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[00:00] 

Chad: Hi, this is Chad, your host. I help product managers become product masters using the 

product mastery roadmap. Download the roadmap at The Everyday Innovator blog. Just go to 

theeverydayinnovator.com and look for the Roadmap button.  

I got connected with my guest because we were both listed among the top 40 product 

management influencers by Product Management Year in Review. Her educational background 

as an engineer and she's also started her MBA at the Harvard Business School, she was a 

program manager at Microsoft, which is a product manager at other companies, and also a 

product manager for Kickstarter. She's currently the VP of Product at a startup Lola Travel in 

Boston. In the past, she taught product management courses and workshops including The 

Product Management Boot Camp at General Assembly. Her name is Ellen Chisa, and in this 

interview you will learn about the differences working as a product manager in large and small 

companies.  

To see the summary of the discussion and the entire transcript, Please go to 

theeverydayinnovator.com/063. Now, to the interview with Ellen.  

Ellen, thanks so much for joining The Everyday Innovator podcast. I'm glad you can be here and 

talk about your product management experience.  

Ellen: Thank you for having me. 

Chad: I like to week this thread through people's experience because we end up in product 

management in different ways. Both you and I came to it from an engineering background; 

some people came to it from marketing and all kinds of other roles, right? But what was it like 

making that transition from engineer to product manager? How did that transformation work 

for you?  

Ellen: It was actually really interesting for me because I went to school for engineering in my 

undergraduate degree at Olin. So I finished in electrical and computer engineering, but my first 

job was actually in program management at Microsoft. So I never held a full-time engineering 

role. In retrospect, I think that actually would have been really positive for me to do and I 

always recommend engineering students who are thinking about taking an engineering job and 

switching in to start with the engineering job and make the switch later.  

But actually I didn't find the transition to be too bad. The school I went to had a really project-

based curriculum and that meant that the role I took in a lot of those projects was really a lot 

more like product management and figuring out what we should build and how we could 

organize everyone to get that done and what skill sets we had on the team because that made 

the transition pretty good.  
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Chad: That's rather rare. It sounds like a really interesting program that gave you that more 

product perspective.  

Ellen: It is. It's really interesting. Olin set up their curriculum so instead of taking 12 specific 

technical depth classes like you might have in MIT or like a University of Michigan engineering, 

you have six in-depth engineering classes in your discipline, three cross-disciplinary engineering 

classes, and then three classes focused on design, including a user-centered design class.  

Chad: Oh, so it brings in the design perspective and that's probably where you got the strong 

product flavor. 

[0:03:04] 

Ellen: Yeah exactly.  

Chad: Really interesting. I have run across more programs that are engineering programs that 

are bringing in some of the cross-discipline like bringing in marketing or business kind of 

perspective to it too. I'm glad to see that going on. I think we need to get out of our function 

silos a little bit. I'm curious why your advice was that you should first do the work as an 

engineer. 

Ellen: I think it's harder to go the other way around. I think when you're a product manager and 

not spending as much day-to-day time in the code base and when you are it's kind of smaller 

features, like I've done little features for companies I've worked at but nothing huge, and I think 

your skills go downhill and I think it's also harder to get out of that once you've done it.  

Chad: I suspect it also helps with some street cred just because you're a product manager and 

you're having to build the trust of the engineers. If you've been there, done that, it provides 

some credibility.  

Ellen: Yeah, I think that's definitely true ,and I think it also helps you empathize with how you're 

deciding to do things later. And if it's the same company where you've been an engineer and a 

PM, you kind of have a better idea of what's realistic with the code base so it kind of helps you 

when you're making suggestions about what to build, you can do a little pre-vetting before you 

propose something.  

Chad: Good. So I'm so anxious to talk with you because you've had experiences as a product 

manager in big companies like Microsoft although they call them program managers there. 

Maybe you can shed some light on that. And also in smaller organizations -- I'm not sure how 

the Kickstarter was when you joined them but now a travel startup Lola. And so you've seen 

kind of the different ends of that spectrum, the small startup environment and the big large 

environment. I would love to compare and contrast that with you.  
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Ellen: Yeah. I think I've got the whole range now. I was basically the first person at Lola which is 

[0:04:42] [Indiscernible] PM and Microsoft has over a hundred thousand people so full 

spectrum.   

Chad: Yeah, full spectrum for sure. So let's start with Microsoft. Can you show a description of 

what that role was like as a program manager which is a product manager for most of us, right?  

Ellen: Yeah. So Microsoft actually calls them program managers because they think of it as the 

person who's managing the program. And they think of the triad really as being a program 

manager or a software development engineer and what used to be a software development 

engineering test. They've been making some changes recently which is kind of different from 

the startup world because startups usually have more design as a presence within that set. And 

at Microsoft, the product manager is much more of a marketing role and they work very close 

with the products planner. So the program manager role is really about getting into the nitty-

gritty details of a technical specification for what should be built.  

Chad: So it's really driving the product and what needs to get done, right? 

Ellen: Yeah, exactly.  

Chad: So in doing that work -- we'll start with the positive -- what did you really enjoy? What 

was rewarding about being a product manager? And I know it's program management. I'm 

going to keep saying product manager since that's kind of our audience we work with us or 

used to. What was enjoyable and rewarding about product management work inside a large 

company, Microsoft?  

[0:05:56] 

Ellen: I think most PMs at a large company will always tell you the most rewarding thing is how 

many people you impact with your work. So you might be making a smaller change than you 

would make at a startup, but you end up impacting millions, if not a billion, people when you do 

something. And I think that's something that's really rewarding because you know you're 

making everyone's day that much better when you fix some terrible bug or when you come up 

with some very elegant feature.  

Chad: Okay. So it's a big ship that you're kind of being a part of driving, let's say, and small 

change in that direction impacts a lot of people. So you have a lot of influence over who really 

gets impacted.  

Ellen: You also get a lot more resourcing for things that don't always happen at startups that I 

wish did. So one of the projects they did at Microsoft when I interned on PowerPoint, I got to 
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work on an accessibility feature that was a closed captioning add-in for PowerPoint. So when 

you added a video to your PowerPoint, it made it really easy to add, edit and align captions. 

And that's really important for large companies partially because of how they're legislated, 

partially because of how the government goes about buying products. But it's really nice to 

know that you're making that feature that really matters to a subset of the population.  

Chad: Sure, it has a meaningful impact to them and access the resources to get those projects 

done. So how about the negative side of the things? And maybe negative is a bit harsh of a 

word but the downside of being product manager in large organization. 

Ellen: I think the downside for me was I could never really tell what impact I was having as an 

individual compared to what impact any other product manager would have. So kind of the way 

things happen at a larger company and at Microsoft this was definitely true is the CEO would 

set a vision for what all of Microsoft was doing and that would filter down to the senior vice 

president who ran office of the president or whatever the title was, which would go down 

another level to some other vice president to a general manager, to my manager's manager, to 

my manager to me. And by the time you've gotten that many people layering their vision and 

dividing up little projects, you kind of end up with pretty specific things.  

So at one point, I worked at a recent documents list. There's only so much vision you can put 

into how does a recent document list work. Most people are going to say the most recent 

document goes to the top. That's what recent documents means.  

Chad: That's how I would interpret that too.  

Ellen: Yeah. So then you're thinking about what is the sub-line? Which things do we include 

with it? But you're thinking about a lot of small details, whereas at a startup you're definitely 

going to end up with a problem and you might come to a completely different solution than 

someone else would.  

Chad: So things are more cut and dry it sounds like only because you have you scope of control 

is limited in the large environment.  

Ellen: Yeah, exactly.  

Chad: The requirements have been made pretty specific by the time they got to you.  

Ellen: Yep.  

Chad: This makes me think of a conversation I had recently with a friend, a product 

management friend at Amazon and similar kind of thought which was some of my friends 

working in the startup environment and has lots of influence over all product decisions. At 

Amazon, his friend works on one page of the checkout process and his job is to optimize that. 
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And so his small change can actually have a huge influx in the revenue generated. You impact 

everyone going to that shopping cart experience, right?  

[0:09:10] 

And so it's that reach in large organization. You get to reach a lot of people by the changes that 

you make although that changes themselves, it sounds like, might be rather small compared to 

other aspects of building products.  

Ellen: Yeah. I do think there's actually a positive side to that too with I'm focusing on the small 

changes. Because you have so much time usually to work on a smaller thing you, end up really 

honing your craft and making sure it's exactly right and going through the process the way it's 

meant to be gone through. So the startup you might be like, "Oh, I'm just going to attack this 

random button here to solve the problem because we have this problem right now where 

somewhere like a Microsoft or an Amazon, you're going to have the time to think through. 

Well, really what problem are we trying to solve? How should this work? Where should it go? 

Who are all the stakeholders? What groups should I talk to to make sure this gets done 

properly? So I think you get a lot of practice with the fundamentals working on a smaller project 

at a larger company.  

Chad: That's a really the point. I suspect the other aspects of working at a large company have 

nothing to do with probably management role specifically, but I want to just ask you about 

them. Large company tends to have more bureaucracy, more structure, more politics that can 

be involved. The unique thing about product management in general is we tend to work more 

across functionally so we tend to see more functions of the company that some of the other 

roles do but just the scale of that environment. What do you think about that? 

Ellen: I think the way it ended up working at Microsoft -- and I don't know if this is true at all 

large companies -- you ended up working with not as many stakeholders who are working with 

certain stakeholders less frequently. So where I am now I sit next to our lawyer so I just talk to 

her regularly because she's a nice person to have a conversation with. Whereas at Microsoft, if I 

was doing a legal review, it might happen once a year, it would be a half-hour meeting, I would 

have my list of questions, we would go through them quickly and then we would be done or it 

might even be that I wouldn't do that directly but there would be a representative on my PM 

team who is responsible for discussing with the legal department and then translating those 

requirements to everyone who's working on our part of the product. So I think it was you're 

involved with the other stakeholders a little bit less often.  

Chad: And it sounds like in more structured ways. 

Ellen: And in more structured ways, for sure.  
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Chad: Okay.  

Ellen: I don’t think the bureaucracy is so -- I've always felt like people say there's more politics 

and bureaucracy at a large organization and perhaps there isn't a more formal way, but I think 

no matter where you're working when you're the product manager, everyone wants to feel like 

they're involved in the direction of the product and that they had their say and their voice was 

heard and they got to give input. And I think figuring out how to listen to people in a large 

organization and understand what those politics were prepared me really well and other 

organizations for being able to understand how to get everyone involved and how to make 

them feel heard.  

Chad: And a lot of that just sounds like skills learned in influencing others and building trust.  

Ellen: Yeah.  

Chad: And that's applies anywhere we are, certainly this ability to get people to help accomplish 

tasks we have no real authority over so that influence, at the same time just establishing your 

credibility and trust with others.  

[0:12:05] 

Ellen: Yeah, exactly.  

Chad: Really important skills to nail down. Okay, so let's talk about the other side of the 

spectrum I laid out which was the start up. First, give us a background on that. What's the 

startup? How did you get there? You said you were the first product manager or the first 

person added next to the founder. What's the history?  

[0:12:25] 

Ellen: Yes. So the startup is Lola. We're a travel startup in the Boston area. Our CEO Paul English 

previously was the CTO and co-founder of Kayak. So he has a lot of depth of experience in the 

travel industry as do a lot of other people on our executive team. So the way I ended up here 

actually I spent last year at the Harvard Business School doing my first year and I came here to 

do an internship. They had three MBA interns. At the time we were doing some outside 

investments and we had some internal projects and each of those three MBA interns got 

assigned a project to work on it. I ended up being the first person who kind of started looking at 

the space. We were thinking about what's going on with personal assistant technology, how are 

people using that now, what will this do here, and so I did a bunch of market research on that. 

And over time it kind of became clear that our team had spent so much time on travel that they 

wanted to do something travel related again. So we stopped taking investments, we stopped 

doing the other external projects, and we started focusing all on Lola, which is the travel 

company.  
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Chad: So you've been there from the very beginning because you helped formulate at the very 

beginning. 

Ellen: Yeah. And I think that's really unusual. Most of the time the founders act as the product 

manager for a long time and it just happened because I had the engineering experience. 

Because I had the business experience, I happened to be the right person to be here at the 

beginning.  

Chad: Yeah, that right combination to make things work. It is interesting that it seems like there 

are more startup companies and early stage companies that are adding the role of product 

management earlier in their life cycle than we may have seen in recent years. So obviously, 

your example is at the very beginning. But I've been running more startups who are looking for 

it to add a product manager when they're still pretty young and under ten size of employees.  

Ellen: It's interesting to see and I think it differs for every company. So I was at Kickstarter I was 

the 50th employee but I was the fourth PM. So we had a head of product and four PMs and the 

first 50 people, whereas now at Lola we're I think up to 40 at this point and probably still 

growing. I am still the only one who is formally trained as a product manager. So I think it just 

depends on what the pain point is for your company and how many people you need thinking 

about products compared to doing engineering, compared to doing good customer service or 

whatever those disciplines are.  

Chad: Yeah, it's a good point. There is that scale issue. But it's been interesting to just watch 

some of the co-founders of companies realize that they needed more product-focused 

attention than they could do themselves.  

[0:14:52] 

Ellen: I definitely saw that a bunch at HBS, a bunch of my classmates wanted to be founders, 

and they would look for a technical founder. But sometimes just having someone who 

understands business and has someone who understands how to write code isn't enough to be 

able to make an effective product. You really need someone who speaks both languages to put 

it together.  

Chad: Right and bring in the all-important customer perspective and do we really have a market 

out there that we can serve and is it big enough to care about?  

Ellen: Yeah.  

Chad: So very good. So in this role, the startup, let's do the same thing. What's the rewarding 

aspects of being responsible for product at a startup? 
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Ellen: It's really fun. I think it's nice to know you're having so much impact and at a startup you 

haven't gotten to products market fit yet so you're figuring out, you get to do all these rapid 

iterations where you give something to customers. You see if it works for them. You get to try 

again so you kind of have this continual feedback loop which I find really rewarding as a product 

manager whereas at a big company, there are usually more entrenched interests. You kind of 

know you have to go slightly in one direction because of strategy. So there's less of that on the 

ground. We're going to iterate on this quickly and figure out what the right answer for our 

customers is.  

Chad: I'm just curious. How are you guys doing that at Lola? How are you doing that continue 

feedback loop in terms of I'm trying to figure out what is the product fit? 

Ellen: Yes. So we have a private data so it's been really great. We have given that to some of our 

early users and then we get to bring them in-house. I've been calling it usability but it's not 

really like usability, but I actually watch them go through and use the entire product from end 

to end and figure out what their pain points are and how it's resonating and not as you'd 

expect. I also think about the metrics and our people using it again. When are people using it? 

How are people reacting to the system? I would say it's actually pretty classic how you'd expect 

a product management.  

Chad: At the stage, yeah. Cool. Once again the challenging aspect then and since you're there 

now, I don't want to make this an uncomfortable question. But what are those headaches that 

you run into? What are the challenges being in the startup environment?  

Ellen: I think this is because I'm a little bit of a perfectionist but whenever you release a brand 

new product, there are always things that could be better or things that are wrong. People will 

point them out to you over and over again so you'll get feedback on items that you consciously 

decided not to fix because something else was more important, because there are always a 

billion important things you could be working on but it's really hard to hear it over and over 

again. You want to be like, "No, I'm not the worst product manager ever. It's just like here's the 

entire stack of everything I thought about working on, and here's why this was number 15 but 

we had to do these other 14 things first. I promise I thought about it." And being defensive 

obviously isn't the right reaction to that, but I think it takes a lot of control for me to make sure 

I take that feedback graciously and just keep it on the list at number 15 and wait until we get 

there.  

Chad: Coming from a larger environment, that's a big contrast in the startup environment. I 

think it was the PayPal co-founder -- I can't think of his name right now. Everyone knows this 

quote which is -- everyone in product management -- which is if you're not embarrassed by 

your first release, then you spent too much time on it. The first one we're supposed to be 
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learning from, and that's what you do in your environment now. That sounds like it's a bit 

uncomfortable. 

[0:17:54] 

Ellen: It is a little bit uncomfortable. It's hard and I totally agree. I think you should usually be 

embarrassed by your first release in some ways, but you should also be proud of it. You should 

know there are things about it that are really great, that are something no one else is doing yet, 

and that there's going to be pieces that are really rough around the edges. Like when you think 

about the first iPhone not having copy paste, stuff like that. You're going to have it, it's going to 

be frustrating, you're going to deal with it, and it's going to get better in the next version.  

Chad: And that's how you got to think, the notion of a minimum viable product. We have to 

have something that's just not minimum; it's something actually offers value to the people 

using it, so emphasizing the valuable aspect of this.  

Ellen: Yeah. And we keep going back and forth on it because I manage the design team as well, 

and that's definitely one of the conversations we have over and over again is how good is good 

enough and when do you really want to make something that's excellent that you're thrilled 

about.  

Chad: Right. And that's tough to know where that line is. Give us a little insight into those 

conversations. What kind of guidelines do you use to -- what's the team using to help them 

judge that we've got something good enough or we really have overdone it?  

Ellen: We try to think about it from the user perspective. So it's kind of, okay, what is the bar we 

need to get this feature to for it to be helpful to the user? And then we can look at how much 

of a delta will we have if we make it that much better, and how much will that help the user 

compared to building so much of the next thing? Which one do you think if you put this product 

in someone's hand is going to be more important to them? Because, obviously, as product 

professionals and designers, little things can really bother us and we can really see the 

difference. But if you think about the average user, most of the time good enough is good 

enough.  

Chad: So you're really focusing on the task that the user is trying to accomplish and think about 

what are the elements that help them accomplish that and are we really making something 

much more better than we don't need to for that aspect of the task.  

Ellen: For sure. I definitely started taking that perspective on products when I was working at 

Kickstarter. I spent a few hours every week actually answering service tickets and sitting with 

our customer support team or community support team, as we call them. And seeing what 

people wrote in about, I would be like sitting there having some esoteric discussion with myself 
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about this third level advanced filter for the discovery features and that was never what people 

wrote in about. People were not worried about these edge cases that I was, and it made me 

realize I really had to take that step back. And as much as I wanted an elegant product, I could 

spend my time better on making things that would matter for them.  

Chad: And this is one of those big contrasts between the startup environment and the large 

company where you were working on something specific at Microsoft to do to optimize maybe 

some aspect of the product, right? And compared to where you are now which is we've got to 

make sure the task can be completed by the user, not necessarily optimize and purposely not 

optimize the task because we have a lot more to do.  

Ellen: Right, exactly. And at Microsoft, when I was still there, everything worked in a pretty 

waterfall fashion. So I would know that if I released something it was good enough, that good 

enough had to really actually be good because someone is going to be using that for a year, two 

years, three years until another release came out. Whereas now, if I make the wrong judgment 

call, we can release something the next day, we can really something that next week. It's much 

less risky. If something is not quite there, we can fix it.  

[0:21:09] 

Chad: Right, yeah, very different user experience. That makes good sense. Other challenges in 

the startup environment? I'm wondering if -- you've mentioned resources before with regards 

to Microsoft. Now do you think about you have -- I think all organizations have constrained 

resources, right? But in the startup environment, you probably feel a little bit differently.  

Ellen: We do. So every single person you add to the startup is a significant percentage of your 

company so you have to make sure you're getting the exact right person. And one of the things 

I feel like I learned from one of the designers I'm working with now is he pointed out that 

anyone we add to the team should be awesome at something that one of the three of us isn't 

already amazing at. So there should be something that they completely blow us out of the 

water in, and that means they'll be bringing up the overall skill set of the team and the overall 

profile of what we have. Whereas somewhere like Microsoft, you already have so many people 

that you can kind of have someone that has a duplicate of skill set if you have 14 PMs on your 

team. It's not like everyone is going to be totally different. Whereas when you only have three 

people, you have huge gaps still and you know you want to find someone to fill one of those.  

Chad: And product managers are often thought of as T-shaped people and so I would look at 

that letter too. We tend to have broad skills across a number of areas and then depth in at least 

one area. So if we're a software product manager, maybe we've done a lot of software 

development, and that's where our depth is in a business knowledge or domain knowledge. In 
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your startup environment, are you looking at T-shaped type people to bring in? I'm just curious, 

what's the mix like?  

Ellen: We definitely are. It's been really interesting to me that not just within our product team 

but across the company, almost everyone is T-shaped. So I can talk to an engineer and she's a 

great engineer, does really good server work. But then I send her a question about a product-

related thing and she sent me back an incredibly thoughtful answer from a product design 

perspective and she did have that conversation. The same thing if I'm talking to our team of 

travel agents, travel consultants, they have really good ideas for the products even though 

they're spending all of their time on providing excellent service.  

Chad: Any change in that when you were at Microsoft? Was that similar or did you find more 

specific specialties?  

Ellen: At Microsoft, it was definitely you're expected to have more of a specialty. I think one of 

the things that was hard for me there was there was this pattern of what a PM was supposed to 

be. And it wasn't necessarily like you expected PMs to have a lot of different depths. It wasn't 

like good PMs are more business leading, PMs are more design leading, PMs are more 

technical. It was a pretty strong focus on having very good technical PMs, a lot of focus on you 

have to be able to find all the technical edge cases which is not something I've seen at other 

companies I worked at.  

Chad: I've looked at product managers in other especially technology established companies 

like Amazon or Twitter or Microsoft. There's also this thing to be the spectrum of do we prefer 

people with a business background and business reflective like Amazon hires MBAs or product 

managers or, on the other extreme, Google that wants deep technical software strength for 

product managers. What was your experience at Microsoft like?  

[0:24:15] 

Ellen: That was definitely more on the technical side. So MBAs are usually hired into strategy 

roles, M&A roles, what Microsoft calls the product manager which is really a product planning 

competitive analysis role. Much more so I don't think I met any MBAs that were in program 

management roles when I was there.  

Chad: And now at Lola, you're the only person actually directly responsible for product you 

said? There are not other product managers yet?  

Ellen: There are not any formally trained product managers, no.  

Chad: At some point, you have plans to bring on a project manager to help out with aspects of 

this? 
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Ellen: Yeah, we'll definitely need to do that as we scale. Right now one of those things we're 

really thinking about is how we can keep our design process and really tight iterations and 

going quickly. And our founders are both very experienced in products. They kind of shoulder a 

lot of that workload as well. So it's kind of waiting to find the right person and the right time 

and the right projects.  

Chad: And what do you think that will look like in this environment that you will be more 

technically focused, domain knowledge and travel process knowledge, business knowledge? 

Ellen: I don't think I'm tied to having someone who has a particular skill set. I'm not a believer 

that every PM needs to be technical. I think it depends on the role. So if you're going to be an 

API PM, you should probably be technical. But for consumer-facing products, they don't think 

it's actually necessary especially if you're working with engineers who have good 

communication skills and want to work with you and help you build the best product. I don't 

think it necessarily has to be someone with deep expertise in travel since we already have a lot 

of that internally too. I think it will have to be someone who really adds a different strength to 

our team. So one of the areas we're thinking about now is none of the three of us on my team 

are formally trained in user research. So that's an area we think about a lot. So it might be 

interesting to have a PM who comes more from a user research design background. That would 

be one possibility.  

Chad: Good to know there are different perspectives. I'd just like to get your take on what you 

might be looking at for that environment. And who knows someone listening might want to 

apply at some point. So I think we've hit on some of the really good aspects of the differences 

from your experiences in large enterprise and startup. For someone that is evaluating this 

decision for themselves right now and thinking about do I want to make that change to another 

big company or to the startup environment or vice versa, however the case is. Any suggestions 

on how to think about that and guidelines for evaluating that? 

Ellen: So I was trying to focus job searches in terms of what you want to learn next. So if you've 

never been a PM before and you really want to make sure you are learning from experience, 

not having to make every mistake over and over again, I think a large company can be good for 

that because you need a lot of training, you're going to get a lot of direct feedback. At 

Microsoft, my manager regularly sent me feedback on my meeting notes and how I could 

change them to be more effective and make it seem like more consensus had been reached 

which was really interesting and very helpful to me. Whereas at a startup, you're not going to 

get that same level of detailed feedback on each of the PM deliverables you do for the most 

part.  

[0:27:11] 
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I think at smaller companies, it's more important to look at the specific skill set within the 

company. So one of the things I loved about Kickstarter was that so many people were writers, 

that I learned a lot more about writing for products copy and just like how do you label a button 

to make it actually delightful and interesting and not just like submit, although sometimes 

submit is the appropriate choice, and then also for explanations and instructions and how 

you're communicating with your customers or customer service responses or static pages that 

have a lot of copy on them. I felt like I learned a lot about copy and writing by being there in 

addition to learning about products. I think every startup kind of has something like that. So 

part of being at Lola, I got to go to a travel agent school and now I know a lot about how travel 

agents think about things. So it's kind of just this auxiliary benefit in addition to learning about 

PM skills.  

Chad: And in both settings, opportunity to learn a lot from others around you.  

Ellen: Yeah, exactly.  

Chad: And also you mentioned earlier the amount of influence and scope of your impact are 

very different too. Personally, I'm wired to enjoy more the startup environment because you 

get to find out what the customer's problem actually is and how you provide value to them and 

iterate that and make that better, which to me is a lot of impact. But someone else might say, 

"Oh, gosh! One change I made on this page of Microsoft Word impacts millions of users." 

Ellen: Yeah. I'm also wired to the startup way but I think either way is great.  

Chad: Yeah. But probably it's useful to think through what role you might like to have as a 

product manager. Very good. What about an innovation quote for us? I always like to have my 

guests share one. I love innovation quotes. What did you bring and why did you choose that 

one? 

Ellen: I don't really know if this counts as an innovation quote, but this is a quote that I care 

very much about. So when I was growing up my dad always was talking about the quote from 

Grace Hopper: "It's easier to ask forgiveness than it is to get permission." I think this applies to 

product scenarios a lot because most of the time especially as a startup, you might as well just 

go for it and see what happens. If you want to do a usability test, just bring people into the 

office and do usability tests. You're going to learn a lot more. It's not like you should be running 

out to ask 12 people if it's okay for you to do usability tests. I think you'd build a lot more 

product much more quickly by doing that.  

Chad: I think it's generally good advice. I'm curious since you put that example in the context of 

the startup but I can see it certainly applies there that you just got to go make things work and 

learn what you can from your target audience. Large company, large enterprise, where there 

are times where you tested this get principle? 
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Ellen: Yep, I did this a lot at large enterprises as well; sometimes well and sometimes to my 

detriment. I think it's all about in a large company figuring out when you can do this and when 

it will be okay. So my role at Microsoft, we sat between four or five different major teams 

because we're building Office Mobile. It was challenging to get all of those teams to agree 

because they all had separate vision set by vice presidents. People talk about that with 

Microsoft a lot. And I think a lot of it was I wouldn't necessarily go ask my manager or my 

manager's manager. If I could go talk to that team and figure out what they were really looking 

for, I would just do it. And it might have technically been outside of my scope but it really 

helped us get to a consensus sooner in some of the features we had to build.  

[0:30:32] 

Chad: Absolutely. Product managers need to do that, go where we can find the answers. 

Sometimes it seems odd to me, get our hands slapped for working across functions that we 

were expected to work but we needed to. Very good. I appreciate you taking time for this 

discussion and sharing the good information about your experiences, both the large enterprise, 

Microsoft in this case, and at smaller scopes. I wish you the best there at Lola and see how that 

startup takes off.  

Ellen: Thanks.  

Chad: Thank you for listening. The best gift you can give me is telling other product managers 

and innovators about this podcast. It always means the world to me when you do. You'll find 

the notes from the discussion with Ellen at theeverydayinnovator.com/063. Keep innovating.  
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