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Introduction 

 

The origins of Product Management date back to the 1930s at Procter and Gamble where the concept of 

a product-focused brand manager was developed. While product management has become well defined 

in the Consumer Packaged Goods industry, the practice of product management in technology 

industries is still evolving, especially in the software and e-business segments. 

 

In the 1980s, Intuit became famous for its “Follow Me Home” program, in which Intuit employees would 

visit Quicken software users in their usage environments – their homes – to observe their use of the 

product. Insights gathered from this on-site customer analysis were fed into product enhancement 

requirements. Intuit continues to be among the leaders in innovative software product management. 

 

In 1991, Regis McKenna, who wrote Marketing is Everything for Harvard Business Review, predicted 

“The 1990s will belong to the customer,” thanks to technology. He said, “The marketer must be 

an integrator, both internally – synthesizing technological capability with market needs – and externally 

– bringing the customer into the company as a participant in the development and adaptation of goods 

and services.” This person would play a key role in what he called the “market-driven company.” 

 

The role that McKenna described has become the Product Management organization in today’s 

technology companies. Too often, Product Management teams are haphazardly created. An engineer is 

put in charge of directing requirements because he knows the product well. A great product seller is 

given the reins because she knows the customer. People are put in charge of products with little 

incentive, time and sometimes ability to function strategically, above the product level. Product 

Management may be spun up within the Technology organization or the Marketing organization. The 

result is inevitably a misaligned group whose effectiveness is limited. In order to assure a company is 

successfully “market-driven” the Product Management team needs to be properly designed and 

scalable, just as a product should be, from the beginning. 

 

 

Challenges that Growing Companies Face 

 

In early startups, the founder or CEO is the visionary, the market expert, the product expert, the 

fundraiser and the operational leader. He is the hub of the company around which all parts revolve. At 

some point, the bandwidth of this individual becomes stretched so thin that he is no longer able to tend 

to the increasing demands of each of these roles. Leading the company and raising capital become top 

priorities and product portfolio leadership takes a back seat. Other parts of the company fill the void, 

but they don’t share the leader’s strategic perspective. 

 

As the company grows, the number of customers grows. Since the need to generate revenue is huge, 

sales opportunities are often pursued without regard to opportunity cost. New products and product 

enhancements become sales-driven, as opposed to market-driven. With a disparate set of customers, 

the company begins taking orders instead of solving market problems.  

 

New technology-driven innovations also result in new products, sometimes with little input from the 

market. The result is often a product line that doesn’t align with the needs of target markets or company 

strategic direction and lacks synergy between products. Resources are spent on disparate, non-aligned 

initiatives and marketplace perception of the company becomes muddied. 
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A rapidly moving and evolving company is rarely strong on process, documentation and clearly divided 

responsibilities. Chaos is the norm. When the staff was small, this lack of structure was manageable 

because people wore many hats and frequent interaction between a few people didn’t require such 

disciplines. With the CEO in charge of products, there was little need for business cases or reporting. As 

staff expands and roles are divided, planning to facilitate the flow of information becomes necessary. 

 

 

The Importance of Product Management 

 
“The long-term interests of shareholders are perfectly aligned with the interests of customers.” – Jeff Bezos 

 

The role of the Product Management team is to implement business strategy while also playing the role 

of market advocate. They must assure that ideas implemented are in alignment with the overall 

corporate strategy. Product Management guides the company on how to invest its limited resources to 

deliver competitive products that are in line with market needs and then works with other teams to 

better enable them to help the company reach business goals. Product Management is instrumental in 

achieving business goals across the product lifecycle, which includes the following stages: Pre-

Development, Development, Introduction/Launch, Growth, Maturity, Decline, and End of Life. 

 

Product Management is the voice of the market inside the company. The “market” consists of 

customers and non-customers, buyers and users at companies in target market segments. They are the 

truth tellers to executive management, development, sales and other parts of the company by 

synthesizing meaningful market data into actionable information. A good Product Management team 

builds consensus and is welcomed into strategic planning and tactical activities alike. As the voice of the 

market, it is Product Management’s responsibility to assure the company’s solution set and messaging 

are aligned with company’s strategy and market needs. Any misalignment of market, product or strategy 

will result in less-than-optimal profits for the company. 

 

In maintaining this alignment, Product Management helps keep the company focused, avoiding “shiny 

objects” that may appear to be good opportunities but in reality are distractions. Products and 

enhancements are built and marketed based on market needs, regardless of how great a new 

innovation may seem. Product Management cuts through the noise of hundreds of great ideas and 

customer requests to guide the organization down a path that results in maximized revenue at 

minimized cost. It is their role to persuade others to do what’s right for the company. 

 

Product Management acts as the hub of 

product and market information for Sales, 

Marketing, Development, Support, Finance, 

Management and other parts of the 

company. Without this hub, each department 

develops their own perception of market 

reality, product capabilities and product 

portfolio direction. 

 

Product managers are expected to be able to effectively communicate with all of these distinct internal 

groups while also getting out of the office to work with customers, partners and other parties. They act 

as a sort of translator, engaging customers in their language, translating that message to Management 

in their language for proposals and translating the message to Development in their language to relay 
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product requirements. The circle is completed by expressing product features and benefits to customers 

in their language. 

 

Product managers take it upon themselves to become recognized experts in all areas involving products: 

customers, the market, technology, competition, channels, media, analysts, trends and anything else 

that must be taken into account to win. They have a strong vision for their products and develop 

winning strategies that align with company goals and ensure that investments of time, money and 

energy are well-spent. With this parallel view of the tactical present and strategic future, Product 

Management is positioned to support the current product portfolio while directing activity that 

positions the company for competitiveness in the future. 

 
Diagram provided by Proficientz 

 

 

Framework of a Strategically-Aligned and Market-Focused Product Management Organization 

 
“You got to be careful if you don't know where you're going, because you might not get there.” - Yogi Berra 

 

Product groups in technology companies vary widely and are generally not rationally designed. Most 

often, they form somewhat spontaneously as the need for greater discipline in the area arises.  Rather 

than beginning with the end in mind, product organizations are assembled piece-by-piece as needed. 

Usually, the early players recruited into product management roles come from the Development or 

Sales teams. Rarely does the foundation laid at the beginning lead to an optimal product management 

function that aligns product strategy around market needs and the company’s strategic direction. 

 

“Traditional” product managers, if there is such a thing in technology companies, are tactically-focused 

on the success of their product or products. They fight for resources, lead short-term developments and 

manage a 3-12 month roadmap for their products without much regard to other products in the 

company. They are usually goaled based on the revenue or profit growth of their products, not the 

success of the product portfolio as a whole, so this narrow focus is often culturally-driven. This product-

aligned role creates a strategy gap that can limit a company’s effectiveness as it continues to grow.  
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Directors of Product Management are often focused on the business of product management, 

implementing structure and process where chaos previously reigned. Vice Presidents of Product 

Management act as senior staff, a sort of consigliere, to the executive team. This person is the link 

between company strategy and product strategy. The VP of PM is the one whose job is to say, “Yes, but 

the right thing for our long-term business and the markets we serve is…”  Until the growing company is 

ready to support both a VP and a Director, one person must wear both hats. In the very early stages, one 

person may have to temporarily also wear the product manager hat, but a roadmap to a more mature 

Product Management team should be defined up front. 

 

Long-term success requires alignment of Product with the 

market and corporate strategic direction. To assure this, 

Product Management should report to directly to the CEO, 

COO, President or General Manager. This positioning retains 

alignment with corporate strategic direction and retains balance 

between Sales and Technology. This reduces the risk of 

becoming too sales-driven or too technology-driven.  

 

It also puts Product Management in a neutral position from 

which it can advise senior management when strategic 

budgetary and organizational changes are required. Neutrality 

preserves the important consigliere role of the leader of the 

Product Management team. 

 

Technology companies are realizing the importance of this organizational alignment as evidenced by the 

fact that the majority of Product Management departments now report directly to a President or CEO, 

whereas only 22% did ten years ago.1 

 

So how do we effectively manage the day-to-day support needs of our products, continue to enhance 

existing products and create innovative new products while meeting the evolving needs of our clients 

and achieving corporate growth objectives? From Day One, the role of product management needs to 

be divided.  

 

A strategic Product Portfolio Manager focuses on target market segment dynamics, while a team of 

Product Analysts or Product Owners manage the day-to-day needs of the individual products. The 

Product Portfolio Manager lives in the “strategic zone” full time. The focus for this role is on information 

gathering and translating that intelligence into a product portfolio strategy that aligns with the current 

and emerging needs of target market segments. The result is a solution set based on market needs, not 

products. A group of products can deliver exponentially greater value together than each product is 

capable of delivering individually. 

 

With a higher view, the Product Portfolio Manager can “see above the trees” to craft solutions that 

aren’t limited to product boundaries. Spending 25%-50% of his time on away-from-the-office market-

facing activities, the Product Portfolio Manager can focus on market segment business needs, segment-

focused solutions and a strategic portfolio roadmap. The perspective of this role more closely resembles 

that which was originally held by a founder or CEO in the company’s early days than the “traditional” 

product manager role. 
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The tactical day-to-day product-specific activities are handled by a Product Analyst, or in an 

Agile/SCRUM environment, a Product Owner. This individual would carry a product focus, managing the 

creation of user stories, functional design and user interaction while working closely with Product 

Development. 
Product 

Product Product Analyst 

Product 

Product 

Product Product Analyst 

Product 

Product 

Product 

 

 

 

 

Product Portfolio 

Manager 

Product Analyst 

Product 

 

As the organization grows, a role of Product Manager should be carved out between the Product Analyst 

and Portfolio Manager. The Product Manager would become the expert on customers’ business 

practices and technology trends.  This ensures the Portfolio Manager’s ability to remain strategic 

without being pulled into “the weeds” too often. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Product Management is the steward of the customer experience. It’s been said that the customer 

experience is the new currency. With social media, your customers are more connected to each other. A 

poor customer experience will become well-publicized, while happy customers are more likely to 

become advocates of your solutions. At some point on the maturity curve of your organization, a CX/UX 

role should be created to oversee the customer experience and usability of your solutions. 

 

By beginning your Product Management team structure with the end in mind, you’re positioning your 

company to be aligned with your target markets and able to meet their emerging needs before your 

competitors do. This scalable framework provides a foundation to accommodate your company’s rapid 

growth that results from your superior market alignment. 

 

 

Solid Product Management Practices Aid Alignment and Focus 

 
“We don’t get a chance to do that many things, and every one should be really excellent.” – Steve Jobs 

 

The core mission of a good Product Management organization should be to align product solution sets 

with target market needs and company objectives. Product Management is the voice of the market - not 

individual customers – to the company. A sales-driven focus frequently results in a product portfolio that 

doesn’t synergistically address the business problems of a clearly identified target market or set of 

markets. Your company becomes an order taker for your major customers and sales prospects. 

Maintaining a market focus helps to avoid costly distractions along the product portfolio roadmap. 

Eventually Product Portfolio Manager Product Manager Product Analyst 

Initially Product Portfolio Manager Product Analyst 

 Markets                                                Business Practices 

Quantitative/Qualitative                   Solution Definition 

Competitive                                         Roadmap & Product Plans 

Growth Opportunities                       Business Requirements 

Marketing & Sales Enablement 

Products & Users 

Product Maintenance 

User Stories 

Functional Design 

User Interactions 

Functional Testing 

Each Product Analyst may manage one 

large product or multiple smaller products. 

The Product Portfolio Manager’s scope 

covers the full need of a target market or 

market segment, with no direct alignment 

with a particular product. 
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In addition to having the right roles and the right people in those roles, it’s important to have the 

processes, resources and tools needed to achieve and maintain proper focus.  

 

Having clearly defined and understood roles and responsibilities for each part of the product 

management role helps to alleviate gaps and conflicts. Below is a copy of the Pragmatic Marketing 

FrameworkTM. This industry standard methodology defines the roles & responsibilities for more than 

60,000 product managers worldwide. Regardless of how the roles are defined, they must be defined. 

Absence of role definition leads to things being missed and, even worse, duplicated and sometimes 

conflicting efforts. The Pragmatic Framework provides a great template for mapping responsibilities and 

evaluating effectiveness in each area.  

  Business    

Plan 

Solution 

Positioning 

Marketing 

Plan 

  

Market 

Problems 

Market 

Definition 

Product 

Pricing 

Buying 

Process 

Customer 

Acquisition 

  

Win/Loss 

Analysis 

Distribution 

Strategy 

Buy, Build or 

Partner 

Buyer 

Personas 

Customer 

Retention 

  

Distinctive 

Competence 

Product 

Portfolio 

Product 

Profitability 

User   

Personas 

Program 

Effectiveness 

  

Market Strategy Business Planning Programs Readiness Support 

Competitive 

Landscape 

Product 

Roadmap 

New 

Innovation 

Product 

Requirements 

Launch       

Plan 

Sales     

Process 

Presentations 

& Demos 

Technology 

Assessment 

  Use   

Scenarios 

Thought 

Leadership 

Product 

Collateral 

Special      

Calls 

   Status 

Dashboard 

Lead 

Generation 

Sales         

Tools 

Event   

Support 

Pragmatic Marketing Framework
TM

  Referrals & 

References 

Channel 

Training 

Channel 

Support 

 

If it hasn’t been done already, market segmentation is essential to maintaining focused strategy and 

clear prioritization. Segmenting the existing customer base should be one of the first things done by 

Product Management. A clear and finite set of target markets or market segments should be identified, 

based on common business needs, and then prioritized by revenue and growth opportunity. Activities 

that support non-target markets should be discontinued so resources can focus on target market-

related activities. 

 
Example framework for market segmentation and prioritization 

 Tier 1 – Large Tier 2 – Medium Tier 3 - Small 

Vertical 1 market size 100 companies 500 companies 5,000 companies 

Avg. $ per customer $2000 $500 $200 

Vertical 2 market size 5,000 companies 10,000 companies 50,000 companies 

Avg. $ per customer $500 $200 $100 

Vertical 3 market size 500 companies 2,500 companies 10,000 companies 

Avg. $ per customer $750 $100 $50 

 

Once target market segments are established, trends and drivers in each market can be identified. Each 

market segment will have a few key trends that impact organizations in the market. The impacts of 

those trends, the ones that keep the CEOs in the market up at night, are the key problems your 

company should try to solve. If the problems your products solve aren’t headaches for the boss, he’s not 

likely to buy your solution given a limited budget. Think of products as either pain killers or vitamins. 

Vitamins are nice-to-have. Pain killers are must-have. Focus your efforts on developing and marketing 

pain killers. 
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It’s often said in the product management world that “nothing important happens in the office”. While 

NIHITO2, as it’s often called, may be a bit extreme in its use of the word “nothing,” it can’t be argued 

that most of the intelligence needed to effectively create and manage problem-solving products lie 

outside the office. The most important kind of market analysis is becoming knowledgeable of your 

target market’s major business problems. The best way to understand those problems is to be in your 

customers’ world. Don’t confuse understanding your customers’ problems with listening to their wants. 

Henry Ford said, "If I had asked people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses." True 

solutions come from an understanding of the underlying problem. Frequent, direct, intimate interaction 

with customers and prospects by Product Management is essential. 

 

While direct interaction with customers is the best way to understand market problems, it’s not the 

most time or cost-efficient. Since you can’t talk to every member of your target market, broader market 

analysis is needed as a supplement to direct interaction. Analyst research, trade journals, industry blogs, 

case studies, win/loss analysis, service and support tickets, client advisories, online user forums, user 

feedback tools and social media listening platforms are great resources of aggregated market analysis. 

All of these resources should be considered by Product Management. 

 

Analysis of current customers’ purchase and usage of your products provides valuable perspectives and 

trending information. Monthly sales reporting by product, customer, sales rep, channel and market 

segment provides Product Management with knowledge of what’s working and what’s not. Usage 

analytics should also be used to measure what’s working and what’s not at the user level. All of this 

intelligence should be leveraged to adjust product roadmaps, requirements, marketing and sales 

training. 

 

With adequate inbound flow of intelligence, there will be no shortage of ideas. Ideas for product 

enhancements, new products for current markets and new solutions for new target markets all need to 

be actively managed and prioritized as product development resources are limited. A clearly-defined 

and documented innovation funnel process helps filter ideas to identify which should continue on to the 

business proposal, business case, requirements, development and production stages. 

 
Idea Lifecycle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The innovation funnel is intended to queue up product innovation so there is a steady stream of new 

ideas that can be taken to market. A target KPI for each stage should be established and multiple check-

ins with Management should be built into the process to maintain alignment with business strategy. 

Some concepts that are approved for a business case will not be approved for funding and development. 

Some approved projects may not actually make it to production for various reasons. This is a good thing 

if properly-aligned prioritization is driving the filtering. 

 

As the organization grows, greater documentation is needed throughout the product life cycle. 

Templates for business proposals, business cases, market requirements, business requirements, release 

plans, etc should be implemented as needed.  

 

Market 

Need 
Idea 

Business 

Proposal 

Business 

Case 
Requirements Development Launch 
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Agile/SCRUM is a great development methodology that enables quicker response to rapidly changing 

market needs while requiring less documentation than Waterfall methodology. But, even when Agile 

methodology is used, a standard process for capturing and defining market needs is required.  

 

Software platforms for document sharing and requirement or user story capture are very helpful. A 

library of product-related information for various audiences reduces the amount of time Product 

Management needs to dedicate toward answering questions and supporting the Sales, Marketing, 

Development and Finance departments. 

 

As the hub of all information related to the company’s products, Product Management is responsible for 

assuring that all departments in the company are on the same page. In addition to documentation and 

an internal product information library, Product Management should provide regular updates and 

reporting to the various internal audiences in the company. This includes a monthly or quarterly 

dashboard report of product revenue and other performance indicators. An annual or semi-annual 

product portfolio review, which includes product updates, market segment updates, competitive 

updates, SWOT (Strengths/Weaknesses/Opportunities/Threats) analysis and roadmap update should be 

part of every Product Management team’s commitment to the organization. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

As Regis McKenna articulated back in 1991, today’s competitive market requires companies to have a 

strong group that synthesizes technological capabilities with market needs and brings a voice of the 

market into the company. The road to a successful, market-driven company runs through a strong 

Product Management team. 

 

If your company has yet to start a Product Management team, consider the outcome before you start 

building the group. If there is already a Product Management group in your company, the sooner it’s 

realigned for a future of market-driven growth, the better. 

 

When the time is right to start building a Product Management team, even if the budget only allows for 

one product manager at the beginning, have a roadmap for growth in mind. That first product manager 

should have the mindset, background and ability to scale with the organization. A versatile planner, 

implementer and team builder who is well versed in the art of product portfolio management will 

become a key asset to your company’s growth and long-term success. 

 

There is no “one size fits all” solution, but this provides a framework for a solid foundation upon which a 

sound, market-aligned Product Management organization can be built. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1
 2011 Product Management and Marketing Survey, Pragmatic Marketing 

2
 The term “NIHITO” is trademarked by Pragmatic Marketing. 

 

Thanks to Proficientz, Pragmatic Marketing, 280 Group and On Product Management for inspiring many of the ideas expressed 

in this report. 
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