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Introduction

Ever since I started in product management I always thought there should be a “secret
handbook.” It would answer all the questions I had when I was first learning the ropes.
Even without a handbook, in more than 20 years of product management I learned a lot on my
own, and I learned a lot from other people. I managed enterprise software products ranging
from an artificial intelligence development environment, to a system management suite, to a
powerful tool for product managers. (Yes, I was product manager for a product management
tool and my customers were product managers!)
As I gained experience, I’ve always tried to help new product managers avoid the struggles I
had. I’ve been blogging and podcasting for years to provide that “secret” information that was
so hard-earned for me. And now I’m excited to share the (real!) Secret Product Manager

Handbook!
It’s all the information I wish someone had given me when I started! You’ll learn:
•

The real reason people choose to buy a product – it’s not about how “good” the product is!

•

How to get the very best from your developers.

•

The 5-word phrase that can accelerate sales and marketing.

•

The best ways to talk to executives and customers about what you’re building.
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There’s something for everyone in Secret Product Manager Handbook
•

If you are a new product manager trying to figure it all out, the Secret Product Manager

Handbook gives you the “secret handshakes” and arcane knowledge for the discipline.
•

If you are considering getting into product management, the Secret Product Manager

Handbook gives you concrete information about product management, much more useful
than “you are the CEO of your product.” It will help you see how your current experience has
prepared you – or not prepared you – to be a product manager. And you can assess your
own fit for the product management role using the helpful guide to the “product
management” mindset, mentality, characteristics and personality.
•

Finally, if you’ve been a product manager for a few years, the Secret Product Manager

Handbook can help you transform your effectiveness and take your product management
skills to the next level.
Here’s what you’ll find in the Secret Product Manager Handbook:
•

A powerful framework for thinking about product management – and even for talking to
your Mom about what you do. The framework provides an infrastructure for most of the

Secret Product Manager Handbook.
•

A concrete and explicit explanation of why product management is so important for
businesses, including a calculation of the true business value of product management.

•

Specific techniques and practices for transforming your product management career:
•

How to find and validate market problems, unrealized opportunities, and unsatisfied
desires.

•

How to prioritize.

•

Great tools for working with developers, for presenting roadmaps to stakeholders, for
working with Marketing and Sales, and many more.

•

Throughout, I provide tools and techniques for breaking down mental barriers, for
transforming your thinking and decision making, and for managing your cognitive resources
effectively.
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Please join me on this journey to product management excellence. It can genuinely transform
your life and your skills – so you know more, can do better work, and create the valuable
products and services that enhance all our lives.
I’m looking forward to working with you. You can let me know what you think on Twitter
(@nilsie) or via the Secret Product Manager blog (secretpmhandbook.com).
Nils Davis
Menlo Park, CA, November 2017
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What is Product Management and
Why Is It Important?

This book is all about you and helping you transform your product management skills. About
you delivering critical, winning applications and products that change your customers’ lives,
month in and month out. You’ll learn the three fundamental activities that take you from
wherever you are today to being a more confident, more successful, highly respected (and
wealthier) product manager.
And that's ironic, given that the biggest lesson on the path to product management excellence
is that product management isn’t about you and it’s not about your product. There’s one
“through line” in product management, and if you take control of this concept, you’ll become a
much more successful product manager:
•

It’s all about the outcomes you’re delivering for your customers.

And that means it's also about everyone else – your customers, your development team, your
executives, your sales organization. In fact, product management, more than any other business
discipline, is about everyone BUT you.
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How do you create a customer?
Peter Drucker, the famous management theorist and consultant said, “The purpose of a
company is to create a customer.”
What’s involved in “creating a customer?”
•

You must provide a solution that does something important for the customer: solves a big
problem, addresses an important need, provides a desirable outcome.

•

The people who have the problem need to be able to find your solution so they can become
your customers.

•

It must be better than the alternatives, at least in some way.

It’s not about the product
As product managers, as technologists, we’re naturally drawn to our product and how amazing
it is, how cool the technology is, its usability. Unfortunately, that’s putting the cart before the
horse. Our customers only care about our product to the degree that it gets them out of a jam.
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Lets them achieve an important outcome. Solves a problem. Fixes a broken situation. Takes the
pressure off. Heals a rift. Helps them feel better about themselves or the situation.

Putting it all together
In this section of the Secret Product Manager Handbook I drill into what it means to be focused
on the customer and the customer’s problems, desires, needs, and outcomes. In the process, I
give you an easy-to-understand definition of product management. Once you know the Secret
Product Management Framework you’ll have a powerful new tool for assessing – and predicting
– product successes and failures. And for talking to customers and prospects.
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The Secret Product Management Framework
In my experience the first thing everyone asks is “What is product management, anyway?” And
no, I don’t think most product managers know the answer. If they know, they often can’t
articulate it well.
In this chapter I share a simple answer to this question that you can use as a framework or
mental model. You’ll find this framework gives you “product manager super powers.” It will give
you X-ray vision into product outcomes, lightning speed at delivering value, and super-strength
for addressing desired outcomes.

The first box - we’re called “product” managers
Since it’s in our name, we’ll start with a box labeled “Product.” This part of the job is the most
obvious. Most of what you’ve learned about product management so far has revolved around
“the product.” By the end of this chapter you’ll have a much better context for thinking about
“the product.” And you won’t be calling it that anymore.
[Illustration – Some frameworks have boxes, some have circles. This is one of the box-based
frameworks.]
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The first box in the Secret Product Management Framework

“Product” involves things like:
•

Working with the development team

•

Design, both visual and technical

•

Requirements or user stories or features

•

Agile development methodologies

•

Whether the product manager is also the “product owner”

•

Releases and roadmaps

•

The backlog

And indeed, as a product manager “product” is where you spend a lot of your time, typically.
But it shouldn’t be 80% of your time. Maybe it’s 40%-50%, ideally.
What do we do – or what should we do – with the rest of our time?

The second box - our products solve problems for users
Here’s where things get interesting. The most fundamental thing to remember is that successful

products solve problems for customers.

Products solve problems
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Problems, Outcomes, Needs, and Desires
In this book I’m using the term “problem” for the thing that a product addresses. You can also
say that your product delivers a “desired outcome” for the customer. And many products,
especially consumer products, don’t address problems, they address desires.
•

Applications and products for business often literally solve problems. But sometimes they
create new outcomes not based on problems, such as when they enable new opportunities.

•

On the other hand, products for consumers can solve a problem, or they can address a
desire or need. A consumer product like the Swiffer solves a problem – dirty floors. (The
desired outcome is “clean floors.”)

•

A consumer product like the iPod addresses the deep human desire for music. 1,000s of
different product categories have addressed this deep human desire over the millennia.

The concept of delivering outcomes is powerful – but it’s clumsy to write about! And desires are
great, but I have to choose one word. I’ll stick with “problem,” but you can think “need, desire, or
outcome” whenever you see it.
And because what our product does is solve a problem I’m going to rename the “Product” box.
Let’s call it a “Solution.”

Our “products” are solutions to customer problems or needs

Products solve problems. This means a big part of product management – and the most
important part – must be finding and validating problems to solve.
Why is it most important? Because no one will buy a product that doesn’t solve a problem. That
situation is sometimes called a “solution in search of a problem” – and it nearly always results in
failure.
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“Successful products solve problems for their customers, better than the other options.”
This statement might seem initially like an overreach. But I challenge you to find a successful
product for which this isn’t true. Of course, it’s possible for a product to be unsuccessful even if
it solves a problem – there are other ways to fail! But it’s nearly impossible for a product that

doesn’t solve a problem to gain a foothold in the market.

Examples
This table lists some successful products and the market problem they solved.

Product

Problem/Desire

Observations

iPod

Human desire for
music

Humans have always desired music, and many,
many product categories have been created based
on this desire. A product that delivers a better music
experience has a good chance of success. The iPod
delivered a great value proposition – “all your music,
anywhere” – that represented a natural evolution
from earlier music solutions. There were multiple
business and technological innovations that came
together in the iPod – the iTunes store, tiny and
rugged hard drives, an amazing UI.

Siebel

Managing a
corporate sales
process

Siebel excelled because it included built-in “best
practices” for managing sales. It wasn’t just a
capability. Technically it was enabled by the growth
of client-server computing.

Salesforce.com

Managing a
corporate sales
process

In turn, Salesforce beat Siebel because it not only
had best practices, but also a much lower cost of
ownership as a SaaS application.

Swiffer

Dirty floors + the
pain of cleaning a
mop

Swiffer is an example of a consumer product that
addresses a problem more than a desire. There was
clearly a market for clean floors, and the existing
solutions (mops) were highly unsatisfactory.

Tesla

Desire to do good +
desire for status +
need to get from
place to place

The Tesla ticks a lot of Problem/Desire boxes! This
doesn’t always work, but it can be powerful. It
remains to be seen if Tesla is actually a long term
success.
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Nespresso

Fresh and delicious
morning coffee at
home

(Some people would call this a desire, some people
would call it a problem!) Note that Nespresso was a
failed product when originally released, as a solution
to a problem that no one cared about.

Notable product failures
And just for completeness, here are a few notable product failures that illustrate the truism.
These products were technically outstanding, but they didn’t solve a problem, or didn’t solve it
better than another option. (Often, a product that can solve many problems is doomed to failure
if it’s not marketed toward a specific problem.)

Product

Problem/Desire

Observations

Google Wave

“Solves all
communication
challenges”

This cool technical capability was announced by
Google as “the replacement for email.” And it was
heavily used by the people in Google Australia,
where it was developed. But Google never bothered
to share any compelling use cases that weren’t
already solved by other products. No one outside
Google could figure out what to do with it, or why it
was better than what we already had.

Google Glass (2014
version)

“You tell us, Google
Explorers!”

Another example of an amazing technical capability,
but not addressed to a specific problem or use case.
Notably, Google has since relaunched Google Glass,
but with specific, valuable use cases in medicine and
industry. There are still many options for failure, but
at least this time people have some idea why they
might buy the device.

Sony’s Betamax

Home video
recording and
playback.

If you’re old enough to remember the Sony
Betamax video cassette format, you might
remember it as an example where “the better
product lost.” And it’s true, its technical specs were
better than VHS, the eventual winner. But from the
customer’s point of view, Beta was a non-starter.
Why? Because you could put a whole feature-length
movie on a VHS tape, but Beta cassettes only held
an hour of video. You needed two cassettes for a
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movie with Beta. From the customer’s point of view
which is the better solution if the desire is “I want to
watch a movie at home?” The better technical spec,
or the movie on one tape?
Microsoft Zune

“Just like the iPod,
but from Microsoft!”

It didn’t offer anything better than Apple’s iPod, and
came with baggage from Microsoft.

Finding and validating market problems and needs
There are many ways to find market problems or customer desires that we can solve. In later
chapters, we’ll talk in more detail about some of the techniques and approaches to finding and
validating market problems and needs.
And note that finding – and solving – problems happens at multiple different levels. The product
itself solves a big problem (or perhaps multiple problems). And each feature addresses some
problem or need or desire.

Validation and feasibility
Not all problems are worth solving, some might be worth solving, but not by us. For any
problems we find, we need to validate that enough customers will pay for a solution that we can
make a profit by selling it.

A funnel of innovation
Finding market problems is not something you do once. You must continually fill your
“innovation funnel” with potential problems to solve with your product, or with a new product.
This means you go out to “the market” constantly to find and validate new problems. How much
should you do this? Some product management experts say that product managers should talk
to every one of their customers over the course of a year, not including sales calls! That’s
reasonable to do if you have a few hundred customers (and you have several product
managers). In any case, you need to continue talking to customers all the time to find out what’s
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going on with them, so you can learn about the problems they still have, even after
implementing your solution.
Once you have this funnel of market problems coming in through this research, there’s a
process of deciding which problems to attack - that is, to create solutions for. You will use the
organization’s strategy and objectives to decide which problems you should tackle. This part of
the process - the realm of strategy and prioritization – we’ll talk about later.

Box three - we need to find and acquire customers for our solution
Summarizing the story so far, as product managers, “we find market problems that need solving,
then we create solutions to the best of those problems.”
We’ll revisit all of this in later chapters when we talk about how to find market problems,
validate them, prioritize them, and work with the development organization to motivate them to
create solutions.
But there’s one more crucial piece of the framework.

We need customers to find and buy our solutions to their problems.

For our solution to be successful, we need people to buy it. We found the problem, and we
know who has it, so product management has a big impact on “go-to-market,” the portion of
the process where:
•

We define who is a good prospect, so the marketing organization can go out and find
those people.

•

We give the sales people tools so they know what to say to those prospects when
marketing gives them the leads.
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Some product managers consider “go-to-market” to be part of product marketing, not product
management. This is open for debate. What’s not open for debate is that effective go-to-market
is critical for product success, no matter who does it. That puts the responsibility squarely in the
scope of product management – particularly if marketing isn’t doing it!
This is all driven, again, by the problems we’re solving with our solution, that we discovered at
the beginning of the process. (And the new ones we continually discover and create solutions
for.)
•

We know who has these problems.

•

We know how important the problems are to these people.

•

We know why the other solutions are inadequate.

By providing this knowledge to the marketing and sales organizations – in easy to consume and
use formats – we enable them to crush the competition.

The Secret Product Management Framework
That’s the Secret Product Manager Framework:
•

We find market problems, create solutions, and take the solutions to market.

Why is it “secret?” I’ve never seen product management described like this, so if anyone has
done it, it was secret to me. Some writers discuss these components separately, but not tied
together in this way. And many people, product managers and others, don’t seem to think this
way – so it seemed like a catchy name that captured something in the air, but not wellarticulated.

We’re “product” managers, but “problem” is more important
Because we are product managers and technologists, we love to focus on the framework’s
second box – creating the solution. But the third box – going to market – is more important than
the product. And the first box – finding and validating market problems – is by far the most

important.
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If you’re in doubt about this, consider what happens on Kickstarter – the online site where
inventors try to get crowdfunding to turn their product ideas into actual products.
Many successful Kickstarter campaigns only have the first and third boxes – a problem that
needs to be solved, and a plan for taking the solution to market. They often don’t have a
solution, or not a finished solution. They’re using Kickstarter to raise money to create the
solution. If a Kickstarter campaign doesn’t do a good job of articulating an urgent market
problem that prospects will pay to solve, it won’t achieve its funding goals. And a Kickstarter
campaign is, by definition, a go-to-market effort.

How to talk to your parents about what you do
One of the strengths of this framework is that you can use it to talk to non-technical people
about what you do.
(Don’t say you’re the “CEO of the product” – they won’t know what you mean, and they’ll think
you’re full of yourself.)
Try this instead:
“I find market problems, create solutions to those problems, and take the solutions to market.”
Everyone understand problems, and solutions, and customers, whatever their background.

Three takeaways
How can you start using this information right away?
1. Use it as your mantra. “I find market problems, guide the creation of solutions to those
problems, and take the solutions to market.”
2. It’s a good way to describe what you do. It will differentiate you from a lot of product
managers who cannot give you a concise description of what they do. And it will help your
thinking and help you change your mindset.
3. Use it to help guide your activities. The problem you’re solving imbues everything. Your work
is not about the product, it’s about the customer and what the product does for them, how
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it solves their problem. Whether you’re talking to customers, prospects, or engineers, try to
put the feature or feature request in the context of a customer problem. One simple change
is to say “you” instead of “we” when talking to customers about your product. I.e., “Our
product has feature X” is wrong. Say “Your problem Y is addressed by our feature X.”

The Impact of This Mindset
How important is it that we do this right? It’s only the difference between success and failure.
The better we do, the more impact we have on our organization and potentially the world. How
big is the impact of doing product management better?
Let’s explore that in the next chapter.
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What You’ll Find in The Rest of The Secret Product
Manager Handbook

The story so far…
You got an introduction to the Secret Product Management Framework, along with some
examples of how to use it. In the rest of the first section, you’ll understand the business value of
product management and how much leverage you truly have on revenue and profit. You get
insight into the mentality, mindset, characteristics of product managers. And you get guidance
on how to become a product manager.
But that’s just the first section!
The rest of this book is dedicated to guiding you through all three parts of the framework with
tools and techniques for getting it done.
For taking the ideas in the framework and turning them into actions you can take easily to level
up your product management practice.
For example:
•

How to know whether you’ve done a good job at finding market problems.

•

Understanding the key piece of sales enablement that will make your sales organization
much more successful.

•

How to get engineering aligned with your product goals.
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•

What to do when a big but annoying customer asks you for a product roadmap.

•

Handling top execs when they step in with their opinion about what you should implement
next.

•

The right way to use your customers’ own words to accelerate your marketing – and the one
thing NOT to do.

All these questions, and many more, are answered in the following sections.
You may already be in the top 10% of product managers – the rest of this book will catapult you
into the top 1%. When you’ve learned the information and formulas in the rest of the book,

you’ll be the one everyone turns to for product management insight and guidance. You’ll have
the keys to the kingdom.

Things you probably haven’t seen before
Throughout the book you’ll find ideas you haven’t seen or heard before. Explanations of
mysteries, insights into secret knowledge. Or at least they seemed that way to me when I
learned them.
There’s a lot of seat-of-the-pants and “it’s obvious” stuff going on in product management.
Most of that has never been written down and articulated. When I see or experience those
things, I try to capture them so others get the benefit of my experience. I hope there will be a lot
in this book that’s “obvious” – but you would otherwise have had to invent yourself in hindsight.

Tools
In every section, the handbook provides guidance and learning tools to make sure you can use
the information right away to start making a difference. With checklists, benchmarks, guides,
and templates, you’ll be able to start immediately to create more valuable and successful
products, and take them to market.
But we all know that, even if the guidelines are written down in an awesome book like this, there
are still challenges and obstacles to overcome. And that’s why each section also includes
common obstacles and guidance on how to overcome them.
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If you think this will help you transform your product management career:

Pre-order The Secret Product Manager Handbook
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