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Kudos for the book

	“Unifying User Stories, Use Cases, and Story Maps by Dr. Alistair Cockburn is an absolute gem in the realm of Agile methodologies. As a long-time practitioner and enthusiast of Agile practices, I found this book to be an enlightening and invaluable resource.”

	* * * * *

	“Simple and clear. The concepts are widely misunderstood and misused. This book makes it possible to demystify these concepts and to get out of the pitfalls that hamper team collaboration.”

	* * * * *

	“The book is meticulously structured, starting with the seven key concepts that are crucial for mastering these techniques. Dr. Cockburn's clear and practical explanations make the complex topics accessible and easy to understand.”

	* * * * *

	“One of the standout features of this book is the inclusion of exercises and drills. These make it perfect not only for self-study but also for classroom teaching. The exercises reinforce the concepts and help build a solid understanding of how to utilize these techniques in combination.”

	* * * * *

	“His expertise shines through, providing actionable insights and real-world applications.”

	* * * * *

	“Dr. Cockburn's deep insights, clear writing, and practical approach make this book a five-star masterpiece. I recommend it to anyone looking to enhance their understanding and application of user stories, use cases, and story maps.”
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Preliminaries

	2025 Preface to the 2nd/Bookstore edition

	This is a book for self-education and for academic courses.

	Feeling the pressure to get the contents of this book into the hands of key readers early, I published a preview edition. It contained all the critical information on the subject, but I knew it would need tuning. Teaching from it, I found three things needed changing:

	
		It needed an "Overview of the whole story" at the start.

		The use case chapter was too long and still missed a key concept. I couldn't just add to it; I had to rewrite it.

		The quality of the images needed upgrading. 



	I also learned that the industry needs a short book just on use cases, so I wrote The Mini-Book on Use Cases: All you need, but short. That book, only 80 pages, contains a tight explanation of use cases, plus details on fine-grained incremental development with use cases. 

	This results in three books on use cases for your consideration: 

	
		
Writing Effective Use Cases. Still the bible on use cases, it details use case structure, templates, common mistakes, etc. It leaves out fine-grained incremental development and does not relate use cases to user stories and story maps.

		
Unifying User Stories, Use Cases, and Story Maps: The power of verbs. This book. There is no other book that shows how user stories, use cases, and story maps fit together.

		
The Mini-Book on Use Cases: All you need, but short. 
80 pages total: short, indeed. Use cases plus a detailed description of fine-grained incremental development.



	The result is not just the tidying up as I had imagined, but a second edition. The core message is the same, but hopefully this version is easier to work with.

	Alistair, Dec 1, 2025

	
2024 Preface to the Preview edition

	The series and this book

	Twenty percent of the technique gets you eighty percent of the value, so they say. So why not learn a good, juicy twenty percent first and get running fast? Then, level up with other techniques that take you into the corners that the first set doesn't cover.

	My idea with this series is to cherry-pick a relatively easy but very useful starter kit for various specialties. Project management is an entire career, but there are things that can help you get started and quite far right away. Software design is an entire career, but there are techniques that can help you get started and sort your way through numerous seemingly different puzzles. Use cases and user stories are wonderful but complicated. 

	There is surely a starter kit that gets you far. 

	Those are the ideas I have for this series. 

	This particular book is for user stories, use cases, and story maps. They are dreadfully misused. With this little book, I hope to clarify what makes them work, what makes them work well together, and to give you a head start on using them well, separately and together.

	Let's take a look.

	Alistair Cockburn
May 6, 2024

	
Why this book?

	Ivar Jacobson invented use cases in 1987. I found them to be the missing requirements piece for the methodology I was writing at IBM, so I flew to Stockholm in 1992 to learn from Ivar’s team. 

	In 1995 Kent Beck said (roughly), “Just walk down the hall and ask your users what they want. Write it on a card, program it, show it to the users, revise, show, repeat until done.” That practice became Extreme Programming’s user stories. 

	Jeff Patton thought use cases had too much solo writing and user stories were too sloppy. He wanted something that showed a coherent user journey, took advantage of user stories, was fully agile and collaborative. He created story maps in 2004.

	Mike Cohn coined the idea of epics in 2004. An epic is basically just a user story that takes longer than one iteration to develop. It is largely a placeholder for investigation and decomposition. 

	These four terms circle our industry like comets, not quite touching. There is something similar about all four, but exactly what isn’t obvious. They compete for the same energy from the same people at the same point. A few people can navigate freely between them, but most people get lost trying to do any one of them well, let alone all four.

	This presents us with the riddle I hope to solve in this book. I have taught all of them, but until recently couldn’t nail down how they complete and complement each other. I think I finally can.

	They all hinge on the same core concepts, without which you will make a mess of any of them; and with mastery of which you can move freely between them. 

	My hope with this book is to give you choices: Choose use cases here, user stories there, epics that might or might not be use cases, and a story map backed up by those use cases.

	Or just choose any one, and don’t make a mess of it.

	
Organization of the book

	This is designed to be a book for you to teach yourself these three techniques, and also a university textbook for the material with exercises and answers to (some of) the exercises. 

	To suit these two purposes, each section has a specific recommendation to make, such as “Decompose everything, not just the verbs,” which is explained with a key idea, core instruction on the recommendation, additional fine print for the interested reader, and drills for practice. 

	I include my answers for some of the drills at the back, so you can see how I address the questions in the drills. 

	With that in mind, here are the major parts in the book: 

	Part 0: Overview of the whole story

	Part 1: Key concepts for all of them

	Part 2: About user stories

	Part 3: About use cases

	Part 4: Relating user stories and use cases

	Part 5: About story maps

	Part 6: Playing them together

	

	Appendix A contains answers to selected exercises, and Appendix B contains a large set of examples of use cases.

	You need to master Part 1: Key concepts for all of them. With those concepts in your grasp, the three techniques and moving between them become quite straightforward. So dig into Part 1 with diligence. After that you can select chapters as you like.

	


Part 0: Overview of the whole story

	This Part 0 is for people wanting a quick sketch of what’s coming up, and for those who already know a lot and just want the punchline.

	 

	0.1. “What the heck is a user story, use case, etc., anyway?” is a one pager with just that in it. 

	0.2. “Just tell me how they fit together, already” walks you through an example. 

	0.3. “What you’re probably doing wrong and how to fix it” is for the more advanced reader, the person who wants some meat right away, in a condensed format. These are all the key sentences from the book with a small table on the key idea, what mistake you are probably making and how to fix it.

	 

	
0.1. What the heck is a user story, use case, etc., anyway?

	 

	A user story is a short phrase or sentence that captures a user’s wants.

	It can be about anything they can notice. It is not intended to be a specification; it is intended to live in a conversation between a user and a developer. They discuss what the short phrase should intend, then the developer goes and programs it up, shows it to the user, revises the work, repeats, etc., until the user says, “Yes, that’s good.” A user story should be small enough to fit into an iteration.

	An epic is a fat user story. 

	A user story is supposed to be small enough that the development team can finish it in a single iteration. Clearly, not all user requests fit into just one iteration. The term epic indicates that this item is big and will need to be broken down. 

	A use case is a special writing format to describe the interactions needed for a user to achieve a goal they might have. 

	Unlike a user story, it is written with full sentences, failure conditions, how those failures are patched up (or not), and what happens at the end. It is a full spec of the behavior of the system with respect to that user goal. 

	A story map is a 2-dimensional grid of epics and user stories.

	Every user role gets its own vertical space. The top row of the grid shows the user tasks needed to complete a business process. Each column below that contains all the user stories involved in delivering the higher-up cards. 

	
0.2. Just tell me how they fit together, already.

	Here’s the punchline of the entire book:

	#1: Put the business needs into use cases to align everyone on what will be built and to look for interesting corner cases. 

	#2: Move elements of the use cases to a story map to sequence and visualize the system’s evolution. 

	#3: Cut user stories out of the story map or the use cases to track the individual pieces of work being done.

	And here is the justification: 

	User stories are tiny things that tag bits of work being done. They are very useful for knowing where each item is during development. They don’t show the big picture and it is nearly impossible to find the corner cases early, so they are not sufficient in most cases.

	Use cases allow you to communicate easily to all parts of your organization what you intend to build, and let you find obscure corner cases early. They don’t easily let you see how each iteration or release differs from its predecessor, nor do they show where the pieces are in development. 

	Story maps sketch the big picture at the top level and break down how the iterations evolve from each other. They help find some of the corner cases. However, the two-dimensional grid of little rectangles does not communicate easily across an organization. Use cases do that better.

	All three require collaboration between the business experts and the developers. Without that collaboration, they all fail, so don’t try.

	It is possible to blend them to get the advantages of each in varying circumstances. 

	 


0.3. A simple example. Buy a Mars bar from a candy machine.

	A use case is just how you might instruct a child: 

	
“Go to the machine and push the button under the Mars bar. It will light up the price on the side. Put in the money. It will drop the candy and the change. Bring those back to me.

 If it is out of Mars bars, it will say “Empty.” In this case, choose a Milky Way. If that is also empty, then never mind, don’t buy anything and give me back the money.

 If it is out of change, it will say, “Exact change only.” That’s okay, I want the candy anyway, so put in the money. It will drop the candy and not give any change. Just bring me the candy.“



	That is already a (casual style) use case. The more formal, “fully-dressed” style has the steps numbered, like this: 

	
		

				
Use Case 1: Buy a candy
System under Discussion: The candy machine
Primary Actor: The customer
Goal Level: Sea-level

Main success scenario: 

1. Customer selects candy, the machine shows the price and allows 
     money to be put in.

2. Customer puts in the money.

3. Machine drops the candy and the change.

Extensions:

1a. No more of that candy: 
      Machine shows “Empty” and doesn’t accept money.

1b. No change available in the machine:
      Machine puts up “Exact change required.”

3a. No change available in the machine:
      Machine drops the candy but no change.


		

	


	 

	 


We will want to design, develop, test and deploy that system in stages. So let’s break that use case into user stories to be implemented in a fine-grained incremental manner: 

	
		

				
User Stories

1: Show price for a selected item.

2: Open money entry slot when an item is selected.

3: Accept and register amount of money entered.

4: Calculate change.

5: Drop a selected amount of money.

(…and a few dozen more)


		

	


	For any real system, you will have hundreds or thousands of these. It is, quite frankly, difficult to make sense of them all. 

	To make sense of them, let’s make a story map, which will also show the evolution of the system. 

	[image: Picture of a story map with two releases]

	Figure 1, Chapter 0.3. Story map for “Buy a candy.” 

	In most systems there will be several user roles. Each gets its own section of the wall. In this system, we have only one, the Customer. We label the top row with the activities to support. This is the “backbone.” Under each activity we put the user stories that make up that activity. In this example, the first three rows show the first usable release, the final two rows show the second.

	I like this combination:

	
		Keep the “business” in the use cases, as they show clearly what will get built, with the connections between the various scenarios. It is easy to share around the company.

		Create work assignments and show what will get delivered in each release with a story map. Use it to balance the stories in each release. It works best on a large wall. The online version can be shared with others using online picture tools, but it is not as compelling as the physical wall.

		Track the tiny development steps that need to be taken with the individual user stories. 



	In Part 6 of the book, I show three different combinations of using them together:

	
		
Use cases to story maps to user stories (as I showed here).

		
Story map first, then find and fill holes in it by writing some use cases. Cut those into user stories and put those back on the story map.

		Stay with use cases the entire time. Break the steps into user stories directly (not using story maps), marking your document with what has been delivered, what is in development and what has not been touched.



	 


0.4. What you’re probably doing wrong and how to fix it.

	There are some mistakes that are so common that I can tell you about them in advance. 

	The following tables not only summarize the book, but help you spot those mistakes and avoid or fix them. 

	 

	Summarizing Part 1: Key concepts for all of them      18

	Summarizing Part 2: About user stories            21

	Summarizing Part 3: About use cases               23

	Summarizing Part 4: Relating user stories and use cases   26

	Summarizing Part 5: About story maps               28

	Summarizing Part 6: Playing them together         30

	 

	 


Summarizing Part 1: The 7 key concepts

	 

	Chapter 1.1.    Manage precision

	
		

				Idea:

				Sometimes, you say less because you know less, sometimes you say less because your audience doesn't need to know the details. “Precision” is how much you care to say about something.

		

		
				Mistake:

				Demanding high precision early or drowning your audience in high precision later.

		

		
				Cost:

				Wasted time delving into precision early or losing your readers when you present your work in too much detail.

		

		
				Fix:

				Work at low precision early, “just enough to proceed.” Add precision to control risk and allow next-level work to start. Keep the low-precision versions separate from the high-precision ones.

		

	


	 

	Chapter 1.2.    Understand how verbs imply durations. 

	
		

				Idea:

				Use altitude to tag duration: “sea-level” for simple business tasks; “kite” for longer duration; “fish” for shorter.

		

		
				Mistake:

				You’re probably writing a jumble of verbs with differing durations.

		

		
				Cost:

				Readers notice unconsciously and get confused.

		

		
				Fix:

				Tag the levels. 
Keep adjacent verb durations similar. 
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