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The Products Sandwich
Product managers are in the unique posi0on of being sandwiched between product development and strategy. Engineers, designers, marketers, and other stakeholders look to them for direc0on in the idea0on or
evolu0on process of a product, while the strategy layer usually wants to hear from them how their products
ﬁt into the bigger picture of their vision and longer term plans.
In this situa0on, where product managers are expected to regularly give updates on product concepts and
the development status, using narra0ves can drama0cally reduce eﬀorts and provide much beJer alignment than simple bullet lists or keyword overviews.
A narra0ve is a story being told. Stories comprise a sequence of events, i.e. the barebones framework of
purported facts. The sequence in which the events are being told, and the interpreta0on of the rela0ons
within a story, make up the narra0ve. There can be diﬀerent narra0ves based on the same story; these are
what we usually know as versions.
Narra9ves and Iden99es
One of the most debated aspects of product management is the iden0ty of the product. This iden0ty encompasses the rela0on to target customer groups, or personas, to the iden0ty and product porPolio of the
company, as well as its market posi0oning. This iden0ty is constantly re-constructed, based on learnings
from customer feedback, user research, or changes in the strategic outlook of the company. With Heinz
Abels (2010, p. 196), iden0ty is fundamentally constructed as an answer to the ques0on “Who am I?”. To
opera0onalize this ques0on, Abels suggests the following ques0ons: “How did I become who I am?”, “Who
do I want to become?”, “What am I doing?”, and “How am I viewed by others?”. Out of these answers, narra0ves can be constructed that portray their subject’s iden0ty in ways that are understandable to observers
coming from very diﬀerent perspec0ves. And even though Abels’ ques0ons are mainly intended to relate to
the concept of individuals, they are very valuable in deﬁning the iden0ty of a product, brand, or organiza0on.
Narra0ves can integrate two perspec0ves. On the one hand, the stories they tell are used to contribute to
the forma0on and constant re-construc0on of an iden0ty. In this sense, they may be understood as puzzle
pieces out of which iden00es are constructed, with the puzzle becoming more than the sum of its pieces.
On the other hand, though, the puzzle metaphor falls short in that iden00es are not incomplete if a story is
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missing, like a puzzle would be without one of its pieces. This is where the re-construc0on aspect of narra0ves and iden00es come in: An iden0ty is never complete and ﬁxed, but rather remains a dynamic en0ty
that only gets ﬁxed in the stories that are told about it. In this sense, every new story that is told about an
iden0ty shapes that iden0ty, but it also provides a new context to that iden0ty. Since each such story is a
story about the iden0ty, it is also larger than the iden0ty itself. This is why it is so important for product
managers to understand the stories that are being told about their products, as they form the narra0ve that
cons0tutes their iden00es.
Why Narra9ves?
Narra0ves in wriJen long-form oﬀer several beneﬁts. First, they already contain at least one interpreta0on
of a story. This does not prevent other interpreta0ons spawning from coﬀee machine talk, but at least there
is one single interpreta0on that can serve as ground truth with regard to what the original inten0on of the
product managers was. Invi0ng and poten0ally enforcing feedback can facilitate the surfacing of diﬀerences
in understanding and interpreta0on of the narra0ve that would go unno0ced if the informa0on was conveyed in the form of a bullet list. Secondly, long-form narra0ves enable a process of decoupled feedback,
where unlike in a real0me presenta0on format, also the more quiet team members or stakeholders can integrate their perspec0ve. With this, the long-form narra0ve is a prac0cal way to u0lize the largely untapped
poten0al that o_en lies in the insights coming from team members who rarely speak up in face-to-face situa0ons.
Of Heroes and Transforma9ons
At the highest level, stories are constructed out of three phases (cf. Müller 2017, pp. 25). They move from
an original state through a transi0on and lead into a ﬁnal state. Tradi0onally, a hero reluctantly embarks on
a journey through these three stages (with poten0ally several sub-stages), o_en being forced into the transi0on against her will. Reaching a posi0ve ﬁnal state seems unlikely at 0mes during the journey as the odds
turn against the hero, leading into a climax in which (in the case of a happy ending) the unlikely turn to the
posi0ve is achieved and the ﬁnal state is reached eventually. The unlikeliness of this posi0ve turn is usually
the meta-point, or the morale of the story: The odds can be overcome by some ac0on or property of the
hero. Examples include hard work, training, sacriﬁce of personal goals for the beneﬁt of the greater good,
etc.
The role of the hero in a story is not limited to persons, but can also be ﬁlled by teams, organiza0ons, and
even products. In product management, however, products rarely serve as subjects of their stories, but
rather as means that facilitate the transforma0on.
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In any case, there is o_en a prominent point in the story that marks the change of one era to the next. And
even if there is no such clear point but rather a longer and poten0ally painful process, then there is s0ll a
clear before and a_er, i.e. an observable change between an original and a ﬁnal state.

In addi0on, there are diﬀerent ways in which stories can be told. The simple story of an aspiring teenager
purchasing his ﬁrst serious piece of equipment and then exploring his crea0vity can be told as a joyous
journey from eagerly saving money, ﬁnally having an exci0ng purchasing experience supported by a helpful
and suppor0ve retail staﬀer, to the rewarding experience of taking the ﬁrst crea0ve steps with the new purchase. The same story could be ﬁlled with anger at high prices, limited choice, unfriendly retail staﬀ, and a
steep learning curve with the product, leading to a case of buyer’s remorse. Even though the purchase was
made in both cases, product managers should not be content with the second way the story was told, but
rather aim for the ﬁrst. In user research, product managers will regularly encounter variants of both versions of the story, but the ra0o and the trend toward the posi0ve version are important if recurring revenues from returning customers are a goal. For internal purposes of product development and marke0ng, it
is important to align all contributors on a path to a posi0ve version of the story. This can then form the
broader product or the brand narra0ve.
Personas

Personas can be used to collect and condense user pains, gains, and jobs to be done to represent a prototypical customer from a speciﬁc market and cultural segment (Cagan 2018). With regard to how the per-
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sona’s story is built, the descrip0on of their status quo, including their pains and jobs to be done, informs
the original state. Their goals and intended gains inform the ﬁnal state of the story. It is the job of the product manager and the product team to come up with a compelling solu0on for the transforma0on in that
story, i.e. to design and project a product that has the poten0al to transform the persona’s original state
into the wished-for ﬁnal state. This user narra0ve can be used primarily by the product managers to check
whether there is a compelling and realis0c path to acquiring a signiﬁcant set of customers from the market
and cultural segment represented by the speciﬁc persona.

Lean Canvas
The user narra0ve generated from the persona descrip0on and the product manager’s projec0on for the
transforma0ve solu0on can also be used to build and test the lean canvas for the product (for the lean canvas concept, see Maurya 2012). The original state in the story told in the narra0ve has to match the descrip0on of the problem in the lean canvas. The ﬁnal state of the story is represented in the three central ﬁelds
of the lean canvas: The Unique Value Proposi0on, the “Wow” factor, and the Unfair Advantage. Finally, the
solu0on in the lean canvas needs to represent the transforma0on in the story, even though this ﬁeld in the
lean canvas will tend to be ﬁlled with more technical descrip0ons of features, while the narra0ve will highlight the eﬀects of these features on the transforma0on of states in the persona’s life.

Data and Narra9ves
The philosopher Byung Chul Han warns against the current age of data-driven decisions. In his view, the focus on data is an expression of nihilism, where iden00es are swept away by massive amounts of data (Han
2014). And indeed, data and narra0ves in a product management context have a two-sided, some0mes difﬁcult rela0onship. In the analysis stages of data, stories are o_en formed to make sense of the aggregated
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reports with their tables of numbers and charts of visualized trends. In larger surveys, individual stories often form an overarching narra0ve around the en0re report, assuming the place of a more or less oﬃcial
outcome. On the other hand, data is o_en used to back up exis0ng stories and narra0ves around products
or brands, especially when there are conﬂic0ng narra0ves. This approach can be helpful when a decision for
one narra0ve has to be taken and data is used to inform the decision with perspec0ves from the outside.
Also, as contexts of products and brands are constantly changing, it is important to check a narra0ve that is
in place and being used for product development against fresh data to see whether the narra0ve s0ll has
contextual ﬁt. In this sense, to counterbalance data-driven nihilism, narra0ves can play an important role to
keep the focus on iden00es of products, but also of cultural contexts in which products may be used, in order to take more holis0c decisions which are informed by data, but not necessarily driven by it.

Strategy Development & Alignment
Narra0ves are a very useful asset for strategy work. Reportedly, Amazon’s founder and CEO Jeﬀ Bezos accepted strategic input only in the form of long-form essays, which had to be handed in before mee0ngs
(Stone 2014, p. 175). These essays then had to be read by all par0cipants and were used as the basis for
discussion in face-to-face mee0ngs. This procedure can be very helpful as the use of long-form wri0ng can
help bring out diﬀering nuances in the understanding of what a speciﬁc goal actually means, and therefore
beJer facilitate alignment than lists of bullet points with aspects of goals. Such bullet points might be important assets as well, but only to remind everyone of the cornerstones of the strategic narra0ve once it is
in place and understood by all par0cipants involved in strategy development.
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The job of strategy in the context of product development is to provide guidance on where to go with the
products, senng a true north for individual feature development. In terms of structuring stories, this means
informing the ﬁnal state to be achieved with the en0rety of users stories and other narra0ves in place. This
does not have to and will never be a perfect match, but the inten0on should be to set the spirit in which all
user stories are developed. Therefore, strategic narra0ves themselves do not have to be structured to have
an original state and a transforma0on before reaching a ﬁnal state. Rather, it can make a lot of sense to
leave out the transforma0onal part, since this should be the domain of the teams who are working on the
actual products. The original state can also be le_ up to the work on developing personas, but much aJen0on should be paid to describing the wished-for ﬁnal state as vividly as possible.
Scaling
In a scaled agile environment, strategic narra0ves can be used as a glue between diﬀerent layers in the organiza0on’s hierarchy. For example, if there are several product development teams working in a division or
program, these can be aligned on common goals via a strategic narra0ve for the en0re division or program.
If there are diﬀerent layers steering larger parts of the organiza0on, strategic narra0ves can be used to align
these layers. In the example given here, there are two diﬀerent layers represen0ng the organiza0on as a
whole: the strategic execu0ve team and the opera0onal porPolio team. Both of these are bound together
by a company narra0ve that is constantly being worked on from both sides. The porPolio team then establishes individual key performance indicators for divisions or programs, around which the program teams
create their program narra0ves and derive objec0ves and key results (OKRs) for their individual product development teams. Regardless of the hierarchical level, all narra0ves should be available to everyone in the
organiza0on who is even remotely involved in working with the products, which usually includes everyone.
Secrecy in this regard is usually far more expensive in sunk opportunity cost versus any gains to be had by
preven0ng the leaking of informa0on to the public or to compe0tors.
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Narra9ves for Customers
Narra0ves are an important part of marke0ng eﬀorts around any product. In marke0ng, stories are told
where the product is the main driver for the transforma0on toward a ﬁnal state that is clearly beJer than
the original state. Since marke0ng intends to facilitate buying decisions, such stories o_en try to align the
original state with the perceived status quo of the targeted audience. Another op0on is to tell stories that
are aspira0onal for the targeted audience. In music technology, for example, this is the case with ar0st stories. If the product can be pitched as a transforma0ve solu0on for a professional crea0ve, then its impact
would likely be just as or even more posi0ve for the regular customer.
From these posi0ve narra0ons of stories, marke0ng aims to build a public product narra0ve. In the case of
mul0-product or even mul0-brand companies, this narra0ve is informed by and will in turn inform the existing public company and brand narra0ves. How these rela0ons are established and developed is an important aspect of strategic marke0ng.
At the same 0me, it is crucial to maintain an ac0ve and dynamic rela0onship between the internal program
or division narra0ve and the public brand and product narra0ves. Especially in user-centric design and development setups, product management has to ensure the close alignment between marke0ng and the development teams. Otherwise, there is a risk that a product might be developed for one market and cultural
segment, but then is marketed to another.

Opera9onaliza9on
There are diﬀerent ways to opera0onalize the beneﬁts of long-form narra0ves for product management.
The methods described so far are close to a story management approach. In story management, all productrelated as well as organiza0on-related decisions are contextualized via stories. These stories need to be con-
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structed in a constant feedback loop with all stakeholders and team members. This way, alignment on the
course of ac0on can be achieved even as this course is subject to change in an agile environment.
Another perspec0ve can be found in the method of using so-called “springboard stories”, described by Denning (2001). In this method, par0cipants are asked to come up with their own versions of poten0al future
scenarios. The goal of this method is not to create the stories themselves, but rather to facilitate the discussion and foster the understanding of what needs to change in the current state in order to make a path to
the wished-for future states possible. For this reason, the springboard method can be helpful in change
management processes.
User stories are already a cornerstone of agile product development (Cohn 2004). They are usually kept
short on purpose, yet their structure is supposed to follow the same three-step journey at the heart of all
stories: As a user (original state), I want to (transforma0on)..., so I can (ﬁnal state).... User stories need to
corroborate narra0ves generated from data and user research in a general sense. They can and will be much
more speciﬁc, but the general direc0on needs to be aligned with the broader perspec0ve of the narra0ves.
As a general rule, long-form narra0ves may be between one to six pages long and ideally contain visualiza0ons that illustrate the ideas they convey. In prac0ce, it is usually helpful to employ methods of collabora0ve brainwri0ng in the actual wri0ng process, where team members or interested stakeholders get together
and distribute individual paragraphs or parts of the narra0ve, which later get combined into a ﬁrst version
of the narra0ve. As an alterna0ve, the product manager or one team member may take on the responsibility of crea0ng the ﬁrst dra_ alone. It is usually not advisable to have too many contributors for the ﬁrst version of the narra0ve, in order to reach a stringent and consistent perspec0ve from which the stories are
told.
Once the ﬁrst dra_ is available, the product manager moderates the alignment process with the stakeholders. This involves invi0ng them to read and comment on the document, and manages how changes get integrated. Once all relevant stakeholders are aligned and the narra0ve has reached a certain state of maturity, the narra0ve is then handed out to the broader team, i.e. everyone involved in building the product and
marke0ng it, as well as the front lines of sales and customer support. Again, feedback is invited and in due
0me, a public discussion forum with proper modera0on is set up to discuss everyone’s comments in detail.
Again, the product manager needs to drive this process, collect the feedback and the outcomes of the discussions and manage all changes to the narra0ve document. Once alignment has been achieved at least to
a certain degree, the narra0ve is ﬁxed, but kept available to everyone involved with the products. However,
this process of building narra0ves needs to be integrated with agile development approaches and mindsets,
which means that narra0ves should not stay ﬁxed for longer than roughly six months. Each ﬁxed state
should be viewed as an itera0on only. Also, it may not be possible to align everyone on a speciﬁc narra0ve.
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Diverging opinions may surface and remain, and they are not necessarily detrimental to the success of narra0ves in product management and development. Rather, these minority opinions may be important points
to integrate into strategy development and therefore the next itera0on of the narra0ves, or it might even be
worth considering wri0ng a diﬀerent, minority report version of the brand narra0ve.
Probabilis9c Narra9ves
Coming back to the no0on of iden0ty construc0on via stories, it should now be clear how the various different stories being told around a product, a brand, and a company have an inﬂuence on how the product is
seen. Each new story that the observer of a narra0ve is aware of acts as evidence in favor of or against the
narra0ve, provided the observer deems the storyteller as credible. This can have a huge eﬀect on a narra0ve, since at some point the observer may decide to not believe the narra0ve any longer. Narra0ves about
something in development, of which an observer has no ﬁrst-hand experience yet, are highly vola0le and
subject to change if the evidence corrobora0ng or nega0ng them swings in a diﬀerent direc0on. This is the
ﬂipside of conceptual agility, where new ﬁndings from user or market research can keep products under
development on a course of market ﬁt even as market condi0ons change. If the observer is the product
manager, shi_ing evidence in the form of stories nega0ng the constructed product narra0ve may trigger a
healthy realignment of the narra0ve with reali0es in the ﬁeld. This ﬁeld, by the way, can be both inside and
outside the company. If the observer is an investor, it may trigger them to reconsider backing the development of the product in its current form, as covered by the product narra0ve. However, if the product is already in the market and the observer is a poten0al customer, then it may trigger a decision not to buy the
product. These examples should help to further highlight the importance of story management to product
managers.
In order to keep track of the situa0on around a product, brand, company, or other iden0ty, it can be helpful
to devise a probabilis0c network graph of evidence in the ﬁeld. Here, storytellers are connected to the stories they tell about the iden0ty, which in turn connect to the iden0ty they help to construct. This iden0ty is
connected to the narra0ve it is supposed to be backed by, and this en0re path through the network connects to the observer. It is important to note here that when informa0on is ﬂowing through these nodes, it
does not get generalized, as it would in a neural network where the only code is to ﬁre or not ﬁre. In this
probabilis0c network graph, we assume the observer to have full transparency on where the stories being
told about the iden0ty in ques0on are coming from, and we also assume that the observer has some means
of judging the storytellers’ credibility. If these condi0ons hold true, we can then assign values to the posi0ve
or nega0ve eﬀects of stories being told around an iden0ty. We may consider stories that support the narra0ve as stabilizing and therefore posi0ve. Stories that negate an iden0ty’s narra0ve may be considered
destabilizing and therefore nega0ve. The credibility of the storyteller adds to the weight of the posi0ve or
nega0ve eﬀect of a story, as does its content. All of this can only be judged by an observer, of course. With
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such a ra0ng system, coarse as it may be, product managers can gain a near real-0me overview of the state
of the narra0ves around iden00es they are responsible for. This is where the probabilis0c network becomes
ac0onable: Individual storytellers with a high weight ra0ng to their stories can be approached about their
needs and inclusion in the development of the narra0ve, thus increasing their likelihood to be suppor0ve.
Other posi0ve stories can be ac0vely sought out, in an eﬀort to counterbalance moun0ng nega0ve evidence. In the end, product managers should feel compelled to be early observers of any shi_s of corrobora0ng of nega0ng evidence rela0ng to the narra0ves around the iden00es they are responsible for, so they
can react as early as possible. A probabilis0c network graph can serve as a ﬁshing net for early indicators
that something may be changing, hopefully long before agility becomes too costly.

Bibliography and Further Reading
Abels, H. (2017). Iden%tät (3rd ed.). Wiesbaden: Springer VS.
Banﬁeld, R., Eriksson, M., & Walkingshaw, N. (2017). Product Leadership: How Top Product Managers Create
and Launch Successful Products. Boston: O’Reilly.
Beckert, J. (2017). Woher kommen Erwartungen? MPIfG Discussion Paper 17/17. Presented at the MaxPlanck-Ins0tut für Gesellscha_sforschung, Köln. Retrieved from hJp://www.mpifg.de/pu/dp_abstracts/
dp17-17.asp
Cagan, M. (2018). INSPIRED: How to Create Tech Products Customers Love (2nd ed.). Hoboken, New Jersey:
Wiley.
Chlopczyk, J. (2017). Beyond Storytelling: Narra%ve Ansätze und die Arbeit mit Geschichten in Organisa%onen. Berlin: Springer Gabler.
Cohn, M. (2004). User Stories Applied: For Agile SoNware Development. Boston: Addison-Wesley Professional.
Daniel, L. (2018, March 13). The Power of Stories | BCGDV Pollen. Retrieved 26 June 2018, from hJps://
pollen.bcgdv.com/the-power-of-stories

11
Denning, S. (2011). The Springboard: How Storytelling Ignites Ac%on in Knowledge-Era Organiza%ons. New
York: Routledge.
Frenzel, K., Müller, M., & SoJong, H. (2000). Das Unternehmen im Kopf. München: Hanser Fachbuch.
Gruendel, J. (2018a, May 14). Storytelling in der Werbung: Geschichten machen den Unterschied. Retrieved
26 June 2018, from hJps://www.narra0ves-management.de/storytelling-in-der-werbung-geschichtenmachen-den-unterschied/
Gruendel, J. (2018b, June 3). Storytelling Trends. Retrieved 26 June 2018, from hJps://www.narra0vesmanagement.de/storytelling-trends/
Han, B.-C. (2013, June 23). Philosophie: Alles eilt. Wie wir die Zeit erleben. Die Zeit. Retrieved from hJps://
www.zeit.de/2013/25/zeit-logik-eﬃzienz-kapital-gabe/kompleJansicht
Han, B.-C. (2014). Psychopoli%k: Neoliberalismus und die neuen MachRechniken (5th ed.). Frankfurt am
Main: S. Fischer.
Köppe, T., & Kindt, T. (2014). Erzähltheorie: Eine Einführung. StuJgart: Reclam.
Lakoﬀ, G., & Johnson, M. (2003). Metaphors We Live By (Revised ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Loebbert, M. (2008). Storymanagement: Der narra%ve Ansatz für Management und Beratung. StuJgart:
Schäﬀer Poeschel.
Maurya, A. (2012). Running Lean: Iterate from Plan A to a Plan That Works (2nd ed.). Sebastopol, CA: O’Reilly and Associates.
Müller, M. (2016a, July 14). Vom Storytelling zum Narra0ven Management. Retrieved 26 June 2018, from
hJps://www.narra0ves-management.de/vom-storytelling-zum-narra0ven-management/
Müller, M. (2016b, October 24). Narra0ves Management - Erfolgreiche Innova0onen durch Storytelling. Retrieved 26 June 2018, from hJps://www.narra0ves-management.de/erfolgreiche-innova0onen-durch-storytelling/
Müller, M. (2017). Einführung in narra%ve Methoden der Organisa%onsberatung. Heidelberg: Carl-Auer Verlag.
Pichler, R. (2010). Agile Product Management with Scrum: Crea%ng Products that Customers Love. Upper
Saddle River, NJ: Addison-Wesley Professional.
Stone, B. (2014). The Everything Store: Jeﬀ Bezos and the Age of Amazon. New York: LiJle, Brown and Company.
Thier, K. (2010). Storytelling: Eine Methode für das Change-, Marken-, Projekt- und Wissensmanagement
(2nd ed.). Berlin: Springer.
Traeger, D. (2018, June 11). Leadership Storytelling - Mit Stories führen. Retrieved 26 June 2018, from
hJps://www.narra0ves-management.de/leadership-storytelling-mit-stories-fuehren/

