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Product Leadership:
How to Select the
Right Product Leader
for Your Organization

At a time when cutting-edge technologies like Al

are transforming nearly every industry, more orga-
nizations are recognizing the need for highly skilled
product leaders to develop a thoughtful product
roadmap and a winning strategy for technology/dig-
ital assets to fuel market differentiation and growth.

Product leaders are highly sought-after. Getting the
right chief product leader or head of product is criti-
cal, given the pace of technology advancement and
technology-driven market disruptions. One size does
not fit all when it comes to product leadership. The
right product leader for a company will depend on
its context and business and technology aspirations.

Driven by their personal leadership journey and
experiences, these leaders come in different variet-
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ies. Hence, we recommend against the approach
of targeting product leaders from specific tech-
nology companies as a panacea. While product
experience from a specific company could be
highly valuable, a product leader’s ability to impact
the business depends on the relevancy of their
experience and skill set to the specific business
context. A leader who excels in one context may
not excel in another. Two leaders from the same
organization many times have very different experi-
ences of leading and managing product portfolios
depending on when they worked in the company
and their specific product leadership journey. It is
important to identify the leadership competencies
they have developed that would then translate into
impact in the new setting.

The product-led transformation series

This article frames and introduces the key topics to be addressed in our ongoing series on product-led
transformation written by the Product Practice at Spencer Stuart. As the role of technology, digital and
product-led transformation in business is fast evolving, this series was written to guide CEOs, boards and

product leaders looking to gain competitive advantage through product-led transformation. There is a lot to
learn. We hope these articles can be a starting point for robust discussions and continued learning.
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Product leaders: Varied backgrounds impact scope

Product leaders will bring different areas of expertise depending on their backgrounds.

In general, there is an increasing level of sophistication and specialization among prod-
uct leaders, as technology has become an integral part of every business. Titles can
sometimes be misleading, so it is important to look beyond the job title and level to
understand the true scope of a leader’s experience. Some product leaders have taken an
engineering route into product roles, while some have come into product through design
or functional product management or other business/strategy roles. In addition, product
leaders may have deep experience in managing engineering teams directly versus influ-
encing them depending on the structure of the product organization(s) where they have
worked and, hence, will have varying depths of understanding of the different functional
areas, including data, product marketing, design, infrastructure, etc.

In addition to the functional expertise, product leaders can come from different back-
grounds related to the following:

» Company size and structure: enterprise, small- and medium-sized business; private
equity versus venture capital versus public company

» Offerings: platform as a service (PaaS), software as a service (SaaS), infrastructure as
a service (laa$)

» Industry: healthcare, consumer, financial services, etc.
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Four product archetypes: Prioritizing the
capabilities your company needs

Because product leader backgrounds are contingent on so many varying fac-
tors, it is essential to look beyond surface-level experience when considering
the right leader for an organization. Drawing on our experience and research
into the different product pathways, we have identified four main product
leader archetypes based on their primary focus in their role: strategist, oper-
ator, tech innovator and change agent. Most product leaders reflect more
than one of these archetypes depending on their background, the organi-
zations they worked in, the roles they played, the products they owned and
the stage or maturity/evolution at which they owned these products. The
archetypes apply whether the company is consumer- or enterprise-focused
and whether the leader is overseeing a stand-alone product management
organization or directly managing engineering teams.

The four archetypes are structured across two dimensions, with the X-axis
representing how operationally focused (on the right) or intuitive and
creative (on the left) a leader is. The Y-axis represents how internally or
externally focused a product leader is, ranging from those who are externally
focused on market, customers, competition and ecosystem (on the top)
versus those focused on leveraging internal strengths and capabilities like
technology/platform differentiation (at the bottom).
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Strategist

These are strategic thinkers who are externally focused

on customers and the market. They are able to create

a product vision and translate it into product strategy
and a roadmap for achieving sustainable business
impact and differentiation. They draw on market insight
and the “voice of the customer” to shape the product
strategy and roadmap. They are able to “look around
corners” to anticipate future trends and shape the
strategy and execution plans accordingly. They have
experience driving critical decisions about when to
build, acquire or leverage partnerships to achieve stra-
tegic objectives. In the case of B2C companies, these
are often creative product leaders who can use design
to develop a unique customer experience and percep-
tion of product differentiation (a product experience)
that forms a core part of the strategic differentiation for
the product. The best strategists go beyond developing
a great strategy on paper; they know how to make the
strategy come to life through execution and customer
impact. They understand the competitive landscape
and know how best to position the product better to
create differentiation.

Tech innovator

Tech innovators are visionary leaders who use tech-
nology to create innovative products that disrupt the
market. They create products for which customers or
the market have not seen use cases (for example, many
innovative founders do this really well and fall in this
category). The technology-driven innovative products
that they develop become game changers and trend
setters. These leaders are exceptional technologists who
are able to visualize and create new experiences and
solutions not seen before by customers. Many products
that are powered by strong intellectual property (IP) fall
in this category as well.
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Operator

These are strong operational experts who are adept at
driving the growth engine — from driving product-led
growth to scaling the team and processes to ensuring
seamless execution and delivery of the product road-
map. Drawing on their connection with the customer,
they can identify ways to think about the product
portfolio and product roadmap/feature/functionality
extensions in the form of adjacencies, new features, new
markets, customer segments, etc. They are skilled at
driving continuous improvement through operational
rigor in product management. They push for experi-
mentation and use of data-driven insights to evolve

the organization’s understanding of the end customer
and identify new opportunities for value creation and
monetization. They also use data and KPIs to identify
patterns, drive growth, reduce churn, improve Net
Promoter Score (NPS) and enhance product quality,
product features, design, Ul/UX, etc. They know how to
establish best-in-class processes and scale the capabili-
ties and talent within the product team to keep up with
the needs of the product portfolio.

Change agent

These are transformative leaders and “fixers” who
change the way the product management function
operates across the product strategy, product roadmap,
talent, processes, capabilities, etc. They have the abil-
ity to bring in new capabilities — e.g., transition from
on-prem to cloud, establish a product management
function from scratch, move from project management
to product management, address tech debt, drive agile
transformation, integrate multiple acquisitions and
platforms into a cohesive future strategy, etc. They have
proven experience changing culture, building new capa-
bilities in the team, integrating teams and changing

the way day-to-day work happens. As much as they are
known for the strengths in product management, they
thrive in driving change.
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Archetypes in action

As we have engaged with clients, it is not uncommon for some to initially say, “l want all
four,” but then they quickly realize that prioritizing is critical. It is important to think through
what is needed for the next two years versus the long term.

The right archetype for your company is dependent on your assessment of your most
pressing challenges and best opportunities for growth. This can (and will) change over
time. Many leaders will have multiple of these attributes depending on their past expe-
riences, but few will have equal strength in all four areas. As one would expect, the
organizations where individuals have worked and their leadership journey so far shape
their capabilities and perspective. For example, in the context of a B2B software product,
a leader who has primarily worked in cloud-native product organization will know how to
build best-in-class cloud products and leverage the numerous possibilities cloud-native
solutions can bring. They likely won’t have the battle scars of driving a transformation and
dealing with challenges of taking on-prem solutions to cloud, and the implications for cus-
tomers, go-to-market strategies, talent and tech debt. On the other hand, in the context
of a B2C product, a leader who has worked in an environment with exceptional scale may
have a lot of operational experience using data to drive user acquisition and growth but
may not have a broad experience in driving many of the strategic questions that may have

been handled by others in the organization.

Here are examples of how some organizations have approached prioritizing the expertise

they need.

Change agent and strategist

A fast-growing enterprise software company needed to
shift its product suite from on-prem to a cloud-native
solution. Since the shift was being driven internally —
clients were not complaining and the company was
growing at a fast rate — the company needed a leader
who could be a change agent able to articulate the
story of change with customers, the sales team and the
go-to-market organization, while being a strategist who
could craft a product vision and roadmap to help the
organization differentiate itself in the market and trans-
form its growth trajectory.

Change agent and operator

A global consumer technology company that had grown
through acquisition needed a strong change agent

who also could bring operational rigor. As a result of
the acquisitions, the company ended up with multiple
different platforms and inconsistent customer expe-
rience across the globe. Scaling beyond the current
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state became a huge challenge. The board and the

CEO wanted a leader able to transform the customer
and product experience across the globe and inject the
operational rigor needed to lead data-driven growth and
continuous improvement.

Strategist and operator

A private equity-backed B2B software company CEO
was looking for a chief product and technology officer
who could help frame the new product vision and help
maximize the value creation from the existing prod-

uct portfolio. As a company that had grown through
acquisitions, there was a lot of “unrealized” value to

be achieved by integrating the products and helping
drive more adoption of the full product suite by existing
customers. The company saw an opportunity for the
product officer to accelerate growth and value creation
by driving a future product strategy that leveraged the
power of Al and automation to differentiate its offerings
versus the competition.
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Market-facing change agent

In searching for a new product leader, the CEO of a leg-
endary consumer brand prioritized a change agent with
a market-facing mindset (strategists and operators).
Historically a strong engineering-led organization,
which helped drive its success, the company had more
recently lost opportunities to competitors who under-
stood the shifting consumer preferences. The CEO
wanted a chief product officer who could help bring
the market and consumer perspective to evolving the
product strategy and vision and also bring more P&L
rigor to drive better decision making and prioritization
through data and customer feedback. However, this
represented a big shift for the organization. Hence, in
the near term, the ability to lead change would be crit-
ical but, in the longer term, strategist would become
more important. The next product leader needed to be
an effective change agent, able to gain credibility with
the engineering team while articulating a vision for the
future to make this transition work. Given the broad
remit, the CEO also looked at this as an opportunity to
find someone who could be the future CEO, given the
P&L responsibility.

Operator and change agent

A founder of a high-growth consumer tech company
about to go public wanted to find a product leader
with operating strength — the right side of the model.
As founder, he had been a tech innovator and strat-
egist, which came naturally to him, but the business
had reached a scale where operational rigor would be
critical to achieving the next level of success. He also
felt in order for product management to become more
sustainable and less dependent on him, strong change

management capability was required.

Strategist and change agent

A global services company CEO wanted to find a stra-
tegic chief product officer who would act as a change
agent to lead the company’s pivot from a services busi-
ness to a product-led business. The CEO was looking for
someone to translate the voice of the customer into a
strategic product roadmap and operationalize the road-
map over the long term. To do this, the product leader
would need to be able to build the product manage-
ment function and move the team from being “project”
focused to “product” focused.

Operator and tech innovator

A high-growth enterprise SaaS company prioritized the
operator and tech innovator archetypes when looking
for a new chief product officer. The company’s prod-
uct relied on machine learning and there were many
opportunities for innovation to shape its evolution.

In addition, the company needed a product leader

able to use data to identify opportunities for growth,
continuous improvement and adjacencies for product
expansion. There also was a need to “land and expand”
with customers. All of which called for an operator.

Strategist and tech innovator

The CEO of a pre-IPO enterprise tech company priori-
tized finding a creative product leader, a strategic thinker
and tech-led innovator. The organization already had a
strong operational and business focus — its growth had
been fueled by the company’s ability to solve customer
problems — but could benefit from having a product
leader able to anticipate two to three years ahead and
help the company stay ahead of the competition it had
attracted because of its success.




How to think about which archetype is right for
your organization

When hiring product leaders, organizations many times are in the position of having to hire
from another business vertical. Without a strong framework for assessing how a product
leader’s experience transfers to the new situation, these organizations have to hope that the
individual’s experience aligns with the specific needs of their business. Similarly, product
leaders may find themselves excited by an opportunity — because of the space, the product
or the team — but still have a nagging concern about whether they will be able to have an
impact. This is where our four archetypes can be very helpful in prioritizing.

Understanding the business needs of the near future and finding leaders who fit the organi-
zation’s needs are critical. Do this by considering how much domain experience is needed
and by prioritizing archetypes from most important to least important based on your orga-
nization’s business priorities and context. Here are a few questions to think about as you
decide which is the right archetype to prioritize when looking for your next product leader:

» What are the organization’s business goals? What is the role of product
organization to help achieve the same?

How important is deep industry experience to succeed in this role?
Which archetype is essential to achieving the business strategy?

What are the CEQ’s natural strengths and working style? How can the new product
leader thrive in that context and be additive from a value creation perspective?

What is the archetype of key leaders in the current product/tech team and,
hence, what should the new leader bring to be additive?

As the organization evolves over the next few years, how should we think
about the different archetypes needed to succeed in that journey?

Product leaders can apply a similar framework when considering new opportunities to
make sure that their experience and capabilities are well-suited to the needs of the busi-
ness so that they can have impact. Leaders have found this framework useful for thinking
through how their capabilities will translate to a different space.




About Spencer Stuart

At Spencer Stuart, we know that leadership has never mattered more. We are
trusted by organizations around the world to help them make the senior-level
leadership decisions that have a lasting impact on their enterprises, on their
stakeholders and the world around them. Through our executive search, board
and leadership advisory services, we help build and enhance high-performing
teams for select clients ranging from major multinationals to emerging com-

panies to nonprofit institutions.

Privately held since 1956, we focus on delivering knowledge, insight and
results through the collaborative efforts of a team of experts — now spanning
more than 70 offices, over 30 countries and more than 50 practice special-
ties. Boards and leaders consistently turn to Spencer Stuart to help address
their evolving leadership needs in areas such as senior-level executive search,
board recruitment, board effectiveness, succession planning, in-depth senior
management assessment, employee engagement and many other facets of
culture and organizational effectiveness, particularly in the context of the
changing stakeholder expectations of business today. For more information
on Spencer Stuart, please visit www.spencerstuart.com.
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