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About me

● Hi! I’m Peter
● I graduated from UM in 2018

○ Studied CS and economics
● Things on my resume:

○ Program Manager at Microsoft (2018 - 2022)
■ Focus: high-performance computing, data science

○ Product Manager at Google (2022 - present)
■ Focus: data infrastructure, datasets, experiments (A/B tests)

2



About this talk

● My views, not my employer’s
● I want to teach you about:

○ Product management
■ If you like it, how to pursue it
■ If you don’t like it, how to use PMs effectively

○ General work life
■ Since many of you are eager and ambitious: how to get ahead
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What is a PM?

● Lots of different perspectives:
○ “PMs make sure companies build the right things, and software engineers 

make sure the things are built right”
○ “PMs deal with things so that software engineers don’t have to”
○ “PMs are the voice of the customer for product development”
○ “PMs make things happen”
○ “PMs dream it; engineers build it; TPMs explain why it’s late”

■ PM = product manager; TPM = technical program manager
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What is a PM?

● Lots of different perspectives:
○ “PMs make sure companies build the right things, and software engineers 

make sure the things are built right”
○ “PMs deal with things so that software engineers don’t have to”
○ “PMs are the voice of the customer for product development”
○ “PMs make things happen”
○ “PMs dream it; engineers build it; TPMs explain why it’s late”

■ PM = product manager; TPM = technical program manager
○ “PMs help understand and prototype”

● Number of PMs on a team varies by how technical the product is
○ 1 PM for every 10 engineers is common for consumer products
○ My current team: 3 PMs for about 100 engineers
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But what is there to understand?

A. Understand tech enough to explain activities and outputs
B. Understand people enough to explain outputs and outcomes
C. Understand business enough to explain outcomes and impact
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Okay, but what do you actually do?

A. Understand tech enough to explain activities and outputs
a. Meet with engineers to understand how a feature works
b. Write code to prototype a feature or do some data analysis

B. Understand people enough to explain outputs and outcomes
a. Interview customers to understand their issues/pain points
b. Write proposals to solve issues/pain points

■ Persuade leads and engineers to work on the proposal
● “Influence without authority”

c. Write specifics (e.g. requirements) for a new feature or product
C. Understand business enough to explain outcomes and impact

a. Write launch announcements explaining a new feature to the company
b. Present at executive meetings and explain whether we’ll hit our goals
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This sounds cool!

● Good news: you’re already in the best UM course for becoming a PM
○ If software engineering were as cut and dry as, idk, building a bridge, product 

management as a discipline may not be necessary
● To confirm you’d like the job, evaluate:

1. Your communication skills
■ A majority of the job is communicating your ideas and persuading others. Make 

sure you’re comfortable writing and speaking frequently.
2. Your conflict resolution and coordination skills

■ You need help from teams A and B to launch feature X. How do you work with 
both teams (whose priorities are very different from yours) to make things 
happen?

3. Your comfort in and around problems without a clear answer
● Stay technical for as long as you can: (A) it’s useful and (B) engineers will like you more
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This sounds cool!

● Options for getting a PM job:
A. Internships

■ apmlist.com has links to programs with 
statuses (near bottom of page)

■ Any experience > no experience
B. First job out of college

■ apmlist.com also has links for this
■ Differentiate yourself by using products 

critically and suggesting improvements 
C. Start as a software engineer, move over to product 

management when convenient
■ Experience with a particular product, team, or 

set of customers will help
● Note: none of the PMs I work with have CS degrees, so 

you’re already a step ahead
Source

Don’t get discouraged!
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http://apmlist.com
http://apmlist.com
https://www.eleken.co/blog-posts/how-to-become-a-product-manager


No thanks, I’d rather code

● You can use PMs to make your job easier:
○ Confused about how a feature should behave?

↳ Ask your PM to clarify
○ Random sales people asking for your help?

↳ Forward to PM so you can get back to work
○ Worried your feature isn’t impactful?

↳ Ask PM to share user data, anecdotes, relationship to team goals, etc.
○ Having trouble working with some team? Some leader?

↳ Loop in the PM to help debug and fix the situation
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So how is this class relevant, anyway?

● Requirements and specifications
○ Requirements as contracts
○ Difficulty of fixing missing requirements later

● Elicitation, validation, and risk
○ When talking with customers, ask questions to ensure you understand the root 

cause of their pain
■ “Customers can't tell us everything. They are experts in pain, not solutions” 

– April Dunford
○ The book The Mom Test talks about how you can phrase questions such that 

customers don’t lie to you out of politeness
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https://eecs481.org/lectures/se-13-req.pdf
https://eecs481.org/lectures/se-14-valid.pdf
https://www.aprildunford.com/post/dont-let-customers-decide-what-your-product-is
https://www.amazon.com/The-Mom-Test-Rob-Fitzpatrick-audiobook/dp/B07RJZKZ7F?sa-no-redirect=1


Do you have examples?

● Requirements as contracts:
○ SLIs as performance requirement
○ SLO as reliability requirement
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A general definition of SLI and SLO

An example of how SLIs and SLOs are applied to projects



Things to know about work generally

● School is about finding an answer; work is about making things happen
○ School assignments generally have one correct answer
○ At work, the “correct answer” is whatever gets people to agree on a plan, 

implement the plan, and evaluate the outcome
■ “Progress over perfection”

● You can get ahead by reading books and/or taking an interest in professional 
improvement
○ Really! That’s it!
○ This assumes you take what you learn and apply it

■ Even better than applying them yourself is helping others apply them
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Things to know about work generally

● Short, no-nonsense books and articles that changed the way I think:
○ The Effective Engineer: How to Leverage Your Efforts In Software Engineering 

to Make a Disproportionate and Meaningful Impact
■ Learn the difference between good and great engineers

○ Debugging Teams: Better Productivity Through Collaboration
■ Learn how to work most effectively with others

○ How to Make Things Faster: Lessons in Performance from Technology and 
Everyday Life
■ Learn how to effectively apply the engineering mindset and work well 

with others
○ Fermi ROI: Fixing the ROI rubric

■ Learn a useful shortcut for prioritizing and evaluating impact
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https://www.amazon.com/Effective-Engineer-Engineering-Disproportionate-Meaningful/dp/0996128107
https://www.amazon.com/Effective-Engineer-Engineering-Disproportionate-Meaningful/dp/0996128107
https://www.amazon.com/Debugging-Teams-Productivity-through-Collaboration/dp/1491932058/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2I1PIOBPG5M7Q&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.AeQjT5mDycJCcmtXsI3ETnEKI84lo42VzoOOMmlDSwrMUJfMXPYjij9ssarep0KuDgV6AuFWFD_WmNedcdTQUHFRDM42u9cpt7uooxtGz2gEKtP99gGlweaVIqduAoWRgKZLwnj3UDuXEcP8h8QF1QDzYzVUrwnOy7jQHE9V1HOQuNh_U24LkBaTl760GApwPftHrmJroX_8NEgG_3mDD92uDlf8yIPpwE0nVAQubK4.5Aqu1tRaqvy76VrfeXXUmY7TB0yh9QLEFywuAG0ZqUI&dib_tag=se&keywords=debugging+teams&qid=1773007136&s=books&sprefix=debugging+team%2Cstripbooks%2C194&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/How-Make-Things-Faster-Performance/dp/1098147065/ref=sr_1_1?crid=28QS6X1OUXP5O&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.JfFnbsqGFA_jFlv53Dt-nExhEHtRhR_CUDqB720hk9ixBwjMB8GerAo9YqNTqw6STybiE1_ygwLWq4d5AQvpeLH0VIXDrRg8X7Iyuh7vFXPFOKrF8eOuQTI8VzbYas1OGqj0hi8X9vuFMTP2sv6Xyig9uWoZPSsHkNyFjrDas4Jj_g-sl5O0HzO5PxDPQaKLV1hbTP2yfHDcLJ31t-0NWkAEeOtl4arAv41i9xCmG7E.3e2Ha7ZJv1MMIsf8oTLXzVqwr7wDs1ladSnVEiKtqb8&dib_tag=se&keywords=how+to+make+things+faster&qid=1773007165&s=books&sprefix=how+to+make+things+fast%2Cstripbooks%2C188&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/How-Make-Things-Faster-Performance/dp/1098147065/ref=sr_1_1?crid=28QS6X1OUXP5O&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.JfFnbsqGFA_jFlv53Dt-nExhEHtRhR_CUDqB720hk9ixBwjMB8GerAo9YqNTqw6STybiE1_ygwLWq4d5AQvpeLH0VIXDrRg8X7Iyuh7vFXPFOKrF8eOuQTI8VzbYas1OGqj0hi8X9vuFMTP2sv6Xyig9uWoZPSsHkNyFjrDas4Jj_g-sl5O0HzO5PxDPQaKLV1hbTP2yfHDcLJ31t-0NWkAEeOtl4arAv41i9xCmG7E.3e2Ha7ZJv1MMIsf8oTLXzVqwr7wDs1ladSnVEiKtqb8&dib_tag=se&keywords=how+to+make+things+faster&qid=1773007165&s=books&sprefix=how+to+make+things+fast%2Cstripbooks%2C188&sr=1-1
https://longform.asmartbear.com/roi-rubric/


Things to know about work generally

● There is no secret to getting promoted–simply prove you can handle more 
responsibility
○ You can prove this by:

■ Being professional
■ Doing great with your assignments
■ Taking an interest in other assignments
■ Teaching others

○ “The reward for good work is more work”
■ “More work” here generally means “more scope” ≈ more responsibility
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Looking back

● Q: What non-engineering classes should I take?
○ Philosophy

■ More reps of read → understand → critique → improve
● This is the basis for a lot of professional work
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Looking forward

● Q: Do you use AI at your job?
○ Yep! Great way to defeat blank page syndrome

■ Some things to keep in mind:
● “Your job is to deliver code you have proven to work”

○ Nothing replaces being able to understand things
● “A computer can never be held accountable”
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https://simonwillison.net/2025/Dec/18/code-proven-to-work/
https://simonwillison.net/2025/Feb/3/a-computer-can-never-be-held-accountable/
https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai/tech-firms-arent-just-encouraging-their-workers-to-use-ai-theyre-enforcing-it-d43ebf84?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqcd-eb7KXaSipiEOcAb9eX5zX67WLkEbQoC3HQCtM7zgVDAOEHnwNNktcg6rn0%3D&gaa_ts=69acc8f6&gaa_sig=GeafmGd9EXTyXFM8p3KPNu7C5QbAwCmUUpFmX0SxxDMRgc1CZRPTEY8yQ24EJVZWPtVYq_SYnWxh-AhfHRaL3A%3D%3D


Before you leave college

● Reach out to anyone with a job/occupation you’re interested in and ask them lots of questions
○ The “I’m a student” introductory line is a cheat code
○ That being said: building things is generally more useful than networking

■ Small blog post about this: Do Things, Tell People (notice that “Do Things” is first!)
● Think about what it’d be like to start your own business

○ Best case: you start something, learn a ton, and have a great outcome
○ Worst case: you become a better professional by realizing the amount of 

ownership/responsibility needed to run your own thing
■ Responsibility helps with promotions

○ Good book: HBR Guide to Buying a Small Business (not the same as starting a business, 
but gets you in the mindset of “Yeah, I could run a business by myself”)

○ This is a useful exercise for aspiring PMs. Finding an underserved problem that you can 
charge people for is a great way to show you know your customers
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https://web.archive.org/web/20201112034949/http://carl.flax.ie/dothingstellpeople.html
https://www.amazon.com/HBR-Guide-Buying-Small-Business/dp/1633692507


Email me!

● Happy to help you with any questions: pshultz@umich.edu
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