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Ask an entrepreneur what is closest to their heart and almost universally you will hear the
same answer: people and product. At the intersection of these sit product development
teams, who must translate a company’s vision to something that customers can use and
love. Over the last decade, these teams have grown exponentially in complexity, especially
in digital companies, encompassing new roles, new skills, and new ambitions. Early this
year we reached out to several product development executives and professionals around
the world, from CPOs to Product Owners, and asked them what they think makes a
successful digital product development team - here’s what we found.
We began with a broad view on the various structures of product organizations. Here,
we found what we call “polarities,” defined as two competing models in tension, with
companies oscillating back and forth between them based on their DNA, culture and
overall vision.
• The first polarity is in the approach to managing long vs. short-term
development. Some companies tend to separate structures and resources
dedicated to long-term projects, to the extent that basic user research can
even be separated from product-specific user research. When this model is
adopted, long-term oriented product development structures can account
for up to 10-15% of the product workforce. This gives these teams the
organizational freedom to act and think without the boundaries of product
release cycles, handing over development to “short-term structures” only at
the Proof of Concept level. - this mirrors how venture capital firms shift from
tech transfer to acceleration/early stage. On the other hand, some companies
adopt a model in which “disruptive innovation” is embedded into everyone’s
job description, emphasizing the contribution potential of every role, but
sometimes at the expense of focus.
• The second polarity relates to the scope of product innovation. Some
companies adopt a model where innovation mostly stems from the core
product/business or its closest adjacent spaces. In these companies,
incremental improvements are highly sought after as they pave the way
for “product perfection,” staying ahead of competition by maximizing
adoption and usage. On the other end of the spectrum, other companies
consider “intangible assets” their main product: the installed base, acquired
knowledge from users and consumer journeys are the competitive advantage
everyone in the organization can use to venture into unknown areas and
businesses, building superior products that meet or anticipate user needs
and that will command superior prices.
• The third polarity is in how decisions are made and communicated
through the organization, with the goal of keeping a high level of
entrepreneurship and spirit of initiative even as the organization grows
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and becomes more layered. Some companies choose to leverage detailed
Objective Key Results models to control bottom-up initiatives, emphasizing
A/B testing and measuring cause-effect relationships to ensure an effective
use of business resources. Others find this model too narrow, choosing
instead to merely set strategic directions to guide innovation (e.g., they
provide a clear forced ranking between profitability, revenues growth, users
growth, …), leaving more space for “imagination” and accepting higher levels
of risk, which they mitigate with governance that sets boundaries to prevent
the most extreme business disruptions.
Looking then at individual responsibilities, we found that the industry is going through
an increasing specialization of roles, and team members are expected to be aware of
the nuances and sophistication required of their particular role, whether it be hard
competences or leadership styles. For example, a Product Manager is expected to fully
understand whether his or her most valuable contribution is actively shaping the product
vision or orchestrating and empowering the rest of the team. Similarly, user research is
increasingly separated from user experience and we see more and more professionals
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with specialized careers and track-records; even within research, the skills and attitude
of teams who work on existing products differ from those of teams dedicated to basic
user research. As the number of moving parts in the system grows, the role of the team
lead becomes ever more crucial and complex, requiring not only product vision but also
sensitivity to and understanding of the personal and professional qualities expressed by
both technical and non-technical team members.
The elements above are impacting hiring: We found that product management hiring
approaches are tending towards a balanced mix of “personality-based” and “skillbased” (technical background, coding abilities, cross-functional expertise). Successful
individuals possess certain personality characteristics, such as low-ego, versatility,
curiosity and adaptability in combination with technical competencies. Characterized
by a challenger mindset, these individuals are able to harness underappreciated trends,
paying attention to the smallest changes that are already happening rather than
speculating about what might be. They are able to leverage embedded competencies,
assets and know-how. They show the ability to learn from mistakes and possess a
“product-cycle” mindset, capable of addressing unarticulated needs. No longer are
Product Managers purely assessed against their coding skills, for example, but only when
coding is a factor that helps one fully understand the managed product. An effective
“integration” skillset is valued at a premium, so much so that companies are often
acquiring entire teams altogether.
These changes are consistent with an increasingly evident shift in the leadership and
innovation model from individual to “collective genius.” Collective genius is developed
within organizations through practice, extensive exposure to various inputs (tech,
society, customers) and the safety net of a judgement-free culture that tolerates mistakes.
Innate genius, very rare, is harder to cultivate. It is a relevant source of innovation when
disruption is needed (for example when developing a break-through technology) which
becomes much less reliable and impactful in mature industries or on existing products.
Within these segments, innovation and leadership are always paired together. Setting the
stage, rather than taking the stage, and allowing others to shine, helps to harness pieces
of individual genius, allowing in turn for collective innovation.
Finally, we are seeing the emergence of a fascinating, strong link between innovation
and purpose: Product teams increasingly seek inspiration, longing for a clear vision with
large societal impacts that aligns with their inner beliefs and unleashes their potential
to think bigger, without limitations of roles and functions, as if driven by a higher cause.
Many technology companies pride themselves on emphasizing employees’ welfare, but
being part of a “great workplace” is not a substitute for being in a “great place to work”:
the former is about structures, the latter about dreams.
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