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8 Important Traits of Agile Product Owners

By Mike McEwen, PMP, Dynanet Director of Software Solutions

Product Owners are the face of the organization for an Agile development team. They establish the
product purpose, strategic vision, and tactical roadmap, and keep them and the team aligned with
organizational objectives. The Product Owner connects the team with the rest of the organization and
maximizes the value of the team’s contributions. Product Owners constantly groom the backlog,
provide clarifications, and address impediments to optimize the team’s performance.

Ideally, one person with no other responsibilities performs the Product Owner’s role. To select great
Product Owners, look for these traits:

1. Think Strategically and Tactically. They define business value, articulate it to their teams, and
identify features that maximize it. Ideally, they can assign a dollar value of benefits to each feature
in the backlog. They know the target end-state for the product and how to get there with interim
releases.

2. Good Collaborators. They go beyond just communicating effectively with their teams, end users,
marketing, sales, service, management, and other stakeholders. They actually strive to increase
empathy between those groups and the team. Product Owners are good negotiators but flexible
when things change, have a sense of humor, and are patient with their teams. They are good
storytellers (about the organization and its customers) as well as storywriters.

3. Empowered. The organization authorizes Product Owners to direct the team and speak on behalf of
upper management. Therefore, they must be respected and “plugged in” (i.e., know what’s going
on, make good decisions, able to get help when needed, and trusted to resolve issues). Product
Owners can explain technical constraints to management and, in turn, help communicate them to
the customer base and other stakeholders.

4. Leadership. They take care of their development teams and assure management that the teams are
addressing the highest value features. They work with the Agile Coach or Scrum Master to motivate
their teams to do their best. They can communicate observations about issues without dictating
solutions. They don’t micromanage the team despite their accountability for the ultimate market
success or failure of the team’s products. They give the team feedback from customers and
management.

5. Available and Engaged. Preferably dedicated to the Product Owner role, they have to be available
to the team and the rest of the organization when needed. They don’t just show up to meetings but
actually prepare for them.

6. Decisive. They review implementation alternatives with the team and management, and must be
comfortable making decisions about the short- and long-term features of the product with limited
information. They are entrepreneurial.

7. Know Technology. They know enough to translate technical capabilities, team breakthroughs, and
setbacks into terms that non-technical members of the organization can understand.

8. Know the Business. They are Subject Matter Experts in the product’s line of business. They know
end-user processes, related market trends, competitors, and opportunities. They know how
customers feel about products in their space. They know about any legal or regulatory
requirements, and communicate them with authority.

While it’s rare to find all these traits in a single person, try to get as many as you can. Your organization
can also help Product Owners develop any skills they lack.
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Dynanet Business Analysts work closely with Product Owners in customer organizations to make them
successful. Our Business Analysts can also serve as Product Owner proxies if the customer organization
does not have a Product Owner or if a team of people are serving in the Product Owner role.

Dynanet Corporation, a minority-owned small business located in Elkridge, Maryland, has provided a
range of information technology (IT) services to multiple Government agencies. Our focus on customer
satisfaction and performance has established long-term relationships with the United States Air Force
(USAF), Food & Drug Administration (FDA), the General Services Administration (GSA), the Office of
Personnel Management (OPM), and the States of Maryland and Pennsylvania. During the last few
decades, our executive leadership team has built Dynanet’s dedicated workforce from 20 employees to
over 125 key personnel. Dynanet is committed to employee engagement and maintains a retention rate
of over 90%. Our managers are PMP certified and our employees maintain many sought after
professional certifications, such as Certified Scrum Masters and ITIL certified. Additionally, Dynanet has
been appraised at CMMI Maturity Level 3 (ML3) and our quality management processes have been
audited and found to be in compliance with the ISO 9001:2008 quality standards. Further, our company
has a Top-Secret facility clearance. For more information, please visit Dynanet’s website at
www.dynanetcorp.com.

About the Author: Mike McEwen (PMP, CSM) is a servant-leader who forms amazing teams and helps
them deliver award-winning technology solutions to commercial, non-profit, and government customers.
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