








determine in what order they must be developed, the hierarchy of applica-

tion components must be traced down to its lowest meaningful level.

One way to approach this problem in the beginning is to ask the question, 

“What component or feature is the heart or essence of the product?” Think, 

for example, of Twitter. What single feature or component truly defines 

Twitter? It’s not the capability for users to choose a personal style for their 

Twitter pages, nor is it the ability to add metatags to “tweets” (for example, 

#iranelection, @someuser). It isn’t even the ability to follow Twitter feeds 

of friends. The most basic and core feature of Twitter is the ability to post 

140-character messages to a web page. Without this, you don’t have a prod-

uct remotely like Twitter. This capability would therefore be the first focus of 

the project. It can be further broken down into two parts: a means for post-

ing new tweets into the Twitter service, and the means for displaying those 

tweets on a web page. A system isn’t much good without any data, so you’d 

likely start with the posting capability.

This is likely the smallest meaningful unit of functionality within the Twitter 

example. This capability requires two components:

•	 A web page with a 140-character text input box and submit button.

•	 The capability of storing the submitted tweet in a database.

But each component cannot stand on its own; each requires the other. A 

focus on just the web UI or just the backend mechanisms would make the 

focus meaningless from the perspective of either the software engineers or 

the UX team, respectively. But taken together, they comprise a function that 

can stand on its own and is meaningful to the user, to the UX team, and to 

the engineers. That gives stakeholders and users something meaningful to 

look at and respond to.

As the project progresses, the focus of subsequent iterations will shift from 

the smallest meaningful component to whatever is the next most important, 

smallest meaningful increment of progress that can be made. Sometimes this 

means that the development of a new component will be undertaken, but 

more often this leads to a meaningful refinement of an existing component 

or the bringing together of smaller units of functionality to build a larger 

aspect of the product.
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