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The big picture

Europe is well-positioned to lead the world through our 
new, fast-moving era of digital transformation. Despite 
the pandemic, 2020 was a record year for investments in 
European startups and innovation is forging ahead with no 
interruptions. This trend speaks to the strength and integrity 
of Europe’s digital economy. 

Consider Hopin, for instance, which raised $400M at a $5.65B 
valuation to build the future of event technology. European 
companies like Hopin have a unique competitive advantage 
in creating high-impact cultures, products with cutting-edge 
user experiences, and values that attract top talent globally.

With these new global innovation movements, product 
leaders need to reach new frontiers in their impact and 
capabilities, fast. The global economy is navigating “a great 
digital transformation race,” in the words of KPMG—and the 
stakes are higher than ever.

Every company is crossing a mission-cri t ical chasm 
between “now” and “ future-now” due to accelerating 
digital adoption timelines. Whether we succeed or fail is 
entirely up to our individual and collective judgment calls 
as strategists, managers, and builders. You can read more 
about Pendo’s insights into digital transformation from a 
global perspective here.

In our 2021 European State of Product Leadership survey, 
now in its third year, we explore the themes most important 
to product leaders—and the decisions they’re making during 
this historic moment. How can companies best support the 
product leaders that are steering Europe into the future?

Introduction  |

https://fortune.com/2020/12/08/2020-banner-year-europe-tech-investment-covid/
https://fortune.com/2020/12/08/2020-banner-year-europe-tech-investment-covid/
https://techcrunch.com/2021/03/04/hopin-confirms-400m-raise-at-5-65b-valuation/
https://techcrunch.com/2021/03/04/hopin-confirms-400m-raise-at-5-65b-valuation/
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/shaping-digital-transformation-europe
https://home.kpmg/xx/en/home/services/advisory/management-consulting/kpmg-connected-enterprise/going-digital-faster.html
https://go.pendo.io/state-of-product-leadership-2021
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B2C

Executive

Both

Individual

12.4%

33.0%

24.5%

17.6%

In December 2020, we surveyed 300+ product managers 
and executives working largely for B2B software companies 
and traditional enterprises in France, Germany, and the 
United Kingdom. Here is a summary breakdown of the 
respondent profile:

B2B

Management

On-premise software provider

SaaS provider

Hybrid software provider

Traditional enterprise with digital offering

Other

63.1%

49.3%

15.4%

23.9%

42.8%

16.0%

2.0%

Company type Market

Levels

Who we surveyed

Introduction  |
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F I IN N G 1D
There’s an opportunity for 

product leaders to become more 
data-driven.
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Even though 63% of product leaders across France, Germany, 
and the United Kingdom report being data-driven, only 40% 
say that they make product roadmap decisions based on 
quantitative sources. This finding suggests that there is room 
for new tools, educational resources, and training to empower 
a stronger level of data-driven decision making. Are teams 
equipped to make their best judgment calls, on the fly?

Finding one  |

How roadmap decisions are made
DATA VS. INSTINCT

Slightly data-driven

Slightly instinct-driven

Instinct-driven

Very instinct-driven

Data-driven

Very data-driven

16.0%

26.1%

8.8%

2.0%

42.5%

4.6%
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While qualitative instincts are valuable for digging deeper 
into trends and identifying new opportunities, quantitative 
data is essential for getting teams and departments around 
a shared foundation for measurement, driving adoption, and 
growth—metrics that are critical to a business’s health.

Digging deeper into this trend, who’s most comfortable 
working with product data, and who isn’t?

How roadmap decisions are made
QUANTITATIVE VS. QUALITATIVE

Slightly quantitative

Slightly qualitatitve

Qualitative

Very qualitative

Quantitative

Very quantitative

15.7%

38.9%

18.3%

2.9%

22.5%

1.6%
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50%25% 100%75%

Business

Creative

Non-technical

Technical

How roadmap decisions are made: 
Quantitative vs. Qualitative
BY ACADEMIC BACKGROUND

Very quantitative

Quantitative

Slightly quantitative

Slightly qualitative

Qualitative

Very qualitative

Our survey found that product leaders with a creative academic 
background (fine arts, graphics, design) are most likely to rely 
on quantitative data (75%). Product leaders with technical 
and engineering backgrounds were least likely to be using 
quantitative data (35%)—it could be the case that engineering 
teams are most likely to need support turning their data into 
human stories.
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25% 50% 75% 100%

Hybrid software provider

On-premise 
software provider

SaaS provider

Traditional enterprise 
with digital offering

How roadmap decisions are made: Quantitative vs. Qualitative
BY COMPANY TYPE

Very quantitative Quantitative Slightly quantitative Slightly qualitative Qualitative Very qualitative

Traditional enterprises were the most likely to be data-driven in Europe, 
suggesting that there is opportunity for growth for SaaS companies and 
other types of organisations to become more quantitative in their thinking.
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F I IN N G 2D
Product leaders are visionary 

multi-taskers.
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European product leaders ranked product vision/strategy 
and roadmap/prioritisation as their key areas of focus in 
2021. In the previous year’s study, for comparison, these 
objectives were further down the list. This finding suggests 
that product leaders in Europe are taking on more ambitious 
responsibilities, perhaps due to the heightened pressures 
that come with digital transformation.

In addition to operating with a high degree of focus, European 
product leaders also demonstrate exceptional multitasking 
capabilities—33% manage more than one product, according 
to this year’s survey. For comparison, 29% of global product 
leaders are responsible for more than one product.

Finding two  |

40%30%20%10%

I’m responsible 
for product ops

I’m responsible 
for one or more 

features/
capabilities

I’m responsible 
for more than 

one product

I’m a non-PM 
specialist 

supporting one or 
more products

I’m responsible 
for a product

Global
Europe

Product management 
responsibility
BY REGION



12

25%

25%

50%

50%

75%

75%

100%

100%

Product vision/strategy

Achieving product/feature adoption goals

Roadmap/prioritisation

Product positioning/messaging

Product design/UX

Customer feedback/satisfaction

Product development

Go-to-market execution

Sales enablement

Digital adoption

Customer onboarding

Pricing/packaging

Achieving revenue goals

Go-to-market strategy

Customer insight

Digital transformation

Competitive intelligence

Customer education/training

Responsibility for functions Responsible Accountable Consulted Informed Not involved

European product leaders are taking on more ambitious responsibilities. For example, they are 
more focused on product vision/strategy and roadmap/prioritisation when compared to last year.

Finding two  |
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20%

20%

40%

40%

60%

60%

Responsibility for software adoption
BY LOCATION

France
Germany
UK

Increasing customer 
adoption of the 

software we build

Increasing employee 
adoption of the internal 

software we buy

Increasing employee 
adoption of the internal 

software we build

Increasing partner 
affiliate adoption of the 

internal software we 
build or buy

In the U.K. the number of product leaders responsible for more 
than one product jumps to 43%. This trend correlates with 
U.K. product leaders being more responsible for increasing 
customer adoption metrics than their counterparts in France 
or Germany.

Product management is an inherently multidimensional field 
that requires both visionary thinking and multitasking. Product 
leaders in the U.K., followed by Germany and then France, 
demonstrate strong capabilities in this area.

Finding two  |
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F I IN N G 3D
European product leaders are 
powerful connectors between 

product vision/strategy and core 
business outcomes—such as 

revenue.
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European product leaders (50%) ranked revenue among the 
top three primary success metrics they are monitoring, which 
suggests that they are taking a customer-centric approach 
to monetisation. In the global survey, 45% listed revenue as 
a primary success metric. 

This trend correlates with product usage being more important 
to European product leaders than to product leaders globally. 
For customer-facing applications, 53% of respondents in 
Europe listed product usage metrics as a primary measure 
of success, compared to 41% of respondents globally.

25% 50% 75% 100%

Product/feature/roadmap delivery

Revenue (ARPU/LTV/ACV)

Product usage (DAU/WAU/MAU)

Feature adoption/usage

Retention/churn

NPS/CSAT/OSAT

How organisations measure product management 
success for the apps built for customers: Europe Primary Secondary Tertiary Not using

Finding three  |
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25% 50% 75% 100%

Product/feature/roadmap delivery

How organisations measure product management 
success for the apps built for customers: Global Primary Secondary Tertiary Not using

Finding three  |

Revenue (ARPU/LTV/ACV)

Product usage (DAU/WAU/MAU)

Product adoption/usage

Feature adoption/usage

Retention/churn

NPS/CSAT/OSAT

These subtle differences in mindset suggest that European 
leaders may have a stronger alignment between customer 
experience and financial performance. 

Despite the strengths of product leaders as visionary 
multitaskers with a revenue focus, there’s still room to improve. 
The 2021 report found that European product leaders felt 
less responsible or accountable for product vision/strategy 
(39%) than their global peers (46%).
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F I IN N G 4D
Product is at the head of the 

table for digital transformation—
but they may not see themselves 

in this light.
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Likely due to their visionary and multidimensional thinking 
capabilities, product leaders are at the forefront of digital 
transformation in Europe. Out of all the European product 
leaders we surveyed, 47% perceive product and R&D teams 
to be responsible for digital transformation. 

This trend holds true within companies that are marketing/
sales and executive led, meaning that product teams have a 
high degree of influence over their companies’ future. This 
trend also holds true across companies large and small—
product leadership is invaluable.

Given these perceptions, only 45% of respondents report 
feeling responsible or accountable for digital transformation at 
their companies. Although they are considered to be leaders 
in this space, European product pros haven’t fully actualised 
their responsibility for digital transformation.

Finding four  |

Departments perceived to be responsible for 
digital transformation

Sales/Marketing

Executive team only

Product/R&D

Services

No initiative

16%

21%

47%

15%

1%
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Departments perceived to be responsible 
for digital transformation
BY DRIVING FUNCTION

Finding four  |

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

Exec team only Product/R&DSales/Marketing

Marketing-led Product-led Sales-led

Services No initiative

Product and R&D teams are leading the 
charge for digital transformation, regardless 
of which function drives an organisation.
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60%

40%

20%

Executive team

Product and R&D teams are perceived to 
be responsible for digital transformation at 
companies of all sizes and revenue bands.

Product/R&D Sales/Marketing Services No initiative

Departments perceived to be responsible
for digital transformation
BY REVENUE BAND

Less than $25 million

Greater than $1 billion
$25 - $50 million
$51 - $100 million

$101-$500 million

$501 million - $1 billion

Finding four  |
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Building on this trend, product leaders are well-positioned to 
step up to this leadership calling due to the growing maturity 
of their operations. Product teams are becoming increasingly 
well resourced and supported, with 44% of survey respondents 
indicating that they have access to a product operations team. 
In comparison, last year, only 26% of respondents shared that 
they are working with a product operations team.

Germany, known for its high integrity product design and 
manufacturing methods, is in the lead with respect to the 
number of survey respondents having access to a dedicated 
product operations team.

20%

20%

40%

40%

60%

60%

How product operations 
are handled
BY LOCATION

North AmericaFrance
Germany UK

Operations team absorbs 
the product operations 

responsibilities

We are planning to hire 
a product operations 

person

Product team absorbs 
the product operations 

responsibilities

We have a dedicated 
product operations 

person

We have a dedicated 
product operations team

Finding four  |
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F I IN N G 5D
 Likely due to increased 

pressures, job satisfaction took 
a hit over this last year.
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Product leaders are held to high regard and esteem. But their job 
satisfaction is on the decline, according to our 2021 survey. It’s 
understandable—the pace of digital transformation means that 
leaders are under pressure to perform to superhuman levels.

One of the questions we asked product leaders in this year’s 
survey is how likely they would be to recommend their career 
paths to a friend. Out of a total net promoter score (NPS) range 
from -100 to 100, the average score was -1, compared to an 
overall global score of 9.

Job satisfaction was highest, but still quite low, at traditional 
enterprises with digital offerings (NPS = 6), with SaaS companies 
following in a close second (NPS = 5). Globally, the average 
NPS score at traditional enterprises was 8, and the NPS score 
for SaaS companies was 17. 

Finding five  |

Likelihood to recommend chosen career path to a friend
BY COMPANY TYPE

Overall

NPS

Hybrid software 
provider

Traditional enterprise 
with digital offerings

On-premise software 
provider

SaaS provider

-10 0 105-5
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The operations team 
absorbs the product 
ops responsibilities

We have a dedicated 
product ops team

These findings suggest that product leaders may be under 
extreme pressure—especially due to the personal responsibilities 
that they are navigating during the pandemic and human 
health crisis. One point of validation is that respondents that 
have access to a dedicated product operations team reported 
higher NPS scores (7). 

Likelihood to recommend chosen career path to a friend
BY PRODUCT OPERATIONS STRUCTURE

NPS

-30 -10 100-20

We have a dedicated 
product ops person

The product team 
absorbs product ops 

responsibilities

We are planning 
to hire a product 

ops person

Finding five  |
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When we examine by job level, independent contributors 
reported the lowest NPS scores (-26), potentially due to the 
pressures and responsibilities that they are shouldering. 
Meanwhile, employees at smaller companies were least happy, 
reporting an average NPS score of -24. NPS scores were highest 
(10) at companies in the $51M-$100M range—the equivalent of 
a Series C stage company. 

At the country level, product managers in Germany were the 
happiest, albeit with an NPS of 4. In comparison, North American 
product managers reported an average NPS score of 19.

Likelihood to recommend chosen career path to a friend
BY LOCATION

Likelihood to recommend chosen career path to a friend
BY ROLE

North America

Executive

NPS

NPS

Germany

Management

UK

Individual

France

-10

-30 -20

0

-10

10

0

20

10

Finding five  |
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F I IN N G 6D
Collaboration helps offer 
motivation and support.
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Alignment to functions
BY ROLE

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

Engineering MarketingDesign/UX

Individual
Management
Executive

Sales Customer
success

Business 
analytics/Data

Services/
Support

Learning & 
development/ 

Training

Business 
operations

Product leaders may be spearheading digital transformation, 
but they certainly aren’t alone. Our survey found that product 
teams are in close alignment engineering teams, followed by 
design, marketing, and sales—and that independent contributors, 
managers, and executives are equally likely to be working 
cross-functionally with different teams and departments. 

Product teams are leading a powerful range of unique 
collaborations—a skill that is invaluable, in both the short 
and long term, for digital transformation to be successful.

Perhaps recognising and self-actualising this leadership 
and teamwork will help raise morale. Data can help product 
leaders better recognise the full value and extent of their 
contributions—especially when enhancing alignment with 
teammates in other departments.

Finding six  |

European product leaders of all levels 
are working cross-functionally with 
different teams and departments across 
the organisation. 
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Especially as European product leaders take on more 
responsibilities, they need faster and more agile ways to 
make decisions. The survey found that product leaders with 
creative backgrounds were both happier and more likely to 
be using data. Is this a correlation or causation—that being 
data-driven helps product leaders find meaning and joy at 
work? 

Digital transformation is a big vision, but it’s the tiny moving 
parts of everyday operations that lead up to overarching goals.

The right data can help instill confidence in the direction that 
teams are taking.

Recommendation 1

Optimise the use 
of data.

Recommendations  |
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Humans are hardwired to find meaning and purpose at work. 
With job satisfaction having taken a hit during the pandemic, 
it’s hard for individuals to achieve the groundbreaking results 
that they need from digital transformation.

Collaborations are already happening. So why not take them 
to the next level through gamification, educational events, 
and other supportive endeavors?

These collaborations can help bring joy to an otherwise 
high-pressure digital transformation journey. Higher morale 
will lead to more cross-functional company direction, 
stronger product leadership, greater productivity, and 
higher resilience to change.

Recommendation 2

Increase positive 
interactions between 
teams.

Recommendations  |
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With product leaders being at the forefront of digital 
transformation, these individuals are well-positioned to 
become the CEOs of tomorrow. The first step is to ensure 
that every product leader has c-suite representation—after 
all, product leaders are multifaceted thinkers with cross-
functional customer insight.

Giving product leaders a seat at the table gives creativity a 
seat at the table, too. That’s the skill that the world needs 
right now. Product leadership is mission-critical to ensure 
alignment between customers, stakeholders, and revenue. 

Recommendation 3

Ensure that product 
leaders have a c-suite 
track.

Recommendations  |
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www.pendo.io

http://www.pendo.io

