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Product management

As we navigated our ways through the festive period our 
minds were being targeted by some of the best, and the 
brightest, professional influencers that exist. Behind the 
sights, sounds and smells of the wondrous experience that 
is a shopping centre at Christmas, vast amounts of thought 
have gone into exactly how we, as the target consumer, 
can be enticed into buying more products. For those that 
are fascinated by how this subliminal process can ambush 
even the most stubborn humbug laden Scrooges, there is 
little need to look much further than Martin Lindstrom’s 
terrifying “Brandwashed”. In this, he lifts the lid on many 
of the tactics adopted by the product, brand and adver-
tising industry, which may well leave you feeling like a poor 
abused mouse that has been toyed with by a predatory cat!

The strange part, though, about the product management 
discipline is the contrast between different areas and activi-
ties. So, whilst Unilever spent months interviewing 12,000 
males to work out (very successfully) how to make their 
Axe/Lynx product sell, there are other areas which it seems 
amazing are so completely overlooked. In fact, despite 
appearances, product management is often an area which 
is ignored and left to chance, when logic actually suggests 
that this area is the key to your success. 

Not convinced? Well, why not think about your own or-
ganisation. How much time is spent focusing on your sales 
team? How often do they have pipeline review meetings 
with the top management of the company? Do they have 
their own sales conference/convention? How much time 
has been spent in honing their presentation skills and in 
polishing their powerpoint slides? I suspect that the answer 

in most firms today, even through tougher times, is a selec-
tion of “Lots/Often/Yes”. 

The same almost certainly goes for your operational focus 
as well. Again, perhaps ask yourself where the bulk of your 
organisation’s resources are in terms of personnel? How 
much focus is there across the firm on achieving a Target 
Operating Model? What proportion of your annual budget 
is invested in your operational technology and processes? 
Whilst regulation may be a key factor contributing to the 
slanting of these aspects towards the “Lots” response, it 
is interesting to note the reality of this situation. So, if we 
take the amount of time, effort and resource that is cur-
rently being allocated to the operational and sales process, 
where does that leave everyone else? 

Well, actually, let’s apply those same questions to your 
product management and development teams. If you ask 
yourself whether the product team has a significant pro-
portion of the annual budget allocated to it, the answer is 
most probably that they get what is left once the opera-
tional, regulatory and necessary technology spends have 
been accounted for – i.e. not much. Well, how about the 
high profile product conference in a glamorous hotel set-
ting. No? How about resourcing, particularly when times 
are tough? Well, I’m sure we can cover the extra burden 
with existing staff. Again, this is not an attempt to say 
that the approach being adopted is wrong, and I wouldn’t 
want to make out that the product manager is entirely 
downtrodden, but the trends that I have described are very 
much a reality in most firms and definitely something that 
we need to be very aware of.

By Bill Gourlay, CEO, Idea Group
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Forgotten discipline
The truth of the matter for many indus-
tries, and financial services is certainly one 
of them, is that product management has 
become the forgotten discipline, and the 
sooner this situation is addressed the better 
for all parties. In my own experience of 
setting up a product organisation, it soon 
became clear that there is a real shortage 
of expertise in the industry. Many indi-
viduals have simply “landed” in product 
management after roles in operations, sales 
or client services, but have very limited un-
derstanding of exactly what they should be 
doing. Management teams can often func-
tion in a similarly vague way, but that is not 
always because they don’t understand what 
they should be doing. More often it is just a 
case of needing to remember that there are 
numerous ways of skinning this particular 
cat, so it is vital to ensure that all parties are 
doing it in the same way. In a sales team it 
is pretty easy to see that an individual’s ap-
proach is not working. But how long would 
you need to wait for the same conclusion to 
become apparent for a product manager?

The other aspect that I quickly uncovered 
on my own journey was the lack of good 
quality advice available. I wanted to obtain 
some guidance around what product 
management best practice looked like, in 
order to give my model a best-of-breed ap-
proach. However, the usual suspects in the 
consultancy space could only offer some 
rather woolly guidance at an extremely 
high level. In fact, it required rather more 
detailed investigation before I uncovered 
a niche group of product management 
consultants who could provide me with 
practical guidance around the day-to-
day activities that product managers 
should ideally be undertaking. However, 
once we had identified these practices it 
became clear that introducing a reliable 
and consistent structure would be the key 
to ensuring a good product management 
process.

Communication channels
However, product management is clearly 
not purely about process and the ideal 
model should also include healthy doses 
of collaborative communication. Nothing 
annoys a sales team more than seeing 
a product manager who sits in an ivory 
tower, producing products that are not at 
all suitable for the client’s needs, but then 
inferring that the client is the one who 
is at fault. Rings a bell? Yes, we all know 
one like that! Perhaps there have been too 
many product types who have fallen into 
this trap in the past – it has become an 
easy throw-away line for a product man-
ager to be accused of not understanding 
the market, when often the salesperson 
is equally at fault for failing to understand 
either their own products or the client’s 
specific needs. Perhaps at the heart of this, 
again, is the challenge around resources 
and budget which often means that the 
product teams do not spend as much time 
as they would like facing off to their target 
clients.

After several years of confronting these 
challenges from roles on both the sales side 
and the product side, it became clear that 
the solution to many of these issues lay in 
the effective use of technology. My logic 
was that if all product managers were fol-

Bill Gourlay,
CEO, Idea Group
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lowing the same clear process, then man-
aging teams would be far easier and results 
much more consistent. In today’s model, 
alarms go off far too late and require too 
much in order to trigger them. Conse-
quently, by the time you find out that one 
of your team’s planning has gone astray, it 
can be far too late to do anything about it. 
I wanted to ensure not only that we had a 
clear process in place that everyone could 
follow, but also that I would know very 
quickly if anyone had strayed from the path 
or had been left behind. Some may think 
that this should be easy enough to spot 
today. However, if you put this in a context 
where you have 20-30 staff, based in dif-
ferent locations around the country (or the 

world) and each working on several large 
projects, then it really can be very difficult 
to identify problems as they arise.

Clear communication – and knowing what 
everyone has shared – had also become 
an item that I wanted to include in this 
model. Did the product manager really sit 
in their ivory tower, or were they regularly 
meeting with people who could give them 
good guidance regarding the direction in 
which their product should be evolving? 
Was it true that the product manager had 
never properly presented their product to 
the sales team in Europe? And was this 
the reason why the sales team had sold 
something that we could never deliver in 
our wildest dreams? 

How could I achieve a cultural change 
where the “thinkers” that often populate 
the product world became “chatterers” 
who would be willing to compare notes 

with the others in their team facing similar 
challenges? For me, this was a necessity 
that could be addressed through tools that 
would facilitate those conversations, via 
a diary based system that would plot and 
record presentations that we wanted to 
ensure would occur, plus a capability to 
record who had presented what to whom 
at any stage.

We launched this in a system called Prodigy, 
which was designed to answer the chal-
lenges that I had seen product managers 
face. For too long our community had been 
struggling along with spreadsheets, archives 
full of word documents, and being ham-
mered by last minute deadlines from senior 

managers to submit budget requests. We 
have all heard that typical response from a 
sales person that “I won this deal because 
I’m a brilliant sales person, but I lost that 
other one because your product is rub-
bish!” Whilst I’m sure the sales teams are 
great, it will make everyone’s lives a lot 
easier (and the sales team even “greater”) 
if the product manager is producing top 
quality product. So, giving them the tools to 
achieve this, and to build the sort of product 
portfolio that your organisation wants, is 
absolutely critical. Product Management lies 
at the heart of everything we do as firms, 
so it is high time that we recognise this by 
investing wisely in the processes that we 
undertake there. The investment does not 
have to be substantial, just prudent. But the 
benefits will be there for all to see. 

Bill Gourlay is CEO of Idea Group, the  creators 
of Prodigy (www.prodigyproduct.com)
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