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WHY THIS 
MATTERS

ÅProduct is hardςeven for experienced teams.

Å9ǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΧ then humans show up.

ÅWhy systems? Systems are self sustaining, while processes break 
down.

ÅToday (will be quick): Provide you with just the tools, so come talk to 
me if you have questions.

ÅAgain, not theoretical. Everything is tried and tested. 

ÅAnd my hope is that you to take these new tools away and 
implement them, Monday.
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5ƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŀƭƪςwalk the walk.

ÅTo better understand product, we ran a national survey of 
500+ product decision makers.

ÅTo be better for my team, I am a Co-Active coach, but I 
am on the path to becoming certified. 

WHY ME?
ά²Ƙƻ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ƭƛǎǘŜƴΚέ

ÅBuilding product and product teams for 20+ years.

ÅRun a web agency called Brain Box that builds products for 
leading companies in Canada.

Å3 internal products with planned exits + 2 more on the way.

ÅWe are known for solving the toughest problems when it 
matters most.
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STRUCTURE FOR TODAY
THE TWO PARTS OF GREAT PRODUCT

ÅYes, sales and marketing matter, but they depend on 
product

ÅReal products solve real problems

ÅSystems and people are deeply connected

Å[ŜǘΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ Product Systems

GREAT PRODUCT

STRONG SYSTEMS

GREAT PEOPLE
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PRODUCT
SYSTEMS

THE SYSTEM 
BEHIND THE 
PRODUCT

ÅSprint Structure: The conveyer belt

ÅHow to figure out what to build

ÅSet the team up for success with great scope writing

ÅCheck -in with your team

ÅVideo walk -through to validate it's "Done"

ÅLaunch + fix (hotfixes) + learn (retros)
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Sprint Structure: The Conveyor Belt

DISCOVERY & 
PLANNING

EXECUTION + QA + 
UAT

LAUNCH + 
RETROSPECTIVE

RINSE & REPEAT
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

WEEK 0 WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3

Sprint Structure: The Conveyor Belt

Discovery & Planning Execution + QA + UAT Launch + Retrospective
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

%
of burnout is caused by unrealistic timelines and unclear 

priorities, i.e. poor planning.
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PRODUCT
SYSTEMS

DISCOVERY
& PLANNING
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Å.ǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ άǎǘǳŦŦέ

ÅTrust your gut, but validate it

ÅMinimum Viable... Everything.

ÅPrinciples of good scope writing

ÅGet good at estimating

ÅSprint Anchor

Where good product 
actually starts ...
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Discovery & Planning

PRODUCT SYSTEMS

%
Of teams use any kind of scoring or prioritization model ς

they are still relying on their gut or the loudest voice.
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Discovery & Planning

PRODUCT SYSTEMS

BUILD THE RIGHT THINGS

ÅA simple way to prioritize what to build first

ÅThat doesn't solely rely on your gut or the loudest voice

ÅWhy the term MaSoN? Similar to a brick mason, it lays 
the foundation to build on top of

Å Inspired by MoSCoW, but again, made easier

MUST -HAVES
Build the smallest thing first ς
must address the pain point.

SHOULD -HAVES
Not needed for Day 1. Wait for 
signals to validate building.

NICE -TO-HAVES
Earn their way in, i.e. never 
pre -ōǳƛƭŘ ŦƻǊ άǎƻƳŜŘŀȅΦέ
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MaSoN Rating System
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Discovery & Planning

PRODUCT SYSTEMS

MaSoN in Practice:

1. Core Features 2. Organize into MaSoN
3. Only focus on Must -haves
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Discovery & Planning

PRODUCT SYSTEMS

How to prioritize (using MaSoN)

If the answer is "yes" to all three, then it's 
a must -have.

1. Is this a must-have?

2. Is this feature needed on day one?

3. Will the product or initiative not function without it?
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Ask yourself (or stakeholder) three questions:
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

NEXT

FUTURE

Discovery & Planning

Must -haves

Day

1 30 60 90

Should-haves Nice-to-haves

MaSoN Timeline
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Discovery & Planning

Minimum Viable... Everything

Build the smallest thing to validate it 
ǎƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊΩǎ Ǉŀƛƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Discovery & Planning

Minimum Viable... Everything

How you should think about...

Product: You should be embarrassed to 
show people.

Initiatives: Distill it down to only the 
must-havesςthink skeletal.

Features: What solves the problem with 
the least amount of effort
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Pro Tip
There should only be the functionality to solve the 
problem and nothing else. Design? None. Use a 
ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΦ !ƴŘ ƴƻΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ŀ ǘƘŜƳŜΦ ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ 
ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ άŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎέ ƛǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ 
delivering value.
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Minimum Viable Feature
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Discovery & Planning

Minimum Viable Feature
What solves the problem with the least amount of effort

A good friend of mine owns an SEO platform that sells links well knows sites, e.g. 
New York Times, to boost your ranking in Google.

When in his office one day, he pulled me into a conversation with his designer. 
There was a customer pain point they were trying to solve:

Customers cannot easily share link opportunities with other people.
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So what did they build?
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Discovery & Planning
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Discovery & Planning
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Discovery & Planning

Principles of Good Scope Writing

The feature is accurately written without 
requiring the production team, i.e. designers 
and developers.

Non-technical people can easily understand 
good scope.

Each line of scope is written as a single 
actionable and testable outcome.

Good features are DRY (Don't Repeat 
Yourself) and not WET (Write Everything 
Twice).

Well-crafted features can be drawn out 
(pencil and paper) by two separate people 
and deliver the same outcome.

SAAS NORTH 2025

BUILDING BETTER PRODUCTS & EVEN BETTER HUMANS | KRIS NICOLAOU 24



ÅCommit to scope + timeline

ÅMid -sprint check -ƛƴ Ҧ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ-correct early

ÅEnforce the Definition of Done

ÅWalkthrough video (evidence)

ÅSprint cutoff = controlled chaos

ÅQA confirms scope before testing

PRODUCT
SYSTEMS

EXECUTE, 
TEST, AND 
PREPARE
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Execute, Test, Prepare

Mid -Sprint Check -In
Course-Correct Early
What: 15-minute check-in meeting

When: Midpoint of a 2 -week sprint, i.e. end of Week 1 or 
beginning of Week 2

Who (is involved): The production team working on that 
sprint

How (to run it): Ask one question: Are there any features 
in jeopardy of not being completed?

Why a meeting (and not just just a 
Slack/Teams message)?

Å/ƻƭƭŜŎǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ άƴƻǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎςhear it first 
hand.

Å/ŀƭƭ ƻǳǘ ǊŜŘ ŦƭŀƎǎΥάWƛƳΣ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ с ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ōǳǘ 
ƻƴƭȅ м ƛǎ ƛƴ v!Φ !ǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΚέ

ÅOverall, the purpose is to know before the eleventh 
hour so that you can adjust
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PRODUCT SYSTEMS

Execute, Test, Prepare

Enforce the 
Definition of Done

1. Feature complete as per the scope and 
double-checked.

2. Tests in place and passing.

3. Browser/device tested.

4. Code reviewed.

5. Deployed to staging.

6. Any functional/visual issues have been 
resolved or addressed.

Describes what criteria must be completed 
before a feature is considered done.
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At a high level, these are the six 
steps that make up our DoD:
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