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Rachel Sloan 00:00
Welcome to the Career Zone Podcast, where each episode we spend some time focusing on something that's on students minds right now. I'm your host, Rachel, Employability and Career Consultant with the University of Exeter. You can catch up on all of our episodes by doing all of those subscribing and following things we're on Spotify and iTunes.
Oliver Laity 00:22
Hi everyone, and welcome to this edition of The Career Zone Podcast. I'm Oliver Laity, Careers Information and Systems Manager for the University, and I'm joined here today with Eve Carney and Allan Stewart from the University's Digital Team. Hi guys, nice to see you. 
Eve 00:37
Hi. How you doing? 
Allan 00:38
Hi. Nice to be here.
Oliver Laity 00:41
Great, so we'll introduce the topic of this, which is around product management and a career in product. What we'll do first, please, Allan and Eve, is you introduce yourselves and after that, please, Eve, could you tell me briefly what you mean by product management, and can you tell me a little bit more about why it is topical at the moment, with regards to World Product Day?
Eve 01:03
So yeah, hi everyone. My name is Eve Carney, so I'm the Head of Product in the Digital Transformation team here at the University. And in a nutshell, I guess product management is a strategic role that really brings together users, technology and organisational goals. So really, we're focused on understanding the needs of users and the organisation and defining those as kind of problems to be solved. We then kind of work on shaping solutions, and then, most importantly, it's about working really collaboratively with a range of different teams to bring those solutions to life.
Oliver Laity 01:44
Could you tell us a bit about World Product Day Eve, please? 
Eve 01:47
Yeah, of course. So, it's really an opportunity for product professionals to come together, celebrate our profession, learn from each other, and just promote product led approaches. And I can tell from, you know, this initial conversation, you probably are not super aware of what product management is, and I think that's the case for quite a few people who might not have come across it before. It's really been born out of the technology industry, and it's there as a kind of medium between marketing and technology to make sure that digital solutions that we're developing really meet the needs of users, and so it's really about bridging that gap.
Oliver Laity 02:32
Thanks, Eve, thanks very much. Starting with Allan, hi, Allan, can I ask you to briefly tell me about how you got into product management, your kind of career journey please?
Allan 02:44
Yeah, certainly. So first off, hi, I'm Allan Stewart. I'm a Product Manager in the Digital Department in Eve's team, and I'm currently working on the MyExeter student app. My journey into product management was a very user focused kind of journey. So, I actually started in technical support. So, like day to day, I was constantly helping people solve real problems, and that kind of gave me a real deep understanding of how users interact with technology, like what frustrates them, what their pain points are, what their problems are, and also what delights them as well. So over time, I found myself thinking beyond just fixing like, the day-to-day issues, how could I like prevent them in the first place? How could I make more of difference at scale? So that mindset kind of naturally led me towards the product role. So, when I started, I wasn't a product manager, and over the years, I've had different names to the roles, like, started as product specialist and then product owner and product manager. But even though the names are different, they all kind of focus on, like a similar experience, like understanding the user deeply and being able to use those understandings to help, kind of build better products and add value. So that transition into product just felt like a kind of a natural evolution, like what I'd learned directly from interacting with the users, I was then able to use that to shape future products and build better solutions and services.
Oliver Laity 04:15
Thanks Allan, some really good stuff there, and thread running through it seems to be being really close to the customer and their needs. So that's very interesting. Yeah. And Eve, how about you? 
Eve 04:27
So, I mean, very similar in terms of, you know, wanting to be part of the solution to the root cause of user problems. I think most of us who go into product management are like a dog with a bone. You know, we see an issue, and we really want to understand how we can solve that issue. So I, you know, I had a few different roles, mostly around kind of customer experience and customer service design in the telecoms industry, actually, and similarly to what Allan's sort of laid out, I think I recognised that I wanted to be in more of a strategic role that could really influence a slightly broader scope, and that's kind of what led me into finding a product owner role. And I've worked across a few different products. So, I've been across web products, been across app products. I've worked in chatbot and AI products. So, there's also an underlying passion with all of this for technology. And you know, you can be a product manager in lots of different industries, and your products will be different depending on what that kind of looks like. Obviously, in this context, we're digital product owners and product managers, so predominantly our products are going to be those kind of, those digital technologies. So, underlying all of that, for me, was a real kind of passion for an interest in digital in particular, we all see numerous digital products being like a really core part of our lives. So, for me, being part of the, you know, design and implementation of those really core products to really just make someone's life easier, is kind of been what's brought me to where I am now.
Oliver Laity 06:27
Excellent, thank you both for that. That's really, really excellent and hopefully useful for our students to hear the various routes that you can get into a career in product. So, on that note, actually thinking about what our students might want to know to get into this field. Allan, can you tell me about the potential routes into product for graduates and maybe what skills they might want to focus on developing?
Allan 06:53
Yeah, certainly. As product is such a varied role, there's lots of different routes in but for graduates, there could be, like, some companies offer structured associate product manager programmes. Or there could be graduate schemes with like product rotations, which would be ideal for kind of learning the ropes in, like, a very supportive environment. Or if you have expertise knowledge, if you have really, if you've managed to build up real great domain knowledge in a certain area, then that's another way to kind of get into a product role as well. These days, startups are also potentially a good entry point. In startups you're obviously wearing multiple hats and kind of doing taking on lots of different responsibilities, and product is often a very important role in these. And another great one, if you're kind of have that entrepreneurial spirit, is actually trying to launch a product of your own. These days, with AI becoming a lot more popular. If you have a kind of a side project or a side hustle, it can be even easier to kind of actually launch something of your own, and having the kind of the product skills is really helpful to be able to kind of launch that product, and you'd certainly be learning something that you'd then be able to apply in any type of product related role within a bigger company.
Oliver Laity 08:18
Thanks Allan, and you must have known the questions I was going to ask next, because that's a really good segue into the next question. Just talking about some skills development there and one thing I picked up on was that there's a great sense of learning some of the skills whilst you're doing whilst you're trying to create something. So, it's really kind of agile in terms of creating products and learning from those things and developing the skills whilst you're hands on, if you like, with some product development. So, my next question to Eve was, as an extension of that, if students are still with us at the university, they're not quite graduating yet, where do you think they could go to get good work experience in product?
Eve 09:00
So, you know, our door will always be open to anyone who just wants to have a tinker around and understand a bit more about what the role entails. I think I would definitely echo what Allan said about product being such a varied role. There's really no experience that won't prepare you for some of the skills that you need for a product management role. It's, you know, there's a lot about perseverance, proactivity, the kind of want and drive to just get to the right solution, and that collaborative spirit is also so important. So, I think for kind of opportunities at the university, drop me a line. You know, we are also looking at some opportunities for kind of Future Leaders and graduates in the team, in those kind of associate roles that Allan has mentioned as well. 
But I think the other thing is, you know, if you're a bit, you know, if you go down one route in your career, and you think, you know what I think product might be for me, I think one of the things I would say to our students is there is no one route, and it's not the kind of profession where you need to be trained as a product professional. It is very much if you've got the right attitude and you're willing to learn and grow, you can definitely do well in a product role. So, I think you know, it might be that you've got more of a passion for technology, it might be that you've got more of a business focus. It might be that you're super interested in user experience, all of these kinds of passions could suit you really well in certain product roles. So, I think lots of different routes in, definitely some opportunities in my team for kind of graduates and work experience. And as Allan said, lots of opportunities outside as well and in various different types of companies, both big and small.
Oliver Laity 11:06
Thank you. That's quite a nice wrap up to that. I think we'll put some notes and further links into the show notes for the podcast listeners. If that sounds like you, if you're a bit entrepreneurial, interested in digital and tech, driven to learn more by doing extremely customer focused, and don't necessarily want a linear path in your career, then it sounds like a career in product might be something worth investigating. If you want to do that, then we'll have information and further skill sessions, roles and sectors that we can support you with in the Career Zone. So please do get in touch with us at the Career Zone. We will help you by understanding your strengths and where you can develop those skills potentially to go into a career in product. So, thank you both very much for your time, guys.
Eve 11:59
You're very welcome. 
Allan 12:01
Yeah, thanks for having us.
Oliver Laity 12:02
Great stuff, thanks very much.
Rachel Sloan 12:05
This was the Career Zone podcast brought to you by the University of Exeter Career Zone. Check out iTunes and Spotify to keep up with all of our regular releases. And if you'd like us to cover something else in another episode, just send us a message #CareerZonePodcast @UoECareerZone or @UoECornwallCareerZone on Instagram
Links and further information:
· Book onto a skills session via Handshake. Find out more on the sessions we run on our Personal and Professional Development webpage. (https://www.exeter.ac.uk/students/careers/events/personalandprofessionaldevelopment/)
· Contact the University’s Digital Team to find out about work experience opportunities in product management
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