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What does 
it mean to 
build better 
products?
In simple terms, building better products 
means building products that delight 
customers and benefit businesses. Yet 
product development isn’t simple, and it’s 
never truly finished. While you build, as you 
launch, and once a product is in market, the 
world and its people continuously change. 
You’re building for a moving target. 

This is why building better products requires 
a more nuanced definition. Building better 
products means discovering insights and 
delivering on them, building the right thing 
and building it right, and creating delightful 
experiences for customers. The road to a 
better product is difficult to navigate, but the 
road itself is a crucial part of the product that 
ends up in the hands of customers. Ultimately, 
defining the term build better products is tied 
to how you build. 



How do you 
build better 
products?
Employ the right approach:
Product Thinking
No matter where you’re at in the product 
development process, every action, tactic,  
and decision you utilize should have the 
product at the forefront. This is where 
embedding the Product Thinking approach 
into your team is critical.

Product Thinking is a unified approach to 
product development, an innovation-and-
execution approach that combines the 
technical excellence of agile delivery, the 
focus of human-centered design, and the  
rigor of management consulting to enable 
cross-disciplinary teams to build the right 
things right. The approach supercharges  
your product team, accelerates the  
articulation of your product vision, and 
ultimately creates products that delight 
customers and drive business impact.

Build the right team:
Shared people values
Great products are built by great teams, 
which, in turn, are built up of great people. 
That’s why hiring is about more than just skill 
sets. Although it’s critical that your product 
strategists, researchers, designers, and 
engineers have the technical expertise to be 
successful in their roles, a team’s success 
is often based on everyone’s ability to work 
together as a truly cohesive unit, especially 
when coming from different disciplines. 

While Product Thinking aligns your team 
around the process of building better 
products, shared people values create a 
social dynamic that supports and empowers 
everyone to bring their unique perspective to 
the table and elevate the product. The values 
serve as a guiding framework for successes 
and setbacks, challenges and milestones, 
everyday interactions and one-off moments. 
And following the values ensures that the 
values themselves are embedded in the final 
product, because how you build and who 
builds it ultimately defines what gets built—
which is why aligning around the right  
values is so important.
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A Product 
Thinker’s 
people values
To date, we at Thoughtworks have worked 
with dozens of product teams across 
sectors to build better products that have 
impacted the lives of hundreds of millions 
of people across the globe. In the era of 
software-powered products, we believe that 
part of a Product Thinker’s responsibility 
is building products that have a positive 
impact on people’s lives and society at large, 
course correcting along the journey when 
unanticipated negatives emerge. It is that 
mentality and the mission to build better 
products that created the Product Thinking 
people values. 

What follows is a deeper dive on the 
importance of each of the five values, how 
they work collectively to bring teams together 
to build better products, and a few of our 
favourite products that have these people 
values clearly shown in their final products.



Smart
Being smart is characterized by actively 
pursuing impact and is enabled through 
close collaboration, clear communication, 
and intellectual humility. 

Kind
Kindness means having sufficient self-
awareness to take responsibility for the 
impact we have on others in our behaviour 
and in our craft.

Reliable
Being reliable means  not only being there 
to catch the ball but making trade-offs and 
communicating them too.

Teachers
Teaching means proactively sharing your 
talents, knowledge, and experience to help 
others build better—whether it’s your client, 
team, or community.

Learners
Learning means proactively seeking out 
knowledge, cultivating an attitude of open-
minded curiosity, and never resting on our 
current expertise in order to continuously 
improve and grow.
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Smart
Being smart is characterized by actively 
pursuing impact and is enabled through  
close collaboration, clear communication,  
and intellectual humility. 

How being smart impacts the  
product development process:

Smart means someone who is quick to 
understand problems and break them down 
into solvable subproblems and then develop 
a plan to effectively carry out the execution 
of a solution. Rather than long hours 
spent following a one-size-fits-all product 
development process, the smart approach to 
discovering and delivering impactful products 
comes from being adaptive and flexible. 
This means being smart and thoughtful in 
the design of your project plan—designing 
for the problem/need/opportunity at hand, 
enabling continuous discovery alongside 
delivery, and adjusting to meet emerging 
insights and challenges.

Why being smart matters  
for the final product:

Smart product development teams, filled 
with smart Product Thinkers, build smarter 
products—products that solve real-life 
problems, delight customers, and meet 
business goals. Products that have customer 
insights embedded into every facet and 
feature, validated through the four product-
risk areas—feasibility, viability, desirability, 
and usability—will be smart enough to meet 
your target customers’ current and emerging 
pains, gains, and jobs to be done.

“Learn the rules like a pro, so you 
can break them like an artist.”

—Pablo Picasso, artist
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Kind
Kindness means having sufficient  
self-awareness to take responsibility  
for the impact we have on others in  
our behaviour and in our craft.

How being kind impacts the  
product development process:

Kindness has a rippling effect. One study 
found that employees who are treated with 
kindness pay forward those acts with a 
278% increase in acts of kindness to their 
colleagues. This is critical in the difficult 
process of product development, where 
disagreements are valued and collaboration 
is key. Kind Product Thinkers focus on 
how they frame feedback, focussing on 
the shared goal of product impact while 
still committing to honesty. A kind product 
development team is better equipped to 
create an emotionally safe environment 
where every team member feels empowered 
to ideate, experiment, and risk failing—safe 
in the knowledge that their colleagues are 
ready to pick them up and try again.

Why being kind matters  
for the final product:

Kindness builds empathy, and empathy 
builds kindness: the ultimate virtuous cycle. 
Products built with empathy are designed 
around real customer insights. It’s only by 
truly listening to customers and then building 
with their pains, gains, and jobs to be done 
in mind that you can create delightful and 
positive product experiences.

“When leaders and employees act kindly 
towards each other, they facilitate a 
culture of collaboration and innovation.”

—Adam Grant, writer and organizational psychologist
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Reliable Being reliable means not only being there 
to catch the ball but making trade-offs and 
communicating them too.

How being reliable impacts the  
product development process:

In cross-disciplinary teams, trust is key. An 
engineer might not know the intricacies of 
a researcher’s daily work, and a product 
strategist might not know exactly what 
goes into a designer’s creative process, so 
they have to trust in each other’s expertise. 
Reliable means being motivated by the team’s 
shared focus on the product and meeting 
individual deadlines, knowing that individual 
workflow is critical to collective success. By 
building a team of reliable Product Thinkers, 
it’s possible to build a culture of trust where 
everyone can work with equal measures 
of autonomy and support to build better 
products at pace and scale. 

Why being reliable matters  
for the final product:

Reliable product development teams don’t 
miss market opportunities, exceed budgets, 
or get stuck in transitions. Instead, they 
deliver the best final product possible given 
the scope and scale of their work, and they 
do so on time. The product lands in market 
just when the customer needs it.

“A man who lacks reliability 
is utterly useless.”

—Confucius, philosopher
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Teachers
Teaching means proactively sharing 
your talents, knowledge, and to help 
others build better—whether it’s your 
client, team, or community.

How being teachers impacts the  
product development process:

In successful product development 
teams, the teaching requires teachers, 
not a teacher. With the cross-disciplinary 
nature of the Product Thinking approach, 
empowering everyone to see themselves 
as a teacher with skills, perspectives, and 
experiences to impart to their colleagues 
increases individual and collective 
confidence. Whether they’re sharing 
industry knowledge, customer insights, 
or technical expertise, a team of teachers 
allows ideas to collide and a product and 
practitioner’s full potential to be reached.

Why being teachers matters  
for the final product:

Teachers are able to bring insights from 
different challenges, workflows, and 
industries to elevate a team’s thinking  
on the product they’re currently building. 
Ultimately, every product that launches is 
fuelled by the knowledge of the team that 
built it. So the more teachers you have  
during product development, the more 
knowledge you have to fuel the product  
in market.

“When you learn, teach. 
When you get, give.”
—Maya Angelou, writer
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Learners
Learning means proactively seeking out 
knowledge, cultivating an attitude of open-
minded curiosity, and never resting on our 
current expertise in order to continuously 
improve and grow.

How being learners impacts the  
product development process:

Learners keep an ear to the ground, ever 
curious and ready to discover something  
new to better inform their daily decisions.  
With this curiosity comes humility and 
an eagerness to embrace feedback 
and other people’s perspectives, which 
creates a team culture that’s centered on 
genuine collaboration and innovation. In 
fact, studies have found that on-the-job 
learning also increases job satisfaction 
and performance. No matter the project, 
a product development team filled with 
learners can work with agility, adapting 
with pace to emerging challenges and 
insights.

Why being learners matters  
for the final product:

Product Thinking is equal parts discovery  
and delivery, and true learners embody 
the ideal of continuous discovery. A final 
product built by a team of learners will 
be up to date with market, customer, and 
technical insights, meaning the team’s 
collective curiosity is geared toward 
delivering innovative solutions and 
impactful products.

“Learning never exhausts the mind.”
—Leonardo da Vinci, inventor and artist
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Values-first products

Miro

What is it? 

An online collaborative whiteboard platform 
designed to bring teams together anytime, 
anywhere.

How does it embody the Product Thinking 
people values?

Miro is built thoughtfully for teams that are  
in person, remote, or a mix of the two. The  
simplicity and adaptability of the functions 
provide an experience that kindly involves 
everyone, works reliably, and possesses 
smart features that elevate collaboration. The 
product is also regularly evolved as the product 
development team learns about changes in 
working practices and teaches its customers  
new ways of working. 

Headspace

What is it? 

A meditation and mindfulness app designed  
to boost the customers’ health and happiness.

How does it embody the Product Thinking 
people values?

Headspace is built directly on customer insights. 
The features of the product are all designed to 
encourage the customer to be kind to themselves 
and others. Importantly, the product’s smart layout 
makes it a simple, delightful experience, allowing 
the customer to focus on the core mission of 
boosting their health and happiness—rather  
than figuring out a complex interface. 

Wealthsimple Invest

What is it?

An intelligent portfolio of low-fee funds that  
are designed to meet your financial goals.

How does it embody the Product Thinking 
people values?

Wealthsimple Invest is built to make the world of 
finance feel smarter, kinder, and more reliable to 
the average customer. By taking the time to truly 
understand customer pain points, the product 
development team at Wealthsimple was able to 
learn from customers and teach them more about 
this vital part of modern life. Through a focus on 
simplicity, design, features, language, and use, 
the product development team disrupted and 
reimagined the world of personal finance. 

Portal from Meta

What is it? 

A video-calling device designed to bring  
people closer.

How does it embody the Product Thinking 
people values?

Portal was built to make digital communication 
feel more real and authentic. The core 
functionality and extended features allow 
customers to feel closer to loved ones no 
matter where they are. With an eye for creating 
a delightful experience using the smartest, most 
reliable new technology and treating customers’ 
intimate moments with kindness, the product 
development team that designed Portal brought 
the Product Thinking people values to life.
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The impact of 
sharing the 
Product Thinking  
people values
Each of the five Product Thinking people  
values works independently and together to 
help individuals, teams, and organizations 
build better products. It’s possible to build 
a better product without one or two of the 
values, and it is in fact possible to build a 
better product without Product Thinking 
at all. However, building better products 
time and time again through a culture of 
excellence, empathy, and innovation requires 
all five values that come with the Product 
Thinking approach.

By assembling teams of smart, kind, reliable 
teachers and learners, you can navigate 
the technical and interpersonal challenges 
that make product development hard. The 
Product Thinking people values make space 
for different personalities and perspectives 
to live and work side by side, knowing that 
differences of opinion are based on what 
everyone truly believes is best for the 
product. After all, it is better people who 
build better products. 

The impact of each value is clearest when 
you consider what happens when you remove 
each one. If you remove smart, your product 
won’t be cutting edge; if you remove kind, 
your product will miss customer insights; 
if you remove reliable, you’ll miss market 
opportunities; if you don’t teach, your team’s 
knowledge will stagnate; and if you don’t learn, 
you’ll make the same mistakes every time. It’s 
the cumulative impact of the set that leads to 
better products.

Through an analysis of how each value 
impacts the product development process and 
the final product, and a closer look at several 
products we consider best in class, our aim 
here was simple: to show you the importance 
of the Product Thinking people values for 
modern product development. The more we 
look at the complex product ecosystem, the 
clearer it becomes that product development 
teams need all five values, in-market products 
need all five values, and, ultimately, customers 
want values-first products.

13



We enable faster time-
to-market, with higher 
product success rates.
We partner with ambitious companies across  
the entire product development lifecycle,  
helping deliver new products that users love  
at pace and scale.

Our Product Thinking approach works because 
we solve for desirability, viability, feasibility, 
and usability together, not separately. We do 

this by bringing engineers, strategists, and 
designers together, blending discovery and 
delivery activities to keep a razor-sharp 
focus on building impactful products. With 
a mission of building better products, our 
approach and the tactics, techniques, and 
models we employ are all designed to  
deliver on that mission for our clients. 

Identifying new  
markets and  
opportunities

Validating 
ideas

Building and 
releasing full-scale 
software products

Evolving your  
existing product  
into a platform

Our Services

Discovery
Discovery defines the problem 
space, identifies customer demand, 
and validates product directions by 
solving for four product risk areas. 
This make-to-learn approach results 
in functioning prototypes that reduce 
risk before full-on delivery.

Delivery
Delivery allows us to partner 
with our clients to build and 
release high-quality products 
to market, as well as optimize 
and scale existing products. 
Because software products 
are never finished.

Education and 
Enablement
Education and Enablement is 
designed to educate clients on 
the product development best 
practices we use in our Product 
Thinking approach and empower 
them to create their own long-
term systems of success through 
workshops, product clinics, and 
training sessions.

Learn more at thoughtworks.com

contact-us@thoughtworks.com

https://twitter.com/thoughtworks

https://www.instagram.com/thoughtworks/

https://www.linkedin.com/company/thoughtworks/
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