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INTRODUCTION

Why should you read this playbook?

Product managers, designers, and developers all
work tirelessly to create the best, most profitable
products. They want to design digital experiences that
acquire, engage, and create customers for life. But
despite their best efforts, many struggle to create the
clarity, alignment, and accountability needed to realize
their goals.

Take Tia. Tia was feeling burned out. When we met
her at a North Star workshop in New York City, she’d
already been a product designer and product manager
at an enterprise business-to-business (B2B) software-
as-a-service (SaaS) company for four years.

She did everything a product person should do: She
researched her market, advocated for the humans
using the product, emphasized outcomes over outputs,
and made the case, over and over, for more focus and
fewer distractions.
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Co-workers—managers, teammates, executives—all
agreed: Tia’s product-led approach made sense. But
still, the company struggled to put all these great
concepts into action.

Her company seemed caught in a perpetual cycle of
shiny objects, success theater, and false starts. Just
when they’d hit their stride, something would change.
It felt like they were always talking past each other.

Tia’s co-workers were experienced and creative, but
still they struggled.

“Everyone I worked with was smart and persuasive,”
Tia said, “they brought data to our strategy and priority
discussions. But a week or two later, we’d be back to
business as usual.”



Enter the North Star Metric and
Framework

The North Star Framework helped Tia break the cycle
of frustrations she’d been experiencing. She realized
her team had been speaking three languages:

The language of the customer—needs, goals,
experiences, delight

@ The language of the product—features,
workflows, releases

e The language of the business—vision,
differentiation, revenue, growth

“There was nothing to really tie those things together,”
she observed. “And I think this is why we were going
in circles. That is the key benefit of the North Star
Framework: connecting those different perspectives.”

Though there are no silver bullets to success, defining
and uniting your teams behind a clear North Star Metric
can be the key to unlocking improved outcomes.

If you’re 1) interested in new frameworks, tools,
and systems to improve how you manage and build
products, 2) hungry for a greater sense of impact
and a more focused, coherent, and proactive way of
working, or 3) eager to stop churning out features and
want to align your team’s efforts to address customer
problems based on data, then this playbook is for you.

With this playbook you’ll learn:
» The purpose and value of the North Star Framework.

« Understand the elements of the North Star
Framework.

« How to define and name a North Star Metric (and
related inputs) for your company.

« When to change your North Star Metric.

- How tointegrate the North Star Framework with your
development process.

= How to facilitate an internal North Star workshop.
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As for Tia, she’s still using the skills and tools she
learned at that North Star workshop. Her career has
progressed, and she introduced the framework at
a new company, where she successfully adapted it
to a new product, team, and development process.
She’s having better conversations, working with more
alignment, and making more impact.

That’s what we want for you. Now, let’s get started.

“If anyone in your organization can’t
come into work and articulate how the
work they're doing is connected to a
sustainable growth strategy, then either
you don’t have a strategy, there’s a
messy middle problem where we're not
explaining it right, or you're working on
the wrong thing.

Bringing coherence to the work of
everyone in your organization is what
it's all about—and that’s what the North
Star Framework helps you do.”

John Cutler

Former Amplitude Product Evangelist,
L. co-author of The North Star Playbook



*

CHAPTER 1

About the North Star
Framework

5 The North Star Framework is a product management

l_ . .

=z model based on a single metric—your North Star

5 Metric—that best captures the value customers derive
T from your product.

The North Star Metric is defined by three core qualities: Product and marketing teams may use very different

inputs to move the North Star, but they reference

o Itrepresents the value users get from the same North Star when deciding which inputs to

your product. prioritize. This serves three critical purposes:

a It’s within product and marketing’s sphere
o Helps prioritize and accelerate informed but

of influence.
o decentralized decision-making.
a It’s a leading indicator of revenue.
e Helps teams align and communicate.
In addition to the metric, the North Star Framework o Enables teams to focus on impact and
includes a set of key inputs that collectively act as sustainable, product-led growth.

factors that produce the metric. Teams can directly
influence these inputs with their day-to-day work.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK 6



This simple tree-like visual of the North Star Framework is a scaffold containing assumptions, beliefs,
and causal relationships. Once you assemble and field test it, this framework acts as a formula for your

company’s and product’s fundamental characteristics.

LEADING
“THE WORK” .
°
Input 1 Input 2
INPUT METRICS
Input 3 Input 4 .
°
* v Expresses value ) ' Y
v Represents vision and strategy ¢
v Is aleading indicator
ggARRT H v Isn’t a vanity metric . .
METRIC v Is actionable
v Can be easily understood *
v Is quantifiable 91
..
L] J/ .
MID/LONG-TERM .
BUSINESS RESULTS AND
CUSTOMER VALUE
. LAGGING



North Star Framework elements

The heart of the North Star Framework is the North Star
Metric, a single critical rate, count, or ratio that represents
your product strategy.

This metric is a leading indicator that defines the relationship between the
customer problems your product team is trying to solve and sustainable, long-
term business results.

Let’s consider a throwback—yet tangible—example. In 2005, when Netflix was
still focused on shipping DVDs, the Netflix product team established the following
North Star Metric: Percentage of customers placing three or more DVDs in their
queue during their first session with the service. The team determined that this
key statistic encapsulated Netflix’s differentiation strategy. Increasing this metric
would improve customer value and key business results—like customer retention
and, ultimately, subscription revenue.

Results and value

The North Star Metric is a leading indicator of sustainable business results and
customer value. As you see it change, you can expect your business results to
change accordingly.

Inputs
North Star inputs are a small set of influential, complementary

factors that you believe most directly affect your North Star Metric.

For example, let’s say a grocery delivery service has a North Star Metric of total
monthly items received on time. Four key inputs to drive that metric could include:

1 Driving customers to place lots of orders
2 Encouraging orders with lots of items
3 Fulfilling lots of orders

4 Delivering orders on time
Inputs vary greatly by industry, business model, and a product’s unique
characteristics. The trick is to identify the key factors that contribute to the North

Star Metric for your business. We view the North Star Metric as a function of key
inputs that are both descriptive and actionable.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK



North Star Metric and inputs

Inputs are the tools product and marketing teams deploy in their
day to day work to influence the North Star. Inputs are independent
variables.

The North Star Metric is an outcome, a dependent variable, meaning
its value depends on changes in your inputs.

Never try to influence the North Star directly.

“If you can move your North Star directly,
it's probably not a good North Star”

4

“If you can move your North Star directly, it’s probably not
a good North Star,” explains John Cutler, former Amplitgde
Product Evangelist and co-author of the North Star Playbook.

“The goal of the North Star is to be one level out of reach. It’s
to get people thinking about why is that going up, or why is
that going down. It’s meant to be a composite of the parts of
the company working in tandem together.”



“The work”

Your North Star Metric and inputs should be connected
to your team’s daily tasks—research, design, software
development, refactoring, prototyping, testing, etc. We
call this “the work.” No matter how your team operates,
the work you do should align with the strategy that your
North Star guides.

The workshop(s)

In a focused, collaborative North Star workshop,
colleagues from different parts of your organization
should come together to breathe life into your North
Star Framework, participating in generative activities
to produce results. And with just a little preparation—
and our how-to guide—you can run your own North Star
workshop.

A North Star workshop doesn’t need to be overly
complex. We've run many successful workshops in
less than two hours. In this workshop, your team will
develop strong candidates for your own North Star
Metric and inputs.

+ PROTIP 4

Identify the “game” you're playing

However, your first workshop is just round one of your
North Star journey. Most teams go through subsequent
rounds and conduct additional workshop sessions to:

« Gather perspectives from additional stakeholders
« Pull data and pressure test ideas from the
initial workshop
= Precisely define their North Star Metric and inputs
= Strengthen the connection between their North Star
and their strategy, or to

« Align the North Star to their existing development
processes

Your North Star Metric won’t be ready for primetime
after just one workshop.

Whether you do this deeper work in additional
collaborative workshop sessions or in smaller
subteams, we suggest you start together in a focused
workshop session.

GUIDE
oo Running Your North
RUNNING /

L YOUR . Star Workshop

N®RTH STAR

WORKSH@P .

“Defining the game they're
playing is usually the first
point of contention of the

In our North Star workshops, before we dig in, we typically ask teams to

identify and understand the “game” their business and product are playing

because it helps identify their North Star.

Attention game: Your user gets absorbed in your product, and the more

time they spend using it shows increased satisfaction.

workshop. But it clarifies the
teams’ thinking and often
changes the whole focus of
the North Star.”

Transaction game: Your user is looking for the right product for their

needs, to easily complete transactions, and track production and delivery.

Productivity game: Your user chooses your product because they have a

job to do.

/ > Ted Clark
F_ﬁ-'}l Senior Customer Success

ﬂ/ Architect Amplitude



https://www.amplitude.com/resources/how-to-north-star-workshop

One North Star Metric

An obvious characteristic of the North Star Framework is that there’s only one North Star Metric.

Certainly, larger enterprises with multiple or diverse divisions, product management and
development departments, and customer bases could have different North Star Metrics, each
with their own inputs.

But if a team contributes to a single profit and loss (P&L) statement with a single product
development department, and a single product or even a product portfolio that serves a single
customer base, we recommend having a single North Star Metric and its inputs per product. It’s
unlikely that one product leader should be managing more than one North Star.

We'll explore more traps to avoid in Chapter 4.
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NORTH STAR IN ACTION

Burger King uses a North Star

to prioritize work

Burger King’s digital team used the North Star Framework to define a North Star Metric their team

calls “digital transactions per user” with three inputs: new user activation, registration, and frequency.

They then mobilized teams—called “squads” in Burger King’s organization—to drive these inputs, as

illustrated in the following figure.

PRODUCT USER
INITIATIVES LIFECYCLE

Acquisitions

X New Users
campaigns
Resurrected
Users to tap coupon,
Onboarding funnel
improvements
- Power
Push notification Users
campaigns to
tctrge:t |nd|V|du~c1Is who CUTERE
did not register Users
Mobile order Power
coupons U=

Current
Users

Resurrected
Users

Frictionless payment

New

Users Dormant

Users

The Burger King squads trace their prioritized feature
development to these inputs and then to their “digital
transactions per user” North Star Metric. For example,
one squad prioritized a “mobile order coupons” initiative
to drive the “frequency” input—a factor in the metric.

LEADING
INDICATORS

Number of times
people open

LAGGING
INDICATORS

SQUAD NORTH
GOALS STAR

Number of new
installs who
convert from install

New User
Activation

mobile order

Registration

Transactions
Per User

Percent of users
who come back
to app after
making one order,
order stickiness

Frequency
of coupon redemption /'
and of orders

(active users)

“[Our North Star Framework] is
actually what we use across the
teams to drive growth.”

Elie Javice
former Head of Technical Product
Management Burger King



KEY CONCEPT:

Creating a product-led organization

The North Star Framework works especially well
in companies that use a product-led growth (PLG)
model. Product-led growth has become a hot topic—
especially for B2B SaaS companies—since “growth at
any cost” is out and “sustainable growth” isin. PLG is a
growth motion that leverages the product, rather than
marketing or sales, to drive acquisition, retention, and
monetization.

A product-led organization optimizes team structures,
funding cycles, communication channels, and other
processes to ensure the success of its products. To
be clear: Calling an organization “product-led” doesn’t
mean it’s led by a department or job title with the word
product in it. Product-led means being guided by the
potential of products and product teams.

“The backbone of product-led growth is about your user
experience. Is the user getting something out of the
product that’s satisfying their reason for engaging, and
is it easy to get to that point?” shares Ted.

He poses an important question: Without a North Star,
how will teams guide their developers and know which
features to develop? He goes on to explain that without
a North Star, PLG teams run the risk of becoming feature
factories—and will struggle to sustainably improve the
user experience.

Product-led

organizations
shift from this...

Deliver
requirements

Product as a cost
center

Specifications and
delivery

Build my solution
and prove it works

Handoffs and silos

Slower feedback
loops/guessing

Pageviews and
clicks

To this...

Solve the customer’s

needs

Product as profit/
growth center

Missions, experiments,

and bets

Explore problem,
validate solutions

Cross-functional
collaboration

Faster feedback loops/

informed decisions

Experiences,

interactions, behaviors

e Ready to start your PLG journey to build a product users

How to Get
Started with PLG

;{ industry experts in this guide.

y
_ AU
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love and grow your business? Learn PLG fundamentals from

13


https://amplitude.com/product-led-growth
https://amplitude.com/resources/mastering-acquisition
https://amplitude.com/resources/mastering-retention
https://amplitude.com/resources/mastering-monetization
https://amplitude.com/resources/what-is-product-led-growth
https://amplitude.com/resources/what-is-product-led-growth
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CHAPTER 2

The North Star

checklist and
statement exercise

Though the elements of the North Star Framework are straightforward,
even the best teams can get derailed during planning—especially when

engaged in passionate, product-growth-related discussions.

We've put together a North Star checklist

. Want to know if you’re on track to successfully implement the
checklist and statement Y yimp

North Star Framework? Ask yourself the following questions about
exercise to help ensure your North Star Metric:

your North Star Metric is (] 1.Does it express customer value?

effective and aligned with [7\\ 2. Does it represent your vision and strategy?

the overall goals of the () 3.Isitaleadingindicator of success?

North Star Framework. — ) .
| J 4.Isitactionable?

| J 5.Isitunderstandable to non-technical partners?

| J 6.Isitmeasurable?

| J 7.1It’s not a vanity metric?

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK 14


https://amplitude.com/blog/vanity-metrics

Does your North Star express
customer value?

A good North Star Metric represents what customers value about your product.

When teams fail to connect their North Star Metric to customer value, they risk leading
their business down the wrong path. That’s why metrics like “Daily Active Users” or
“Registered Users” are not optimal North Star Metrics because they say nothing about
what your customers value.

Does your North Star represent
your vision and strategy?

If you’ve built a strong North Star, someone should be able to read it and understand
your company’s product strategy and your vision—at least at a high level.

“Each strategy we had at Netflix—from our personalization strategy to our
theory that a simpler experience would improve retention—had a very
specific metric that helped us to evaluate if the strategy was valid or not.
If the strategy moved the metric, we knew we were on the right path. If we
failed to move the metric, we moved on to the next idea. Identifying these
metrics took a lot of the politics and ambiguity out of which strategies
were succeeding or not.”

Gibson Biddle
2 Former Vice President of Product at Netflix

We generally recommend that your North Star is unique to your business, expressing
your company’s and your product’s strategy and mission. However, some businesses
have a mission that’s not particularly differentiated and in turn, a North Star that doesn’t
feel unique—and that’s okay.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/gibsonbiddle/

3 |s your North Star a leading
indicator of success?

Some metrics tell you what has already happened to your business; these are

lagging indicators. Other metrics predict what will happen to your business;

these are leading indicators.

A good North Star Metric is a leading indicator of business success. Metrics like
“Monthly Recurring Revenue” or “Average Revenue per User (ARPU)” aren’t
optimal North Star Metrics because they tell you what happened in the past

rather than predicting future results.
Ideally, your North Star Metric predicts medium- to long-term sustainable growth.

For example, if you’re running a subscription-based product, you might
consider annual revenue from subscribers your key metric, but it’'s a
lagging indicator. Instead, a subscription-based business could identify
characteristics that correlate with a user who is likely to renew their
subscription and then build a North Star around that. If a user frequently runs
acertain report showing the status of their customers, does that correlate to
renewing a subscription? Perhaps that’s a hint that your North Star may be

related to the information in that report.

4 |s your North Star actionable?

Your North Star should be something you believe you can influence or change. This
means it shouldn’t measure a broader market trend or reflect real-world realities
that would be true whether your product existed or not.

For example, a team building a human resources app to improve companies’
employee experience and retention might consider “Customers’ Lifelong
Employees” an aspirational North Star Metric, but broader trends in the
economy and labor market will make it difficult for the team to influence this
metric. Instead, they might consider metrics they have more direct control
over, such as the number of benefit programs an employee enrolls in or the

number of career development goals created in the app.
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https://amplitude.com/blog/leading-lagging-indicators
https://info.amplitude.com/rs/138-CDN-550/images/The%20Amplitude%20Guide%20to%20Product%20Metrics.pdf
https://amplitude.com/explore/metrics/what-arpu-how-calculate

5 |s your North Star
understandable to
non-technical partners?

The best North Stars are framed in plain language. It shouldn’t be so abstract that
you can’t easily explain it to non-technical people or express it without jargon. A
simple test: As you develop your North Star, describe it to someone who knows
your business but lacks deep technical knowledge. If it’s a good metric, they’ll be
able to quickly understand it without much trouble.

¢ |s your North Star measurable?

If you’ll never be able to configure your products and processes to collect the
data you need to track and communicate the North Star Metric, it’s not a good
metric.

For example, the team responsible for a digital platform that produces
thought-provoking short films might love the idea of increasing the number
of people who silently reflect on the films as they lie in bed at night.
However, it would be difficult to design processes and products that discern
customers’ thoughts while lying in bed.

So a better North Star Metric might be customers sharing insights in a community
discussion—something that can be instrumented and tracked. In this example,
the number of customers sharing their insights—a measurable metric—is a proxy
metric for the number of customers pondering the films, which is tougher to collect.

However, be careful not to fall into the trap of thinking that your North Star must
be something you can measure with your current data and tools. In many cases,
with just some light instrumentation and investment in new tools, or even just
improvements in communication and relationships, you’ll be able to measure
what you want.

Also, though measurable is an important characteristic for the North Star, don’t
eliminate ideas right out of the gate based on this factor—there will be plenty of
time for that later.
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https://help.amplitude.com/hc/en-us/articles/206404618-Step-1-Instrumentation-Pre-Work

7. Your North Star is not a
vanity metric

When your North Star changes, you want to be confident that the change is meaningful
and valuable. Though some metrics might make you feel good about your performance
in the short term, they don’t always actually tell you about your product’s long-term

success. Be wary of choosing these vanity metrics for your North Star Metric.

Example Vanity Metrics:

- Daily Active Users (DAU) - Registered users
= Ad impressions - Story points delivered
« Number of downloads -« Time on page

- Page views

Your team might get the warm fuzzies knowing that your inquiry page experienced
record-breaking activity or your team had the best development velocity ever this
month. But, those metrics won’t actually tell you about your product’s success and
shouldn’t be used as your North Star Metric.

Instead, use the following vanity metric test to ensure you’re not veering into vanity

territory and can flag areas of concern.

\T 4

NORTH STAR IN ACTION

Going beyond vanity metrics

A delivery app had considered potential North Star Metrics like “People Opening the App,” “Scheduled
Deliveries,” or “Early Deliveries.” But there was a problem: These metrics masked the real drivers of
user retention and customer lifetime value (CLTV).

Their product team conducted customer research and concluded that the deliveries customers valued
most were neither early nor late. Instead, these transactions simply had no issues—what the team
ultimately called “Happy Deliveries.” The company found that Happy Deliveries correlate strongly with
retention, which drives customer lifetime value. Thus, Happy Deliveries became their North Star Metric.



https://amplitude.com/blog/vanity-metrics
https://amplitude.com/resources/mastering-retention
https://amplitude.com/explore/metrics/ltv-in-business-guide
https://info.amplitude.com/rs/138-CDN-550/images/Amplitude-vanity-metric-test.pdf

What the North Star is not

As you consider what makes a good North Star, also recognize what the North Star
Framework is not. Though it can work alongside and inform many of these models and
concepts, your North Star Framework is not:

« Your roadmap
= Your software development process
« A prioritization framework

» A goal-setting framework, like objectives and key results (OKRs) — although the North
Star can be a strong foundation upon which to base goals

- Management by objectives (MBOs)
« A one-time quick fix
Even John, along-time North Star Framework supporter, cautions thinking that your North

Star is going to solve all your problems: “The North Star Framework is powerful—but it’s
not a silver bullet.”

North Star statement exercise

Once your team has thought through what makes a good and bad North Star, their brains
will undoubtedly start focusing on metrics and numbers.

However before shifting gears, we recommend spending a bit more time thinking about
your North Star qualitatively—rather than jumping to the quantitative—to ensure your
team doesn’t lose sight of your overall purpose.

One thing we’ve observed is that if someone can’t explain the North Star Framework
qualitatively, then they won’t be able to explain it quantitatively.

The North Star Framework statement exercise helps focus your teams on ideas
before metrics.

The worksheet on the following page helps your teams fill in the blanks to create your
North Star statement.

Completing this worksheet is a top-down exercise because you go from the statement
and functions to more granular roadmap stuff like measurement options.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK


https://amplitude.com/blog/okr-product-management

The North Star statement exercise

Our path to medium-to long- term sustainable
(and defensible or differentiated) growth is a function of our ability to:

« Ideally customer-centric
« Less directly addressable
- Stable

« Mid/long term oriented

« Specific and descriptive

* Not revenue

Measurement Options:

North Star

!

’—> ..which is a function of our ability to: 4—‘

» More addressable

« “Part of the formula”

« Avariable, “puzzle piece”
« Not work related

Inputs

Measurement Options: Measurement Options: Measurement Options:
« Persistent

« Lasts quarters, years

)

..we believe the key opportunities and leverage
points to influence these inputs are:
|

« Leverage point
« Inspires multiple options

» Months, quarters
Measurement Options: Measurement Options: Measurement Options: . .
« Solution agnostic

(23
80
53

f=

3
2

A

o

Qo

Q
o

- But directional/opinionated

)

and some representative options to
make tangible progress include:
|

« More work-like
« More experiment-like
- Will change

Measurement Options: Measurement Options: Measurement Options:
« Time bound
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EXAMPLE

+ The North Star statement exercise

Our path to medium-to long- term sustainable
(and defensible or differentiated) growth is a function of our ability to:

Inspire and equip new DIY-curious customers to finish their projeds!

!

’—> ..which is a function of our ability to: 4—‘

5
&
<
z: Measurement Options:
. (omplei’eo\ pvojed’s shared (CPS)
* Weekly new onje& <omple+eo\ (WNPQ)
Match them with
appropriate projects
2
8l Measurement Options:
£

- Visits to onjed Mn{’(himj sections
- (ompleﬁon o{- onjed’ ma’r(hivw] {-ovm

+ User engagement with project
recommendation tool

Motivate and
inspire by connecting
with community

Provide guidance
and support

Measurement Options: Measurement Options:

+ Satisfaction after a support request + User-generated content over time

« # of expert quidance sessions « # badges earned per user
provided + Leaderboard engagement

+ Rating of expert guidance sessions

)

..we believe the key opportunities and leverage
points to influence these inputs are:

Better understand
their interesty + intent

Expand pvojed’ selection

Measurement Options:
« First click on app

+ (ommon in-app search terms

(]
.9
53

f=

3
2

A

o

Qo

Q
o

+ Top project categories

(ollect more problem data
Sel{-service help and quidance
Expert guidance

Increase community size
(onnect like-minded DIY-ers

Measurement Options: Measurement Options:

« # of issues reported « New connections made

« Most common quesﬁom

- # o{» FAQ views & help‘lulness m’rinq

+ (omments and replies per ije(’(
+ # of collaboration projects

)

and some representative options to

(apture key goals during signup

Seol
YouTube vid ad-based intent

Measurement Options:
+ Top keywords
+ Form completion rate

« Youtube (li(k—fkmugh rate
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make tangible progress include:

Expert on-call experiment Projed’ followers

Revised Project Experiments
FAQ IA Kudos
Measurement Options: Measurement Options:
- Expeﬂ’ inferactions per onjed’ « New {ullowevs per praje(’(
+ Interactions per hour for experts + Likes per project

on call + Kudos per project
- DAV of FAG, FAQ engagement

« Ideally customer-centric
« Less directly addressable
- Stable

« Mid/long term oriented

« Specific and descriptive

* Not revenue

» More addressable

« “Part of the formula”

« Avariable, “puzzle piece”
« Not work related

« Persistent

« Lasts quarters, years

« Leverage point

« Inspires multiple options

» Months, quarters

« Solution agnostic

- But directional/opinionated

« More work-like

« More experiment-like
- Will change

- Time bound
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“We’ve done entire workshops just chipping away at this statement,” John explains.
“Because it’s that important for people to understand and get the words right before
starting to focus on the numbers.”

Use the blank worksheet and fulfilled example for a DIY project app to help your teams
understand how to get it right.

But a word of caution: Don't treat the statement
exercise as d bunch of boxes your team just fills out.
Try not to rush through it. Encourage introspection
and fine-tune the statement as a team.

With the fundamentals under your
belt you might be feeling ready to
get to work. Use our guide to run
your own workshop.

Get your copy

WORKSH®P -
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*

CHAPTER 3

Get specific: defining
vour North Star

As teams converge on a North Star Metric, there is often a dance of uncertainty.
Your team might bounce through a cycle of doubt.

“Yes, that
metric idea
makes sense.” . L . . .
As the idea solidifies, your discussion will slowly
turn to how you can define the metric. Though
doubt is a normal part of the process, a word of

caution: Try not to get paralyzed by thinking that

North Star
your North Star needs to be perfect.
cycle of
doubt
., The goal is for your team to precisely define your
wait, | thin «
what we really want WeBL:T::g:J;’éotﬁgt North Star, but it will likely change and evolve as
's something else exactly?” you learn more. The key is to build a North Star

entirely.”
that’s directionally accurate and then adapt as

you learn.

“You're trying to elicit a hypothesis. A lot of people don't realize that their first
pass at the North Star is literally a hypothesis about the levers of growth for their
company. So uncertainty is normal.”

al John Cutler
A Former Product Evangelist, Amplitude, and co-author of The North Star Playbook
N
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North Star name :
and definition

A North Star Metric and each of its inputs should
have both a name and’a definition. Though the name
and definition are important for your metric and
inputs alike, pay particular attention to the name and
definition of the metric.

Your North Star Metric’s name should be engaging
and descriptive—something pithy and punchy that
inspires your organization—and your definition should
be precise and clear, explaining exactly how you’ll
measure it.

| ®

When you define the metric,
you complete this template:

Our North Star
Metric is called X,
which we define as .



Silicon Valley investor, entrepreneur, and writer Andrew Chen emphasizes the importance of branding your North

Star: “You have to be able to explain it to other people,” writes Chen.2 “So make it dead simple to talk about, repeat it

over and over, and generally simplify it to the point where a lot of your growth product roadmap is focused on moving

the metric up.”

For example, this North Star is too vague:

This alternative would be a much better choice:

Our North Star Metric: Frequent Content Sharers (FCS)

during the previous 12-week period

The best metric definitions cover your product’s
current market, functionality, performance, and its
potential future. There will always be healthy tension
between what you are—the current state of your
product—and what you want to he—some new reality
you want to enable with your product.

For a first pass, brainstorm actual behaviors that might
align with the concept behind your North Star Metric
and inputs. For example, if your product is designed
to encourage regular meditation, you might observe
prolonged streaks of daily meditation sessions.

When converging on your North Star Metric and inputs,
consider the following questions:

« How will changes in this metricimpact your decision-
making? What decisions are you hoping to inform?
If you have historical data, “try on” the various
changes in the metric over the months or years.

« What doesn’t this metric tell you? Are any of
those questions or uncertainties more important
to address?

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK

Our North Star Metric tracks subscribers who share our content

Definition: The number of unique subscribers who share an average of two or more articles per week

Assume that all product development activities
stopped. Would the metric increase? For how long,
and why?

How does your chosen metric account for bias
toward visitors who’ll tolerate the experience
you’re delivering? (For more context, check
out “Performance... It's for People!” from Web

Performance Consultant Andy Davies.)

Will you be able to generate this metric continuously
or frequently with minimal effort?

How is the metric affected by seasonality, day-of-
the-week, and day-of-the-month effects?

Is it possible (and helpful) to compare this
metric across various account and user cohorts?
Ideally, there is value in viewing it in isolation and
across cohorts.

What will be your signal to revisit this metric?
Assuming you revisit it periodically, what tests will
you run to determine that it is still useful?
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Focus on progress over
perfection

Some teams get stuck believing that only a rigorous, statistically refined model will
suffice for their North Star Metric, or that not having one points to an irreparable flaw in
their business model.

But that’s not true!

For most products, the relationship between the metric and long-term impact are rarely
clear cut. Asymmetric opportunities often lurk in uncertainty.

“Powerful ideas imperfectly measured are better than
perfect measures for less powerful ideas”

_ John Cutler
Former Product Evangelist, Amplitude, and co-author of The North Star Playbook

For example, at one point in time, Amplitude’s North Star Metric was Weekly Learning
Users (WLUs), defined as the count of active Amplitude users who have shared a learning
that is consumed by at least two other people in the previous seven days.

You might wonder how we came up with exactly two or more users. Did we just pull that
out of thin air? Or did we have a bullet-proof case for those precise numbers?

The reality is that these numbers aren’t magic. Learning consumed by two other people
is great; three is even better; one is better than zero. We’re more confident about some
things and less confident about others.

The important thing is to identify thresholds that are both aspirational and achievable.
Once you’ve done that, don’t get too worried about whether you’ve selected the perfect
threshold. The goal isn’t the exact number, but the combination of customer behaviors
that our North Star represents. It’s consistent with our strategy, and we’re open about

our uncertainty.
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Getting your inputs right

Inputs are the handful of factors that, together, produce the North Star Metric. They are as
important to the North Star Framework as your metric.

Amplitude Vice President of Product Ibrahim Bashir explains why inputs are so important.

“Though a good North Star Metric (NSM) correlates to a top-level business outcome, it
can be difficult for a team to move it directly given the multitude of inputs and time it
takes to see results. For these reasons, product teams are better served trying to move
one component of a NSM that ladders up to the larger metric but is more of a leading
indicator of impact.”

For example, if your North Star Metric is “digital transactions per user,” your product
team might find it easier to focus on moving metrics like “number of clicks on product
details” or “number of coupon codes used.”

Just like the North Star Metric, your inputs should have both a name and a definition.

The following fill-in-the-blank template can help you determine the inputs:

[NORTH STAR METRIC]

| believe that is a function of

[X,Y, AND Z]

| also believe that there is some independence between [X. Y, AND 7]

(e.g. movements in one aren’t immediately felt in the others).

Mind mappingis a helpfultechnique foridentifyinginputs and metrics. Start by noting your
North Star Metric—or even just a candidate for it—on a whiteboard. Then collaboratively
note relationships and concepts in clusters.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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Your mind map will undoubtedly start out somewhat messy,
like this example for a financial institution:

INPUT MAPPING
EXAMPLE lm+eqm+eo\

into financial
li](e

Savings

We're

Direct Integrated .
deposit Primary
(first one) bank?

A(quisiﬁon

Fast
Funding!

Fund from Their
lots o]( buo\ajeh

sources .
See manH’s
and act (ustomers

ACT Paying and
(lear the :
trust hurdle spending

Trust?
Trustworthy?

Borrowi g Acquisition
at/below

mkt rates .
Recurring

deposits?

We are

reputable Timely
and
accurate
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Then, refine the map by combining related concepts,
eliminating extraneous information, and reinforcing the

relationships between elements, like this:

More related to North Star? Funding

Pyimmg Recurrin g::e;fi +

bank? AePOSHS- (first one)

¢ Fund from
‘rEavxdim’! lots of

fources

Reliability reputation Integrated into financial life

Timely
We are (lear the
reputable z?ﬁuﬁe trust hurdle

Bowowimj Cgiving

Paying and

Savings spending

Acquisition Understand
and act
Acquisi{’ion

at/below
mkt rates

Cee insi?h{'s

and ac




Spend time editing and clarifying the concepts in your mind map so that your metric

is atits heart and the contributing factors are all neatly named and defined at a high

level, like this:

Funding effectiveness
Speed and variety of sources

Understanding and acting
on insights

Insights drive spending/saving
behavior

Financial life integration

They are integrating the
bank into different areas of
their financial life

Trust, reliability, and
reputation

They trust is >=to other
major banks

Conscious consumer
acquisition

At or below market costs
The “right” consumer, high LTV
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If we do all of this
right, then...

We will be their
primary bank.
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metrics for each Input.

Funding effectiveness

Median time to <$500 funded

Understanding and acting
on insights

# of users, last 7 days, with
>82 spending health

Financial life integration

# of users with .=2 usage areas
(e.g. spending, savings,
investment), last 30 days

Trust, reliability, and
reputation

...qualitive for now (ask Agnes/
UXR for details)

Conscious consumer
acquisition

Average CAC, last 30d,
<$#H##
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Once you have your inputs defined at a high level, it'll be much easier to define exact

We are their
primary bank.

# of users with direct deposit
activity AND spending activity
AND account transfers... last
30d? 77
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Testing your inputs and North Star

If your inputs are too broad or lagging, you might struggle to focus your efforts and measure
impact. On the other hand, if they’re too specific and prescriptive, you might struggle to identify
innovative solutions to address them.

For example, an input like “satisfied customers” may be too broad but an input like “positive
reviews on social media” may be too narrow.

Here are a couple ways to test these inputs:

Input test 1: the Greenfield test

For this test, forget about current roadmaps, missions, or other restrictions. Instead, focus on
generating new ideas. Pose this question to the team:

| “How many opportunities can you come up with in two minutes to influence this input?”

You can use this format:

We have an opportunity to improve [AN INPUT] if we could

[SOME CHANGE IN BEHAVIOR, OUTCOME] . Potential interventions we might try to

exploit that opportunity include [FEATURES, EXPERIMENTS, ETC ]

If your team quickly runs out of ideas, then you might need higher level inputs. If they’re
swimming in ideas—many of which are overly broad—then you should get more specific.

Input test 2: the roadmap check

For this test, do consider your current roadmap or work in progress. Make a list of current
initiatives and discuss how they could influence the inputs you’ve chosen.

In many cases, you’ll see a clear link. Sometimes, the link is implicit and contains a host of
assumptions worth chatting about. Have these discussions.

In some cases, you can’t see the link between the roadmap item and the input. This is a good
sign that your set of inputs is missing some factor of your North Star—or that you’re working on
something that isn’t actually valuable.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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Sharing your work

You’ve got a trove of material now: background research and data, decisions about
the game you’re playing, notes from your workshop, and most notably, your North Star
Metric and its inputs. To clarify the decisions you’ve made and discussions you’ve had,
share your work with colleagues.

A simple way to share is to present your North Star work at an all-company meeting. But
beyond that, we suggest you socialize your North Star repeatedly in all sorts of forums,
both formally and informally—and encourage your colleagues to share it as well.

Organizing the work you’ve done, presenting it to colleagues, and discussing the North
Star across your company will help you prepare for your next challenge: Putting your
North Star into action.

Take time to celebrate

At this point, you and your team have defined a North Star, including both a metric and its
inputs. Congratulations! This is a good time to do something to thank your co-workers for
their contributions and publicly celebrate your progress. We recommend cheese.

+ PROTIP +

Feel like you're going in circles? That’s OK!

Defining your metric and its inputs isn’t a linear
process, so you might experience a lot of back
and forth in these steps.

“Be willing to just try on a North Star for size,”
John recommends. “When you get one that’s
halfway decent, throw it in there. Pick one, work
on inputs, and then you can go back and iterate.”

For example, you might converge on a metric,
but then struggle to define it. So you go back to
the metric and adapt it a bit. But then you

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK

add inputs and realize that you’ve gotten too
specific or too broad, so you refine the metric
again. Don’t be alarmed or frustrated—it’s
perfectly normal and even healthy.

“If you want to come up with a powerful North
Star, it needs to withstand introspection. A lot
of times your first pass is vague and has some
ambiguity, and then you pressure test the idea,”
he says.




*

CHAPTER 4

[Troubleshooting:

fixing Issues ana
avoliding traps

Some teams converge on a North Star Metric and its inputs after a
short workshop session and a bit of follow-up, while others require more

facilitation, collaboration, and troubleshooting.

Either way, you want your North Star to reflect the heart of your product strategy and your value to customers—so it’s
worth taking time to resolve misunderstandings and ensure alignment.

The difficulties teams experience often fall into one of the two categories below.

The team needs a shared The team needs help avoiding

understanding common traps

If you’re experiencing this, try: If you’re experiencing this, watch out for:

1. Surfacing beliefs — 1. Jumping immediately to, “Can we measure that?” —

2. Connecting the North Star to your 2. Focusing solely on the North Star Metric, not the inputs —
product vision — 3. Insisting you need more than one North Star Metric =

3. Understanding key value 4. Letting current dysfunction overwhelm your ability

exchanges — to improve —
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Creating shared understanding

Often, when teams struggle to converge on a North Star, it’s because teammates aren’t
aligned on their product’s purpose or what customers value. If your team is struggling
with shared understanding, we suggest you dig into beliefs, your product vision, and key
value exchanges.

© Ssurfacing beliefs

Every person approaches a business problem or product opportunity with beliefs
and biases. These often describe:

« Assumptions about what your customers value

= Assumptions about causation or results of actions
» Theories about where the market is going
 Predictions about technology trends

= Conjecture about competitors’ strategy or position

» Opinions about the value you provide to your market

We’ve found that identifying these beliefs can help you define and implement an
effective North Star.

If you fail to uncover your colleagues’ beliefs, you may leave unresolved tensions
within a team, miss opportunities to align, and overlook unique perspectives about
your product.

The following are examples of statements that contain beliefs:

« “I'm sure customers can’t use our product successfully without the advice
of our implementation services. We need to increase our investment in
implementation services to stay ahead of our competitors.”

= “Machine learning is the next big thing in this industry. We need to have a
chatbot driven by machine learning to keep up.”

“This kind of technology will become a commodity in three to five years,
rendering our efforts to build this in-house obsolete.”

» “Customers leave us because we can’t easily integrate with their
third-party systems.”

- “If we don’t improve our mobile app to the level of our competition, we’ll
never take market share from them.”

« “After the next election, the regulatory environment affecting our product
will change.”
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How to identify beliefs that inform a North Star

One simple way to identify beliefs: Ask your North Star team to spend a few minutes independently filling in one or
more of these templates. The goal at this point is to cast a wide net that catches biases and assumptions—remind

your team that there are no wrong answers.

Our direct competition is [ ]. We are disrupting
legacy options like [ ]. Inturn, [ ] may
disrupt us.
One technology change that will affect usis [ ]. This
change will impact us because [ ]. As a response, we will

[ 1

| think the real reason we win new customers is because [

]

| believe [ SOME BEHAVIOR IN OUR MARKET ] is due to

[ REASON 1.

If we focus on meeting [ A SPECIFIC CUSTOMER NEED ]

and do that extremely well, we will have some leeway when it comes to

[ LESS IMPORTANT CHALLENGES ].
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(2 Connecting the North Star to your product vision

Your business may have already done the important work of crafting a product vision

statement. These existing statements can be great catalysts to teasing out a good North Star.

As your team defines your North Star, review your product vision statement. Ask yourself:

What does this statement say that is distinct or foundational? What
can we learn about our product’s value from this statement?

Examples of product vision statements that can inform

a North Star

Note how these hypothetical vision statements contain insights about a fictional product’s value that might

help define a good North Star.

VISION STATEMENT 1

“For the film aficionado, our documentary
streaming service is the world’s most
authoritative source of expertly curated short
films, expert commentary, and informed
community.”

What we learn from this statement:
« The product isn’t for everyone; it’s for aficionados.

» The product doesn’t endeavor to be comprehensive. A
relatively small selection of films is a feature, not a bug.

« The films in the service’s library are short.

« “Authoritative” is a key characteristic of the service.

= The service is differentiated from competitors through
quality of curation, commentary, and a community of like-
minded people.

Questions this statement raises:

« Does the company differentiate through deep technical
expertise in video streaming?

« Communities are hard. How will the company build
acommunity?
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VISION STATEMENT 2

“For the boutique maker of bottled goods, our
label-design app is the most reliable way to
produce high-quality but affordable label
designs that fit your manufacturing workflow
while distinguishing your product on the shelf
and your brand in the marketplace.”

What we learn from this statement:

This product isn’t for huge brands; it targets small,
boutique customers.

Reliability is critical.
Affordability is a distinguishing characteristic.
The labels need to fit into a manufacturing workflow.

The customer’s real value is how a label distinguishes its
product and brand.

Questions this statement raises:

Does the app need to integrate with third-party
applications?

How is the label-design app distinct from more
generic and widely available layout and graphics
production tools?
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Some teams find that their vision is too broad to inform their North Star—or maybe
the vision doesn’t exist at all. These teams should consider revisiting their beliefs and
collaboratively defining their product vision.

There are many models for writing a vision statement. One simple template was
popularized by Geoffrey Moore in Crossing the Chasm:

For [ TARGET CUSTOMER Jwho [ NEED OR OPPORTUNITY 1
the [ PRODUCT lis a [ PRODUCT CATEGORY _ ]thqt
[ KEY BENEFIT ]. Unlike [ COMPETITIVE ALTERNATIVE 1 6y product

[ STATEMENT OF PRIMARY DIFFERENTIATION 1.

(3 ) Understanding key value exchanges

Even with complex products, you can typically isolate a handful of three to six
essential actions or events where customers derive value from the product. These
key value exchanges demonstrate the true essence and intent of your product. If
possible, they should be reflected in your North Star.

To identify key value exchanges, visualize your top journeys across customer
touchpoints. As you do, note those critical moments where your product solves a
problem for the customer or enhances a customer’s ability to accomplish a goal.

These moments—where the customer’s investment in time, attention, energy, and
money is rewarded with meeting their needs—are your key value exchanges.

To jump-start your North Star process, capture your shared understanding of your
customer experience across the various linear and nonlinear touchpoints they have
with your company. It’s even better to include existing research or to follow up with
additional research to understand what your users really value.

For many products, some key value exchanges happen outside the actual product—
for example, the concert-goer arriving at their chosen seat is a key value exchange
for a ticketing app. Don’t exclude these important stories just because they don’t
occur within the product itself.
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You may also find yourself guessing about your customer journeys, or using an idealized,
one-size-fits-all version of the journey. This is a good signal to either do a hit more
research, or to make those assumptions explicit (e.g. “We’re not exactly sure if this is
what our customers are doing, but this is our best guess at the moment”).

Examples of key value exchanges:

- The delivery arrives intact outside your - Based on the logging, it looks like the SDK is
apartment in less than 30 minutes. working.

« Monthly account reconciliation was successful.  Your significant other says, “Yes!”

» A collaborator makes their first comment on = Your medication arrives before you need to
your design. call for a refill.

« “Wow. This music recommendation is actually
pretty decent.”

Avoiding and resolving
common traps

Has your team struggled to converge on a North Star? First of all, that’s normal—and
valuable. If you're struggling, spend some time digging into potential causes of this
disagreement and divergence.

We’ve noticed several challenges that teams sometimes experience.

© Jumping immediately to “Can we measure that?”

Though “measurable” is a characteristic of a good North Star, avoid getting too
concerned too soon with how you’ll calculate the metric or its inputs. This pitfall
is especially common for companies with a long history of struggling to predict
customer success. They disregard promising concepts because they aren’t yet sure
how to measure them.

It’s important to focus on important decisions and on reducing uncertainty,
as Douglas W. Hubbard’s book How to Measure Anything: Finding the Value of

‘

“Intangibles” in Business reminds us.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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Myth: When you have a lot of uncertainty, you need a lot of
data to tell you something useful.

Fact: If you have a lot of uncertainty now, you don’t need
much data to reduce uncertainty significantly. When you

have a lot of certainty already, then you need a lot of data to
reduce uncertainty significantly. In other words—if you know
almost nothing, almost anything will tell you something.

For example, say you're converging on the idea of project health as a North Star Metric.
You agree that project health is a hallmark of your product strategy, and your sales team
already pitches project health to the market.

However, you aren’t yet measuring project health—you don’t even know how you would
measure it. Don’t disregard the metric. Instead, identify how you might measure it,
even if it’s imperfect. After all, you need to start somewhere. If you could simply reduce
uncertainty regarding your claims and focus, imagine what that might be worth.

“The most common stumbling block | see is teams getting too
detailed, too in the weeds, too quickly. They jump straight to the
solution. Instead, | encourage them to take a big step back, see
the whole picture, and focus on the user’s goals—not the technical
components that make it happen or how they’ll measure it.”

Ted Clark
Senior Customer Success Architect, Amplitude

@ Focusing solely on your North Star Metric, not the inputs.

Even after teams review the product formula and examples of the combined effect
of a North Star Metric and inputs, it can be difficult to shift focus from driving the
metric to driving the inputs. By design, the North Star Metric is not immediately
actionable—the inputs are.

If you find yourself thinking only about your metric, revisit your inputs. Do some
brainstorming or group mind-mapping about the formula of inputs that produces the
metric and vice versa. Try the depth, breadth, frequency, and efficiency heuristic,
asking the team how it translates to your product and business.
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© Insisting you need more than one North Star Metric

Workshop participants often insist their company needs more than one North Star.
Certainly, when a company has distinct lines of business with different customer
bases, this might be true—but these are the exception, not the norm.

“We see it in almost every workshop,” chuckles Ted. “Especially when we bring
different product leaders together. They say, ‘We can’t possibly have one North

’

Star because we’re delivering apples and they’re delivering pants.

So how does Ted help teams work through their initial insistence and unify their
efforts?

“I walk them through the fundamentals of the North Star again, explaining that
it’s going to be a proof test as they make decisions on where to make investments
in product and messaging—across teams,” he explains. “They have to be able to
universally say, ‘Is that going to advance the North Star or one of its inputs?’ and
take action accordingly. But if teams don’t have the same North Star, they will end
up with the same in-fighting and resource battles they have today.”

Here’s an example. A large bank has dozens of consumer banking products (savings
accounts, checking accounts, investment accounts, etc.). From a balance sheet
and organizational chart perspective, it makes sense to call each of these things
products.

But do customers view these as distinct products? Or do they view the bank as a
single product: A trustworthy partner in their quest for financial independence?
In this case, a single North Star for all consumer banking products would be
appropriate.

Challenge the need for multiple North Star Metrics. Look for real boundaries in
terms of users, their needs, and the strategy to meet those needs. Note where
products are actually “packages” or add-ons.

@ Letting current dysfunction overwhelm your ability
to improve

We often observe a moment in workshops when the real world catches up to a
team. They start with enthusiasm, but then realize their company has so many
problems and fear they can’t ever change. It’s the classic “it’ll never work here”
syndrome, exacerbated by the lack of a common framework.
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Your company may currently have many imperfections. You focus on vanity
metrics, chase short-term revenue, run a feature factory, crank out features to close
deals, organize around the tech stack (not value streams), or routinely abuse metrics
and KPIs.

This is normal—and shouldn’t prevent you from progressing toward the North Star
Framework.

There are two strategies that can be especially effective:

g Start where you are

= What’s your current strategy, imperfections and all?

» How does all that prescriptive work map to that strategy?

» How does that A/B testing map into customer satisfaction?

= Acknowledge current imperfections but don’t let them stop you from making progress.

« Just start using the language of the framework, socialize assumptions, and slowly chip away.

I~

Start small

- Don’t try to do too much.

 Pick a product scope you have an ability to impact, even if it just represents a small percentage of your
company’s business.

 Build and test a North Star—the metric, the inputs, the results they impact—for just that portion of your
company or product portfolio.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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CHAPTER 5

Making the

North Star Framework
stick and changing
vour North Star

Over time, your North Star should improve business performance and
happier customers—emphasis on the words “over time.”

“A common misconception is thinking you’ll have a perfect North Star and everything you need after just one workshop,”
John shares. “It can take a couple weeks—or months—to get it right.”

Regardless of timing, though, you will start observing positive changes within your company.

The following are some signals that the North Star Framework is working for your organization and your product:

« Team members can explain how their day-to-day = You notice more productive collaboration.

work connects to the North Star Metric. - People use similar language.

» You are more confident about the impact of your

» More people can coherently describe your
work and the quality of your decisions.

product strategy.
« Team members report improved morale

= Non-product team members start to use language
and cohesion.

like “inputs” or “our North Star.”
= You hear and can say “no” more easily and with

= The North Star Metric is mentioned at large
more evidence.

company meetings.
« The “battle of ideas” shifts to discussions about
impact and experimentation.
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Incorporating your North Star

into your culture

Often teams view workshops or corporate initiatives as a one-and-done activity or a

“flavor of the week.” So how do you make sure that doesn’t happen with your North Star?

By deeply ingraining it into your culture.

“Your North Star is not a proclamation you nail to the wall and magically everyone starts

to follow,” explains Ted. “Instead, you need to have systems in place to drive it forward.”

The teams who’ve seen the most success implementing—and sticking to—the North Star

Framework have:
« Asponsor with both influence and authority

« Leadership buy-in

- Communication and change management processes to socialize the concept and

get employees across all organizations aligned behind your North Star

» Anonboarding process to educate team members and incorporate the North Star

Framework into existing ways of working (see Chapter 6 on tips)

« Approval processes

NORTH STAR IN ACTION

Amplitude unites all teams

behind the North Star

Amplitude’s diverse, geographically dispersed functional
teams all have one thing in common: the North Star.

Amplitude Senior Director of Product Management,
Abbie Kouzmanoff, shares how leadership teams make
the North Star a cornerstone of Amplitude’s culture.

“Our North Star is top of mind in everything we do. We
report on it weekly within the product and leadership
teams and share progress quarterly in company All
Hands right alongside metrics like pipeline and revenue.

Customer Success Managers report on it as a measure
of customer health in quarterly business reviews (QBRs),
and we evenincorporate itinto our usage reports feature,
so customers can self-serve and see how their own team
is adopting Amplitude. This means our product team,
GTM team, and even our customers align to our North
Star as a measure of value.”



https://www.linkedin.com/in/abbiekouzmanoff/

When to change your North Star

At some point, your business may recognize that your North Star is no longer effective.
Maybe your market has changed, your business is at a different stage, or you've realized
that the metric you defined isn’t something you can control.

“A good North Star will be a leading indicator of revenue,” explains Ted. “If your North
Star is flat, then expect your revenue to be flat. But if at any point your North Star isn’t
directionally indicating where your revenue is going, then it’s time to revise it.”

Recognizing this and changing requires insight, transparency, humility, and
communication. However, John shares that changing their North Star is often one of the
hardest things for companies: “They get too attached to it.”

NORTH STAR IN ACTION
Continuously assessing and
tweaking your North Star

“Amplitude changes its North Star whenever the company makes a significant shift in strategy,”

shares Abbie.

North Stars should be a leading indicator of revenue, but they should also successfully measure

your strategic success.

“For example, when Amplitude changed our strategy to focus more on growing usage within teams
versus building features for individual analysts, we shifted our North Star to measure collaboration in

our product.”

The key point: North Stars can change

“We went back to the drawing board on our North Star when we realized that how people were using
the product was changing, when we were going upmarket into the enterprise, and wanted to invest
more into a team-focused strategy.”

These shifts should also change what bets you prioritize and create clarity for the team. Teams should
be able to justify new product features and capabilities based on how they impact the NSM. When the
strategy shifts, so should the bets teams take on and the metrics they measure success by.
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Keeping your momentum

Sometimes organizations trying to implement the North Star Framework succumb to
what product development expert Jabe Bloom describes as gap thinking, causing them
to lose momentum and revert to old patterns.

In a gap-thinking model, teams examine the current condition, envision a future state,
and attempt to define and close the gap between the two.

The major problem with gap thinking is that teams become vested in a fixed endpoint
that never materializes—inadvertently devaluing the present. There’s a lot of long-term
planning and execution and long feedback cycles. When they don’t achieve the future—
and close the gap—they lose steam and give up.

If you find that your efforts to identify and implement a North Star for your product are
losing momentum, you might be guilty of too much gap thinking.

Bloom contrasts gap thinking with present thinking.2 In present thinking, you recognize

the reality of the present and work to change it. Present thinking asks, “Where are we?
What do I need now? How do I improve the current way of working?”

GAP THINKING

Future
End State

*

Ideal Current
Condition

Ideal Current
Condition (
( Current
Condition

Condition

Current Current

Condition
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Teams that successfully implement frameworks like the North Star Framework
are never “done.” They’re always learning and grappling with uncertainty. The
real muscle to develop is continuously checking to see whether your North Star Metric
and inputs represent your current beliefs, product vision, and product strategy—then
refine accordingly.

To make the shift to present thinking, consider Jabe Bloom’s present
thinking questions:

«  Where are we?

= What do I need now?

e How do I improve my current way of working?

Applied to the North Star Framework, the present thinking questions look like this:
- Canwe align our current efforts more closely with our chosen inputs?

«  What decisions do we need to make today and in the near future? Is the framework
supporting those decisions? If not, how can we adapt it?

« Canevery team member trace current work to the North Star Metric? If not, what
new context might we provide to help make the connection?

» Has our confidence level in our chosen inputs and North Star Metric increased or
decreased in the last couple weeks? Why?

« What have we learned recently? Let’s revisit our beliefs, value exchanges, etc. to see
what needs tweaking.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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CHAPTER 6

Putting your
North Star into action

Amplitude has facilitated hundreds of North Star workshops. Some teams
complete their workshops, identify a metric and inputs, and then quickly
fit the North Star into their workflows.

For other teams, putting the North Star into action isn’t as easy, sharing statements like:

“OK! We’ve defined our North Star and have buy-in. But now what? How do we actually do it? We have an entire
product process and prioritization model, and development teams are already following a feature-packed roadmap.
How do we decide what to work on? Does this change our OKRs?”

Though these are significant challenges, they’re surmountable. By integrating the Framework into how you work, plan,
prioritize, and review progress, you’ll reap the North Star Framework’s full benefits.

Things to watch out for
Three ways that teams struggle to implement the North Star Framework and connect it to their work include:
a They connect the features they’re building to the inputs without first defining the opportunity.

They fail to use enabling constraints like work in progress or process limits, timeboxes, force-ranking backlogs,
and structured reviews. These constraints help teams sense and respond. Without them, there’s a lot of “moving
around” and less “true work.”?

e They continue to organize their work around the tech stack, product areas, keeping people busy, predictably
shipping features, and moving to the next project, instead of organizing in a way that optimizes driving the North
Star’s inputs.
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Dave

NORTH STAR IN ACTION
Dave uncovers
retention drivers
in North Star
workshop

Dave, a banking app company, is on a mission to build an
all-inclusive financial ecosystem that strives to help the
four-in-five Americans who live paycheck-to-paycheck
thrive. In order to solidify their product-market fit, the Dave
team explored different retention loops to enhance their
target users’ experience.

In their North Star Metric workshop, the Dave team
discovered that retention was higher for users who added

more recurring expenses to their account.

With this learning, they reworked their onboarding flow
to significantly increase the average number of expenses
added. And that has driven even higher retention and
increased revenue: Users who add expenses during
onboarding are 5.7x more likely to still be using Dave three
months later.

They continue to use Amplitude’s North Star Framework to
ensure that all of the teams at Dave are working together
to create a product their users love and want to use again
and again.

bave

Welcome, Kira!

Dave Checking

$100

4.00% APY

ExtraCash advances

You're approved for $175!

Connect your
framework

to your work
through levels
of bets

Product teams use various techniques
to align strategic frameworks like the
North Star to their product development
practices. One of several effective
approaches is connecting the work to
the North Star Framework through levels
of bets.

What are bets?

Instead of using the word experiment,
John prefers to use the word “bet.” A bet
is an initiative of any size that’s associated
with a potential outcome. Think of a bet
akin to a hypothesis that you’re trying to
prove. If the hypothesis is true, you win
the bet, and if it’s false you lose. You're
“betting” that the work will produce a
result. By calling it a bet, you’re making it
safe for uncertainty.
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+ PROTIP +
Try “bets” instead of “experiments”

Though John appreciates the scientific connotation of the word “experiments,” he’s
shifted his vocabulary to more often refer to bets, and less to experiments—unless we’re

really talking controlled experiments like A/B testing, of course.

“As Iworked with more companies and leaders, I started to notice something,” he explains.
“Whenever I used the word ‘experiment,’ I would see an executive’s jaw tense and they’d

sometimes think aloud ‘When will this team stop experimenting and get to work?’”

But when John started to use the word “bet,” executives—who understand concepts like
risk, return, investment, and diversification—dropped their resistance. Bets make sense—
they can be big or small, risky, or safe. This language teases out assumptions and beliefs

in a way that is a lot less forced.

Bets can vary greatly—prescriptive or descriptive, tactical or strategic—but are always
outcome-focused. In making a bet, we predict that something will happen and ask, “How
is that bet working out?”

By calling it a bet, we admit that “losing” the bet is an option and that experimentation and
learning are involved.

“Bets capture that perfect interplay between assumptions, desired outcomes,
experimentation, risk, and reward,” John explains in his blog, Place Your Bets.4

For larger initiatives or projects, you might have a portfolio of bets, where the larger project
is a bet consisting of smaller bets that might be related to and dependent on each other.
For example, you could have a big bet on an emerging technology which cascades into a
number of smaller, more tactical feature bets. You can think of your roadmap as a portfolio
of bets.
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Levels of bets model

A bet is something you’re going to do, and each bet might take a different amount of time and have a different level of
risk. For instance, a smaller bet might be achieved in a few weeks and is an easy safe project, and a larger bet might
take more than a year and could be resource heavy and riskier. Bets can also be related, where you might achieve a
series of smaller bets to accomplish a larger bet.

Teams can categorize bets into levels, and associate a specific time frame for feedback, execution, or review. Each
level is related—you knock out the smaller bets to get to the larger bets. And those larger level bets—Level 0 and 1—
are closely associated with your North Star Metric and inputs.

Here’s a visual understanding of these levels of bets, with an example:

Bet Time Risk and Relationship Burger King Example

levels Horizon* Reward

Level O Years RISKY/ Connect the North Star If we increase digital transactions,
UNCERTAIN - Metric to the success of the our total annual sales will increase.
o company and product.

Level 1 1t03 Connect inputs to the If we improve the rate at which

quarters North Star Metric. new users register for our digital
applications, we will increase total
digital transactions.

Level 2 1t03 These are opportunities to If we make it really appealing for

months influence an input. new users to sign up for our mobile
product, we’ll increase digital
registrations.

Level 3 1t03 These are interventions If we add a feature where the
weeks to influence opportunities app includes special mobile-only
SA?IZE/ and are what you might discounts, it will be more appealing
CERTAIN accomplish in a sprint. for users to register.

*Time horizons can vary depending on your company. For instance, your level three might only take a few hours or a few days.

Many companies get in the habit of labeling a project as “done” and calling it a day instead of learning from it. To help
encourage learning, it’s important to incorporate reviews and helpful to shift the language. Instead of “to do, doing,
done,” shift to “focus on next, focusing, and review” and “to try, trying, review.”
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Review cycles should be a continuous loop. If your team is actively working on a level 1 bet, they might have a series of
level 2 and level 3 projects that they’re working on or toward to achieve that level 1 bet. Each bet you accomplish along
the way should be reviewed.

So this is what a level of bets roadmap for your North Star might look like:

WORK THAT’'S UNDERWAY AND IN QUEUE

Focus Ready
on next R DERY] for review
Force-ranked i i Review of

oree ranke Totry Trying Review completed bet
afew lower-level bets needed a lower-level bet needed to Review of completed
to accomplish the bet you’re accomplish the higher-level bet lower-level bets that work
working on you’re working on toward your higher-level bet

Team A . .

= HEER B N

Team C . .
n

Level 1 Bet: Input Assumptions Level 2 Bet: Opportunities . Level 3 Bet: Interventions

Tips on using the North Star Framework
with related topics

If you’re already using OKRs, roadmaps, feature prioritization formulas, or other related tools, you’re probably
wondering how to integrate the North Star Framework. Do your North Star Metric and inputs replace your OKRs? Should
you change how you think about prioritization, non-feature work, or even your organizational chart?

You can integrate the North Star Framework with other techniques or structures that product teams commonly use:
The North Star Framework and...

OKRs — Prioritization -

Roadmaps - “Non-Feature Work” -

THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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The North Star Framework and OKRs

Many modern organizations use OKRs to set priorities and monitor outcomes. In the OKR
framework, teams set objectives and define the key results that indicate progress toward
achieving each objective.

TIPS FOR USING THE NORTH STAR WITH OKRS

» OKRs are usually point-in-time goals. Teams want to produce a result in a
timeframe. The North Star Framework is less prescriptive about time. Be mindful
of this.

« Try framing OKRs as the impact your Level 2 bets will have on one or more inputs.
» Avoid aiming for a quarterly goal that no longer makes sense.

» Watch out for a team packing the quarter with deliverables instead of focusing on
an outcome.

» Some teams find that linking their work to inputs—and setting goals based on the
expected impact of their work on inputs—means that they can safely retire OKRs.

The North Star Framework and roadmaps

There are a variety of product roadmap approaches, from declarations that you’ll deliver
certain features on specific dates to thematic roadmaps that broadly sequence categories
of opportunities without specifying timeframes or actual functionality.

TIPS FOR USING THE NORTH STAR FRAMEWORK
WITH ROADMAPS

= Ingeneral, the North Star works best when integrated with theme-based
roadmaps that account for uncertainty over time.

« Aroadmap should explain how both in-progress and planned work connect with
the North Star at a glance.

» When building a roadmap using the North Star, prioritize the opportunities most
likely to drive inputs.

« Follow up on completed roadmap items to see if they had the expected impact.

« Consider overlaying your North Star Framework on your roadmap, even
conceptually.
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“Making it tactical and visual can be extremely powerful,” explains John. “It helps your
teams translate the North Star into something you do instead of something you did at a
workshop. It’s something tactical that you can see and feel.”

Even though working on a huge physical board might be restrictive or infeasible for virtual
teams, online whiteboarding tools like Miro enable teams to collaboratively achieve the
same outcome.

It can be hard to wean your organization off of prescriptive, timeline- and feature-based
roadmaps—so be patient and focus on impact.

Try to link all of the work on your roadmap to your inputs and North Star no matter what
resolution it is (problem, solution, big bet, small bet). Though it can feel a bit demoralizing
to do this with prescriptive, solution-centric projects, establishing this connection enables
you to clarify the impact you hope to generate with the project.

Rather than drafting requirement documents for roadmap items, consider developing
succinct one-pagers that make your bets explicit and transparent. A roadmap of one-pagers
is far more powerful than a roadmap of one-word project/feature names.

See our How-to Guide: Running Your North Star
Workshop for an example of a one-pager that works

e RING with the North Star.
YOUR .+

NORTH STAR
WGORKSHGP . Get your copy
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The North Star Framework and prioritization

Prioritization is an important part of any product manager’s job. In fact, much of product

management is making decisions about which option your team should work on and why.

TIPS FOR PRIORITIZING WORK USING THE NORTH STAR
FRAMEWORK

Though prioritization is a complex topic, these tips can help:

VALUE

When prioritizing, consider both the influence of the input on the North Star and
the likelihood of the opportunity to drive the input.

A series of small bets or experiments is preferable to one big bet or experiment.

Prioritize based on expected value or influence, not to maximize the amount of
work completed.

Teams often obsess about duration estimates. Much more valuable—in most
product-led situations—is to consider forecasted value and experimentation
friendliness.

Don’t be afraid to prioritize multiple experiments or bets against a single high-
value opportunity.

Watch out for big batches of work with infrequent opportunities to learn and pivot.

Looking at the visual below, prioritize to work in ways that support the approach
on the left versus the approach on the right:

Forecast opportunity

Opportunity potential.
More clear as we learn.

L
o]
a
<
>
Value
realized
Value
realized
TIME TIME
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The North Star Framework and non-feature work

One way to think of a product-led company is to imagine the whole company as a value
creation system that meets the needs of everyone involved—customers, the team, the
broader community, etc.

OTCome §

§ 750U /e

MAXIMIZE VAWE THQijvr

VAR

The goal of such a system is sustainable value creation, which invariably involves a lot
of support systems. Without functioning support systems—like the circulatory, nervous,
and digestive systems of the company—you start to see drag on the value creation system,
like this:

MAXIMIZE VAWE TH@vymur

VAR,
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This is why we often suggest that teams include a system health indicator input in their
North Star. This input can cover critical, non-feature factors that users might not directly
experience but that indirectly affect your product’s overall quality and your engineering and
design teams’ ability to work effectively.

Examples of system health inputs include:

e System uptime

« Cycletimes

» Testing and deployment processes

- Up-to-date tooling

- New team member ramp-up time

Monitoring and course-correcting based on your system health input will ensure that your
whole system is set up for long-term, sustainable growth.

Product development measurement enthusiast Troy Magennis, says, “Most important is
that health is a balance. It is not just one thing, and you can’t just focus on one thing.”
Troy describes six areas to consider when thinking about health indicators:
1. Value: Do the right stuff
2. Consistency: Do it predictably
. Quality: Do it right

3

4. Speed: Do it fast
5. Quantity: Do lots
6

. Sustainability: Keep doing it

Your North Star should already cover value, and an effective health-related input would be
a composite of metrics related to sustainability, quality, and consistency. Though speed and
quantity aren’t the goal—because business outcomes are your goal—flow metrics can be
valuable early indicators of drag and health issues.

TIPS FOR MANAGING NON-FEATURE WORK WITH THE NORTH
STAR FRAMEWORK

« Think of your company as a value-creation system. Then identify the top handful of
things impacting the flow of value-producing work through this system.

- If possible, visualize non-feature work as opportunities alongside your normal
roadmap items. Include these opportunities in your roadmap.

« Considerincluding a system health indicator Input in your North Star Framework.

» Reframe technical debt as drag on value to emphasize how it limits impact and
affects business results.
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The North Star Framework and organizational design

There’s no reason to overhaul your org chart when you get started with the North Star
Framework—you already have enough to consider and manage. However, once your North
Star is performing well and producing a few months or quarters of learning, you might turn
your attention to optimizing your organizational structure to maximize the North Star.

TIPS FOR DESIGNING AN ORGANIZATION AROUND THE NORTH
STAR FRAMEWORK

» Consider letting a team or group of teams focus on a single input for an extended
period of time. Amplitude refers to this product team structure as pods.

 Organize to minimize handoffs and start together whenever possible.

= Organize your teams around what is valuable. Resist letting your current
organizational structure force decisions about value and priorities. Be cautious
about organizing around features, workflows, touchpoints, technologies, actors,
etc. that do not align with your North Star and inputs.

« Remember that there is no optimal organizational structure for product
development. As Ben Horowitz, cofounder and general partner at Andreessen
Horowitz, writes in his book The Hard Thing About Hard Things: Building A

Business When There Are No Easy Answers: “The first rule of organizational
design is that all organizational designs are bad.”®

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK
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CHAPTER 7

Reap the benefits

of the North Star
Framework

The Amplitude team has seen the North Star Framework offer many
benefits to teams and businesses—better alignment, clearer prioritization,
and less wasted work.

However, what we like most about the North Star Framework is how it inspires valuable conversations. To identify,
design, and implement their North Star, teams step away from screens, Jira tickets, and status updates, and spend time

deeply engaged with one another—sharing ideas and learning.

Yes, the framework and workshop are intentionally oversimplified. Yes, unpacking your product strategy is hard. And

yes, you will leave the room with nagging disagreements.

But through this work, you’ll have meaningful conversations about beliefs and assumptions, strategy and value

exchanges, users and customers, inputs and outputs, leading and lagging, your game and your bets.

These conversations will reveal what matters to teammates, customers, and your business—and as a result, you’ll build

better products that fuel business growth.
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The quality of your conversations
is the real secret to the North Star—
the North Star of the North Star.

PSYCHOLOGICAL INSIGHTS AND SHARED

SAFETY FEEDBACK LOOPS VOCABULARY

VALUABLE
CONVERSATIONS

BETTER PRODUCTS

HAPPIER TEAMS




Think of all the decisions your team makes weekly and
imagine improving those decisions—big and small—even
incrementally. You'll see better results for you, your team,

your company, and your customers.

American cyclist Greg LeMond, three-time world
champion and three-time Tour de France winner,
famously remarked that, “Cycling never gets easier, you
just go faster.” Think about this quote as it relates to
our products. We shouldn’t expect product work to get
easier, but we can find ways to make it better, to focus on

meaningful, impactful hard work—the true work.

Stop feeling
frustrated—start
feeling empowered

Recently, we spoke with a frustrated senior engineer.
Let’s call her Jane.

Jane’s team was in the middle of quarterly planning, and
her manager, the vice president of product, spent their
last meeting talking about empowerment, OKRs, and the

importance of goal setting. She described her frustration:

“It feels like they equate empowerment to just letting
us do what we want, and then getting nervous—or
angry even—when what we do isn’t what they would
have done. That’s not how I view real empowerment.

We’re just spinning our wheels at the moment.”

Jane went on to describe her view of real empowerment
as containing context, a well thought-out strategy, and no
sugar coating. She didn’t want work to be easier; rather,

she wanted her work to have more impact.

This is the perfect scenario for the North Star Framework.

@ THE NORTH STAR PLAYBOOK

We arranged a short session with Jane, the VP of
product, the product manager on the team, a designer,
and a data scientist from a different product team within
the company—because a neutral third party can be a
welcome addition. Within 30 minutes they were exploring
some foundational company bets—things they all knew
about but that they hadn’t really discussed:

« The VP of product was a natural at this kind of strategy
gymnastics, but had never had the opportunity to
share that skill.

= The data scientist talked them out of getting too

theoretical (“As much as I want to dig into this...”).

= The designer challenged some assumptions about
their chosen value exchanges (“We don’t know that,

and need to do more research”).

In 60 minutes, they had a couple of North Star Metric
candidates on the table. We skipped around the workshop
format—trying inputs, tweaking the North Star Metric,

arguing about the game, and tweaking the formula.
They were on their way.

When we checked in with Jane months later, things
weren’t perfect, but they were better. She didn’t “feel like

[the team] was making stuff up anymore.”

Though some features they shipped didn’t have the
intended impact, the team learned important insights
about what customers valued, and Jane shared that it
“was pretty valuable information, because those were
kind of sacred cows.” She was starting to feel “real

empowerment.”

To reframe LeMond: Product work never gets easier,
you’ll just have more impact—and maybe a bit more
sanity, flow, and satisfaction.
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Start your North Star journey with Amplitude

So, are you ready? We think you are—and the Amplitude team can help.
In addition to this playbook, we’ve prepared a How-to Guide: Running your
North Star Workshop.

Complete with an agenda, instructions to facilitate session discussions, - (7\“/@82 /
and printable worksheets, this guide will ensure your team is set up for RU/N NINIE]
North Star success. —,YG\)UR )
NORTH STAR
WEGRKSH®P..

Amplitude’s seasoned professional services team is also chock full of folks with

lots of North Star workshops under their belts to help answer your questions as

you prepare—and can even facilitate your North Star workshop.
Get your copy

“The North Star is absolutely fundamental to what we do at Amplitude
because it all comes back to behavioral data. Companies need to have
that basic underlying understanding of what their North Star—whether
they call it that or not—to derive real value from their behavioral data.”

A : Ted Clark
.‘gy‘ Senior Customer Success Architect, Amplitude
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