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Product Manager or PM

Likely the most common role for 415/515 alums 

interested in products.



What is a Product Manager (PM)?
The market-facing owner of what the product is.

• Creator or guardian of the product vision.

• Interpreter and protector of the customer experience.

• Guide for the technical resources to create or improve the product.

• Prioritizer of the feature and improvement road map.

• (Sometimes called “CEO of the Product” – but rarely has direct authority 

and rarely has P&L responsibility.)
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What is a Product Marketing Manager (PMM)?
Typically responsible for demand generation assuming the product.

• Channel management.

• Advertising.

• Marketing communications.

• Pricing (usually joint/coordinated decision).

• Coordination with Sales function.

”PM” is a very common title in ”tech” but less so in other domains.

These canonical roles –

may overlap in practice.



Product Matters
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MORE: http://theengineeringmanager.com/growth/zoom-an-ipo-done-right/

http://theengineeringmanager.com/growth/zoom-an-ipo-done-right/


Product Management Roles and the Product Lifecycle
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Retiring 

Product

Maximizing Product

Improvements, 

extensions, 

enhancements

1 – 4 years 2 – 20+ years

Innovators

Builders

Tuners

most common

least common

MORE: http://www.sachinrekhi.com/3-types-of-product-managers-builders-tuners-innovators

http://www.sachinrekhi.com/3-types-of-product-managers-builders-tuners-innovators
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SOURCE: https://www.blackblot.com/

https://www.blackblot.com/


Tools and Capabilities
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Innovators

Builders

TunersInnovation tournaments

Agile development

Customer analytics

Product vision statement

415/515 toolkit (e.g., needs analysis)

KPIs / Dashboards

Customer feedback



Tools and Capabilities
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Innovators

Builders

TunersInnovation tournaments

Agile development

Customer analytics

Product vision statement

415/515 toolkit (e.g., needs analysis)

KPIs / Dashboards

Customer feedback



Product Vision (aka “North Star”)

“Mad Libs” Form
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SOURCE: https://www.radicalproduct.com/

Today when [people who are interested in learning about wine 

(specifically those whose wine knowledge level is 2–6 on a scale of 1–

10)], want to [try wines], they have to [pick wines based on attractive 

labels or try what’s on sale]. This is unacceptable because [it’s hard to 

learn about wine this way and leads to hits and misses (mostly 

misses)]. We envision a world where [buying wines is as simple as 

renting movies on Netflix]. We are bringing this world about through 

[our algorithm that gives you recommendations for wines you’re likely 

to like, and our operational setup that quickly delivers wines from your 

queue to your table].

From Radhika Dutt (Radical Product) for her start-up Likelii

https://www.radicalproduct.com/


“Waterfall” Development Process
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Agile Development (aka Scrum)
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References https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agile_software_development

https://www.scrum.org/

Product 

Manager

Scrum 

Master

1-2 week sprints
”stories”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agile_software_development
https://www.scrum.org/


Agile – Scrum Stories

Describe functions, jobs, and user needs in terms of stories about the user.

Examples:

• As a user, I can backup my entire hard drive. [Broad stories are sometimes called epics.]

• As a power user, I can specify files or folders to backup based on file size, date created and date 

modified.

• As a user, I can indicate folders not to backup so that my backup drive isn't filled up with things I 

don't need saved.
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MORE: 

https://www.mountaingoatsoftware.com/agile/user-stories

https://www.mountaingoatsoftware.com/agile/user-stories


Agile not always viable approach – Why not?
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Modular vs. Integral Architectures
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modular integral

Shimano brake 

and shift lever 

system

SOURCE: 

Karl T. Ulrich, Design: Creation of Artifacts in Society. http://ulrichbook.org/

http://ulrichbook.org/


Modular vs. Integral Architectures
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SOURCE: 

Karl T. Ulrich, Design: Creation of Artifacts in Society. http://ulrichbook.org/

Function Diagram for a Trailer

http://ulrichbook.org/


Why Integral Architectures?
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BMW RS1100 Engine/Transmission/Frame System

MORE: 

Karl T. Ulrich, Design: Creation of Artifacts in Society. http://ulrichbook.org/

http://ulrichbook.org/


Customer Feedback and Product Improvement

One week in April with American Airlines
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• Separate refund process for ticket and seat 

upgrade.
• Paper vouchers for credits.
• Reposting FF miles for cancelled tickets.

• Bag left on plane, wrong instructions.
• Three wifi systems, one incompatible with 

monthly plan.

• Apparently….no product manager.



Product Improvement

• End-to-end customer experience.

• Direct exposure to customers.

• Observational methods.

• Integrated feedback mechanisms.

• Feature prioritization and road map.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=weI0s_OA7VsUnited too (for balance): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5YGc4zOqozo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=weI0s_OA7Vs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5YGc4zOqozo


Professional Capabilities Required for Product Managers

• Care about product.

• Focused on customers.

• Comfortable with ambiguity and lack of 

structure.

• Ability to influence without authority.

• Use of data, analysis.

• Technical knowledge and credibility.

• Strong interpersonal skills.
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Pathways to a Product Management Role

Engineering degree – work in technical role, move into product management role in same 
company or industry.

Wharton or Engineering UG – recruit directly for PM roles (e.g., Amazon, Microsoft).

Work doing almost anything, then do MBA with internship or side projects related to product 
management – then recruit for PM (e.g., Amazon). 

Note: A few companies (e.g., Google) typically only hire PMs with engineering UG and tech 
work experience.

Or…start a business – founders are typically the company’s initial product managers.

K
a

rl
 T

. 
U

lr
ic

h

21

1

2

3

4



Learning More
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Sachin Rekhi (W05 ENG05) blog – http://sachinrekhi.com/

Product Management Insider (Medium) - https://medium.com/pminsider

(Radical) Product Vision Toolkit - https://www.radicalproduct.com/
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http://sachinrekhi.com/
https://medium.com/pminsider
https://www.radicalproduct.com/

