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The big picture

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-critical 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. 

Given the speed at which we’re moving—and the exhaustion 
that many of us are feeling—one of the biggest challenges 
we face is getting ahead of the risks of a misstep. How do we 
take the right steps forward while holding on to our health 
and sanity? As the person responsible for translating ideas 
into features, the product leader’s role has never been more 
important. The 2021 State of Product Leadership survey 
focuses on the question of how to empower that individual.

Every year, Pendo and Product Collective set out to better 
understand the craft of product management and the evolution 
of the product manager (PM) role by surveying product 
leaders working for a variety of types of companies around 
the world. In doing so, we gain perspective and appreciation 
for a discipline that we care deeply about–and we’re able 
to publish these findings to spark conversation and debate 
within our community.

Now in its fourth year, the 2021 survey and analysis focus on 
the topic of momentum. How can product leaders stay on 
top of this historic time of fast-moving change? The report 
begins with seven key findings that surfaced from respondents 
across product teams in the United States, Canada, the United 
Kingdom, France, and Germany. At the end of the report, we 
synthesize these findings into actionable recommendations 
to help you put these learnings into practice. 

Introduction  |

https://home.kpmg/xx/en/home/services/advisory/management-consulting/kpmg-connected-enterprise/going-digital-faster.html
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B2C

Executive

Both

Individual

13%

35%

32%

20%

In December 2020, we surveyed 600 product managers 
and executives working largely for B2B software companies 
and traditional enterprises in the United States, Canada, the 
United Kingdom, France, and Germany. Here is a summary 
breakdown of the respondent profile:

B2B

Management

North America

FranceGermany

UK

On-premise software provider

SaaS provider

Hybrid software provider

Traditional enterprise with digital offering

Other

55%

45%

49%

17%17%

17%

17.9%

30.7%

37.7%

12.0%

1.7%

Location

Company type Market

Levels

Who we surveyed

Introduction  |
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F I IN N G 1D
While digital transformation is a 

team effort, product leaders are in 
the driver’s seat.
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Across companies of every size in our survey sample, 
product teams are setting the strategy and roadmap for 
digital transformation. Respondents indicated that product 
and R&D teams are perceived to be the most responsible for 
digital transformation (66%), followed by the executive team 
(30%), and then sales/marketing (26%).

Responsibility levels for product teams increase at larger 
companies with higher annual revenues. 

Departments perceived to be responsible for 
digital transformation

Sales/Marketing

Executive team only

Product/R&D

Services

No initiative

26%

30%

66%

24%

1%

Finding one  |
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60%

40%

20%

Executive team

Product and R&D teams are most 
perceived to be responsible for digital 
transformation at larger companies 
with higher annual revenues.

Sales/MarketingProduct/R&D 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 one  |
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Product leaders are also builders with superior abilities to 
execute tactically—in previous years’ surveys, we found an 
increasing likelihood for product leaders to have a technical 
academic background. The 2021 survey validates this year 
over year trend that dates back to 2019.

60%

40%

20%

Business Non-technicalCreative

2019 2020 2021

Technical

Academic background
YEAR OVER YEAR

Finding one  |
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F I IN N G 2D
Product expertise is critical for 
both short-term and long-term 

revenue outcomes.
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Product organizations are highly cross-functional, with 
teams being responsible for multiple moving parts in a 
business. Even with a central area of focus around product 
vision/strategy and digital transformation, product leaders 
are working across business functions ranging from design/
UX to marketing, sales, and customer support.

Given this breadth of involvement and expertise, it is 
unsurprising that companies are turning to product leadership 
with heightened revenue responsibility during the uncertainty 
of the pandemic. Product-led expertise is more critical for a 
company’s survival and longevity than ever.

In the 2021 survey, 18% of respondents reported that they 
are responsible for revenue, while 60% shared that they are 
accountable or consulted. Meanwhile, 14% of product leaders 
shared that they are responsible for competitive intelligence, 
and 57% that they were accountable or consulted.

This is an increase from last year, where 6% of product leaders 
reported that they were responsible for revenue goals, and 4% said 
that they were responsible for competitive intelligence.

Finding two  |
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25%

25%

50%

50%

75%

75%

100%

100%

Product vision/strategy

Achieving product/feature adoption goals

Digital transformation

Go-to-market execution

Product design/UX

Product positioning/messaging

Product development

Go-to-market strategy

Customer insight

Digital adoption

Customer feedback/satisfaction

Customer education/training

Roadmap/prioritization

Competitive intelligence

Sales enablement

Achieving revenue goals

Customer onboarding

Pricing/packaging

Responsibility for functions Responsible Accountable Consulted Informed Not involved

With a focus on product vision/strategy and digital transformation, product leaders are 
increasingly responsible for revenue and competitive intelligence when compared to last year.

Finding two  |
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Competitive intelligence

Achieving product/
feature adoption goals

Achieving revenue goals

3.0

3.0

3.5

3.5

Product vision/strategy

Digital transformation

Product design/UX

Product development

4.0

4.0

4.5

4.5

5.0

5.0

Performance ratings of 
organizational functions
BY LOCATION

Product positioning/
messaging

Digital adoption

Roadmap/prioritization

North AmericaFrance
Germany UK

With respect to their areas of ownership, product leaders score 
their performance high. Across their areas of responsibility, 
they are holding themselves accountable and demonstrate 
a drive for achievement and excellence. 

With a central focus on product vision/strategy and digital transformation, 
product leaders are also increasingly responsible for revenue and 
competitive intelligence, when compared to the 2020 findings.

Finding two  |
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F I IN N G 3D
Delivery is the top success 
metric for product leaders.
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One of the biggest challenges with digital transformation is 
measuring success. How can companies capture progress 
toward the broad milestone of being future-ready?

In the eyes of product leaders, success is about keeping 
promises. Organizations measure product management 
success for customer-facing apps and internal employee-

facing apps by product/feature/roadmap delivery. Revenue, 
product adoption/usage, and feature adoption/usage are also 
important metrics for product teams to capture.

Put short, product leaders want their work to be useful and 
valued. Monetization comes second to delivering on promises 
to customers and internal stakeholders.

25% 50% 75% 100%

Product/feature/roadmap delivery

Revenue (ARPU/LTV/ACV)

Product usage (DAU/WAU/MAU)

Product adoption/usage

Feature adoption/usage

Retention/churn

NPS/CSAT/OSAT

How organizations measure product management 
success for the apps you build for customers

Primary Secondary Tertiary Not using

Finding three  |
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25% 50% 75% 100%

Product/feature/roadmap delivery

Product adoption/usage

Feature adoption/usage

eNPS

Employee compliance

How organizations measure product management 
success for the apps you build for employees

Primary Secondary Tertiary Not using

Finding three  |
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F I IN N G 4D
Digital transformation is putting 

added pressure on product teams.
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Digital transformation initiatives are high-stakes, with 
absolutely no wiggle room for error. It’s understandable 
that product teams may be feeling extreme pressure to 
perform—especially in the midst of a global humanitarian 
crisis with mental health consequences. Keep in mind that 
product leaders are highly skilled technical experts with a 
breadth of cross-functional expertise.

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 9.

Diving deeper into this data, there are several stories that 
influence this high-level picture. For one, product leaders at 
SaaS companies reported a higher average NPS score (17) 
than individuals at traditional enterprises with digital offerings 
(8) or on-premise software providers (5).

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

SaaS provider

Overall

NPS

Traditional enterprise 
with digital offerings

On-premise software 
provider

Hybrid software 
provider

0 10 20155

Finding four  |
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Likelihood to recommend chosen career path to a friend
BY REVENUE BANDExecutives were also more likely to report a higher level of 

job satisfaction than managers and individual contributors. 
Meanwhile, NPS scores were highest (19) at companies with 
$51-$100M in revenue, the equivalent of a Series B or Series 
C funded startup, and lowest at $1B+ companies (-6).

It’s important to examine these findings relative to the trends 
observed in Finding 1. There appears to be a correlation 
between responsibility for digital transformation and job 
satisfaction. Product leaders at $1B+ companies who have 
the most responsibility are also the least happy in their roles. 
It is possible that product pros find more fulfillment in mid to 
late-stage startup environments that may also be more likely 
to prioritize health and wellness.

Less than $25 million

NPS

Greater than $1 billion

$25 - $50 million

$51  - $100 million

$101 - $500 million

$501 million - $1 billion

-10 0 10 20

Finding four  |
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F I IN N G 5D
Product leaders with more 
operational support and 

higher career responsibility 
report higher job satisfaction.
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Product leaders are happier when companies empower them 
to do great work. Our survey found a correlation between 
career satisfaction and responsibility—the more ownership 
they had at work, the more likely they were to recommend 
their career paths to others. NPS scores were highest for 
product leaders who were responsible for a product (18). This 
perspective reflects that product leaders are best equipped 
to navigate on-the-job pressure when they have autonomy 
in their roles.

Likelihood to recommend chosen career path to a friend
BY PRODUCT MANAGEMENT RESPONSIBILITY

NPS

I’m responsible for  
product operations

I’m responsible for 
one or more features/

capabilities

I’m responsible for 
a product

I’m responsible for 
more than one product

I’m a non-PM 
specialist supporting 

one or more products

-5 5 15 20100

Finding five  |
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Meanwhile, product leaders were more satisfied with their 
jobs when they received ample support at work. Respondents 
at companies with a dedicated product operations team 
reported the highest NPS scores (21) compared to others.

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

NPS

We have a dedicated 
product ops person

The operations team 
absorbs the product 
ops responsibilities

We have a dedicated 
product ops team

The product team 
absorbs product ops 

responsibilities

We are planning 
to hire a product 

ops person

-30 -10 10 20 300-20

Finding five  |
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F I IN N G 6D
Product operations teams help 

product leaders align more closely 
with their customers’ needs.
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Companies of all sizes rely on dedicated product operations 
teams, with larger f irms being more likely to have this 
heightened level of support. In the 2021 survey, 53% of 
respondents reported having a dedicated product operations 
(product ops) team. 

(In comparison, 52% of respondents in the 2020 survey 
reported having a dedicated product ops team.)

Product ops teams work hand-in-hand with product leaders 
to support product vision/strategy. While product leaders are 
focused on connecting the dots to form a cohesive digital 
transformation picture, it’s the product ops teams that are 
working hand-in-hand with customers on tasks related to 
onboarding and feedback collection. 

How product operations are handled

Product team absorbs the product ops responsibilities

We have a dedicated product ops person

We have a dedicated product ops team

Operations team absorbs the product ops responsibilities

We are planning to hire a product ops person

13.8%

15.6%

53.3%

12.0%

5.3%

Finding six  |
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60%

40%

20%

Operations team 
absorbs the 

product operations 
responsibilities

Larger companies with higher annual 
revenues are more likely to have a 
dedicated product operations team.

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

How product operations are handled
BY REVENUE BAND

Finding six  |

Less than $25 million

Greater than $1 billion
$25 - $50 million

$51 - $100 million

$101 - $500 million

$501 million - $1 billion
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25%

25%

50%

50%

75%

75%

100%

100%

Product vision/strategy

Go-to-market execution

Customer feedback/satisfaction

Digital adoption

Customer onboarding

Customer insight

Product design/UX

Product development

Achieving product/feature adoption goals

Digital transformation

Competitive intelligence

Sales enablement

Go-to-market strategy

Customer education/training

Achieving revenue goals

Roadmap/prioritization

Product positioning/messaging

Pricing/packaging

Responsibility for functions
PRODUCT OPS PEOPLE ONLY

Responsible Accountable Consulted Informed Not involved

Product ops teams stay connected with customers and focus 
on tasks related to onboarding and feedback collection.

Finding six  |



26

F I IN N G 7D
There’s room to become more 

data-driven.
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One way to better support product teams—and help them 
work through the pressures of their roles—is to build more 
systems for data-driven feedback loops. Within product-led 
organizations, only 64% of respondents reported making 
decisions based on data rather than instinct. In comparison, 
71% of respondents in marketing-led organizations reported 
being data-driven rather than instinct-driven.

How product roadmap decisions are made
BY DRIVING FUNCTION

Marketing-led

Product-led

Sales-led

71%

64%

52%

29%

36%

48%

Data-driven Instinct-driven

Finding seven  |
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Data-driven

Respondents from traditional enterprise companies were more 
likely to be data-driven (75%) than SaaS companies (60%). 
One possible reason for this trend is that larger companies 
may be more likely to have access to sophisticated systems, 
with clearer definition around their most important metrics 
for growth.

How product roadmap decisions are made
BY COMPANY TYPE

Traditional enterprise with digital offerings

On-premise software provider

Hybrid software provider

SaaS provider

75%

66%

61%

60%

25%

34%

39%

40%

Instinct-driven

Finding seven  |
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Data-driven

Product leaders in all surveyed regions were (roughly) equally 
likely to be making data-driven decisions. This suggests 
a relatively equal competitive playing field for companies 
around the world. No region appears to be a clear “leader” 
or “laggard” in data-driven digital transformation initiatives.

How product roadmap decisions are made
BY LOCATION

UK

France

North America

Germany

65%

64%

63%

61%

35%

36%

37%

39%

Instinct-driven

Finding seven  |
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Now more than ever, businesses have a responsibility to 
deliver value to their stakeholders. Every organization is under 
pressure to adapt to new digital-first realities that customers 
are demanding. Product leaders have a unique perspective 
into how to translate ideas into lived realities due to their 
innate cross-functional understanding. Product leadership 
is essential to bringing the aspirations of the global digital 
transformation movement to life.

Recommendation 1

Recognize the 
practicalities of digital 
transformation.

Recommendations  |
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Product leaders are tasked with superhuman responsibilities 
with human constraints and timelines. Self-care isn’t just 
about taking breaks, getting enough sleep, or taking time to 
rest—it’s about advocating for resources to ensure that teams 
stay empowered. Solutions will come from both technology 
and operational support. Digital transformation is a sprint and 
a marathon. The right foundation is everything.

Recommendation 2

Articulate support 
needs clearly.

Recommendations  |
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Now is not a time to be cutting corners, especially with 
employee wellbeing. Unhappy product leaders will not be 
able to perform their best. These individuals are doing hard 
work, under immense pressure. Remember that 2022—and 
the future—are around the corner, and job satisfaction isn’t 
something that fixes itself.

Recommendation 3

Uncover why people 
aren’t happy at work.

Recommendations  |
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www.pendo.io

http://www.pendo.io

