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Preface

When I joined a new company, I noticed how often I’d begin a sentence with, “My gut tells me…” before realising it was simply the product of years of watching things go pear-shaped in laughably predictable ways. Brutal lessons, messy launches, difficult conversations, and rare moments when things actually went according to plan. 

This book then, is my gut on paper, disguised as professional wisdom. It’s a collection of tips and tales from my vantage point in the trenches. Recognisable patterns, honest insights, and hard-won puzzle pieces gathered from years of watching what actually works when products meet reality, each one offering a small edge when placed just right.

Now, if it helps you spot the shape of things sooner, and place your own pieces with a bit more confidence, it will have served its purpose.

Right then.







  
  
So, You’re a Product Manager?

Why? 

No, really, why? No one dreams of becoming a Product Manager.

Ask any child what they want to be when they grow up, and they will give you an answer we probably all said at one point. A doctor, teacher, astronaut, or sports star. All admirable professions. But I assure you, no child has ever looked up from their colouring book and declared, “I want to be a Product Manager”.

Frankly, I would be impressed if they, or their parents, could even explain what one does or why they’re so often the silent heroes in unwritten stories.

So why are you here? Perhaps somehow you’ve navigated the fog of jargon and job titles and discovered that product management is real and surprisingly important. You’ve seen the outline of the larger picture, and may even be holding a few pieces already. If so, then the aim of this book is straightforward. It’s to give you the missing pieces of the puzzle and help you put them together without coming apart yourself.

That’s because you’re stepping into a role that asks you to lead without authority, make decisions without perfect information, and deliver value without a definition of what that entails. This ironic ambiguity is permanent.

Yes, the role is crucial. But it’s also messy, generally invisible, and often thankless. And now, somehow, it’s yours.

But take heart. Despite the ambiguity, certain patterns emerge. Familiar challenges appear across companies, industries, and every flavour of product team imaginable. Some are obvious, but others are like Lego bricks left on the floor at night: painful, invisible until it’s too late, and usually found at the worst possible moment.

This book won’t promise you silver bullets. Instead, it will offer something more practical - a field guide to surviving the real work, avoiding the hidden pitfalls, and mastering the indispensable skills that no one puts on the job description. Even though half the team will never be entirely sure what you do, you’ll still learn about leadership, working with stakeholders, and communicating constantly.

Before we begin…







  
  
A Spot of Housekeeping

Let us begin with a moment of calm before entering the occasionally disordered, often demanding ecosystem you have elected to make your profession. 

It scarcely matters how you’ve ended up here. Perhaps you’re a Product Owner, or a developer seeking a change of scenery. Or maybe you’ve been marooned in a customer-facing role, and over time found yourself quietly adopting the responsibilities of a Product Manager and eventually thinking, “Well, how hard can it be?”

Charming optimism. Do hold on to it. It won’t last, but it’s endearing.

The Terrain We’re Covering

As for your industry background, it is similarly unimportant. The term Product Management stretches across a vast terrain, from pharmaceutical development to consumer electronics. This particular book however, is anchored firmly in the world of software, specifically B2B (that’s Business-to-Business, for the blissfully unaware). Much of what follows may still be relevant to B2C (Business-to-Consumer), but if you’re not sure what those acronyms mean, it may be best to gently place this book down and take a long reflective stroll. Perhaps with a sandwich, as you’re not quite ready. Oh, still here? Then let’s plough on.

Why You’ll See Things Repeated

You may notice some ideas repeated, reframed, or revisited throughout this book. This is not a mistake nor a lapse in editing. It’s a reflection of reality. Product management isn’t a neat, straightforward profession. You’ll see themes like communication, prioritisation, and people, surface again and again in slightly different disguises. By encountering them in so many varied contexts, you’ll come to recognise their importance in your own work. Consider it reinforcement, not redundancy.

A Word About Context and Definitions

Before we dive into the practical realities ahead, a few structural clarifications. Whether you find yourself lost in the corridors of a colossal corporation or juggling half a dozen roles in a plucky growing venture, this book is designed to guide you through what the role entails and how to survive it, ideally with your sanity intact. I’ll occasionally flag differences based on company size, as context often makes a mockery of theory.

Now, a quick word on “definitions”. Please don’t get too attached to them. Once an organisation exceeds a certain size, it tends to splinter into semi-autonomous fiefdoms, mini-businesses within the greater whole. At that point, the Product Manager’s scope becomes localised, almost tribal. This book is concerned with that tribe. Not title-heavy product figureheads, but proper hands-on PMs embedded in teams, wrestling with reality.

Company Sizes and What They Mean

Here’s how I see the differences in company sizes:

Small companies: Fewer than 50 people, usually young companies or startups. As a PM, you’ll do a bit of everything, from strategy to spreadsheet wrangling to the occasional coffee run. If you’re new to the role here, it’s likely because the company has scaled quickly and needs someone with related experience (you), or someone they vaguely trust (also you, hopefully). Rarely is it a role for absolute beginners in product management, unless you’re related to the founder, in which case, good luck to the rest of the team.

Medium companies: Between 50 and 200. Things become a tad more civilised. Specialisation begins. PMs work in groups. The focus tends to be on growing the customer base within an existing market. You’ll still wear several hats, but fewer of them will be on fire.

Large companies: 200 to 1,000. These are established beasts. The goal is now expansion and retention. Expect more layers of management, more meetings, and more documentation than is strictly healthy. However, inside these giants, you’ll often find small agile-ish teams with PMs covering individual products. You may even start finding yourself saying words like “synergy” without irony. But don’t panic if you do, it will pass.

Extra-Large companies: 1,000+. These are empires masquerading as organisations. Often composed of several large units and many medium-sized ones. They’re usually exploring new markets while desperately clinging to their existing ones. At this stage, the org chart becomes a sort of inkblot test. In which case, just try to find your team and hold on tight.

Beyond this, companies get really big, but the dynamics are largely the same, just repeated with more budget and better catering.

Your Mileage Will Vary

A gentle caveat. Your experience may deviate wildly from this neat taxonomy. Please don’t write to tell me your company has 43 people, but already resembles a Kafkaesque bureaucracy. You’re not wrong; it happens. More broadly, my observations about product management practices throughout this book might not perfectly match your reality. Some of you will work in highly structured businesses with clear processes, others in chaotic environments where “process” is a four-letter word. Some will have engineering teams that worship at the altar of user research, others will have developers who think customers are theoretical constructs. This is what makes product management so bloody difficult to write about and even harder to master. Over time, you’ll encounter every situation described here, possibly all in one week.

A Sobering Warning

Despite what LinkedIn influencers may peddle, this is not a glamorous job. You are not, I repeat, not the CEO of the product. That’s utter bollocks. When things go well, it’s business as usual, but when they don’t, you’re suddenly the main character in a corporate murder mystery.

You have influence, yes, but rarely authority. You’ll be held accountable by people who don’t fully understand what you do, and who may be very cross that you didn’t do something they never asked for. Your management team operates like investors who all want different returns. And you? Well, you’re somewhere between diplomat, janitor, and shepherd.

Of course, part of the appeal lies in the variety, as no two days are alike. Just know that the shiny, compelling version of the role you may have envisioned will likely be dismembered by reality fairly quickly. That magic wand you imagine you’ll be waving? It’s a whiteboard marker, and it’s out of ink. Throughout this book, I’ll often present the worst-case scenario. Not out of cynicism, well, not entirely, but to ensure you’re prepared. In truth, your experience will likely oscillate between the sublime and the absurd, occasionally both before lunch. 

If, after reading all this, you still wish to remain a Product Manager, then either you are genuinely cut out for it or you’ve misread the tone entirely. 

Either way, let’s carry on.







  
  
Starting Out

Congratulations, you’ve got the job. Now what? 

You’ve accepted a role no one can properly define, but everyone will hold you accountable for.

As a Product Manager, you are now responsible for bridging gaps no one admits exist, clarifying plans no one fully agrees on, and answering questions no one bothered to ask until it was too late. You will inherit ambiguity as a birthright and unrealistic expectations as a signing bonus.

Your official job description was optimistic. Reality will be less elegant. You’ll juggle conflicting priorities, strategy and detail, diplomacy and bluntness, and planning and improvisation, often in a single conversation. Everyone will look to you for direction, but few will agree on which direction you should face.

In this section, we will cover what the job really is, what it most definitely isn’t, and how to survive the early days without losing your footing.







  
  
Distinguishing PMs, POs, and Project Managers

Know which hat you’re wearing before someone else picks it for you. 

Role confusion can kill productivity. This chapter shows you how to distinguish Product Managers, Product Owners, and Project Managers and avoid quietly doing three jobs badly.

The Role Confusion Problem

Depending on the size and structure of the company, the roles of Product Manager, Product Owner, and Project Manager often overlap, get rather muddled, or even trade names entirely. Some companies combine them, some split them, and some invent new titles such as “Delivery Success Evangelist” just to confuse everyone. But here’s the good news. You don’t need to memorise a taxonomy. You need to understand what work needs doing, and who’s actually doing it.

Three core functions are always happening: setting direction, defining execution, and managing delivery. Someone owns the vision. Someone breaks it down. Someone makes sure it happens on time. If your company hasn’t clearly said who owns vision, execution, and delivery, sketch it out yourself, then walk it past your peers. Don’t be surprised by how much confusion can be cleared up just by laying it out. The clearer you all are on these variables, the easier it is to collaborate properly.

Product Manager (PM): Vision and Value

The Dreamer with a Deadline

They anchor the product in both user needs and business strategy, often while being blamed for delays they don’t control. They figure out what the product should be and why anyone should care. The PM:


	Owns the why and what of the product


	Defines product vision, strategy, and roadmap


	Represents the voice of the customer and the business


	Prioritises what problems the team should solve to create value


	Thinks long-term, aligning product direction with company goals





Signs You’re Doing the Job of a PM:


	You negotiate constantly between user needs, business constraints, and technical reality


	You ask, “Why are we building this?” far more than “Is it done yet?”


	You write specs that no one reads, then rewrite them based on what was built





Not all PMs are the same. Some are visionaries, some are task wranglers, and some are just keeping the lights on. Always ask what success means in your role before assuming what your title covers.

Product Owner (PO): Execution and Delivery

The Translator

The PO takes the vision and breaks it down into pieces that can be built, tested, and ultimately shipped. While the PM dreams in epics, the PO delivers in story points. The PO:


	Owns the how and when of the product


	Manages the product backlog and writes user stories


	Works closely with the development team day-to-day


	Breaks down the PM’s vision into executable tasks


	Ensures features are built right, ready for sprint demos and releases





Signs You’re Doing the Job of a PO:


	You start your day in the backlog and end it by explaining the ticket scope


	You’re the team’s unofficial ambassador to QA, Support, and Release Engineering


	You’ve had an existential crisis about whether “Definition of Done” actually means anything





In smaller companies, you may be doing all three roles at once. That’s fine, as long as you say which hat you’re wearing. It’s the difference between leading and getting lost in the shuffle.

Project Manager (PM - Yes, I Know): Timelines and Resources

The Cat Herder

The Project Manager makes sure all the moving parts actually move, in roughly the right order. The Project Manager:


	Owns the when and how efficiently


	Creates project plans, schedules, and delivery timelines


	Manages risks, dependencies, and resources


	Coordinates cross-functional teams to stay on track


	Ensures work gets done on time, within scope, and budget





Project Managers sometimes get called PMs, TPMs (Technical Project Managers), Program Managers, or Delivery Managers. It’s confusing, even for people already working in tech.

Signs You’re Doing the Job of a Project Manager:


	You know deadlines before they slip, and every dependency that might snap


	Your best tools are a Gantt chart, a shared doc, and “Let’s regroup offline”


	You’ve reminded grown adults that time is, in fact, finite





There will always be some ambiguity, so a roughed-out sketch on a whiteboard can do more to align your team in a month than a bunch of passive-aggressive Slack messages.

Exercise Some Professional Hygiene

Boundaries matter, but so does momentum. Stepping up is leadership, but only when it’s intentional, not when it’s assumed. If something critical is slipping because no one (including you) is sure whose job it is, don’t wait for a reorg. Take initiative. Clarify if it is yours to keep or needs to find a home. Doing this will benefit the business and you. Just be sure to name what you are doing when you do it. 

As ownership is not always clear, you can think of the product effort as a play:


	The Product Manager writes the story that an audience will care about.


	The Product Owner breaks the script into scenes and keeps the pacing right.


	The Project Manager ensures the curtain goes up on time and that everyone gets paid.





Last Thought

Understanding the difference between PMs, POs, and Project Managers won’t solve everything, but it will keep you from quietly burning out while doing three jobs no one acknowledges. Clear roles make collaboration easier and work more sustainable.

Know the roles, or prepare to do them all badly.

Tips from the Trenches


	Sketch out ownership early
Vision, execution, delivery and who owns what. 


	Explain the difference, out loud
A quick whiteboard sketch can save weeks of confused assumptions.


	Name the hat you’re wearing
If you’re doing multiple roles, be clear about which mode you’re in.





Role confusion is like a theatre where the director runs sound, the stage manager rewrites dialogue, and wardrobe handles lighting. The show might go on, but it’s chaos backstage, and the audience can tell.

Final Word

Know your role and respect others. Make sure the spotlight ends up where it belongs: on the product.







  
  
What You Can Expect in the Role

Welcome to the deep end. 

This chapter explains what you’ve actually signed up for beyond the job description. You’ll learn how to navigate the competing demands that come with the role and understand why your responsibilities will shift constantly. Because the scary truth is that no one really knows what a PM does, including, sometimes, the people who hired you.

Your New Position

You are now positioned squarely at the centre of the product universe. Definition, planning, design, and communication. You’ll be involved in all of it, often simultaneously, and occasionally disagreeing with yourself. You are the axle upon which the great wheel of progress creaks forward, usually under pressure and never quite as stable as it appears.

You’ll be on familiar terms with nearly everyone in the team: Engineering, Design, QA, and probably most people in Support as well. They will all look to you with a mixture of admiration, confusion, and tactical delegation. “Let’s ask the PM” they’ll say, with enthusiastic cheer. “They love this sort of thing!” And by this, they mean anything undefined, unglamorous, or destined to end up in a slide deck.

You must also make a point of engaging with Sales, Customer Success, and definitely Marketing. These are your unwitting allies, your sources of ground truth, and your most consistent reminder that no one quite agrees on what the customer actually wants. If you’re not regularly speaking with the people who speak to customers, you are not a Product Manager. You are simply someone with strong opinions and access to the roadmap.

This is the role. Bridging undefined gaps, connecting moving dots, translating ambiguity into action, and maintaining a professional tone while often pulling your hair out. But thankfully, no one really knows what you do, so you can sometimes use that to your advantage.

Understand That Your Job Will Be Impossible to Define

There’s no shortage of confident diagrams about what a Product Manager’s role is. Most are lies, or, at best, faulty oversimplifications. But if we must attempt a definition, here goes. Your job is to:


	Understand the customer, the business, and where they’re usually at odds. You are seen as the “voice of the customer”. But you are more like an interpreter with an out-of-date dictionary.


	Decide which problems are worth solving, and which ones you’ll tactfully ignore. Everything might be broken, but not everything is worth fixing.


	Constantly communicate. Write things down, talk things through, and repeat until the team pretends they heard you the first time. Roadmaps, specs, Slack threads, recap emails. If it’s not written, it doesn’t exist.


	Keep the team unblocked without scheduling a meeting for every question. Translate ambiguity. Deflect drive-by feedback. Sometimes, absorb blame.


	Make decisions in the absence of data and then defend them in front of people with charts. You’ll rarely have all the inputs. You will always be expected to have a confident answer.


	Move the product forward, without building, designing, or directly managing anyone. This means influencing without authority and leading without a title.





Sounds simple, right? Yeah, no. So let’s look at what this actually means in practice.

The following is more of a high-level jamboree bag of obligations you won in the job lottery. Throughout the book, I will attempt to break down each of these duties in more detail. But also give you some practical guidance on how to handle them, citing some of my own tales from the trenches, because ready or not, here they come. So keep these points in mind, because they’ll shape not only what you do day to day, but also how effective you are while doing it.

The Job Description Is Wrong

The role you applied for isn’t the one you’re doing. Every company defines Product Management differently. Some want visionaries. Some want backlog caretakers. Most aren’t quite sure.

Your day-to-day will depend on the size of the company, the maturity of the product, and your own background. Are you coming from Design? Development? Operations? That lens will shape how you approach problems and how others perceive your strengths.

You might be:


	The face of the product to stakeholders


	The glue between Design and Engineering


	The person asked to “own the roadmap”, “run the meeting”, and “just write the copy”





So, define your responsibilities early and revisit them fiercely. Otherwise, you’ll inherit the leftovers no one else wants. I’ve seen new PMs quietly absorb QA pipeline management and support triage without realising they had a choice. Write your scope and share it. Try to be as clear as you can, without being overly rigid about it. 

Your Role and Duties Will Vary a Lot

Yes, your job title might now say “Product Manager”, but the reality depends on your company size, team structure, and which fires are currently burning.

Extra-Large company? You might be hyper-specialised, owning a single feature or workflow. Fledgling business? You’re probably doing everything but payroll.

There’s no official taxonomy, but here’s a rough guide to the usual suspects:


	If you spend most of your time triaging bugs and grooming tickets, you’re acting as a Product Owner. Your job is to keep the dev team flowing and the backlog in shape.


	If your calendar is filled with pricing reviews, positioning decks, and board slides, you’re leaning toward a Business Product Manager. You translate market trends and business opportunities into strategy.


	If you’re in the trenches, debugging edge cases with engineers, you’re in Technical Product Manager territory. You bridge the gap between architecture and usability, speaking fluent Dev under pressure.





However, most PMs sit awkwardly in between, fluent in all three domains but a master of none.

You might spend the morning helping re-prioritise the backlog (Product Owner), the afternoon aligning on the impact of pricing changes (Business PM), and end the day debugging playback issues with your engineering lead (Technical PM). It’s rarely clean. It’s often messy. And it’s entirely normal.

Your Background Will Shape Everything (But Don’t Let It Trap You)

What a PM does changes with context, and your background influences how you do the job.

Everyone comes to Product Management from somewhere. That’s your edge, but don’t make it your crutch. A designer-turned-PM might grasp the entire user journey, but ignore market conditions, making that journey irrelevant. A PM with a marketing background could misunderstand technical limitations while overemphasising their potential benefits. Be careful not to cross wires.

In one role, I had come from being the product expert, deeply familiar with the customers and their workflows. It was a major plus, and I leaned on that experience hard; however, it became my default justification for every decision. It wasn’t until I stopped playing the “I know the user” card and started prioritising business needs clearly that the team finally accepted my input as more than just an opinion. Yes, I understood the customer, but initially it came at the expense of the company.

Bring your strengths. Use them wisely. It’s your duty to know when to shut up and let your team own their lane.

Expect Responsibilities to Shift, Sometimes Overnight

Growth, layoffs, new leadership, and shifting markets will redraw your map, whether you’re ready or not. One month, you’re leading mobile strategy, and the next, you’re triaging a backend emergency because of a surprise security issue.

The ones who survive these shifts are the ones who adapt without clinging to old definitions of “their job”.

I’ve been pulled into urgent new projects simply because I had adjacent experience. Just because you’re new doesn’t mean you’re immune from this. If anything, you’re often the most movable piece on the board.

Any ramp-up shrinks with practice, and you quickly learn that everyone, from execs to engineers, is scrambling just like you. Unfortunately, the expectations never simply vanish, but you do get a little grace. But more importantly, you gain a little exposure to new people, new perspectives, and new problems. These unexpected detours build your career in ways a tidy process never will. Even though you’re new, it could happen sooner than you think.

You Will Navigate Competing Loyalties

This one is easily lost when you simply list the day-to-day PM duties. 

Every PM represents something. Sometimes it’s the business. Sometimes it’s the customer. Sometimes it’s awkwardly both. So clarify who you represent, and ask yourself:


	Whose problems am I solving?


	Who benefits from this feature?


	Who defines success?





If the answers are unclear, make it part of your job to clarify. Confused allegiance leads to stalled teams.

I’ve been in situations where the customer focus was well defined and the team was making good progress, until the CEO stepped in and asked for something entirely different to help drive a business decision. That’s their prerogative. But if you’re not clear with your team from that point on, they may feel justified in continuing down the old path. Your team will ignore you if you leave ambiguity hanging. 

It’s better to say, “For this release, I’m now wearing the business hat, and that is our only goal”.

Declare it early. Re-declare it often. It saves you and your team from wandering.

You’ll Choose What Problems Are Worth Solving

You will absolutely need to decide which problems are worth solving, but a PM must also attempt to clarify what the problem really is before solving it. Every project starts with someone pitching a shiny solution.

Your job? Ask: what’s the actual problem?

I knew a team that spent months building an “AI-powered assistant”. It demoed beautifully, but no one could explain who might benefit from it. A single question, “What problem is this solving?” might have saved them the eventual embarrassment.

So, try to push back on vague requirements like “update the homepage” or “improve the audio”. What does that actually mean? Are there new codecs to support, or are they just hoping it sounds… nicer?

Challenge the brief if it is unclear, because it protects your team from wasted effort. Clarity is survival, not a luxury.

If a request feels a bit vague or solution-driven, don’t just say “Why?” as that can sound combative. You should attempt to guide the conversation with honest questions, so the stakeholder can articulate what they really mean. You can try something like:


	“I am curious what problems we are solving with this?”


	“I am wondering who this is for, exactly?”


	“What seems to be broken right now?”


	“Honest question, what happens if we don’t do this?”





Good requirements come from good conversations. You’re not just collecting asks, you’re co-authoring clarity.

Communicate More than You Think Is Healthy

This is what a good Product Manager does every day.

Most people don’t understand what a PM does, and that includes your team. Now, you could give them a TED Talk each week, but failing that, I would suggest that you do the following instead:


	Make sure everyone understands the problem you’re solving, as well as the overall plan and priorities.


	Repeat your message more often than feels natural, and I mean a lot.


	Attempt to adjust your message differently for execs, Engineering, Support, and Marketing.


	Accept that part of your job is reminding people what your job is.





I’ve seen it many times: a simple question in Slack between two leads spirals into a polite, seemingly resolved thread about priorities or implementation. Everyone walks away thinking the issue is settled. It isn’t. A month later, those same leads are still building on different assumptions.

So jump into those threads and make yourself heard. Then revisit the same question in your next meeting, because you can’t assume everyone read the thread. Maybe follow up again in writing, you just have to summarise it in bullet points.

When you’re bored with your own message, that’s probably when people finally start to hear it. I dig more into this in the chapter ‘Communication is Key’.

Last Thought

Soon enough, you’ll find there is no official manual for your job.

That’s because you write it as you go.

Tips from the Trenches


	Define your responsibilities early
If you don’t set boundaries, you’ll inherit every orphaned task.


	Know what kind of PM you are… today
You’ll likely have to dip into all three PM roles eventually.


	Watch for PM title inflation
Ask what success looks like before assuming what the role includes.


	Use your background as a strength, not a shortcut
Knowing how to build wireframes doesn’t mean you should.


	Expect your role to shift, often
Forget the job description, you’re here to ship the product.


	Ask questions that surface the problem
You’re not rejecting ideas, you’re helping make them real.


	Communicate until you’re bored with your own message
That’s about when other people finally start to hear it.





Product Management is like navigating without a map, but still knowing the right direction.

Final Word

However confused you might get, remember what matters most is moving the product and the people around it forward.







  
  
Defining the Boundaries of Product Management

Just because you can do everything doesn’t mean you should. 

New Product Managers are often praised for being flexible, adaptable, and willing to “lean in”, which is management code for “please take on more work we do not have time to define”.

In this chapter, we will explore not what you should be doing, but what you must resist doing if you wish to remain an effective Product Manager. Knowing where your role ends is just as important as knowing where it begins.

What’s Not Your Problem

New PMs drown not because they cannot handle the work, but because they forget which work is actually theirs.

The fact that you can help does not mean you should. One of the earliest mistakes new PMs make is mistaking proximity for responsibility. You will see unassigned tasks and dropped balls everywhere. You will be tempted to pick them up.

Resist.

When you spot work or responsibilities that seem to be unclaimed, do not instinctively think you have to take them on. Instead, pause and double-check:


	Is this task really critical to move the product forward?


	Is this task mine to own, or is it simply someone else’s to solve?


	If it must be addressed, who is clearly responsible?





If it truly needs action, then highlight the gap and try to escalate appropriately. Yes, you must keep the team moving, but not quietly absorbing everything yourself. Leading means making sure the right work is done by the right people, wherever possible.

There’s no such thing as “it’s just five minutes’ work”. Every task you say yes to dilutes the clarity and focus you must maintain as a PM. I have seen PMs who quietly took on sprint scope and schedule formatting, and then wondered why their influence shrank over time. The team perceived them as helpful but ultimately peripheral. Be helpful strategically, not automatically.

Backlog Refinement

Nope.

Your job is setting the direction of the ship, not swabbing the decks. Direction means goals, outlining requirements, and forming a coherent plan, not organising the backlog. If you do find yourself constantly knee-deep in tickets, tagging, moving, and prioritising, then congratulations, you are in fact a Product Owner. A noble role for sure, but not the one you signed up for.

If the backlog is a mess, you have two choices: model the right behaviour early, or risk becoming the permanent janitor. At a past company, we had a major milestone coming up. I spent two weeks manually triaging tickets (mainly pulling them from the release) to demonstrate clarity, all while working with the PO on how to maintain it. I never touched it again. 

Demos

Yes. In fact, you should know the product intimately. 

Being able to demonstrate your product is a requirement. However, if you find yourself regularly giving demos to prospective customers, something has gone awry, as that is a Sales function. You are not a pre-sales engineer, a pitch person, or a pleasing face on a video call (unless, regrettably, your company has not yet hired anyone else who can string a sentence together).

Your job is to build the product, not to sell it (well, rarely). When you give a one-to-one demo, you are participating in a single sales conversation. Meanwhile, your real responsibility is to create a product that sells to many, without needing your personal presence in every deal.

That said, there will be occasions when you do need to demonstrate the product. Product launches, internal presentations, or high-stakes prospect calls where technical credibility matters. These aren’t your default state, but they’re part of the role. When these moments arise, you want to be prepared and confident. For guidance on how to demo effectively when these situations arise, see the later chapter ‘Master the Demo’.

At one point in the past, I found myself giving weekly demos to prospects because “no one else could explain it properly”. The right move? I trained the closest we had to a Solutions Engineering person, created a small demo script, built an internal FAQ, and then stepped out. Always aim to create a repeatable process, not a personal bottleneck.

A good line you can try is something like, “I’m happy to help with this demo, but I’m wondering if we should think about building a more repeatable process. Maybe I could work with Sales to create some materials so this doesn’t always need to come back to Product?”

Roadmaps, Charts, and Checklists

People will mix up Product Managers and Project Managers. It happens. Merely because others confuse the roles does not mean you should.

Your job is to decide what should be built and why. A Project Manager handles how it gets done, the timelines, task tracking, dependencies, and messy logistics. They set up the structure, the tools, and the process. You focus on solving the right problems for the user and the business.

In small companies, roles blur. That does not mean you should quietly take on work that is not yours. If you are managing timelines, owning process tools, and running delivery meetings, you have stepped out of Product and into Project. Unless you have actual project management experience, you are probably not helping as much as you think.

You can support delivery without owning it. Coach, question, escalate, but do not become the timeline babysitter.

If you haven’t yet read the previous chapter on ‘Distinguishing PMs, POs, and Project Managers’, now would be a good time.

Learning from Failure

You will often hear seasoned PMs, usually the ones with theoretical haircuts and expensive trainers, spouting wisdom like “It’s important to fail fast and learn”.

Touching sentiment. But alas, not for you.

As a new PM, failure is not a delightful learning opportunity. It is an awkward performance review waiting to happen. When you are just starting out, failing fast usually means falling hard, and then being quietly replaced by someone with “more experience”.

So yes, do learn, but preferably from the failures of others. Watch from the shadows, take notes, nod sagely, and for the love of all things product, try not to light anything on fire in your first six months.

Learn quickly, but fail quietly. Fix fast and protect your reputation while you are still earning trust.

When You Might Bend the Rules

The real world rarely hands you the perfect team with unlimited time. If you are working with a small team, or in a team missing key experience, or any group still finding its footing, then you will probably have to roll up your sleeves.

Sometimes that means diving into the backlog to model what good refinement actually looks like. Sometimes it means giving a few demos, not because it is now your job, but because someone needs to connect the dots before Sales invents its own reality. Sometimes it means nudging a delivery plan over the line because your Project Manager is brand new and you cannot afford to miss a critical milestone.

Helping is not a weakness. Just make sure you are teaching, not setting a permanent expectation that you will always carry the work yourself. When I had to temporarily lead a project’s timeline structure for a fledgling team, I was explicit: “I’m stepping in to model this process, not to own it.” The result was short-term progress without permanent expectation.

So think of these rules as guardrails instead of concrete barriers. When you do step outside them, be aware you are doing so, but more importantly, know when it’s time to step back inside.

Last Thought

Your value is not measured by how many stray tasks you absorb. It is measured by how clearly you define, prioritise, and move the right things forward. Be clear, and watch your value grow.

You’re not “wearing many hats”. You’re being handed everyone else’s laundry.

Tips from the Trenches


	Say no to backlog grooming (unless you’re resetting the standard)
Sometimes you need to show what good looks like.


	Support Sales rather than giving demos directly
If you’re giving demos, you’re not building a scalable product.


	Minimise visible failures early in your tenure
You don’t get “fail fast” privileges until you’ve built trust.


	Maintain product focus over project management tasks
If no one else is managing timelines, it doesn’t mean it should be you.


	Make temporary interventions explicit and time-bound
If you must step in, be explicit that it’s short-term.


	Own the gap, don’t absorb it
If something critical is slipping, step in, but name it when you do.


	Audit the gaps quarterly
Job titles are static. Responsibilities shift.





A good Product Manager is like a surgeon in the ER. You don’t grab the mop just because someone dropped it. You focus on triage, precision, and keeping the patient alive, because if you’re scrubbing the floor, who’s holding the scalpel?

Final Word

You are here to lead the product, not rescue every lost cause. Stay focused or get buried.







  
  
Ramping Up

Right. You’ve walked into a moving train. Welcome aboard. 

Here’s what no one tells you during the interview. You’re probably not building something from scratch. You’re inheriting someone else’s decisions, code you didn’t write, features you didn’t greenlight, and architecture choices made long before your time. You’ve inherited a monument to other people’s best guesses, so try to look impressed.

What You Need to Navigate What You’ve Taken On

You’ll be expected to make smart decisions with context that arrives slowly, if at all.

This section focuses on what you must learn before you lead. You’ll take stock of both the product and the people building it, because both determine what’s actually possible. You’ll figure out who the customer really is (hint: it’s not always who Sales says it is), understand what drives the business, and define where you’re heading without hallucinating about the future.

Most importantly, you’ll learn to experience your product the way your users do, because you cannot improve what you do not understand.

Everything Happens at Once

As you ramp up on your product, you’ll need to tackle at least the first three chapters in this section simultaneously. ‘Product Inventory’, ‘People Inventory’ and ‘Product Drivers’. Start them all at once, not one after another.

I cannot stress enough how important these first few elements are, not only so you have a comprehensive grasp of the work ahead of you, but so you can communicate with authority to those around you.

You’l find that talking with the team takes more time than you think, so start that as soon as you can while you kick off your product inventory.

New vs. Mature: Know What You’ve Inherited

You’ll need to understand your product drivers to know what the business needs from you, but where your product is in its lifecycle will determine how you deliver it. New products are unproven with more unknowns but offer more freedom. Every feature feels risky, but you can take bold swings. You’re still proving value, which requires validation, testing and early wins. Miss the mark though, and it can be damaging.

Mature products have more structure but more baggage. Tech debt accumulates, and customers develop strong opinions. Every change feels political because stakeholders have invested years in the current workflows. These teams cannot ship as fast and must ship with care. Here, the focus shifts to pricing, retention and upselling rather than proving the core concept works.

A PM cannot treat both stages with the same philosophy. Understanding this distinction will shape every decision you make, every conversation you have, and every strategy you propose.

You will stumble a bit through all of this. That’s fine. You will learn as you go, which is normal.

The good news? No one expects perfection.

The bad news? They do expect momentum.

A secondhand product is like a secondhand suit; it rarely fits at first, but it’s yours to tailor.

Read carefully, move deliberately, do no harm… yet.







  
  
Product Inventory

Know the patient before you prescribe because what you don’t know will definitely hurt you. 

You can’t treat what you don’t understand. This chapter covers how to map the product you’ve inherited before attempting to lead it. You’ll learn how to uncover what’s actually running, where the effort is going, and which parts of the product are functional versus merely surviving.

Start with the Vitals

You’ve just taken charge of the product, but before you suggest any sweeping changes, you need to understand what’s working and why. That odd workflow might be the only thing keeping the product functional in core places. That ancient feature? Beware, someone’s likely using it somewhere. The goal isn’t to celebrate the past, but to avoid stepping on traps disguised as legacy code.

This is about observation, not assumption. Document what’s live, where it came from, what’s in progress, and what was dreamt up by a previous PM and quietly abandoned. Track ownership, usage and internal lore. You’re mapping the known, and the weird. That ancient billing module everyone mocks might be patched together, but it could also be processing 90% of your revenue. 

Architecture Archeology

Understanding your product’s origin story isn’t just a bit of history; it’s a glimpse into your future. How the product came to exist explains why certain things are the way they are, and more importantly, what problems you’ll face when you need to change them. For instance, was the product originally an acquisition? If it was bolted on (or in), you’ve likely inherited wildly different competing APIs that can’t be sustained long-term. Integration debt compounds fast, and what looked like a quick win at acquisition time becomes your maintenance nightmare.

Did it start life in one market and pivot into another? That pivot likely means fundamental workflows will always feel clunky because they’re serving a purpose they weren’t designed for. These workflow compromises are usually prime targets for competitors who can build the right solution from scratch.

Was it one inspired dev who dreamed it up and is now the CTO, or are they now sitting on a yacht somewhere, while no one truly got inside the head of the mad genius? That code might be brilliant, but it will probably be impossible to maintain and will soon need re-architecting, assuming you can find anyone brave enough to touch it. 

Or maybe you’ll discover the front-end runs on a custom framework nobody maintains anymore. That single fact changes how you plan improvements for a long time to come.

Each path the codebase has taken tells you something about its future. Understanding its history will help you know what’s fundamentally sound, what’s realistic in the future, and what’s best left alone until you have the resources to do it properly.

Build a Picture of the Whole System

A responsible product manager looks beyond the features and sees the system that holds it all together. This includes the product itself, the tools around it, the adjacent services, the tribal knowledge, and that one module from 2017 that no one goes near.

Find out what tools and products exist. You might think you manage a single app, but underneath, you may find a sprawling patchwork of homegrown tools, abandoned experiments, and half-integrated services. 

Who builds and supports them? A “critical” system held together by one overworked engineer is a risk you cannot afford to ignore. Which systems overlap, and which are held together by twigs and tradition? Two features doing 80% of the same job can imply redundancy or a brewing political turf war you need to understand before suggesting “simplification”.

Now, if ever you casually ask, “Who owns this?” and receive uncomfortable silence, you have stumbled into an ownership vacuum that you cannot afford to ignore. It may be super important, even though it might not currently need any supervision. So don’t just let it slide or assume someone will eventually work it out. It’s best to document it and try to assign temporary ownership until you can resolve it properly. These gaps are usually where your next crisis will emerge, often at the worst possible moment, like when you’re trying to ship something.

Don’t just list components. Understand relationships. Mapping the links between products, services, and teams reveals where a tiny change in one area could cause a meltdown somewhere entirely unexpected.

Visualise the Madness

Turn your findings into diagrams. Flowcharts, maps, Post-it walls, anything that helps turn tribal knowledge into shared understanding. If it looks like a conspiracy board, even better. Build a rough diagram and then ask individuals to comment and help you correct it. Don’t start with a blank page, as you’re then asking them to do all the work. A flawed draft is easier to react to than an empty canvas.

Here’s a warning though. If your leads or architects frequently pause, redraw connections, or revise their sketches mid-conversation, your system is probably more complicated than it should be. That level of uncertainty is a red flag for them and for the product. You’ll need to factor it into estimates, timelines, and risk. More importantly, ask why the system isn’t clearer. Is the architecture brittle? Is the data flow messy? Are the boundaries between parts of the product ill-defined? The complexity may be technical, but it’s your responsibility to make it visible and manageable.

Sketching out system relationships, even on a messy whiteboard, forces vague ideas into concrete connections and helps others see the madness too. This will become your onboarding Rosetta Stone. It won’t be flashy, but it will save your future self from a thousand painful surprises.

Your Product’s Features and Usage

What’s live? What’s in development? What’s been promised but never scoped? Get clear on current features and their usage. A feature you are told is “mission critical” might only be relevant to three customers. Usage numbers will separate internal mythology from customer reality. 

Understanding what’s “in development” can mean anything from “ready to ship” to “an intern’s prototype in search of an owner”. Track who made which decisions and whether they left a paper trail. If your investigations can’t explain why a significant change happened, you are likely sitting on future tech debt or historical scar tissue.

Investigate planned releases. What is truly planned versus what is pencilled in optimistically? Not every “Q2 launch” is rooted in engineering feasibility. Identify what’s been promised but never scoped. 

Leadership dreams often drift into roadmaps by osmosis. Identifying which features are aspirations, not commitments, will save you from future embarrassment.

Operational Health and Quality

Beyond features, you need to understand the operational reality that’s keeping everything running. Check test coverage and ask where quality is thin. A feature with less than 50% test coverage is a problem waiting to erupt. Check support tickets for recurring issues. Even better is to find some time to talk to Support directly and ask what they fear most.

Talk to DevOps about deployment health. How often do releases fail? How long does it take to push a hotfix? What’s the actual pipeline reliability? These will all tell you how confidently you can ship and how quickly you can respond when things break.

If you want to go a bit further, ask about monitoring coverage and what breaks without anyone noticing until customers complain. Performance benchmarks, uptime metrics, infrastructure dependencies, and known failure points all reveal the product’s true health. This operational inventory often reveals more about your product than any feature list. A product might look robust on paper, while being held together by cobwebs and spit underneath.

What Actually Makes Money and How

Once you have a high-level grasp of the main pieces, talk to anyone who knows what makes money, what doesn’t, and why. You might see some stand-out features, but they may be utterly irrelevant to revenue. Are you selling direct or through resellers? Are they selling based on one big feature while the rest is padding? Dig into this piece of the inventory puzzle.

Talk to People

Chat with the extended team. Ask what’s confusing about the product, what they think is sacred, and what’s broken. Listen to their tone as much as their comments. Everyone carries part of the system in their head. You need their context before you prescribe change. Look for stress, pride, and avoidance. It’s all data. A ten-minute hallway chat with QA might reveal critical product risks that a week of leadership meetings will never mention. The next chapter will dig into this a lot more.

Last Thought

Inventory isn’t glamorous. It takes time, but it is truly indispensable. So, before you try changing the architecture, chuck out the roadmap, or advocate for some bold new strategy, you need a firm grasp on what’s already there. Thorough analysis now is more rewarding than you think, and it will spare you from many surprises later.

Don’t mess with the system until you’ve mapped it; otherwise, prepare to inherit the consequences.

Tips from the Trenches


	Check what’s live and what’s make-believe
A “Q4 launch” might be a handful of stories and a dream.


	Understand the product’s origin story
Architecture decisions explain future constraints.


	Use diagrams to build consensus
You must be able to explain the system, to defend it, or fix it.


	Ask about ownership, even when it’s awkward
Silence or confusion usually means risk.


	Know what sells, not just what ships
Some beloved features cost money. Others make it.


	Look for redundancy and fragility
Duct-taped systems are accidents waiting to happen.


	Listen to hallway confessions
QA, Support, and the quiet engineer know where the real risks live.





Taking over a product without proper inventory is like performing surgery on a patient you’ve never examined; you might fix one thing while accidentally severing something vital.

Final Word

Inventory is the difference between leadership and guesswork. Get to know the system first, then decide what to fix.







  
  
People Inventory

The product is only as strong as the people behind it. 

If you only take one chapter to heart, make it this one. This chapter shows you the Fireside Chat Protocol for understanding your team’s real skills, motivations, and pain points. Think of this as onboarding with a stethoscope to learn how to spot burnout early, uncover hidden expertise, and build trust through these conversations that reveal what’s really holding things together.

Start With People

Yes, yes, “people are our greatest asset” and all that. But in product management, this isn’t a slogan; it’s an operational reality. If you don’t know your team, you’ll find it a challenge to lead them, or even build a credible plan, because that requires knowing who’s doing the work behind it.

Titles are misleading. Org charts lie. Real knowledge lives in hallway chats, shared eye-rolls, and Slack sidebars. A people inventory gives you visibility into what’s really holding things together, and what might quietly blow up if you move too fast.

Where your product inventory uncovers what you’re working with, the people inventory reveals who’s making it work.

The Fireside Chat Protocol

When I join a company, I let everyone know I’ll be chatting with, well, everyone. I frame this as a friendly fireside chat, not an audit, not a review, just a way to get to know the people I’ll be working with. This transparency heads off any panic when others see me in deep conversation with their colleagues.

I explain that I’m excited to meet them, that they’re the heart of the product, and that I’ll likely drop a 30-minute invitation in their calendar. Nothing to prepare. We’ll talk about what they’re working on now, a bit of product history, and whatever else they feel like sharing. This is reconnaissance disguised as rapport-building.

If it were a remote meeting, I’d start by sharing a looping fireplace video, so when they joined, it really did look like a fireside chat. In person, I’d have the same video playing on a laptop nearby. It was a simple icebreaker, and it helped soften the fact that I’d be taking notes on my screen. Nothing says “this is a conversation, not an interrogation” like a crackling digital hearth.

Five Steps to a Better Inventory

Step One: Schedule Casual 1:1s

Start with engineers and go from there. You don’t need to prepare slides. There should be no added pressure for either of you. Just let them know it’s coming. In your friendly calendar invitation, remind them it’s not a test, just a conversation.

Step Two: The Honest Opening

When you start the chat, be honest about your intent. Your goal is to understand the product, which means understanding the people behind it. Be casual, not formal. Smile, laugh, and make them feel at ease. Then politely ask if you can take notes. Most will say yes, some will even appreciate that you’re showing you mean it. Give them a quick summary of your background and be sincere about why you joined the company.

Step Three: Ask Real Questions

Ditch the icebreakers. Try the following, but with no judgement:


	What were you doing before this?


	Where did you train?


	What have you worked on here, and are you working on now?


	How would you explain our product to your mother?


	Who’s the unsung hero on this team?


	What did the last PM do well, or badly?


	What’s something you’d fix with a magic wand?


	What would you do if you were running the company?


	What’s your dream job?


	What do you expect from me or the PM role?


	How can I help you?





These questions surface motivation, informal influence, and hidden frustration while starting to build trust. When I ask people what they’re working on and how they’d describe the product to their mother, I get some of the most honest and useful answers in the entire company. It’s a shortcut to how they perceive the product, what they think actually matters, and what might be getting overlooked. Sometimes I strike marketing gold. Other times, it’s a positioning angle or a buried benefit statement. I often revisit these early notes when we kick off go-to-market planning, as they give me the raw, human framing that slide decks usually forget.

Step Four: Watch for Patterns

You’re not after consensus. You’re mainly looking for patterns. If everyone describes the product differently, that tells you to dig deeper. Note down repeated complaints, surprising stories, and quiet pride. They are all great clues to know what’s really working and what’s not.

Step Five: Revisit the Weird

Pay attention to things that sound odd. Maybe it’s a quirky process, a distrusted system, or legacy code that everyone jokes about but secretly fears. Make a note. Come back months later. If it’s still weird, it’s probably broken.

Beyond Rapport: Strategic Benefits

These chats aren’t just about feelings. They help you:


	Spot burnout early.


	Uncover skills outside formal roles (the QA who used to be a journalist might just be your secret weapon for product copy).


	Build a reserve of goodwill. Drop a line months later about something they said. You’ll be surprised how much it matters.


	Know who can flex in a pinch if priorities shift. You’re not just inventorying people, you’re stress-testing your org chart.





This takes time. On one team, the whole process took about six weeks. During this time, I reminded everyone that if I hadn’t scheduled a meeting with them yet, it wasn’t because they weren’t important or others were higher priority. I was simply working through the list alphabetically, though scheduling conflicts meant I had to skip around. Everyone would get their turn though.

Nearly every conversation was valuable for both of us. I learned who held critical knowledge, their frustrations and hopes, and what people cared about. Later, the dev manager told me the team appreciated being heard and that he was relieved not to be the single point of communication anymore. Years later, several people mentioned how much those initial conversations had stayed with them. Each small effort (multiplied by nearly 50 for me) had made a lasting impression.

Build Your Team Encyclopedia

While working through these fireside chats, you’ll also be attending regular standups where you’ll probably struggle to remember who’s who and what they’re working on, especially when there are three Michaels in the team. Create a team spreadsheet to solve this, as well as aid your mental model of the whole team and see coverage at a glance. If you are doing these meetings over video conferencing, keep this document open.

Divide the team by function. Add photos (seriously, this helps). For devs, add links to their bug tracking profiles and version control accounts. This will save you the hassle of building queries just to get some quick info.

Next, find links to all the main group chats, important internal docs or pages, as well as links back to your original notes. If you find gaps for any of these, the chat might be private, or they simply forgot to add you, so reach out and ask to be added. You can then ask about any other chat groups you could benefit from joining, and links to other resources (even if they are a bit out of date).

Additionally, for each team member, include high-level notes from your fireside chats, such as their tenure, skills, motivations and frustrations. It should not take too long to build up a complete picture. It will also save you from potential confusion when someone mentions “Mike from Engineering” in a meeting. Instead of a blank stare, you’ll know which Mike and what he’s working on.

Last Thought

Get to know everyone before you try leading. You will be rewarded when you understand who’s close to burnout, who does not care, and who quietly runs the show. This investment is what separates a decent PM from a respected one.

You’re building a leadership foundation through rapport. You don’t need a megaphone, just a notebook and a chair.

Tips from the Trenches


	Book early 1:1s even when there’s no agenda
Calm nerves, earn insight, and build trust before it’s needed.


	Call it a fireside chat, and mean it
Disarm suspicion with transparency.


	Always ask to take notes in your 1:1s
You’ll need them later, and it shows respect in the moment.


	Ask what the last PM got right, or blew up
You’ll get more honesty than you expect.


	Track hidden skills across the team
A dev who loves metrics, could be a secret weapon for insights.


	Repeat back their words at the right time
It’s remembered, and it shows you were actually listening.


	Use your notes to connect patterns, not just dots
You’re not collecting answers. You’re building a map.


	Know who your backup players are before you need them
Build your mental bench, who can step in, and who might step out.


	Create a team spreadsheet early 
Track names, faces, functions, with key links so you know who’s who.
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