Behind Every Great
Product
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Introduction :

Every member of the product team is important. To succeed, a
company must design, build, test and market the product effectively.
That said, there is one role that is absolutely crucial to producing a
good product, yet it is often the most misunderstood and
underutilized of all the roles. This is the role of the product manager.

In this paper we discuss the role and responsibilities of the good
product manager, and then we look at the characteristics of good

. 1
product managers, where to find them, and how to develop them.
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The first confusion that we often encounter when looking at the product
manager role is that it is often referred to by another name or it is lumped in
with another role: program manager, product marketing, project
management, engineering management, or sometimes in small companies, a

founder or executive.

At Microsoft, and at a few other companies, the role of product manager
as we use it here is known as a program manager. To confuse things further,
Microsoft also has a role known as the product manager, but that is what

most refers to as product marketing.

We also find some companies using the old-school definition of product
manager, which is essentially the brand manager concept from the consumer
packaged goods industry. This is primarily the product marketing function

under the title of product manager.

Yet by whatever title or organizational alignment, behind every great
product you will find a good product manager, in the sense we describe here.

We have yet to see an exception to this rule.

The problem with combining the product manager role with another role,
such as product marketing or project management, is that it is very hard to
find someone who can do both types of jobs well. Each of these roles is
critical, and each requires special skills and talents. We have known some truly

exceptional people that can excel in both roles, but these people are very
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rare.

Further, for all but the simplest of products, the role of product manager
as defined here is an all-consuming, full-time job, requiring a dedicated
person. If you ask the product marketing person or project manager to cover
the product management role, even if the person has the skills and talents
required for both, it is unlikely she will have the bandwidth to do both jobs
well. Further, for large product efforts, it is not uncommon to find a team of

product managers.

The most common problem we have seen is that a product marketing
person is asked to fulfill the role of product manager, and while this person
might be outstanding in terms of product marketing skills and talents,
creating a product is much different than telling the world about that product.
The rest of the product team comes to view this person as simply “the
marketing resource” that is useful for gathering market requirements from
customers or from the sales force, and serving as the interface between the
product development organization and the customers. While this model may
yield useful market requirements, these are not the same as useful product

requirements.

Hopefully someone else on the product team steps in and performs the
true product management function, sometimes a lead engineer, sometimes a

manager. If that person has the skills, and also the bandwidth, the product
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may still succeed. More often, however, the product is in trouble right from

the start.

Let us look now at exactly what the product manager is responsible for:
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Identifying and Assessing Opportunities iRBIFIFHNS

Product ideas can come from any number of sources:
-Customers

-Your competitor’s customers

-Industry analysts

-Your company's executives

-The sales and marketing staff

-The product development team

-Your company's customer service representatives
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-Your operations staff

-Your own experiences and knowledge of the market and technology

Your job as product manager is to evaluate these product ideas and
decide which product ideas are worth pursuing, and which are not. If you do
decide to pursue an opportunity, your assessment needs to determine what it

will take to succeed.

There are two useful outcomes of an opportunity assessment. One is that
you determine the idea should not be pursued, either because the need isn't
great enough, or the technology isn't ready, or your team or company is not
well-suited, or any number of possible reasons, and you prevent your

company from wasting the time and money on a poor opportunity.

The other useful outcome is that you determine that this is indeed a very
good product opportunity, and that the time is right and you believe your
team can deliver an effective product solution. The key here is to identify what
it will take to succeed in this market so that management knows what the

company will be getting into.

The other possible outcomes — deciding to move forward on a poor
opportunity, or deciding to pass on what would have been a great product

for you — are both undesirable outcomes of an assessment.
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Right Product/Right Time IERHI=gn/IERBHIRTIE]

First and foremost, the good product manager is responsible for defining
the right product at the right time. What this means is that the product needs
to have the right features for the right market, and must be able to be

executed with the technology available in the required market window.

It is easy to define fantastic products that can't be built, or at least can't
be built profitably or in the necessary timeframe. It is equally easy to define
products that can be built profitably but which are not compelling to the

customer.

The art of product management is to combine a deep understanding of
your target customer’'s needs and desires with the capabilities of your
engineering team and the technologies they have to work with in order to

come up with a product definition that is both compelling and achievable.

The process of coming up with the right product/right time boils down to
insight, judgment, and the ability to make choices. Of the hundreds of
possible and even desirable features in the product, which are the few that
are actually essential to the success of the product? Are the technologies
mature enough to achieve the quality we need? Can we produce the product

economically enough to be profitable?

Generally, the product manager identifies the product requirements and
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captures them for the product team in some sort of specification, often called

: 3 :
a Product Requirements Document (PRD), or a product spec . We discuss
more about the process of identifying the critical requirements later, but the
owner for the requirements and the person ultimately responsible that those

are the right requirements is the product manager.
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Product Strategy and Roadmap 7= arbkEEF1IRE&E
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Usually products grow and evolve over time, so when we refer to a
"product” we really mean the collection of product releases for that product.
The course a product will take over time is also the responsibility of the

product manager. This is important for several reasons.

When a product team is hard at work on a product, they want to know
what is next. Will this be the end of the product? Or will they be enhancing the
product over time to meet additional needs or markets? This information is
not just of passing interest to the product team. The vision for the product
line and the product strategy can be very motivational to the team. Often
compromises must be made to meet required timeframes, and if the team
understands that features they feel strongly about will be coming in a

following version, they feel better about their work.

Second, it can help the engineering organization immensely to
understand the future of a product as there are hundreds of decisions they
need to make architecturally that can depend on future use. It is much better
to give them as much information as possible rather than risk the team having

to rebuild major components later.

Third, it helps the sales and marketing organization in communicating
the vision of the product to customers and industry analysts if they know
where the product is going. You must use care in releasing product details

and availability both for competitive reasons and because the details and
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availability will likely change over time. But your customers also want to know

where the product is heading.

Once the product manager has painted a clear and compelling picture of
where the product is intended to go over the next few years, the product
roadmap should chart the course to get there. What capabilities and releases
should happen when? What markets will be served by each release? The
specifics of each release along the way are then covered in the product

requirements document for each version.

The product manager is responsible for this product strategy and the
steps that will get the product from here to there. The strategy and roadmap
should reflect the input and buy-in of the full product team, and should be

reviewed and approved by the company executives.
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Manages Product Not People BIEr=GRimAEA

As if all this weren't difficult enough, there is another responsibility that
can be sometimes the most challenging, and which can frustrate even the
best of product managers. That responsibility is leading, but not managing,

the extended product team.

In most organizational structures, the product manager is not directly
managing any of the people who actually create the product. Rather, the

engineers typically work for engineering managers, and the designers work
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for design managers, and the testers work for quality assurance managers,

and so on.

This means that the product manager is rarely able to guide the product
solely by authority. Rather, she has to persuade and cajole the product team
members to do her bidding. As the owner of the product requirements, she
certainly can influence many aspects of the product through that mechanism,
but the product manager quickly finds that there are many decisions that she
does not own but which impact her product. For these, she must use her

persuasive skills.

The good product manager develops and maintains strong relationships
with the members of the team by mutual earned respect and her ability to

persuade with facts, logic, enthusiasm and a proven track record.

Why are organizations set up this way? There are two major reasons. First,
organizationally it is generally not practical to give the product manager the
additional responsibility of actually managing the many people on the
product team. Doing a good job managing is itself a very difficult and
demanding job. You must provide all the people on your team the assistance
they need, worry about their career development, manage the scheduling
and resource allocation, and deal with the many project dependencies. For all
but the smallest teams and products, it is simply not reasonable to expect a

single individual can manage a product and all the people who will be
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creating that product.

Second, there is a natural system of checks and balances in place when
the product manager must convince the rest of the product team based on
the merits of an argument rather than by edict. If the product team is strong,
the product manager will benefit greatly from the debates she will have with
engineers, testers, designers, and marketing. She will learn from these
arguments and either change her opinion, or be forced to think harder and

come up with stronger reasons.

There will occasionally be an impasse, especially when the team is strong
and people feel passionately about the product (as you should hope they do),
and this is generally where executive management can be of assistance. If the
decision is an important one, then a broader discussion of the issue is very

likely useful and appropriate.

One important point in building the necessary relationship with the other
members of the product team is for the product manager to always keep in
mind that she is not the architect, or the project manager, or the engineering
manager. She needs to trust that these people will do their job. This is
especially difficult for the product manager that has done those jobs in the
past, but for a healthy product team, each person needs to be empowered to

do their job, and not be micro-managed.

It is undeniable that at times the product manager will feel additional
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stress due to the burden of having to persuade her colleagues rather than
simply instruct them what she needs done. And it will also slow down the
decision process at times. But the best product managers do not want the
product team to do things simply because she tells them to — she wants them

to do them because they believe in her and they believe in the product.

This is not to say that the good product manager can't ask questions. Just
as the other team members can and should question product decisions of the
product manager, the product manager is often in a good position to see the
whole product and any issues that might arise. The key is to raise the question

with the appropriate team members and let them own and resolve any issues.
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Represents Product Internally EBMEFm

The product manager is also responsible for representing the product
team across the company. It is tempting to deemphasize this responsibility,
and to focus exclusively on creating the actual product, but the experienced
product manager knows that neglecting this responsibility can all too easily
result in the project getting cancelled, losing resources, or not getting the

support within the company that every product needs in order to succeed.
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Evangelism {&&

The good product manager is the evangelist for her product — she is
constantly championing the product and explaining the vision and benefits of

the product.

There are many forms this evangelism may take. You might be invited to
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speak to other product teams, to new employees, at sales meetings, customer
feedback sessions, etc. You may be asked to write an article for a company

newsletter, or prepare slides for executive presentations.

The good product manager knows to take this work seriously, to ensure
that as many people as possible understand and support her project, and she
also knows that she should do everything she can to create reusable materials.
It is entirely possible at a large company that the product manager will be
asked to speak as many as 100 times during the course of a project. Creating
reusable, annotated presentations, publication quality articles or white papers,
and useful, readable status reports can go a long way towards reducing the

time burden that this responsibility includes.

While the good product manager will represent the product to many
different types of groups across the company, there are two that are
especially important and require specific guidance: executive management,

and the sales and marketing organization.
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Executive Review BE=E#%

One important group that the product manager will need to work hard
to keep apprised is executive management. Most organizations will have
some form of periodic review of the product plan. Getting buy-in at these and
other executive forums is an especially important but challenging
responsibility. It is critically important because executive support is essential
for the product effort to continue. It is challenging because often the
executives barely know the product manager or the other individuals involved
— they want to have confidence in the team, but they know their job is to

ensure that the plan is sound.

A good product manager will think through executives’ concerns and
address as many as possible proactively. She also knows when to defend her
position, and when to simply accept feedback and move on. The key is to be
diligent in following up on unanswered questions or issues, and ensure that

they are addressed prior to the next checkpoint meeting. It is also key to do
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your homework and bring facts to the presentation, and not simply opinions.

In good companies, executives tend to be smart, experienced, and
articulate -- that's why they are executives. As a result, it's easy to assume that
they have superior judgment and should set the strategic direction for your
product. This is a bad assumption. Executives can be excellent at verifying that
a strategy is sound or suggesting interesting ideas, but not necessarily well
equipped to set the strategy for a particular product. Executives lack the deep
knowledge of the market, competition, technology, customer base and team

that is necessary to chart a successful product course.

Beware, because executives can easily sound like they are giving specific
strategy instructions when they only mean to suggest alternatives to be
investigated and considered. Good product managers understand that

executives can verify that a plan is good, but cannot dictate a good plan.
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Sales and Marketing $5&F1E4S

Another important group to which you must represent the product is
sales and marketing. Hopefully, you have a dedicated product marketing
person on your product team that supports the sales organization. If not, as

product manager you may be asked to cover these responsibilities as well.

The marketing and sales organizations will have a legitimate need to
understand what is coming, and what the vision is, and how the product will
be positioned. They need to integrate this product in with other products, and

ensure that the positioning is compatible with corporate positioning and
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branding, and also work with major customers to ensure that they are primed

and ready to successfully deploy the software.

It is tempting to try and avoid the sales organization, especially prior to
the product release, but realize that the sales channel is your path to your
customers, and without them your product will go nowhere fast. Realize also
that in multi-product companies, getting the mindshare of the sales
organization can be difficult, so you will need to work hard to ensure that the
sales force is equipped with everything they need to effectively sell your

product.

The major potential danger when working with the sales organization in
advance of the product release is that they can very easily set incorrect
expectations with customers regarding timing, features, compatibility, etc. If
you provide this level of detail, then you need to know that it will almost
certainly make it to your competitors. (A sales rep about to lose a deal to a
competitor will do everything she can think of to prevent this, including
sending everything she can find on the great new product you're preparing
to release to a prospective customer, who will then share it with the
competitor to see their response.) If you don't provide that level of detall,
then the sales rep will often assume things herself, which can also be very

dangerous when some of the assumptions prove incorrect.

Another risk is that the sales force will stop selling the current products
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prematurely, and focus on the new product too far before it is available
(consider especially the case where your product schedule may slip), which

can have significant negative impact on your company’s financial situation.

The company’s sales management can often be helpful in striking the
right balance here. They understand the issues involved, and they do not

want to risk cannibalizing sales of existing products, or misleading customers.

The good product manager works with the product marketing and field
organizations to ensure that the right level of information is distributed at the

right time to the right people.

RS miIB— N EERRVERBHENEHE. FIHLEIR | IR A+
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SHMHERRE I SIEIIRER  IRENES LA m , BT , LUK~ 53
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K 2 K L%



m vceMm

o 7 i 2 BRI R

HEr-mAmZBFHERR TIFREERREM( ] sEZ THIZFAEIE 451 | &
BUFZHHRIIAITRE, WRIFKRHFMIARR | BBAMRIFRINE | RIS FEE
SHEFRRITmER. (ATERERFHRER T  HEARSKAMWEREIN—EE
[RIEE S FEESE Pt ET BB A RIBRAIFTmAIE R  AEXLE 5
SHMFRFEEDZTEEERFNFIRNL, ) RIFRHIFMIIRA | HERRAE

FEERRR—EEE | SXESBWERR A EREER , SZROEARK T,

B INER  HEARSERRIFIEESRm , T IR IR I R RIERY

Frem Lt (TEZZRAIFRNFmITIBIFREE ) XIS AERMEIERIEREX

RERHERIERE R TIIRXMMDF ., tIAESZEXNER  FEMIE

NMEERFENE~mAYEE | SERSEF,

R IR M EHA RN GURAIA TIERS BEaAaRIEIEMRIKAIER

TEIEMBRIRTIEE RIS IERBRI A

Represents Customer {%&ZF

During the course of defining, designing, building, testing and launching
a product there are literally hundreds of decisions that impact the final
product. During the many debates and discussions behind these decisions, it

is the responsibility of the product manager to represent the target customer.

This is why it is so essential to have a very deep understanding and
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empathy for the target customer. Not every decision will go the customer’s
way, but not every decision has to. What is absolutely critical is that the final
resulting product is compelling to the customer. The product manager needs
to understand the customer enough to know which battles are minor, and

which will be decisive.

Other members of the product team represent customers as well — the
product marketing person hopefully has relevant experience with the target
market, and the quality assurance people should have a good understanding
of the customer’s environment, and the designers should have a good
appreciation for the customer’s comfort and tolerances. But the ultimate
voice of the customer on a product team is the product manager, and you
need to ensure that the customer is considered in every decision that impacts
the customer (which will be just about every decision, either directly or

indirectly).
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1
This paper is based on work originally done with Ben Horowitz and David Weiden while we were all at

Netscape Communications. Ben and David are two of the best product management minds I've had the
privilege of working with.

1 AN RN RESZEREMSATHIBen HorowitzADavid Weiden—i2i2EH), AKX EERFH—
EI{EIR B nEERENEs.

This is an especially unfortunate title since most of the industry uses the term “program manager” to

refer to a project manager that coordinates across multiple projects.

2 XR—MEEER e , BAXRSHIWTIRA BRI RNRE  RNUETERSE 7N
ZIMENRESIE,

Microsoft uses the term “Functional Specification” to refer to this document. By whatever name, the

key is that the spec must define the product’s functionality and the complete user experience.
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K 2 K L%



i UCPM ‘
UNION OF CHINA PRODUCT MANACER q:' FZ I:I]:ll:]éé IEH%%

B4R (Behind Every Great Product) (II)
--CHARACTERISTICS OF GOOD PRODUCT MANAGERS—
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