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EXECUTIVE SELF-CHECK

A Better Starting Question
Where might product-business decisions be constraining growth, margin, or the capacity to 
develop what comes next?

Many product execution problems begin before execution does. Decisions about customer 
needs, differentiation, investment, portfolio complexity, and development capacity shape the 
economic result long before a product launches.

This nine-question screen helps leaders compare how those decisions are actually made. It does 
not establish that a business has a problem or determine the root cause of one.

PURPOSE

Identify a few assumptions worth examining—not produce a grade, prescribe a solution, or 
evaluate any company from a distance.

 
How to Use It

Score what happens when priorities conflict, customers make unexpected requests, or 
investment assumptions come under pressure—not merely what your formal process says.

2  CONSISTENTLY TRUE

Evidence and decisions are 
routinely aligned.

1  PARTLY / INCONSISTENTLY

Practice varies by team, 
product, or situation.

0  MOSTLY NOT TRUE

The behavior is rarely observed 
in practice.

 
The Three Areas

Growth & market adoption  Customer evidence, differentiation, and commercial results.

Margin & economic quality  True product economics, complexity, and portfolio discipline.

Engineering capacity & portfolio focus  Investment priorities, the ability to stop work, and 
scope control.

 

ONE USEFUL PRACTICE

Have two leaders score it independently, then discuss the largest differences. Differences in 
perception can be as useful as low answers.
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01 / NINE QUESTIONS

Growth and Market Adoption

1 The customer and growth decision
Can the business turn product investment into adoption and revenue?

 

1.  Before approving a significant product investment, we have credible evidence of an 
important customer problem and a realistic reason buyers will adopt or pay for the 
solution.

Why it matters  Weak evidence here often surfaces later as slow adoption, excessive selling effort, 
or an attractive product without enough demand.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

2.  Leadership can explain why specific target customers should choose our products over 
alternatives, and that distinction shapes requirements, pricing, and commercial 
messaging.

Why it matters  When differentiation is unclear, businesses often compensate with more features, 
discounting, or costly customization.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

3.  We evaluate new-product success through customer adoption, revenue, and economic 
results—not only development completion and launch dates.

Why it matters  A product can ship on schedule and still fail to earn a sound return on its 
investment.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

GROWTH & MARKET ADOPTION     ____ / 6

 
EXECUTIVE QUESTION

What evidence would make us change our view of the target customer, their willingness to buy, 
or the reason they would choose us?
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02 / NINE QUESTIONS

Margin and Economic Quality

2 The product-economics decision
Can leaders distinguish valuable variety from expensive complexity?

 

4.  Product-level economics are visible enough to identify which products, variants, and 
customer-specific requirements create value—and which consume disproportionate 
margin or support effort.

Why it matters  Aggregate revenue can conceal cost-to-serve, lifecycle burden, and complexity that 
differ widely across products.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

5.  Pricing and scope decisions account for cost-to-serve, engineering effort, lifecycle 
obligations, and complexity—not just competitor prices or the immediate customer 
request.

Why it matters  Revenue can rise while economic quality deteriorates when full obligations are not 
part of the decision.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

6.  Leadership regularly challenges whether products and SKUs still merit their place in 
the portfolio and can reprice, combine, simplify, harvest, or exit them when justified.

Why it matters  Unexamined offerings can accumulate inventory, sustaining work, service 
obligations, and opportunity cost.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

MARGIN & ECONOMIC QUALITY     ____ / 6

 
EXECUTIVE QUESTION

Are we earning attractive returns from our product variety—or financing complexity that 
customers do not value?
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03 / NINE QUESTIONS

Engineering Capacity and Portfolio Focus

3 The scarce-capacity decision
Is development capacity devoted to the most consequential opportunities?

 

7.  Engineering capacity is allocated to the most valuable business opportunities rather 
than being dominated by urgent requests, legacy commitments, or the loudest internal 
advocates.

Why it matters  Engineering time is a finite investment resource. Fragmentation delays valuable 
work even when people are fully occupied.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

8.  Leadership can stop, defer, or materially change investments when new evidence, 
economics, timing, or strategic importance no longer justify continuing.

Why it matters  If work can start but almost never stop, the portfolio eventually exceeds the 
capacity available to deliver it.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

9.  Scope additions, special variants, and feature requests must justify the engineering 
capacity, schedule risk, and lifecycle complexity they consume.

Why it matters  Small exceptions can quietly erode delivery capacity and crowd out the next 
higher-value opportunity.

2  Consistently true 1  Partly / inconsistently 0  Mostly not true YOUR SCORE   ____

 

ENGINEERING CAPACITY & PORTFOLIO FOCUS     ____ / 6

 
UNSCORED EXECUTIVE-ACCOUNTABILITY CHECK

For each major product investment, can one accountable leader explain the intended business 
result, current evidence, principal risk, and next decision? Treat uncertainty here as a 
discussion prompt—not an additional scored question.
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INTERPRETING THE RESPONSES

What Your Results May Be Telling You
Use the answers to choose where to investigate. Do not infer business health or causality from a 
total score.

Growth and Market Adoption ____ / 6

Margin and Economic Quality ____ / 6

Engineering Capacity and Portfolio Focus ____ / 6

TOTAL ____ / 18

 
Directional Score Ranges

These ranges are illustrative prompts, not validated benchmarks. A high score does not establish 
good performance; a low score does not prove poor management or a single root cause.

15–18 Fewer warning signals

No broad concern is evident in these nine answers. Investigate any isolated 
low item or unexplained business outcome.

10–14 Several questions to examine

One or more connections among market evidence, economics, and investment 
decisions may warrant a closer look.

0–9 Multiple possible constraints

Several areas deserve examination. Separate the reported symptoms from 
underlying causes before prescribing changes.

 
The Pattern Matters More Than the Total

Growth: look at demand evidence, buyer choice, launch-to-adoption and commercialization 
assumptions.

Margin: look at cost-to-serve, portfolio burden, pricing, variants and lifecycle obligations.

Capacity: look at competing priorities, ability to stop work, scope growth and sustaining load.

 

THE DISCIPLINE

Do not fix the score. Identify the business outcome, examine the evidence behind the answers, 
and decide which management choice deserves attention.
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WHERE THE WORK BEGINS

From a Score to a Better Decision
The useful output of this exercise is not a rating. It is a sharper question and a clearer next 
decision.

01 Name the outcome

Choose the outcome that matters most: growth, realized margin, launch economics, or 
capacity for the next investment.

 

02 Test the assumption

Take one or two low or disputed answers. Ask what evidence supports them, what 
evidence is missing, and what could change leadership’s mind.

 

03 Choose the next decision

Determine whether the issue needs more evidence, a portfolio choice, a different 
investment priority, or simply clearer accountability.

 
 

THE UNDERLYING APPROACH

Doug Ringer’s Product Business Improvement System connects five disciplines: DIAGNOSE · 
PRIORITIZE · IMPROVE · INSTITUTIONALIZE · LEARN. This short self-check informs the first 
discussion; it is not the full method.

 
About Doug Ringer

Doug Ringer writes about product-business performance at the intersection of engineered products, 
manufacturing, connected technology, customer decisions, and business economics. His perspective 
is grounded in operating experience and the belief that product leaders are business leaders.

Product Leaders Are Business Leaders

Read more perspectives and explore selected frameworks at DougRinger.com
 
Educational resource. Responses are self-reported and have not been independently verified. This screen is not an 
industry benchmark, a diagnosis, or a substitute for company-specific analysis.

https://www.dougringer.com/
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