
Episode 25

JJ

Radhika, it's so good to be with you today. I'm so excited for this conversation

Radhika

And thank you for having me again here. And I'm so excited to be talking to you again.

JJ

Yeah. This is a phenomenal forum for us to be chatting with the Women In Product community. So very
exciting. So let's jump in, I'm a huge fan of your book, Radical Product Thinking. So let's just set the stage
for everyone.

What prompted you in the first place to write the book? Why do we need Radical Product
Thinking? Why do we need Radical Product Thinking? Talk about your experience, talk about what led
you to writing the book.

Radhika

So what I found was as I was building products, I was just learning from making hard mistakes. And
having learned from those mistakes, I got better at making products. And over time, I realized that no
matter where I worked, I myself had caught product diseases along the way and learned from having
caught these product diseases. But in every new company, I kept seeing the same pattern of product
diseases. And then had to watch other people go through those same mistakes and go up the same
learning curve. And so, there was this burning question in me, is it that we all have to go through these
hard lessons ourselves? Or can we actually convey our intuition to people in terms of how do you build
successful products?

And in other words, is it that there are just these few rare individuals who can build successful
products and these are the people we label visionaries in the industry? Or can anyone learn to build
successful products? And the end result of the book and coming up with this framework is I very
systematically show that it's not these rare visionaries who are the only ones who can build such
successful world changing products. Really, anyone can. And I illustrate this through examples. But what
it requires is being very deliberate and methodical about how you build those world changing products.

JJ

I love that. And I think it's so important that we all understand that while those one in a million
innovators are fabulous, it doesn't take that to build successful products. And I love that's your message
to the world is that we can all learn to be great in that area. So I think that's fabulous.

So you mentioned product diseases. So I want to talk about that. So in the book, of course you
talk about product diseases and how good products can go bad. So elaborate a little bit on that, on the
product diseases that you've seen and general causes for those within organizations.

Radhika

Yeah. So I'll share a few of the product diseases that I myself had run into. And most of our women in
product, the audience, you're going to recognize these diseases. You've probably seen these in
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companies where you've worked. So the first disease I had caught in my journey was hero syndrome.
This was my startup. This was when I had just graduated from college and we started this company from
our dorm room. We had built what you would now think of as an early version of Siri. And this was back
in 2000, right? But we were entirely too early to market. We hadn't really nailed on what is the problem
we were trying to solve. Our vision was grand. Our vision was revolutionizing wireless. And what we had
caught was the disease hero syndrome, because we were all about going big and stale.

Whereas we had lost focus on what is the problem we were really trying to solve, right? And so
that was the first disease, hero syndrome. And you see this often in startups where startups end up
measuring success just by how much money they've raised, as opposed to what's the problem they're
setting out to solve. Another very common disease is obsessive sales disorder, which is where our
salesperson says, "If we just add this custom feature, we can win this mega client." And pretty soon
you're sitting with a stack of contracts and your entire roadmap is driven by what you have to make good
on. Another-

JJ

That never happens.

Radhika

No, no, of course not.

JJ

Very rare.

Radhika

Not here. Another really common disease is pivotitis, right? I remember, so I was working at a startup
where I was heading up marketing at the time. And at the startup, we started off with the idea of being
the next visa of the world. And it sounds wonderful, so grand. Well, but we realized that was just really
hard to achieve because you have to acquire both merchants and consumers. So we said, you know
what, we are going to become a loyalty solutions provider for merchants. After a month or so we
realized, you know what, that's a really crowded market. And so we pivoted again. We became a credit
solutions provider for merchants. And I swear by the end of this, I was the head of marketing, and yet I
didn't know what to write on our brochures and what we were asking people to sign up for anymore.

And so these are the kinds of diseases that are so common. I mentioned three, but there are
seven total that I mention in the book. But the point is these diseases are just so common, we've all
come across them. And if I look at the fundamentals of these problems and how do you overcome them,
a lot of it just starts with this complete lack of clarity in terms of what is our vision, what is the problem
we're setting out to solve? And one of the problems in terms of why isn't the vision even clear? Is by the
way, the toxic masculinity in society. And what we've learned as a good vision because of the sort of toxic
masculinity. We'll get back to that in a moment. But the point is having this clarity of vision and then
knowing how to translate it step by step into reality. And whenever there's a break in the chain going all
the way from vision to reality, that's where product diseases creep in.
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JJ

I love that explanation. And I think one of the things I loved most about the book was that reading it, it
felt like a therapy session. It was like, "Oh my God, she gets it." And to your point, it is so common, all of
these diseases. And so I think anybody who reads the book is like, "Gosh, yes, we've done that. Or I dealt
with that, or I remember a situation like that." And I think it makes us all feel like, "Okay, we're not the
only ones," which is a really good thing.

Radhika

Oh, I'm so glad you felt like it was a therapy session.

JJ

Yes, absolutely.

Radhika

Because that was exactly the intent. There's solidarity and happiness in solidarity.

JJ

Exactly. And I just think we need that. Product management is a difficult role at times. And we need to
understand that nobody does it perfectly, but we can all learn from our mistakes and from our diseases
and how can we move forward? So the book outlines this amazing framework to be vision driven. That's
the beauty of it. So let's talk about maybe some of the major elements of the framework and how... I'm
going to ask you in a little while, how someone can get started on it, but let's lay the groundwork first.
Talk about the major elements of the framework.

Radhika

Yeah. So the starting point really is a vision. And I mentioned this toxic masculinity in society, right? What
we've learned so far is that a vision has to be big and broad and never changing. That it comes from one
person, who is at the top of the organization, and they are pushing this vision onto everyone else who's
going to follow them. And really those are the ideas that we really need to dismantle. And so instead, the
way we need to think about it is a vision isn't just about one person owning the vision and everyone else
is just following. Instead, it has to be a shared vision. And instead of something that's broad and fluffy,
like being the leader in blah blah, or dominating this market and creating a billion dollar company, it has
to be a very, very clear vision that explains what's the problem we're trying to solve? Why does it need to
be solved? Because maybe it doesn't. And then how are we solving it? And what does the world look like
when we can say mission accomplished?

And so the radical product thinking framework really lays out a fill in blank statement that allows
you to focus, not on the words, but rather the concepts and answering the detailed questions of who,
what, why, when and how. So that's the first step. But the other elements of radical product thinking. So
after vision comes strategy. And strategy means thinking about it in a very comprehensive way. So I'll
give you an example, which is very often when we build a product strategy, we think about what the
product should do, but our business model, how you support and train users, all of that is left as an
afterthought. We build a product and we say, "Oh, let's add a subscription model to this." Or, "Oh, we'll
build it. And then we'll figure out how to support it."

Page 3 of 9



Whereas, if we think about it like building a house, you think about who is the house built for?
So if it's a family, then you don't install white carpets in the family room, for example. You really think
about every detail and it comes together comprehensively. So the strategy framework really gives us a
four part strategy, which is what's the real pain point? Why are people coming to your product? What's
the solution? What's the engine that powers the solution? And then finally, how do you deliver it?
Meaning what are the logistics, your pricing, your support model, et cetera.

So that's the second element strategy. Next comes priorities, which is by the way, what most of
us struggle with in product management, because vision and strategy are all great, but it's when the
rubber meets the road that all of these priorities go out the window and we are working on just the
whatever's burning at the moment.

And so the radical approach to prioritization is thinking about it as vision versus survival. So
vision, we've clearly defined at this point and survival is where you think about long term versus short
term. And I talk about four quadrants and how prioritize. And we can get into that a little bit later if you
like, but this tool is the one thing if you have to take away from the book, it has completely changed how
I work with teams in terms of being able to use the vision on an everyday basis. And then finally, the
execution and measurement step, this is where we derive metrics from our vision and strategy. So we're
not just measuring OKRS and what's given to us top down, but rather we have a clear rationale for why
we're measuring this as a measure of success. And then lastly, it's culture as an element of building
world changing products. Do you have the right culture and how do you build that in a very systematic
way? So those are the five elements, vision, strategy, priorities, execution, and measurement and
culture.

JJ

It's amazing. So I do want to dig a little bit into a couple of those. So first question I have for you is, when
you talked about the vision and I love the way that you frame it and categorize what's the vision is? Why
is it worth solving, or what the problem is, why is it worth solving? And then on. And I think that's so
important because to your point, sometimes the problem's not actually worth solving. It's either been
solved, okay, already in the marketplace and to get someone to change, it's, we're not doing anything
that dramatically different, or it's just not a problem that's material enough. So have you had any
experiences in your own career or working with other companies where they were in the midst of the
vision creation process and they actually got to a point where they all said, "Hey, wait, we need to
completely transform ourselves and our vision, because it's really not worth it."

So I want to ask you a question about how you've seen organizations as they're creating their
vision, because I loved what you said about sometimes you've got to validate that the problem needs to
be solved in the first place. And I think we go into this with a confirmation bias that we already believe
our vision and our problem is worth solving. And sometimes that's not the case. So do you have any
examples or have you ever worked with an organization where they actually got to a point in where they
said, "Wow, I don't think this problem is worth solving, we better pivot or we better do something
different."

Radhika

Yeah. And I'll give you an example for my own experience where we thought a problem was worth
solving and it turned out that the status quo actually didn't need that much of a change. And so having
learned from that problem, I'll also share what I do in workshops so that other people don't run into this.
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So I was working at an ad tech company where we were making it much easier for people in TV ad sales
to create quotes, so that if you wanted to create an ad for TV, they would very quickly be able to turn
around a quote to you and tell you here's how much it would cost. We thought that the problem was
that right now, it just takes so long to create such a quote. You have to use multiple tools. And it takes
you days to get back numbers in terms of how big is the audience and how much the cost of this media is
going to be.

Well, it turned out that it didn't matter that it took so long to get a quote back because the way
the entire system worked, the people who were looking for that quote were happy to wait. And the TV
network itself already had those resources and those people who had bandwidth to be able to take on
that time to use these multiple tools and create a quote. So it turned out that although, yes, our tool
would save them a lot of time, it did not matter.

And so now when I do workshops with teams, what I talk about is when you answer this
question of, okay, what is the problem you're setting out to solve? And then why is the status quo
unacceptable? Let's say you answer the status quo is unacceptable because it takes a lot of time with the
current solution.

Then ask the question, well, so what? So what if it takes a lot of time? Well, okay, so you say,
"Well, so what?" Well, then they're not going to succeed in getting a quote out or they're going to lose to
digital advertising. Well, so what actually? Does it really matter? You ask a few so whats and you verify
those so whats, and that's how you know. At the end of those series of so what's, that's where you get to
the real answer of why the status quo is unacceptable. And sometimes you discover it's really not.

JJ

Yeah. I love that example. It's so interesting because I think we, in product management, I know I
certainly have many times gone through and gotten all the way through a processor, a framework or
really just embedding a vision in an organization. And I didn't really do all of that much vetting up front.
And so I think that's a good example of, we sometimes think we're solving a problem for a customer and
the customer doesn't even think it's a problem. And I think that's a really important part of that
framework and that justification and validation of what you're putting in place as your vision. I think
that's awesome.

Radhika

I love what you just said because so much of that validation, we often think that vision is just about us
creating that vision. I actually talk about how this vision should be a test that you run with your
customer. When you share your vision that you've written in that much detail in that MatLib format, you
can actually share that with a client or a customer and see does that resonate. If they're not nodding
along, maybe that vision actually needs revisiting.

JJ

Yeah, absolutely. And I don't think we do that enough. I think that's a really great point. So I want to dig
in one other place of the framework, which personally, I think is it impacted me the most when I read
your book, which is the prioritization. And I love the vision versus survival. And it resonated so much
with me. And basically I love the concept of the vision debt. And basically, we in organizations always
have to do short term things. It's just part of our business, right? Keep the lights on, or like you said make
good on a commitment that we made to a customer or what have you.
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There are short term things that we need to do, but we always need to balance that against the
vision. And so I love your matrix. I love the looking at that survival. And even if we make intentional short
term decisions, we do it with the knowledge of what it means to the long term vision. So tell me a little
bit more about that. And how you came up with that and how you've seen it implemented and impactful
in organizations.

Radhika

Very often in organizations, we use this matrix of impact versus effort. And I've always found that
to be a little lacking. So in writing Radical Product Thinking, the framework that we came up with was
this vision versus survival. Why? Because if we think about just our intuitive decision making, even if you
were deciding, "Oh, should I stay up late tonight and watch the show until 1:00 AM," versus going to bed
and getting a good night's rest so I can be productive tomorrow. Really, we're making this choice of long
term versus short term. Every decision is really long term versus short term decision making. And so let's
make that explicit. The more experience we have as a product person, the more you have that intuition,
what's the right trade off between long time and short term.

But what you really want to do as a product person is to spread your influence across your
organization, get people to make decisions like you would. So that even when you're not on a meeting,
your developer's thinking like you and making the right choices as if you were right there next to them.
And so this vision versus survival helps you make it explicit. We talked about what's a good vision. So
that's your Y axis. Survival is the X axis. So survival is the short term. And so for you, survival as a startup
might be financial survival. You know, if you don't fundraise, you're not going to be able to make payroll
and your product dies. If you're a big company, survival might mean pleasing your boss, because maybe
your product isn't going to die if you don't make your P&L, but if your boss isn't pleased, that's what
might kill your product.

So there are a few other such risks, but think about what is your biggest risk that might kill your
product. And then you can start to plot things on this vision versus survival. So things that are good for
your vision and good for survival, they're of course ideal. So you do more things in this ideal quadrant.
But if we always just fixate on ideal, then we're being very short term driven because it's all about the
short term focus still. So sometimes we need to really be thinking about investing in the vision, which is
where it's good for the vision, but maybe not good for survival in the short term. So examples of this
would include if you're refactoring code for three months, if you're going to do some user research, you
don't see immediate results from it, but you're investing in the vision.

And the opposite of investing in the vision is where you take on vision debt, which you were
saying. And this vision debt concept I found so useful. So vision debt, first of all, is where it's helping the
short term survival. So let's say your salesperson comes to you with this custom request to win the mega
deal. Well, that custom request is going to help you win that deal, but maybe it's not good for the vision.
So that's taking on vision debt. And so what I've realized with vision debt is it's okay to take on a little bit,
but it really accumulates over time and you cannot fire your customers. So as you keep accumulating it,
it's so easy to catch obsessive sales disorder. And the other thing it causes in the team is the more vision
debt you take on, if you don't acknowledge it, people think that this is a top down loss of your vision or
belief in your vision.

They think that you don't care about the vision, which is why you keep doing all these things like
all these customer requests. But the moment you... Let's say, you're a bootstrapped company and you're
desperate, you need the money, you have to take on these customer requests. If you at least
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acknowledge that you're taking on vision debt, then it's so much easier for people to go along with it and
say, "Okay, I understand why we're doing it, but I see light at the end of tunnel that we will not maybe do
this someday."

So the last thing I'll say about this prioritization approach is there's no right answer. The most
important thing that I've realized or learned from using this, is that it's all about the communication,
which is that we all talk about what are the right decisions and we arrive at what's right for your setting,
your current company, or even where you are in your current company, in the growth process.

JJ

That's so great. I love that. Thank you. Even the explanation is even better than what I had had in my
mind, in terms of when I read the book and had other conversations with you. It's so important,
especially I love the part about acknowledging the fact that we are making that intentional business
decision to do something short term, but it doesn't mean we are losing hold of the vision. I think that's
so important in that communication is really critical to the whole thing. So I want to pivot a little bit and
ask you about organizations that you've worked with or that you've seen implement the framework. Is
there an area that they tend to embrace more easily or an area that they seem to have a little bit harder
time with implementing? Have you seen any standards there?

Radhika

So what I've found is companies usually start with a vision. And I've seen companies use it all the way
from vision through execution and measurement. The part that I think is harder is trying to do all of this
in just jam packing it all into a very short amount of time. So the way I typically bring radical product
thinking into an organization is first of all, start with a discussion of why are we even doing this? Because
any change is hard, even if you're bringing in a new approach and a way of thinking. Even though radical
product thinking is not about process, it's just an intuition and starting to build that intuition. It's still a
different way of thinking. And so to make this change easier for everyone to really embrace, it's
important to start with, what's the problem? Why are we even doing this?

And so start with talking about product diseases. And this is why I talk about product diseases in
this way, where there's solidarity. We see these everywhere, right? Let's talk openly about product
diseases and what's wrong in our organization and how we can change that. And so once we diagnose
the diseases, then you can launch into, "Okay, let's work on a vision so that we have the clarity that we
need."

And so once we've talked through the vision, I typically give it a few days and then work through
strategy, for example. But once I have the vision, at least you can then start to use the vision in everyday
prioritization. You can start to use it in sprint planning. So that's another quick win that you can get
where you've created a good vision, start to use it in your sprint planning. And people start to see that,
"Wow, it's easier to communicate using this shared vocabulary that we now have." And then, you can
work on your strategy for example. And then once you have that strategy, you see more value from it,
then you derive metrics at how you measure success. So taking this step by step and giving yourself
enough time so that you've had a chance to process it and start to use the first couple of elements, but
not so long that you forgot kind of what happened in the previous session.
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JJ

I love that advice. I think it's really important on how to get started. Because I can imagine, even though
to me a very straightforward framework and approach, like you said, any kind of change is hard. And so
to get started, I love the idea of those small wins.

Any other advice for product managers specifically? Because it's one thing, if the leadership
team brings in some change, we know how that works. It doesn't immediately mean it's going to be
successful, but it has that leadership champion from the beginning. What about if there's a product
manager out there who wants to bring the framework in, who wants to transform the way the
organization is doing it? How would they go about leading from the middle, if you will, any advice for
them?

Radhika

Yeah. And that's an interesting question. So I have two answers to this. One is, at least as a product
manager, you can make things easier for your team. Even if the leadership hasn't embraced this
approach. Even if the leadership doesn't have clarity of vision. You can start to use this approach for the
team below you, give them that clarity, build your own vision for what it is, start to use this approach in
sprint planning. And then you start to introduce elements of this. So for example, you're talking in a
leadership meeting about why, for example, you don't want to take on this feature, why you're
prioritizing it for later. Drop the vision versus survival and talk about it in that way. You start to introduce
the shared vocabulary across the organization. And you'll see that it starts to catch on. So you can do this
at a grassroots level.

But the other thing that I will say is it is really, really helpful to get support across the
organization and from the leadership, if you really want to create change and in a way that becomes
more satisfying for the whole team. So sometimes it actually really helps to do a workshop where... For
instance, a lot of the workshops where I'm brought in, it's this external perspective where I'm bringing in
leaders and the product teams together, and facilitating a conversation about the vision and getting
leadership to see this new way of doing something and helping the leadership empathize with the
product team and what is hard for them through this constant change, for example. So a lot of the
workshops I do are exactly so that it helps organizations embrace this in a way that it's not just the
product person pushing it up the hill.

JJ

I love that. That's great. This has been an amazing conversation. I love our time together always. So tell
the listeners where they can learn more about the framework and buy the book Radical Product
Thinking.

Radhika

So the framework is on radicalproduct.com. So it's a free download. And by the way, the reason it's free
is because I've always wanted people to be able to create change no matter where you want to create
change. I want it to be easy to do that. So you can get that download. You can also get the book, Radical
Product Thinking: The New Mindset for Innovating Smarter. It's in bookstores. It's on Amazon, Barnes
and Nobles cetera. And lastly, people can also connect with me on LinkedIn. I'm always happy to hear
how people are creating change using radical product thinking.
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JJ

Great. Radhika, thank you so much for joining me. Thank you all. I'm JJ Rory, and I've loved this
conversation. Thank you so much.

Radhika (32:30):

Thank you so much for having me. It was such a pleasure, JJ.
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