What follows is not intended to be a how-to guide to product management, but rather the sort of responses you might get if you were to sit down with a product manager and ask him/her what product managers will do and where they fit in CIT.

So…what is a product manager usually responsible for? And would they be responsible for the same type of things at CIT?

The role of product managers varies from firm to firm. Product managers exist in all business segments, from banking, where they manage complex portfolio management programs, to fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) companies, where they’re known as “brand managers.” Even hospitals have product management programs. The common thread is that product managers have ultimate responsibility for the success of their product line.
At CIT, the primary responsibility of product managers is to constantly review and research the needs of the university. Those needs are later translated into product requirements for new products, or new features to existing products. Ultimately, the end goal is to deliver superior satisfaction to the end user while simultaneously working within and toward the mission and vision of CIT.

The critical skills are to be open to both shortfalls in existing products and long-term future needs. CIT’s product managers must visualize innovations that anticipate and satisfy unmet needs. 

This sounds all well and good when you’re talking about consumer goods, industrial products, or the service industry. But universities are different. Product management, and certainly brand management, focuses on product features and hyping the benefits of those features. That’s not what higher education is about.

Well, that depends on what you believe product management really is. Over the last 10 years, universities are becoming increasingly aware of the need to address both the quality of the “product” and how that product is presented. Two sides to the same coin if you will. 

Lipman Hearne, a Chicago firm that works with higher education and non-profits, notes that marketing used to be dirty word in higher education, but not any more. With increasing competition for students and focus on fund-raising, universities are keenly aware of what these marketing functions have to offer and have used them to increase the number of applicants and donations.

The thing to keep in mind is that product management, whether for a tangible good or a service, is, at its essence, concerned with only one thing: making sure the organization is acutely aware of the health of its relationship with its key constituents. When you look at it from that perspective, what organization wouldn’t want to be closer to the people it serves?

What do product managers do when they get a request for a new product or change to an existing one?

That depends on which phase the product is in: concept, product creation, or product life cycle management. 

Concept

During the concept phase, product managers supplement the information they get from marketing research with raw data they gather themselves. Strong product concepts always include a healthy measure of “qualitative intelligence” gathered from customers. However, because customers tend to think only about existing products and existing technologies, product managers need to avoid the trap of being so close to customers that they design products that will be out-of-date before they are even developed.

Product Creation

After the concept has been defined, product managers juggle numerous details to ensure the subtleties of a product concept are not lost in development and marketing. Although creating product and marketing plans is part of this effort, an essential task is interpersonal communication of somewhat intangible ideas. Product managers have to be “multilingual,” fluent in the languages of users, marketers, engineers, and operations, and daily communication with these departments during the design and development phase is necessary. 

Product Life Cycle Management

While it can be fairly complex, product life cycle management, or more accurately post-launch PLC management, simply means that product managers need to keep actively involved with the product long after its launch, addressing things like communications, pricing, p/s revisions, possible replacements. You’ll often hear these things referred to as the marketing mix.

What are some other activities that a CIT product manager can expect to take part in?

Ideally, product managers spend about 40-55 percent of their time on day-to-day activities. They devote 20-30 percent to tactical/short-term activities, and the remaining 15-25 percent to strategic tasks.

Day-to-Day Duties 

The bulk of a product manager’s day-to-day work is preparing documents that impact the product’s success, including:

· Product plan or handbook - the more itemized these are, the more efficient the product manager will be in providing answers

· Product road map - this is a component of portfolio planning and refers to the long-term plans for products based on various environmental factors (technology, alternatives, etc.) The white paper has a more complete description.

· Product business case - a joint effort with CIT Finance to achieve a balance between how products are costed and how university clients can “pay” for them

Tactical /Short-Term Duties

Over the course of a fiscal year, product managers have these responsibilities:

Operations

· Provide routine customer support and service. 


Product managers gather information from CIT customer service providers on product performance, and supply information to those providers to increase user satisfaction. Part of the added value for many products is the service level provided by the university. The product manager ensures that service standards are established, understood, and attainable by the service staff. 



For service standards to be attainable, customer service representatives require training. The more important that service is as part of the product’s benefit package, the more important it is for product managers to take an active role in making sure that training is thorough, timely, and effective.
· Assist in the development and monitoring of quality standards.

Product Development

· Assess technical feasibility; be involved with make-versus-buy decisions; and factor in overall capacity considerations.
Business Planning

· Participate in annual product management plans and forecast development.

· Contribute to product resource allocation discussions - that is, in any given time frame, how are we going to prioritize the distribution of available resources across our product/service base.
Marketing Communications

· Assist in the development of marketing communications plans

Strategic/Long-Term Duties

Over the life of the product, the product manager acts as a change agent and has these responsibilities, within the context of CIT’s portfolio plan:

· Be aware of similar offerings from outside Cornell.

· Participate in product-elimination decisions.

· Create a long-term competitive strategy for the product.

· Identify new-product opportunities.

· Recommend product changes, enhancements, and introductions.

· Collect information, including competitive benchmarks, trends, opportunities and university expectations.

Is this much focus required for all of CIT’s products and services?

No. Product management takes on many forms. The guiding factor is how important any given product is to overall customer satisfaction and how vulnerable that product or service is to changing customer expectations. In some cases, a full-time product manager is needed. In others, the responsibilities can be distributed among staff members who have other duties. 

What these “part-time” product managers should be expected to do can only be decided after considering what support the product actually needs and what resources are available.

In addition to original content, the material above represents the viewpoint of several practitioners, in particular Linda Gorschel. Her book The Product Manager’s Handbook is an excellent how-to guide to product management. 
