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From Product Leader to 
President
Anu Bharadwaj, President of Atlassian, shares how 
product roles sparked her leadership journey
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Anu Bharadwaj recently stepped into the role of President of Atlassian – a role she rose to 
through multiple positions rooted in Product Management. Enticed into the tech world as a 
software engineer, she let her love of technology and solving customer problems lead her to 
the world of Product. Recently, I connected with Anu to talk about the role Product can play in 
preparing a leader for the C-Suite. 

What sparked your passion for career in Product?
I didn’t start as a Product Manager. Microsoft hired me straight out of school, and my first 
job was building video games as a developer. As a nerd and a gamer, I thought it was the 
best gig ever.

For the next few years, I built different kinds of products in different roles. I tried on a lot 
of different hats: researcher, tester, developer, and engineering lead. These experiences 
helped me hone in on what’s important to me. I loved talking to customers to figure out 
what was working for them and what their needs are. In these conversations, I learned 
how having an effective tool can be so impactful to a customer’s life and discovered that 
I’m really energized by figuring out solutions to customer problems and seeing the real-
life impact on end users.

After I had this realization, I shifted from engineering into product management and 
haven’t looked back since. The feeling of delighting customers never gets old!

How will the Product function evolve in scale, scope, and pathways?
As our tools get better and allow for more creative expression, these will lower the barrier 
of entry for a PM role. I think you’ll see a bigger influx of tech-fluent people move into 
the PM role from other walks of life or functions like engineering, marketing, and more. 
There will be more paths into the product function, and I’m very excited by the diversity 
of thinkers who’ll be working on our future products.

And as you move up the career ladder, successful senior PMs will need to have a  
strong and broad skillset. There’s more expectation that they’ll be able to operate, 
communicate, manage people, set strategy, and understand technology, sales, and 
marketing in their roles.

Finally, in a world where we’ll only have more data and AI assistants at our disposal,  
great PMs will shine in the gray areas where there are no clear answers. PMs who  
are empathetic, plugged into their customers and their needs, and able to translate  
them to outcomes and see-through the execution, will always be invaluable to any 
product organization.
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What are the top three leadership principles you lived by as a 
Product leader and now President?
Be the role model for your team. When I first joined Atlassian, I was pleasantly surprised 
by how much employees are really living the values. Our two founders set the tone and 
role-model behaviors for the rest of the company. One of our values is “open company, 
no bs.” Often this means I have to take the first step at being vulnerable with my own 
struggles or sharing information when we don’t have all the answers. Your teams are 
always emulating your behavior, so I try my hardest to be a great role model at Atlassian.

Learn from others but stay true to yourself. When I first started my previous job as 
COO, I had no experience in the role! So, like any good Product Manager, I researched 
by talking to as many COOs as I could in the first three months of my new role. I loved 
learning about their culture and rituals, but it fell to me to synthesize these learnings and 
applying them to Atlassian Be true to who you are and harness your unique strengths.

Embrace individuality and build balanced teams. As a leader, I put my people first and 
surround myself with diverse perspectives. I try hard to get to know my team as people. 
What are their goals and dreams? What makes them excited to come to work every day? 
People tend to be spiky in certain skills but weaker in other areas, so getting to know each 
individual helps me build balanced teams with healthier dynamics.

How did your experience in Product position you for the COO role at 
Atlassian and now as President? 
Atlassian is a product company, so I’m grateful that my years spent building products 
have set me up for the COO and President roles. I went into the role with a strong 
understanding of our product portfolio and customers, so I could quickly ramp up on 
M&A, strategy and biz-ops and program management, all of which are teams I’ve closely 
partnered with in the past.

At Atlassian we grew so quickly over the past two years, there was a critical need for us to scale 
our operations and processes to support and sustain our growth. When I worked in Product, 
I personally felt the frustration of executing slowly, or being hampered by heavyweight 
processes, or worse, when my team was a bottleneck for other teams. So, I was really 
determined to help the entire company focus on the right priorities so every single Atlassian 
can execute better.
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The hypothesis I formed in my first months as COO was that by bringing Product and 
Operations closer together, we could drive more focus and accountability across the 
company. We worked on creating a backbone to connect our strategic and financial 
planning with our goals and execution. We introduced some changes, like moving from 
an annual planning cycle to more responsive quarterly reviews that help us resolve 
dependencies and make resource allocation decisions that help our teams execute with 
high velocity.

What advice do you have for Product executives as they carve their 
path beyond product into broader C-suite roles?
I didn’t start my career as a PM with the intent of becoming a C-suite exec. I did it because 
solving customer problems was what brought me the most fulfilment. It’s been an 
unconventional journey, but I’m grateful for this foundational experience.

My first piece of advice for aspiring C-suite executives would be to leverage the depth 
and breadth that comes with Product experience. Take on different opportunities and try 
new things that expand your ability to manage complex situations. Challenge yourself 
with messy, cross-functional initiatives that will give you more visibility and hands-on 
experience across different areas of the business. This type of experiences will set you up 
well to step into a C-suite role, because you will develop a solid grasp of the company’s 
business strategy, technology, and customers along the way. 

My second piece of advice would be to keep building strong relationships, especially with 
customers. In a product role, you’re interfacing with different stakeholders internally and 
externally every day. Continuing to develop their trust and support will help you in any 
C-suite role and open the door to unexpected opportunities.

Finally, effective communication becomes more critical the higher up you are. A big part 
of my job is sharing context with my extended team and communicating clearly with 
my peers and board members. It also gets much harder to stay connected and receive 
honest feedback from your teams, especially those that are a few layers down from you. I 
encourage you to think about ways to make yourself available to your teams and create a 
safe environment where people can share their honest feedback with you.
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our interests with the interests of our clients. Our 560+ consultants across 63 offices and 36 countries 
are former industry and functional leaders who collaborate seamlessly across geographies, 
industries and functions to deliver the full power of the Firm to every client, every time. 

We partner closely with public and private corporations, family-owned enterprises, and non-profit 
and government agencies to provide a comprehensive range of integrated services, including 
executive search, leadership solutions, CEO search and succession, board advisory and diversity, 
equity & inclusion. Our leadership solutions cover individual, team and organizational effectiveness, 
development and cultural transformation. We work with world-class partners including Mobius 
Executive Leadership, a transformational leadership development firm. In addition, we have 
partnered with Paradox Strategies, co-founded by Harvard University Professor Linda Hill, to 
develop the Innovation Quotient (IQ), a proprietary culture diagnostic. 

We believe that together we can transform people, organizations and the world through leadership.

For more information visit www.egonzehnder.com and follow us on LinkedIn, Twitter,  
and Instagram.

© 2023 Egon Zehnder International, Inc. 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means —electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise—without the prior permission of Egon Zehnder.

Insights
Product Officer

Twinkle Gupta
New York   
twinkle.gupta@egonzehnder.com

For more information, contact:

https://www.egonzehnder.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/egon-zehnder/?originalSubdomain=in
https://twitter.com/EgonZehnder?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.instagram.com/egonzehnder/?hl=en

