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Research Overview

In early 2021, we conducted an online survey of product managers across 

geographies, product types, and industries to gauge how product managers are 

spending their time. Which parties are they interacting with the most? Which tasks 

are they most often undertaking?  

What

Through our twenty years of working with product managers around the world, we’ve 

seen one key issue troubling organizations – product managers being pulled into 

tasks that take them away from many of customer-centered, strategic, long-term 

activities that they should be prioritizing. This research sought to disprove or bolster 

the hypothesis that product managers generally are not spending enough time with 

customers and on strategic tasks.

Why
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85

Demographics of Survey Participants

T O TA L  
PA R T I C I PA N T S

20+
I N D U S T R I E S

13
C O U N T R I E S  
R E P R E S E N T E D

Job Level
55.3% Product Manager

36.5% Senior Product Manager

3.5% Other

4.7% Director & Above

Size of Company
38.8% 5,000+ Employees

21.2% 1,001-5,000 employees

29.4% 101-1,000 employees

10.6% Under 100 employees
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68.0%

14% 18%

CustomersExternal Partners / Vendors

Internal Stakeholders / 
Cross-Functional Partners

Product Managers spend an average of 68% of their time with internal stakeholders 

such as engineering, marketing, sales, and operations; 18% of their time with 

customers; and 14% of their time with external partners, such as vendors of 

product parts/components or third-party researchers.

Thinking of your work, what percentage of your time 
is spent with the following parties?
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Product managers who work on purely 

software / digital products spend an 

average of 21.9% of their time with 

customers. Whereas product managers 

for purely physical goods spend only 

15.8% of their time with customers. 

Those who own product with both 

physical and digital components spend 

17.3% of their time with customers.

Product managers on services-based 

offerings spend the least amount of time 

with customers – on average 10.1% of 

their time.

Internal Stakeholders External  Vendors Customers
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Purely Digital Products Purely Physical
Products

Physical Products with a
Digital Component

Services Based
Offerings

64.3% 68.2% 69.3% 79.6%

13.8%
16.0% 13.4%

10.3%
21.9% 15.8% 17.3% 10.1%

Depending on which type of product a Product Manager owns, 
their time spent with important parties may vary.
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Most of time that product managers 

spend with external partners are with 

those who build or supply some 

component of the product (40.3%), who 

help sell the product (19.4%), or who help 

support the product in some way (17.0%).

Other activities with external partners or 

vendors include interacting with market 

analysts (8.7%) or market researchers 

(8.7%) for product specific discussions.

Thinking of your time spent with external partners / vendors, what 
percentage of your time is spent on the following activities?

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Spent with vendors that build some component of your
product (e.g. technology platform; suppliers)

Spent with vendors that sell your products (e.g.
brokers; distribution partners; third-party sales)

Spent with vendors that support your work or product
(e.g. roadmap software vendors; third-party customer

service)

Spent with market analysts on company / product
specific information sharing

Spent with third-party market researchers on product
specific research 8.7%

14.7%

17.0%

40.3%

19.4%
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CUSTOMER GROUPS
Spent with customers in a 
group (e.g. customer councils; 
focus groups)

OBSERVING CUSTOMERS
Spent with customers observing 
their work (e.g. onsite visits; 
factory tours)

OPERATIONAL ISSUES
Spent with customers addressing 
operational issues (e.g. logging in; 
order status)

SELLING PRODUCTS
Spent with customers on selling 
existing products (e.g. sales 
meetings, sales demos, RFPs)

NEW PRODUCTS
Spent with customers discussing 
new product ideas or long-term 
strategies (e.g. needs-based 
interviews)

Thinking of your time spent with customers, what 
percentage of your time is spent on the following activities?

23.1%
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Of the total time spent with customers, roughly 48% of that time is spent 

on strategic activities – those that focus on longer-term insights (new 

product ideas, observing customers, time with groups of customers).

Almost 29% of time with customers is spent on sales-related activities –

primarily tasks involving selling existing products. This can be an 

important vehicle for product insights, but often leads to too much time in 

sales meetings and demos. Ideally, a product manager participating in 

sales meetings is the exception rather than the rule.

Over 23% of a product manager’s time with customers is spent on 

activities focused on operational issues. This is a time-consuming 

activity best taken on by others in the organization.

Thinking of your time spent with customers, what 
percentage of your time is spent on the following activities?



© Copyright Sequent Learning Networks 9

On average, 31.1% of the time product 

managers spend with internal partners is 

spent with the technology / engineering / 

development / research and development 

group. 

The sales group is the next most common 

internal partner at 17.2% of a product 

manager’s time, followed by marketing 

(12.8%), customer service (9.8%), and 

quality assurance / testing (7.9%)

Other groups with which product managers 

spend time include finance and accounting 

(5.9%), editorial / content / journalists (3.2%), 

and inventory / capacity planning (2.9%).

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Inventory / Capacity Planning

Editorial / Content / Journalists

Supply Chain / Sourcing

Finance / Accounting

Quality Assurance / Testing

User Experience / Design

Operations / Manufacturing

Customer Service

Marketing

Sales

Technology / Engineering / Development / R&D

Thinking of your time spent with internal stakeholders, what 
percentage of your time is spent with the following groups?
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Thinking of your time spent with internal stakeholders, what 
percentage of your time is spent on the following activities?

There are many cross-functional tasks on which product managers are spending their time. The 

chart to the right shows the most common tasks, from managing development projects to 

dealing with supply chain or inventory issues.

Much of this data raises red flags on roles and responsibility clarity. We have categorized these 

activities into three buckets: strategic, sales-related, and operational (illustrated by icons next to 

each task in the graphic). 

The sales-related and operational, while important for the organization, are often those that 

other functions should be responsible for, leaving product managers to focus more on the 

strategic activities that will drive long-term product and business success. 

STRATEGIC SALES-RE LA T E D OPERATIONAL

13.7% 24.2% 62.1%

4.7%

6.2%

7.0%

7.5%

8.0%

8.1%

8.2%

9.0%

9.0%

9.6%

10.2%

12.5%

Administrator
矩形

Administrator
矩形
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