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Stories
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“ ”
There’s nothing in 
the world more 
powerful than a 
good story. 

@allenholub・http://holub.comAllen I. Holub©2022

—Tyrion Lannister
Chief Product Officer, 
Westeros
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“Connextra 
template”

As a role
I need to do this work
so that I can achieve this goal

Domain! 4
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A story is not a 
code word for “a 
random bit of 
work”
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Stories describe 
your user’s work, 
not yours.
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The point is to 
focus on user/
customer value!
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                                that describes 
a user performing a

that results in a
valuable

A short narrative
                                      domain  
process   

A few sentences

outcome.
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valuable

Your user has accomplished 

something in the domain!
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                             for an ongoing 
conversation
A place holder
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The 
customer 
drives
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•  

“If I had asked what customers 
wanted, they would have said 
faster horses.” 

Henry Ford

No! They would 
have said “I 
need to get 
there faster.”
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We design the product (Not the 
customers). 

We collaborate in understanding their 
problems and we watch them work.
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The customers will love this!
They didn’t
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You are not the 
customer!
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Don’t write stories
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Capture 
them

19

@allenholub・http://holub.comAllen I. Holub©2022

It’s a 
discovery 
process
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https://ronjeffries.com/xprog/articles/
expcardconversationconfirmation/

CCConversation
onfirmation
ard
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  what problems do you face? 
Not: 
  what do you need?

Ask:
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         what do you  
do (or want to do)? 
Ask:

23

@allenholub・http://holub.comAllen I. Holub©2022

How do you 
do that? 
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What’s your 
role? 
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Why?
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Confirmation
is continuous
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Confirmation
is continuous

learn build deploy

So, my 
understanding is … 

Is that right?

Come over here and 
take a look at this.

Use this and tell me 
what you think. Ask me 

questions.

Are you having any 
problems? Found any 

bugs?
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Customer

Dev Dev Dev Dev

Dev

No Demos!    (Customers at the computer) 

Dev
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https://www.nngroup.com/articles/ 
             why-you-only-need-to-test-with-5-users/

Jakob Neilsen
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No
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Take notes on 
a card
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If it can't 

fit on a 

card/stickie, 

it's too big.

card
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If it can't 

fit on a 

card/stickie, 

it's too big.

card
34
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-employee 

-fills in 

timesheet 

-to get paid
What?

Who?

Why?

card
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Last 
responsible 
moment
If you have 
to write it 
down, you’re 
conversing 
too early.
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Flush out 
enough 
details to 
start just 
before you 
start
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Flush out 
additional 
details as 
you work.
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A word about Stakeholders 39



enjoy themselves much, as a general thing; - no, 
I never go as a passenger; nor, though I am 
something of a salt, do I ever go to sea as a 
Commodore, or a Captain, or a Cook. I abandon 
the glory and distinction of such offices to those 
who like them. For my part, I abominate all 
honorable respectable toils, trials, and 
tribulations of every kind whatsoever. It is quite 
as much as I can do to take care of myself, 
without taking care of ships, barques, brigs, 
schooners, and what not. And as for going as 
cook, - though I confess there is considerable 
glory in that, a cook being a sort of officer on 
ship-board - yet, somehow, I never fancied 
broiling fowls; - though once broiled, 
judiciously buttered, and judgmatically salted 
and peppered, there is no one who will speak 
more respectfully, not to say reverentially, of a 
broiled fowl than I will. It is out of the 
idolatrous dotings of the old Egyptians upon 
broiled ibis and roasted river horse, that you see 
the mummies of those creatures in their huge 
bake-houses the pyramids.

 

Stories are narratives
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As a maniacal 
captain, I need 
to add a 
harpoon gun 
to my whale 
boat so that I 
can catch the 
white whale.
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Feature
What are you doing that requires the feature?
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Update my 
timesheet✓

Select an Option

Log on
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NVESTI
ndependent

egotiable
aluable
stimable
mall
estable

nd-to-endssential

“A note of caution: Estimability is 
the most-abused aspect of 
INVEST (that is, the most energy 
spent for the least value). If I could 
re-pick, we’d have “E = External” 

—Bill Wake
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System 
Metaphor

Stories play out 
in a context!
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“ ”
If you cannot solve a 
problem without 
programming, you cannot 
solve a problem with 
programming.
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Klang’s Conjecture: 
Victor Klang
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Keep user goals in mind!

MeetingsCheckout
don’t go!leave!
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In order to
authors need to write articles for
magazines

express their opinions                   be influential in the 
industry

Epic
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In order to

authors need to write articles for
magazines

                   be influential in the 
industryA broad area of capabilities that the 

business is willing to bet will provide 
sufficient value that it’s worth doing a 
bit of experimental development.

Epic

Stories
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(Bad) Example
“User” doesn’t 

mean anything. 

Nobody on the 
planet wants 

to fill out a 
survey

How can it not? Is 
that possible? 

What kind of service? 
What are you doing with 
this survey? Throwing it 

out? No useful outcome! 

As a user, I want to fill out a profile survey so 
that I can get personalized service, but this 
process shouldn’t degrade my user 
experience.
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What user-
level problem 

does this 
solve? How?
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What are you solving for?
Write out the problem!

Problem 
Statement

50
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Tech support customers are annoyed that they have 
to give the techs the same information over and over 
again. It would be better for the techs to collect 
that data into a customer profile that’s passed from 
tech to tech as the problem moves through the 
support process. Since a problem may arise again, 
the profile should be permanent and made available 
to the tech who answers the phone the next time 
the customer calls in. Since the profile is fluid, any 
tech should be able to change it...

Defines a metaphor

Describes your end-user’s problem, 
not a computer program

The reader is an end user, not a 
computer programmer.

The “Problem Statement”
51



To stop annoying customers by 
repeatedly asking for the same 
info, techs create customer 
profiles that are passed though 
the tech-support process.
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Creating a Profile
Grab a story 52

A first-time customer calls in with a problem. A tier-one 
tech creates a new profile and fills it in with the customer’s 
contact information, including a phone number to call if the 
connection is broken. The tech immediately files the profile 
for subsequent use, and then adds the nature of the problem 
along with identifying information for the hardware and its 
basic configuration (memory, OS version, machine type, CPU 
type). These changes to the profile are immediately reflected 
in the saved version. 

The tech solves the problem to the customer's satisfaction 
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Creating a Profile (happy path)
Just before dev, add details.

53

Narrow as needed
Contact Only:  

A customer who’s contacted us 

previously calls in with a problem. 

The tech fetches the profile and 

adds any new information.

Second Contact: 
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The customer hangs up after the 
initial contact. Create a profile with 
contact info only.

54



Other stories will appear

Tier-two techs review the 
profile and add information 
relevant for solving the 
problem at hand.
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Handoff to tier 2

55

Another example, The Problem

Dear Customer Service People,
I had an issue that I couldn’t resolve, so I 
posted a question to the list. But, some 
moderator (who either didn’t read or didn’t 
understand my issue) came along and changed the 
posting category to something that’s incorrect. 
I have no way to challenge that change or to 
restore my original (correct) category. As a 
consequence, nobody’s answering my question.
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Pop Quiz! 
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Contact Only:  
Requesters change categories at 
any point, because moderators 

have messed up in the past.
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Contact Only:  In order to avoid miscategorization, 
Moderators notify requesters when 
they changes categories. 
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Contact Only:  

Moderators who can’t contact 
requesters ask a review panel 
for permission to make a 
category change to avoid a 
single point of failure
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Contact Only:  
To make sure that questions get 
timely answers, the librarian asks 
moderators and requesters to 
review questions that haven’t been 
answered within a week.
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Splitting
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Splitting 61
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In Scrum, it’s much better not to 
complete a small story than a large one. 

(Single acceptance test)

Small!

62

Large high-value 
stories contain 

low-value noise.
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Vertical: 
reduce the scope of the story so that you 
accomplish less (though still accomplish 
something of value)

@allenholub・http://holub.comAllen I. Holub©2022 @allenholub・http://holub.com

These are 
not stories. 
They create 
no user 
value.

Horizontal (don't do this): 
"Story" 1: do only the UI 
"Story" 2: add the business logic 
"Story" 3: add the database
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ING
65

1. Workflow isolation
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author
need to review and
 approve reader comments

 the discussion
 relevant and civil
To keep

s,

domain role 
(who)domain-level 

work (what)

valuable outcome 
(why)
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Every branch is a story.
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Stories: 315267841

Every branch is a story.
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2. Remove variation 
(simplify)
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(1) Find the hardest complicated part. 
(2) Identify variations. 
(3) Replace variables with constants. 
(4) Strip out the fluff (e.g. Fancy UI, 

database)
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Where do I find 
variation? ?

77

Business-rule variation 
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Only on specific dates 
On a specific date +/- one week  
Any days between x and y 
Any weekend in December 
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Data Variation. 

Search
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… using SKEW number 
… using product name 
… using product type
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Replace general with specific
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Manage accounts.vChange address in
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Simplify
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Add flexibility only if 
customers ask

Search using regex, handling misspellingsv

literally
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Defer Performance
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Search results within 5 seconds

Improve speed only if 
customers complain

eventually

v

82

@allenholub・http://holub.comAllen I. Holub©2022

83

@allenholub・http://holub.comAllen I. Holub©2022

http://holub.com/videos
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Did the clown who 
came up with this 
junk ever use it to 
do anything?

No!
85

APIs based on guesses 
are always wrong.
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DbC
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~5 min.

Develop an 
example that 
simulates the 
story, using the 
interface

Fix the problems you find 
writing the client code.

No changes? 
Realize using 
TDD

Design an interface based 
on a story

Refactor the 
interface
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NOT a testing strategy!
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but… 

DBC examples are acceptance tests

XUnit eases transition to TDD
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Let's do it (demo)
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