relearning 
4. Handoffs 
5. Delays 
6. Task Switching 
7. Defects 

 
Once these data have been collected, they may be used 
as the basis for a discussion on systematic 
improvements.  This activity works best as a focused, 
time-limited exercise with clear outcomes.  The 
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overheads and potential distractions in routinely 
collecting the data may actually contribute to the waste 
it seeks to eliminate. 

15. Infrastructure 

What are the estimated lifetime costs of the 
infrastructure required to run your product? Do you 
have any choice in the way you procure these services, 
such as owning, leasing, service-based, or on-demand? 
How do these costs scale as your user-base increases, 
and what are your projections? Typical infrastructure 
requirements include: 

• Web hosting. 
• Application servers. 
• Bandwidth. 
• Data storage. 
• Business continuity. 
• Physical product manufacturing facilities. 
• Physical distribution logistics. 

16. Retiring 

What expenses can be foreseen when retiring the 
product permanently? These might be technical costs 
such as the time and effort required to shut down the 
service, but also commercial or reputational costs such 
as upsetting the small remaining user base.  

Current Value of the 
Product 
A product may be modelled as small business within the 
wider organisation. The value of a product may 
therefore be evaluated using similar techniques to 
company valuations. Understanding these metrics may 
help provide focus by prioritising features that are likely 
to increase the theoretical value of the product. 

17. Cash-flow analysis 

A company may be valued using cash flow analysis by 
projecting the net profit over a number of years and 
discounting the sum to allow for risk and time: 

• Review revenue for previous years if available. 
• Forecast revenue for the next five years based 

on current income and estimated growth.  
• Apply a discount rate reflecting the probability 

of meeting the forecast. 

• Apply a further discount rate to account for the 
present day value of future revenue based on 
the current risk-free interest rate. 

18. Benefit-flow analysis for non-
profit products 

Cash flow analysis may be adapted for non-profit 
products, or internal products providing services or time 
saving to employees. Rather than projecting revenue, 
estimate the value of the service provided in cash 
terms. For example: 

• Time saved per employee * average total cost 
of employment. 

• Cost of equivalent off-the-shelf or 
commercially available solution.  

• Benefit delivered with estimated value. 
• Employee satisfaction improvement, giving rise 

to: 
o Productivity gains. 
o Savings in recruitment costs due to 

lower staff turnover. 
o Reduction in lost opportunity and time 

taken for new hires to become 
effective. 

19. Product Assets 

An alternative to cash flow or benefit flow analysis is to 
add up the present net value of the assets associated 
with the product. These assets may include: 

Intellectual property. Unique, protectable concepts that 
give you a competitive advantage. This may include 
patented technical solutions, literature, design, 
branding, and a range of audio-visual media. Consider 
the cost of development of these assets, and adjust as 
necessary to account for significant changes in value.   

Knowledge, skills and capabilities. The ability to “know 
what to do” is an intangible asset locked away in the 
people working on your product. Difficult to articulate 
on a balance sheet until it gets a better offer and leaves. 
The value of each employee might be modelled by 
considering the recruitment costs of replacing them, the 
time it would take a new hire to become as effective, 
their total annual cost of employment, and the 
estimated cost of delay for work that might typically be 
in progress. 
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Customers. People that have your product installed, 
have an account on your system, or may be reasonably 
expected to buy from you again.  Metrics that might 
help you to understand the value of your current 
customer base include: 

• Average customer value: revenue per year from 
established customers. 

• Average revenue per visitor combined with 
average traffic rates. 

• Active subscribers and their financial 
obligations to you. 

Responsiveness 
How quickly are you able to get a new product or 
feature to market, respond to competitors, or capitalise 
on a new opportunity? There is a direct correlation 
between the performance of the delivery team and the 
product manager’s ability to maximise the value of the 
product. As such, a product manager has a 
responsibility to understand the capabilities of their 
delivery team and seek to improve it. 

Forecasting is the primary use of many of the metrics 
presented here, but a secondary benefit is their use as a 
key performance indicator to validate the technical and 
organisational choices you have made. 

20. Lead time 

Whatever delivery framework you are using, there will 
be a point at which a feature or work item is started, 
and a point at which people can use it. The lead time of 
your delivery capability is the average time between 
these two points. 

It may be helpful take multiple views on lead time based 
on different parts of your delivery pipeline: 

• New idea to production. 
• Starting analysis to starting development. 
• “Code complete” to release. 
• Urgent new requirement identified to 

delivered. 

21. Capacity, Cycle time, and Velocity 

Capacity is a measure of the rate at which features or 
work items are delivered. This may be expressed as: 

• Cycle time: the average time between features 
or work items being completed. 

• Throughput rate: the inverse of cycle time – 
how many work items are complete per unit of 
time. 

• Velocity: the number of items, often weighted 
by size, delivered within a fixed time period. 

Manipulating these metrics directly is likely to reduce 
their accuracy and usefulness; development teams 
under pressure will find these metrics relatively easy to 
game. 

22. Work in Progress 

Managing the amount of work happening at the same 
time can have a substantial impact on lead time, 
capacity and quality. This applies to the whole delivery 
pipeline and is implemented at each sub-stage. If you 
have 50 features in analysis, passing through three 
stages of signoff before being efficiently delivered in a 
two-week development cycle, you lead time may still be 
over a year. Conversely, if you insist that your 
developers all work on three projects at once then 
context-switching and competing priorities will cause 
long delays. The Kanban method for optimising the flow 
of valuable work is a good approach to measuring and 
reducing work in progress: 

• Identify the stages of your delivery pipeline 
such as inception, analysis, development, 
testing, release. 

• Map out the individual work items currently at 
each stage, whether active or waiting. 

• Apply limits to the number of work items at 
each stage, pushing work out of the system and 
freeing people up to complete what is left. 

23. Value of Ideas and Opportunities 

A responsive, high performing delivery team will deliver 
nothing of value unless they are regularly supplied with 
well-articulated business opportunities. Estimating the 
value of work items provided to a team may help your 
prioritisation decisions by giving you visibility of their 
return on investment.  

𝑅𝑂𝐼 = 	𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑜𝑟𝑡 

Some options for estimate value include: 
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• Simple relative values on a scale of 1-100. 
• Value scores based on a matrix of benefit types 

such as attracting new customers; reducing 
overheads; legal compliance, weighted by 
strategic importance. 

• Estimating the direct effect on costs and 
revenue that each item might realise. 

24. Delivery efficiency 

What percentage of the investment you make in 
software delivery is directly translated in to benefit to 
your users and customers? This may be calculated with 
a funnel similar to that used in web analytics (see 
previous section), multiplying the following factors: 

• Innovation rate: the percentage of time your 
team spend building features and not fixing 
bugs, providing operational support, etc. 

• On-product index: the percentage of time your 
team spend working in your product and not 
some other work stream. 

• Usage index: the percentage of features in your 
product that are regularly used. 

• Installed version index: the percentage of your 
customers that are using the current version of 
your product. 

25. Installed version index 

The more versions of your product being used by your 
customers, the larger the codebase you need to 
maintain.  Understanding the spread of installed 
versions across your customer may inform your release 
strategy, support provision, and commercial proposition 
for upgrades. 

 
Having customers spread across a large number of 
major versions is likely to mean: 

• New features will only be used by a small 
number of your customers. 

• Development effort will need to be spent 
providing updates to old versions. 

• Support costs and complexity will increase. 

Understanding your installed version index may help 
develop strategies for keeping most of your customers 
on the latest version, such as packaging desirable 
features together, incentivising upgrades, or 
discontinuing support for old versions. 

26. Customer absorption rate 

How frequently are your customers willing to take an 
updated version of your product? If your customers 
have control of the version of the product they are 
using, matching your release schedule to their appetite 
for new releases may avoid unnecessary support 
overheads and reduce wasted effort. Installed version 
index is a good indicator of customer absorption rate. 
Understanding this may help you to develop strategies 
to reduce the spread of supported versions: 

• Spacing out your releases to better match 
customer absorption. 

• Limited time upgrade offers. 
• Removing or charging for support of old 

versions. 
• Enticing new features. 
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27. Strategic Alignment between 
Product and Organisation 

Products do not exist in isolation – they are supported 
by their parent organisation through branding, finance, 
technology platforms, exposure to customers and more. 
Parent organisations and products both have strategic 
objectives. The greater the alignment between the two; 
the greater the context-specific value of the product. 

 


