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I n t r o
Back when I started my career as a product 
manager, things were quite different than they are 
today. There were no books or training courses. 
There were no product management associations, 
blogs, or newsletters. Email was just in its infancy, 
and the World Wide Web was merely an 
experiment being conducted by a small group of 
elite technologists. The only way that you learned 
how to be a great product manager was by trial and 
(often painful) error. Occasionally, if you were 
lucky, you would have a manager who could teach 
you the subtleties and mentor you (I had several 
and they made a huge difference in my career).

My, how things have changed. There are all kinds 
of resources available to help you learn the 
profession of product management. Product 
management has grown up; companies are 
recognizing what a key role it plays in the success 
or failure of their products and their overall results. 
And along with all of this, there are many product 
management experts who have emerged that are 
enthusiastic about sharing what they have learned 
about the profession.

The goal of this book is to expose you to the 
wisdom and knowledge from a group of the world's 
leading product management experts. Among the 
contributors, there are leading authors, professors, 
CEOs and vice presidents, bloggers, consultants, 
trainers, and even a few salespeople and 
engineers. In total, there are over five centuries of 
collected wisdom represented here. 

To put the book together, we reached out to a large 
number of people throughout the world. (If you were 
not included, please don't be offended. Email us 
and let us know so we can include you in future 
projects like this.) The rules were submitted over a 
two-month period. Each rule stands on its own, and 
they are not in any particular order in the book.
42 Rules of Product Management 1



NOTE: We received more rules than we were able 
to publish. We will be posting these on our Product 
Management 2.0 Blog at:  
http://280group.com/blog and in our newsletter, 
so make sure you sign up.

 
It is our sincere hope that the rules in this book will 
help make your product management career more 
enjoyable and more successful. And equally 
important, we hope that it will lead to you shipping 
products that your customers love and that are 
wildly successful and highly profitable. 

 
Brian Lawley 
CEO and Founder, 280 Group 
October 2010
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R u l e
2
 Work on Products You Are 
Passionate About

Brian Lawley, 
CEO and Founder, 280 Group
The one common 
factor that I have 

noticed about the 
best product 

managers is that 
they choose to 

work on products 
that they are very 
passionate about.

Let's face it, product management can be a tough 
job. We often have a lot of responsibility yet little 
formal authority. There are multiple groups of 
stakeholders (customers, management, salespeo-
ple, support, etc.) who all have ideas and demands 
that they wish to see included in our products, 
which means we end up having to say "no" often. In 
some cases, we work in engineering-driven compa-
nies, which creates a culture where it is difficult to 
influence and have a big impact on the products we 
manage.

I also believe that product management can also be 
the most interesting job in the world. Being able to 
set product strategy, lead your team to create 
products that your customers love, and be 
responsible for the overall success of a product can 
be exhilarating.

The one common factor that I have noticed about 
the best product managers is that they choose to 
work on products that they are very passionate 
about. It could be a passion for the technology, for 
solving a hard customer problem, or for changing 
the way customers work or play. Or it could be a 
passion for capturing a market and implementing a 
winning strategy. But, nonetheless, there is passion 
for what they are doing.

I have managed many different products in my 
career. In my experience, the times when I enjoyed 
my job the most were when I was working on 
something that I had tremendous passion for. At 
Apple, I was the product manager for the Macintosh 
Human Interface—though it was an incredibly 
difficult job, I loved what I was doing. At Symantec, 
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I was in charge of C++ and Java development tools. Although the product 
didn't excite me, the prospect of capturing the market when Java first 
appeared did excite me, and we managed to do just that. 

So why is passion so important? Even in the best of product management 
jobs there are always going to be some very difficult challenges. If you are 
working on something that you don't care deeply about you simply won't 
have the tenacity and persistence to do what needs to be done in order for 
the product to succeed. This drive to succeed has to come from within. No 
one can "command" you to be passionate about your product. I have seen 
many product managers fall into the trap of working on things they really 
don't care about and ultimately they end up hurting their careers and 
chances for advancement.

The other reason that passion is so important is that it is infectious. If your 
team sees that you are excited about and committed to what you are doing, 
it will carry over to them. Your salespeople will be more excited about 
selling your products. The engineers will be more excited about what they 
are building. And your company will know that your products are important 
and are going to succeed.

Life is short. Work on something that you really care about. If you aren't 
doing this right now, make a commitment to make a change. Either make 
the change or else find some aspect about the products you are managing 
that can get you excited. Perhaps you can set a market share or revenue 
goal and get the corresponding strategy and tactics into place to see if you 
can make it happen. Or perhaps in parallel with your day-to-day work you 
can identify some unmet customer needs and help your company bring a 
brand new product to market. Whatever you do, don't waste your life by 
working on something you don't care about deeply.
Rule 2: Work on Products You Are Passionate About 5
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4
 Think Like an Entrepreneur

Linda Gorchels, Director of Executive Marketing 
Education, Wisconsin School of Business 
At its most basic 
level, to think like 

a product 
manager requires 

thinking like an 
entrepreneur.

One of the expectations I received from a product 
manager during a recent corporate training session 
was to learn how to think like a product manager. 
While there are many perspectives and buzzwords 
that could be thrown at this objective, at its most 
basic level, to think like a product manager requires 
thinking like an entrepreneur.

Let's expand on that a bit. While people may argue 
that entrepreneurs have more control over every-
thing than do product managers, the reality is just 
the opposite. It is the rare entrepreneur who is inde-
pendently wealthy with easy access to materials, 
operations, and labor. Most entrepreneurs have a 
vision for a product or service they are passionate 
about, but have to find the resources to actualize 
the vision. They must craft business plans to solicit 
money from venture capitalists or banks. That's not 
unlike the challenges product managers face in de-
veloping business cases for new products. The 
business case is essentially a proposal for an in-
vestment of time and resources from the firm. In 
fact, some firms expect product managers to treat 
the management team sort of as angel investors 
who must be convinced of the future value of the 
product concept being proposed.

After receiving guarantees of funding, entrepre-
neurs may need to source materials or locate 
contract manufacturers. They must work carefully 
with third parties they don't directly manage to ac-
complish the design, development, and commer-
cialization of their envisioned products or services. 
Similarly, product managers must constantly ac-
complish their goals through organizational 
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functions over which they have no direct authority. They must use their 
skills of persuasion and diplomacy to make things happen. 

Entrepreneurs often need to work with independent sales representatives 
or channels to reach the intended market. To help these groups function 
more effectively, entrepreneurs must provide not just product knowledge 
but also an understanding of the target markets and the best approach to 
reach these markets. That's akin to the challenge product managers face 
when training and motivating the sales force. There is a strong need to 
empathize with the needs of salespeople to advance the sales process.

The common link between the entrepreneurial business plan and the 
product manager business case is clarity of customer need. Strong entre-
preneurs and strong product managers know the profile, needs, emotions, 
and purchase drivers of their customers. They don't think exclusively in 
terms of product features/benefits, but rather how these features/benefits 
align with customer goals better than competing offerings. They have a 
strong command of marketing and customer-focused competencies.

Entrepreneurs share several common traits that influence the way they 
think. Entrepreneurs embody traits of risk-taking, passion, focus, prod-
uct/customer knowledge, and tolerance for failure. Strong product 
managers share these traits (or elements of these traits), which influence 
their thoughts and decision-making processes.

Let's carry this analogy one step further. Successful entrepreneurs can 
grow successful companies. (As an aside, serial entrepreneurs start 
several companies. Our focus here is NOT on serial entrepreneurs but 
rather those more focused on a single economic endeavor.) As their 
companies grow, the passion, focus, and connectedness with the prod-
uct/customer becomes diffused. That's where product managers come in. 
Product managers can restore the passion, focus, and connectedness with 
the product/customer for their areas of responsibility. 

So the bottom line is: to think like a product manager requires thinking like 
an entrepreneur.
Rule 4: Think Like an Entrepreneur 7
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5
 Learn to Say "No" to 
Customers

Ivan Chalif, Blogger, The Productologist
Saying "no" 
lets product 

managers focus 
on delivering 

superior products 
rather than ones 

that are merely 
sufficient.

Product managers talk and listen to many stake-
holders, because they want to understand the 
needs and desires of the market. An important part 
of that process is sharing, especially the strategic 
product road map. Sharing this information does 
two things:

1. It lets the customer know that you are willing 
to let information flow both ways. This helps 
them share more specific details (the kind 
product managers really need) and not feel 
like they are providing information for free.

2. Sharing also lets them see the future plans for 
the product and how their future plans fit with 
what has been mapped out.

 
While there are certainly benefits to sharing the 
road map with customers (and even sometimes 
prospects), it comes with drawbacks, too. Every 
customer has needs that are specific to their 
business. They frequently look to the product 
manager (and the product road map) to help them 
resolve those needs. 

In many cases, that information is valuable in 
helping the product manager address the needs of 
an industry or vertical market, or even a type of 
user. Unfortunately, it can also lead to adding 
features to the product that serve only a few users. 
These choices are sometimes unavoidable, but, 
over time, they can lead to bloat, misdirection, and 
mediocrity of the product.

As a result of reviewing the road map and not
seeing what they want on it, or in the time frame that 
they want it, customers make requests to raise the 
42 Rules of Product Management



priority of a particular feature or to add a new capability to the product that 
was not being considered. This is where "no" comes into play for product 
management (see Rule 2 by Brian Lawley). Saying "no" lets product 
managers focus on delivering superior products, rather than ones that are 
merely sufficient.

Let me use the following to illustrate the value of saying "no." This is a real 
experience I had with a customer who repeatedly requested a feature that 
was very low on the priority list. No other customer (or prospect) had asked 
for anything similar, so it remained low on the list because it didn't align 
well with where we were planning to take the product.

Every conversation I had with the customer team included a question 
about when they would get the feature that they had been asking for so 
long. Early on, I would provide a response that is common amongst 
product managers: "We have captured the requirement for your requested 
feature, but it is not assigned to the next release." While this settled the dis-
cussion for the moment, it only delayed revisiting it the next time there was 
a release announcement.

Ultimately, I drew a line in the sand and told the customer that even though 
the feature was important to their business, I did not see that it would ever 
be in the product. Despite the customer team initially being quite upset and 
frustrated with my response, and getting a call from their CEO about her 
disappointment about the state of the product and its ability to meet their 
needs, telling them "no" was the right decision for them and the product.

I spoke with the customer team again several months later with a decidedly 
friendlier outcome. They told me that because I had told them that they 
wouldn't get the feature (rather than the feature being delayed), they had 
decided to invest in building the capabilities they needed in-house and 
were very happy with the results. And they were happier with my product 
too. 

They had the feature they wanted, exactly how they wanted it, and within 
the time frame that they wanted. And all of this was made possible 
because of the power of "no."
Rule 5: Learn to Say "No" to Customers 9
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A p p e n d i x
B
 The Product Management 
Manifesto
I am a Product Management Professional.

I am dedicated to bringing great products to the 
market. Products that delight my customers. 
Products that are massively profitable for my 
company. Products that help change the way 
people work and live.

In the course of managing my products, there are 
thousands of small decisions that must be made 
and tasks that must be accomplished. The sum of 
these can add up to a phenomenal product. I 
choose to own the responsibility for making this 
happen.

I am an expert in all areas regarding my products, 
customers, the market, technology, competition, 
channels, press, analysts, trends and anything else 
that must be taken into account in order to win.

I have a strong vision for my products and develop 
winning strategies that align with my company's 
goals and ensure that our investments of time, 
money, and energy are well spent.

I am committed to using the best methodologies, 
tools, templates, and techniques available to be 
more efficient at my job.

I have a plan for my career, and I will further my pro-
fessional status by attending training courses, 
becoming certified, and reading books, blogs, and 
newsletters to learn best practices.

I am the voice of my customers and represent them 
in every critical decision that is made.
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I am a leader. I develop strong alliances with everyone that I need to in 
order to ensure the success of my product. This includes sales people, en-
gineers, support, customers, channel and business partners, manage-
ment, the board of directors, and anyone else necessary. Some of these 
people will be very difficult to work with, but I will find a way to make 
everyone successful as a team.

I refuse to settle for mediocrity, and I will be tenacious and professional in 
my approach to getting the best possible results.

I believe that Product Management is one of the toughest, yet more 
rewarding jobs in the world. Though I will face great odds and challenges, 
I refuse to become jaded or negative.

Though I have all the responsibility, it is highly likely I have little or no 
formal authority. Therefore, I will do whatever it takes to persuade others 
to do what is right for customers and my company.

This manifesto may be downloaded at: 
http://www.280group.com/pmmanifesto.pdf.
Appendix B: The Product Management Manifesto 11
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Getting “42 Rules of Product Management”
(http://www.happyabout.com/42rules/42rulesproductmanagement.php)

“42 Rules of Product Management” can be purchased as an eBook for $14.95 
or tradebook for $19.95 at:  
http://www.happyabout.com/42rules/42rulesproductmanagement.php or at 
other online and physical book stores.

Please contact us for quantity discounts sales@happyabout.info or to be 
informed about upcoming titles bookupdate@happyabout.info or phone 
(408-257-3000).
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