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 ABSTRACT 
Purpose: Product development is typically done using an execution focused approach 
along with regular prioritisation and iterating based on user feedback, but execution 
is everything as lots of  tasks can be done quickly with focus on quality. This paper 
presents an analysis of  the Shape Up framework for product management in modern-
day tech startups. This framework offers an interesting approach for managing product 
development with the focus on majorly prioritizing and scoping projects. The paper 
initially introduces us to the Shape Up framework and its important principles. All 
together this paper provides valuable information and instructions for the product 
managers seeking efficient and effective product development approach.

Design/Approach/Methodology: Analyse the Shape Up system for product 
management in high-tech startups using data collection, case studies, benchmarking, 
and feedback evaluation.

Findings: The Shape Up framework provides an efficient way to manage product 
development in high-tech startups by prioritizing and scoping projects to maximize 
efficiency and quality.

Originality/Value: This paper helps to understand and analyse the general structure 
of  the product management system of  modern technology startups. Learn how the 
Shape Up framework can help tech startups achieve greater efficiency and focus by 
implementing a structured and defined approach to product development. Explore 
how the Shape Up framework helps tech startups manage product development risks. 
Discuss how the concept of  “building” can help identify potential gaps early so that 
teams can address them before significant resources are invested.

Paper Type: Case Based Study.
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Introduction
Procedures followed by product development teams in 

order to shape and produce meaningful products is known 
colloquially as the Shape Up framework. It equips teams 
with language and strategies to manage risks and unknowns 
at every step of  product development, with the ultimate 
objective of  delivering a high-quality product on time.

The Shape Up technique aids software development 
teams in thinking more thoroughly about the correct pain 
points at the start of  the process, allowing them to launch 
meaningful solutions in 6-week cycles. This approach aims to 
eliminate the drawbacks of  traditional project management 
methodologies and enable startups to ship high-quality 
products within a fixed time frame.

Teams utilise the Shape Up framework to shape a project 
in such a way that it is concrete enough to get the team moving 
in the correct direction while remaining abstract enough for the 
team to generate its own solutions like said by Marnada, 2022.

The purpose of this study is to analyse the Shape Up 
framework for product management in high-tech startups. 
Exploring its rationale, key components, and real-world case 
studies,	 we	 examine	 Shape	 Up’s	 benefits,	 challenges,	 and	
applicability for startups in the current technology landscape. 
Delving into the Shape Up framework, this research paper aims 
to contribute to the existing body of  knowledge on product 
management practices and provide practical insights for startups 
looking to optimize their product development processes.

Shape Up Framework
1.  Autonomous teams help management to save time on 

managing teams and build better projects.

A small cross functional team is given full control to 
define the scope, in contrast to other techniques, in which 
management divides the work and programmers operate as 
ticket takers, only implementing solutions rather than actively 
participating in the process.

Together, these principles form a complete circle. 

Teams are given autonomy; executives can take their •	
mind off  tracking progress. 

Lesser time being spent on management and senior •	
people can define better projects. 

Projects are better tracked, employees have fixed bounds •	
to	operate	within	as	mentioned	by	Weidner,	2014.

write structured pitch documents

Only	5	key	features	are	present	in	a	pitch	document:•	

Problem:	The	idea	or	something	the	team	has	narrowed	•	
down upon that motivates them to work on this.

Appetite:	What’s	the	timeframe	we	are	looking	for	along	•	
with constraints of  the solution

Solution:	Empowered	and	autonomous	teams	resist	all	•	
solutions offered to them, no matter how abstract.

Rabbit	 Holes:	 Specific	 details	 regarding	 the	•	
implementation that is best to be avoided.

No-gos:	Usually	use	cases	that	the	team	doesn’t	want	to	•	
build a solution for at the present time.

write Bets, not backlogs

The most radical is the concept of  maintaining effort, •	
not falling behind, as expressed by Cohen.

No	backlogs:	Backlogs	are	dozens,	if 	not	hundreds,	of 	•	
jobs	that	accumulate	throughout	the	course	of 	a	project’s	
execution and for which teams do not have time.

Fig. 2: Steps in Building a Product Backlog

Compared to Baseline for deciding when to finish

Project teams should establish a baseline against the •	
current reality for customers, how are customers solving 
their	 problems	without	 our	 solution	 today,	 what’s	 the	
alternative solution that this feature removes.

Six weeks Cycle to Build Products

2-week cycles (sometimes known as “sprints”) are used 
by several businesses, but 2-week cycles are expensive for 
small companies. The cumulative hours around the table to 
plan	for	the	sprint	isn’t	worth	the	amount	of 	work	you	get	out	
of  two weeks.

Fig. 1: Processes in Out of Cycle vs In Cycle
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Literature Review 
The main idea by Takeuchi, 1986 is that most software 
projects can be done in a 6-week cycle if the right 
techniques and mindset are applied. The techniques 
described are:

“Shaping” projects prior to starting work is important •	
for stakeholder buy-in

Keeping	 quality,	 time	 and	 resources	 fixed	 but	 varying	•	
scope so work is made to fit available time

Communicating using “breadboarding” and “fat marker •	
sketches” to have all inputs

Giving designers and developers autonomy and an •	
uninterrupted timebox in which to complete a project 
without a manager

A cooling-down time between multiple development •	
cycles to allow for planning, fixes and re-payment of  
technical	debt	as	mentioned	by	Smith,	1992.

Subdividing projects into tasks, and grouping tasks into •	
“scopes” to organise and prioritise work

The	use	of 	Hill	Charts	as	a	tool	for	communicating	success	•	
metrics inside and outside the development team

The idea of using project scope as the main lever 
for ensuring projects finish on time has resonated 
strongly with Alsalemi, 2015.

Fig. 3: A Graph of Development Time vs Scope

What	this	shows	is	that	projects	should	be	“scoped	down”	
as said by Mirza, 2013 to the minimal set of  improvements 
that will deliver a value increment compared to the baseline 
of  what customers already have.

I also liked the idea of  explicitly allocating “cool-
down”	 time	 between	 projects.	 Schwalbe,	 2009	 says	 that	
after each six-week cycle, two weeks shall be set aside for 
context switching and resting. This is a period without 
any scheduled work during which teams can regroup, 
relax and take care of  secondary tasks like fixing bugs, 
exploring new ideas, or toying around with new technical 
possibilities.

Fig. 4: An Overview of the 6-week Cycle

I	was	also	unconvinced	by	Hill	Charts	by	Rehman,	2010.	
The	idea	with	a	Hill	Chart	is	you	have	a	subjective	measure	
of  progress within a project represented as a dot on a “hill”. 
My	main	issues	with	Hill	Charts	are:

“Figuring	 things	 out”	 and	 “making	 it	 happen”	 are	 a	•	
continuous cycle not a linear process

Manually moving dots around on a graph is a waste of  •	
developer time

Measuring progress can and should be automated.•	

Comparison of Product Development Techniques

Table 1 : Comparing Product Development Techniques at Spotify, Amazon,Typeform and Shopify

S 
No. Title Company About Description

1. Experimentation Spotify
Spotify tests and 
measures for a 
fantastic experience

1.  Think It – During discovery, teams explore ideas, test problems, 
and experiment with concepts.

2.   Build It – In this phase, teams develop their MVP.

3.  Ship It – Spotify is running on a limited run as soon as the 
features are released.

2. Working	
backwards Amazon

Amazon started 
by focusing on the 
finished product

When	 product	 managers	 have	 a	 product	 idea,	 they	 write	 an	
internal press release announcing the finished product. Perhaps 
no one is developing the idea at the moment.

3. Two equal parts Typeform
Typeform’s	two-part	
system emphasizes 
product discovery

This	breaks	the	MVP	into	three	parts:

1.  Earliest testable product – A testable product is the fastest way 
to get creative data.

2.  Earliest usable product – The product has basic functionality 
and may lack “fun”, but the purpose is to collect data and 
feedback.

3.		Earliest	lovable	product	–	Hoyer,	2010	says	that	users	will	refer	
the product to their friends.
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S 
No. Title Company About Description

4.	 Growth Shopify

Shopify growth 
tension has raised 
the product at a new 
height

The	product	growth	framework	has	eight	steps:

1.		Pitch	Your	Business	-	Looking	for	product/market	fit?	Trying	
to	start	an	MVP?	

2.		Know	 your	 strategic	 goal	 –What’s	 your	 goal	 for	 your	
product?	

3.		Model	 the	 funnel	 –	What	 is	 the	 user	 journey	 to	 start	 using	
your product.

4.	Define	your	north	star	metric	

5. Create a prioritization grid

6. Set targets

7.	Work	on	execution

8.  Build cross-disciplinary teams – Your team needs product, 
engineering, design, data and marketing skills.

Conclusion and Future work:
Shapeup framework provides strong ideas around 

reducing	 scope	 and	 communicating	 design.	 It’s	 worth	
keeping in mind that Shape Up is a description of  a process 
developed by a group of  people who have mainly worked 
on one product at one company. The approach described 
is therefore most likely to benefit companies with a similar 
structure, culture, product and tech stack to Basecamp. This 
opens up a lot of  future possibilities for the future allowing 
for the shape up framework to develop. The benefits of  
adopting the Shape Up framework outweigh these challenges. 
It empowers startups to focus on solving problems, iterate 
quickly, and deliver value to customers. The Shape Up system 
offers	a	valuable	approach	to	product	management	in	today’s	
technology startups. By adopting its principles and practices, 
startups can simplify their product development process, 
improve team collaboration, and increase the chances of  
creating	 successful	 and	 sustainable	 products.	However,	 the	
specific circumstances and challenges of  each startup must 
be carefully considered to tailor system implementation for 
optimal results.  
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