
The Scale-Up 
Playbook:  
North Star and 
Product Strategy

Moving from chaos to clarity
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Like Toyota’s production system, 
where even small defects stop the 
line, scale-ups that get this right 
treat going off track as a critical 
failure and halt work until it’s fixed. 
That pause is the moment to ask 
whether the vision is still right – or 
if the business needs to pivot to 
stay competitive. Strong leaders 
don’t wait for a crisis to do this; 
they track their confidence in 
the vision over time, revisiting it 
as pricing, customer needs, or 
market shifts demand.

T H E  S C A L E - U P  P L A Y B O O K

Are current goals still contributing to the North Star?

Do teams still have influence over it?

Are reports showing the NSM is moving in the 
right direction?

This disciplined approach makes it clear when to press the ‘big red 
button’ – and ensures small drifts don’t turn into costly detours.

A simple scorecard can 
help keep teams honest:
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Setting your North Star and embedding it in the culture locks in the company's 
direction. The next challenge is deciding how to get there. Answering that 
question is the job of your product strategy: translating that high-level vision 
into a plan that guides every feature, sprint, and new market entry.

Product strategy:  
Moving from a clear direction to a focused plan

T H E  S C A L E - U P  P L A Y B O O K

section 2
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In a scale-up, product strategy 
isn’t a standalone artefact – it 
should draw directly from the 
business strategy. If your North 
Star and core objectives are clear, 
every function should be asking: 
‘How will what we build move us 
closer to our North Star?’ It’s the 
product equivalent of the rowing 
team’s mantra: ‘Will it make the 
boat go faster?’ – a simple test 
that keeps focus on the one thing 
that matters.


The most effective method begins 
by bringing leaders from every 
vertical together to connect the 
dots and ground the conversation 
in facts, rather than opinions. 

Done well, product roadmap 
becomes an extension of the 
business plan – showing exactly 
how to scale, make processes 
repeatable, and create a 
defensible market position.


You can draft this yourself, but it’s 
difficult to spot gaps from inside 
the day-to-day. An external 
partner can bring the objectivity 
and structure that help leadership 
teams align on one clear, shared 
direction – and turn ambitious 
goals into repeatable results.


But what happens when that 
direction isn't clear, or it's aimed 
at the wrong target?

Translate your North Star 
into a product strategy

T H E  S C A L E - U P  P L A Y B O O K

“

”

Every function should be 
asking: ‘How will what 

we build move us closer 
to our North Star?’
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T H E  S C A L E - U P  P L A Y B O O K

When product strategy goes 
wrong, the damage isn’t minor. 
The two fundamental risks are 
clear: you can end up building 
something the market doesn’t 
want, or you can focus on the 
wrong problem entirely.


All too often, teams pour 
resources into adding features 
when their onboarding 
experience is so poor that most 
new customers drop out before 
seeing value. The lesson is 
simple: find the most valuable 
problems to solve first. That 
means understanding where 
changes will have the most critical 
impact on the business, from 
long-term growth to customer 
retention, before committing 
resources.


A good process is important – but 
the real safeguard is knowing how to 
spot the red flags early.   

Warning signs of a product 
strategy that’s lost its way include:


Decisions being driven by opinion 
rather than evidence

Features or services that go 
unused

Customer dissatisfaction rising 
and churn increasing as people 
move to cheaper alternatives

Poor team dynamics and lack of 
cross-team collaboration

Forecasts that are consistently 
missed


Recognising these signals early 
helps prevent teams from pouring 
effort into the wrong product, de-
risks costly development, and keeps 
strategy on track.

Know the risks of a 
misaligned product strategy
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Match your 
strategy to 
your biggest 
challenge

Product strategy is never one-
size-fits-all. The right approach 
depends on the primary pressure 
your business is under. To 
illustrate, we’ve outlined four 
distinct strategies below, each 
drawn from a real-world client 
engagement where a specific 
business pressure dictated the 
path forward:

Stakeholder alignment: Stakeholders at one consumer finance brand 
were pulling in three directions. The commercial team wanted a 
retention play, editors wanted a membership model, and the founder 
wanted to protect the brand’s core mission. By setting clear guardrails, 
we built a single, cohesive strategy the entire organisation could back.


De-risking: A healthtech company relied on a single unregulated 
product for 95% of its revenue. The risk was huge. The strategy focused 
on creating a defensible moat and diversifying into new markets, all 
while building towards a targeted exit in five years.


Customer experience: Designers built a financial services app around 
internal product silos instead of customer needs. They targeted mid-
salary households, but the app's actual users turned out to be wealthy 
retirees. The fix was a set of clear experience principles acting as 
decision-making filters for every new feature.


Market expansion: A B2B platform had reached the limits of its home 
market and needed a credible expansion plan to attract investment.  
A strong internal purpose guided the plan. The team wanted to enter 
markets where they could make a meaningful difference, not just 
generate profits.

The risk of a mismatch is clear: you end up wasting time and resources 
while leaving the real threat to your growth unresolved. We provide the 
clear-eyed, external view needed to ensure your strategy targets the 
right audience.
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Even the best-aligned strategies 
eventually outgrow their original 
scope, at which point the 
conversation turns to 
diversification. The most effective 
scale-up leaders plan their next 
move long before they make it, 
using strategic foresight to map 
out plausible futures based on 
market and technology trends.


At least once a year, leadership 
teams should step back to ask the 
big questions: Is our vision still 
right? Are we in the right market?

Are we still relevant? This critical 
health check prevents 
complacency and keeps the 
company alert to changes in 
customer behaviour, competitor 
activity, and emerging 
technology. 


The cost of skipping this check-
up is a gradual loss of market 
position to more agile 
competitors. That’s why we 
push leadership teams to take 
this uninterrupted time away 
from the business, working with 
a facilitator who can keep the 
conversation honest, focused, 
and productive.

Plan your next move 
before you need it

T H E  S C A L E - U P  P L A Y B O O K

“

”

‘At least once a year, 
leadership teams 

should step back and 
ask the big questions: is 
our vision still right? Are 
we in the right market? 

Are we still relevant?’
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You’ve now seen how a clear 
North Star and a focused 
product strategy can align 
teams, close the gap between 
ambition and execution, and 
protect you from costly 
missteps. This shared focus is 
the foundation of scaling – but 
it’s only the first step.


At the scale-up stage, you 
manage multiple teams and 
bigger investments, facing 
intense pressure to hit the 
milestones that unlock your 
next period of growth in just a 
few short years.


The next chapter takes us from 
strategy to execution. We’ll 
explore how to develop the 
delivery capability that keeps pace 
with your ambitions and ensures 
you equip every team to deliver 
outcomes at scale.


If you want to get there faster 
and with fewer wrong turns, 
now is the time to pressure-test 
your current plan. Book a North 
Star & Product Strategy call and 
we’ll show you exactly how to 
set your direction, align your 
teams, and deliver on the goals 
that matter most.


Book a North Star strategy call

What comes next

T H E  S C A L E - U P  P L A Y B O O K
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Who we are


CreateFuture is an award-winning digital 
consultancy delivering high-quality 
technology consulting at pace. We embrace 
AI to drive meaningful business impact for 
ambitious brands in Financial Services, 
Consumer Technology, Travel, iGaming, and 
Public Sector – including PayPal, adidas, 
NatWest, Baillie Gifford, MoneySavingExpert, 
Skyscanner, Penguin Random House, 
Multiverse, and FanDuel.


With over 500 professionals across five 
locations in the UK and Europe, we deliver 
end-to-end digital transformation covering 
CX Strategy, Product Innovation, AI 
Enablement, Cloud & Infrastructure, and 
Data & Analytics. We believe in the 
transformational power of digital. We’re on 
an action-driven mission: to create 
tomorrow, together, today.

https://createfuture.com/scaleup-playbook-book-a-meeting



