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Buy a Feature

Prioritize Features
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Which feature will entice customers to 
purchase your product? Which feature will 
cause customers to upgrade? Which feature 
will make customers so happy that they’ll 
ignore or tolerate the features that they wish 
you would fix or remove?

Product planners endlessly debate these 
and other kinds of questions. Choosing the 
right set of features to add to a release often 
marks the difference between short-term 
failure or long-term success. Unfortunately, 
too many product planners make this choice 
without involving the people most affected 
by it—their customers. The Buy a Feature 
game improves the quality of this decision by 
asking your customers to help you make it. 

The Game
Create a list of potential features and provide 
each with a price. Just like for a real product, 
the price can be based on development costs, 
customer value, or something else. Although 
the price can be the actual cost you intend 
to charge for the feature, this is usually not 
required. Customers buy features that they 
want in the next release of your product us-
ing play money you give them. Make certain 
that some features are priced high enough 
that no one customer can buy them. Encour-
age customers to pool their money to buy 
especially important and/or expensive fea-
tures. This will help motivate negotiations 
between customers as to which features are 
most important. 

This game works best with four to seven 
customers in a group, so that you can create 
more opportunities for customers to pool 

their money through negotiating. Unlike the 
Product Box game, the Buy a Feature game is 
based on the list of features that are likely to 
be in your development road map.

Why It Works
Product planners often fall into the trap of 
thinking that customers have clearly defined 
product priorities. Some do. Most don’t. 
When presented with a set of options, many 
customers will simply say “I want them all” 
and put the responsibility for prioritizing 
their requests on your shoulders. Alterna-
tively, product managers often gather feature 
priorities by working with customers one-on-
one and, in the process, and perhaps without 
even realizing it, again take responsibility for 
prioritizing features. By engaging customers 
as a group and giving them a limited amount 
of resources, you give them the opportunity 
to prioritize their desires as a group. But 
that’s not where the magic lies. The magic 
lies in structuring the conversations so that 
your customers are negotiating with each 
other for specific features. It is this negotia-
tion that enhances your understanding of 
what your customers really want.

Preparing for the Game
In general, group customers by similar op-
erating characteristics instead of traditional 
approaches to market segmentation. To il-
lustrate the difference, let’s assume you’re 
selling a remarkable electronic toy vehicle 
that is powered by a fuel cell instead of a 
battery, giving it substantially more power 
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78    Part Two: The Games

for longer periods of time. Traditional mar-
ket segmentation techniques will produce 
groups of customers who will reference each 
other when buying the product, but who may 
use it in different ways. Because you’re inter-
ested in getting feedback on how people use 
your product, group people who use it simi-
larly into the same group (people who use 
it in a park should be in one group, whereas 
people who use the product at the beach 
should be in a different group). 

One of the more time-consuming tasks 
in preparing for this game is preparing and 
pricing the features that will be available 
for sale. Too few features won’t provide for 
interesting discussions. Too many can con-
fuse customers and take too long to play. A 
good list is between 14 and 30 features. Each 
feature should include a meaningful label, 
a short description, and an enumeration of 
benefits. Avoid including features that have 
been committed to a release—if you know 
you’re going to do it, why include it? Keep 
in mind the shorter time-to-action expecta-
tions of customers when playing this game, 
favoring features that can be delivered in the 
next one to three product versions.

The next step is pricing your features. 
Pricing is always one of the most challeng-
ing tasks of any product manager, and even 
though Buy a Feature is a game, pricing fea-
tures for the game can be just as challenging 
as pricing a real product! Fortunately, you 
should be able to leverage all the techniques 
normally associated with real product and 
feature pricing—projected costs, customer 
value propositions, and so forth.

Although using projected development 
costs as a starting baseline is helpful, you 

should price features in a way that is inde-
pendent from cost if this gives you better 
insight into customer motivations. For ex-
ample, you might have customer requests for 
features that you think may not be within 
your best strategic interest. Even if these 
features are easy or low cost, consider pricing 
them relatively high to help gauge customer 
desire. Alternatively, you may have expensive 
features that you think are quite important 
to your strategic future; therefore, price 
them lower. Finally, value-based pricing is 
always appropriate, and it works in Buy a 
Feature, too. Price features according to the 
relative and/or absolute value they provide 
to customers. Just keep in mind that to actu-
ally use value-based pricing you will have to 
complete additional market research to truly 
understand the value proposition of your 
solution, which is often a time-consuming 
project. It will help to remember that while 
you want good pricing, it is a game, and you 
don’t need perfect pricing.

Feature interactions also influence pric-
ing. Consider a feature that you project at 
100dd (“development dollars”) that could 
negatively impact your ability to secure a 
desired business partnership. In this case, 
you might price it at 300dd to justify the po-
tential negative impact of the lost business 
relationship and see what happens. 

Keep in mind that the foundation of this 
exercise is pricing features to maximize cus-
tomer interaction and negotiation. There-
fore, at least some features should be priced 
so high that no single customer can purchase 
the item. This will force negotiation among 
customers because they will have to pool 
their money to buy the feature. 

Making It Easy for 
Customers to Play  
the Game

Over the years many 
people have contributed 
several improvements to 
the basic game design to 
make it easier to play with 
customers. When I first 
started playing this game, 
I gave out a list of features. 
Jef Newsom, co-Founder of 
Improving Technologies, 
showed me that printing 
features on 335 cards and 
giving each customer their 
own set of cards makes it 
easy for customers to man-
age the features they’re 
most interested in pur-
chasing, so now I recom-
mend doing both. Feel free 
to experiment with all of 
the games, as making them 
easy to play helps you 
get the feedback you’re 
seeking.

02_Hohmann.indd   78 8/1/06   8:57:03 PM



After pricing features, you need to con-
sider how much money you will distribute to 
customers. Here, again, the goal is to distrib-
ute a sum of money that helps maximize cus-
tomer interaction during the game. The total 
amount of money for all people involved in 
the exercise should allow them to purchase 
between one-third and two-thirds of the 
available features. Less than one-third means 
that there is too little money and interaction 
will suffer because it is too hard to purchase 
features (you’re overconstraining the partici-
pants). More than two-thirds means there is 
too much money, and interaction will suffer 
because it is too easy to buy features (you’re 
underconstraining the participants). As 
mentioned earlier, if one customer can buy 
too many features, you’re pricing your indi-
vidual features too low.

To make planning this exercise easier, add 
up the total set of features and then build a 
simple spreadsheet so that you know how 
much money to give to each participant. 
Suppose, for example, that you create a set 
of 23 potential features for sale and that the 
total price for all of these features is 343dd. 
This produces a target range of 114dd to 
228dd to give to each group of four to nine 
customers playing the game. 

Table 2.2 can help you determine how to 
allocate money. The columns are the number 
of customers participating in the exercise. 
The rows represent the amount of money 
that you can give to each person. The cells 
highlighted in dark gray provide too little 
money to each customer, and the cells high-
lighted in light gray provide too much. The 
cells in plain white are just right.

Table 2.2 Allocating Money to Customers

Number of people playing the game

Money 
per 
person 4 5 6 7 8 9

15 60 75 90 105 120 135

20 80 100 120 140 160 180

25 100 125 150 175 200 225

30 120 150 180 210 240 270

35 140 175 210 245 280 315

40 160 200 240 280 320 360

45 180 225 270 315 360 405

50 200 250 300 350 400 450

55 220 275 330 385 440 495

After you’ve calculated how much money 
to give each person playing the game, you 
have to consider how many people may be 
representing a single customer, especially 
in business environments. For example, 
if you’re selling or creating business-to-
 business products or services, it is quite com-
mon for your larger customers to send two, 
three, or even more people to events such as 
an Innovation Game. There are many ways 
you can handle this: 

n	 You could require that a given customer 
send only one person. This is not recom-
mended. If one of your larger customers 
wants to send more than one person, let 
them. 

n	 You could allocate the money to the cus-
tomers, letting them negotiate among 
themselves for their purchases. Be careful 
of this approach because it can nega-
tively impact the interactions with other 
participants. 
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n	 You could place multiple people from 
a single customer into multiple groups. 
This is often the best solution because it 
allows each person to negotiate in a way 
that is focused on the person's own point 
of view and allows you to segment par-
ticipants by role. For example, a software 
company was interested in understand-
ing differences in feature preferences 
between business-oriented decision mak-
ers and technical users. In this case, each 
company sent two representatives—one 
representing business-oriented decision 
makers, the other technical users. Each 
was given the same amount of money 
but played the game with a group of their 
peers rather than with their co-worker. 

n	 You could even vary the amount of money 
given to individual participants. Although 
I recommend that each participant be 
given the same amount of money, this is 
not an absolute rule, and you should trust 
your instincts relative to your customers. 
If you think that varying the amount of 
money given to participants will create a 
better experience, do it. 

Don't forget to provide change for the fa-
cilitator. In the preceding example, suppose 
you elect to give 35dd to each of five people 
for a total of 175dd. Your facilitator should 
have at least 40dd in change to help the game 
run smoothly. 

Some features may increase the retail or 
end price of your product. When this hap-
pens, include your realistic assessment of the 
increased price in your feature description. 

Have some fun with preparing the money 
for the game. Create your own! Creating your 
own money is actually an advantage because 
you can create money with exactly the right 
denominations needed to play the game. Fig-
ure 2.12 shows two examples: the top from 
Aladdin Knowledge Systems, Inc., and the 
bottom from AirTransportIT. Don't become 
too attached to your money—customers 
 often take it as a souvenir of the game.

Aladdin Knowledge Systems

AirITransportIT

Figure 2.12 Sample Play Money

You can include antagonistic or nonsensi-
cal combinations of features to see how dif-
ferent segments will respond. For example, 
suppose you are using Buy a Feature with 
something as simple as a tape dispenser. 
You might have one feature that makes the 
dispenser bigger to hold larger rolls of tape 
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and another that makes it smaller to make it 
lighter and easier to use. Do either of these 
get purchased? If neither is purchased, the 
segments represented by your customers 
playing the game may not be interested in 
either feature. If they are both purchased, it 
is likely that different segments want the fea-
tures for different reasons and you’ll have to 
dig into who purchased the specific features 
to see what is motivating the purchases. If 
you can’t discern what your customers want, 
you’ll need to leverage these results into 
more research, armed with the knowledge 
that you know you need to explore these spe-
cific features in greater detail.

Avoid selling features that you’re not go-
ing to put into the product even if customers 
buy them. That’s intentionally misleading 
and will only frustrate customers.

Buy a Feature introduces an additional 
role to your team: feature retailer. The fea-
ture retailer is responsible for managing the 
selling of features to attendees. This person 
manages the purchase of features, keep-
ing track of who purchased what feature. 
You will need one feature retailer and one 
observer per group of customers playing 
the game. For small numbers of customer 
groups—typically less than three—the facili-
tator can play the role of the feature retailer 
for one group of customers. For larger groups 
of customers, the facilitator needs to be 
available to work across the groups, answer-
ing the questions that will surface from the 
feature retailers as they are playing the game. 

Materials

q	 List of possible, planned, or hypothetical 
features and descriptions of the same, 
with prices for each one.

q	 Play money. As described earlier, consider 
creating your own. Alternatively, you can 
use Monopoly money, which you can 
purchase online at stores such as www.
areyougame.com, or purchase play money 
at stores that sell teaching supplies.

Playing the Game
When introducing this game, the facilitator 
should stress that it is a game and that there 
is no promise that the features purchased 
during the game will actually appear in a fu-
ture product. 

The feature retailers have special respon-
sibilities to ensure that the game produces 
the most accurate representations of cus-
tomer desires. They should not steer, guide, 
recommend, nor otherwise try to motivate 
customers to purchase certain features. They 
should not change the price of a feature. 
They should be able to fully explain each 
feature, so it is best if the feature retailer is 
a member of the product team. The feature 
retailer must keep in mind that the personal 
favorite feature of any given member of the 
team may not be purchased, and customers 
may not spend all their money. 

Glenn Grossman of Ticketmaster pre-
pared a simple tracking spreadsheet to keep 
track of which customer purchased what 
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 feature (see Table 2.3). When the game was 
done, the spreadsheet automatically pro-
duced statistics as to which features were 
purchased, which customers participated in 
the purchase, and so forth. It also provides 
a convenient place for the feature retailer to 
record observations about the interactions 
among participants. 

Create a tracking sheet and print it for use 
during the game. Because it is fairly common 
for participants to ask to return a feature 
when negotiations become complex, use a 
pencil when writing items in your tracking 
sheet. To help customers keep track of what 
the group has purchased, consider print-
ing the tracking table as a large poster and 
having your helper write the results on the 
poster. When finished, transcribe your re-
sults back into the spreadsheet and use it to 
process game results. 

Resist the temptation to give more money 
to customers who run out and ask for more, 
because it defeats the purpose of the exer-
cise. When money is free, so are the features. 

Processing the Results
Collect the list of features purchased by each 
group of customers as a single group, taking 
care to keep track of which customers were 
playing the game. Merge the purchased fea-
tures into a single list and sort them based 
on how many groups of customers pur-
chased the feature. The features purchased 
by more than one group of customers should 
receive the highest consideration for inclu-
sion into your product. Correlate purchases 
with observations about the interactions 
with customers who purchased the features; 
they can provide insight into marketing mes-
sages for key segments. 

Table 2.3 Tracking Sheet for Customer Purchase

Customer  Feature 1 Feature 2 … Feature n-1 Feature n

Price 34 21 2 4 4

1 <customer name>      

2  <customer name>      

3  <customer name>      

4       

5       

6       

7       

8       

Subtotal      
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