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EPISODE ONE

INTRODUCTION

AI & Big Data are making soft skills critical.

It’s no secret we’re at a moment in time where 

artificial intelligence and big data are maturing at 

a fiercely rapid pace. Consequently, there’s been a 

very real and ongoing discussion about which jobs 

will see machines replacing humans and when.  

This conversation has made one thing abundantly 

clear. We should be learning and improving skills 

only humans can do better than machines.  
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“Believing, independent 

thinking, teamwork, care 

for others...these are the 

soft parts.’’

JACK MA
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“If we don’t change the way we teach, we’ll be in big 

trouble 30 years from now,” said Alibaba’s founder 

Jack Ma at the 2018 World Economic Forum in 

Switzerland. 

He continued, “We have to teach something unique 

so machines can’t catch up with us. Believing, 

independent thinking, teamwork, care for others...

these are the soft parts. Knowledge by itself won’t 

give you those skills.”  

These “soft parts” are known as soft skills or people 

skills. They also go by many other names, including 

human skills, socio-emotional skills, and even 21st 

century skills.  

They essentially involve understanding oneself and 

relating to others by sharing empathy, embracing 

diversity, and abandoning unconscious biases.  

The great thing is—we can practice and improve 

these skills.  
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Let’s put this into context.

Several new studies echo Jack Ma’s sentiments that 

this issue has huge implications.  

McDonald’s sponsored a cross-industry report in 

2015 titled The Value of Soft Skills to the UK Economy. 

The intention was to challenge the notion that soft 

skills have no clear economic value. 

•  The report estimated 535,000 workers 

would be held back by a lack of soft skills. 

Additionally, it suggested that if this goes 

unaddressed—the negative impact on the  

UK economy would be around $11B per  

year by 2020.  

•  As a result, economic researchers placed a 

$123B value on soft skills in the UK.  

In 2016 Deloitte conducted a survey and reported 

that a cultural transformation would be needed 

over the next 5 years—as only 14% of leaders are 
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completely satisfied with their organization’s 

current ability to communicate and collaborate.  

And in 2017 Harvard published a study by David 

Deming titled The Growing Importance of Social Skills 

in the Labor Market.  

It found that today’s job market is beginning to 

favor those who have skills to be a good team 

player. 

But shockingly, this is something we’ve known 

going back 100 years.  

You see, in 1918 the Carnegie Institute of 

Technology funded research by Charles Mann 

on the study of engineering education. What he 

found was that 85% of job success is a product of 

interpersonal skills and only 15% of success is the 

result of technical knowledge.  

Wait. What? 1918?  
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If we’ve known this for a century, why is it 

something we’re still grappling with today—and 

more specifically in product management circles?  

Product Mangers are like glue connecting 
different roles in an organization.

As Matt LeMay describes in his book Product 

Management in Practice:  

“To put it bluntly, far too many people and 

organizations hire Product Managers based on hard 

skills that have precious little to do with the day-

to-day work that those Product Managers will be 

expected to perform.”  

Now there’s no question a technical bar exists for 

Product Managers. And it certainly depends on the 

company and the product. But, there’s an argument 

to be made for the role’s actual responsibility.  

Matt defines product management like this: 
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“To me, being a Product Manager is all about being 

the connective tissue—being the glue that connects 

whatever the different roles are within your 

organization. But, whoever those different players 

are—your job as a Product Manager is to be Aligner-

in-Chief or Translator-in-Chief. The person who is 

ultimately responsible and accountable for everybody 

having a shared language and a shared sense of 

purpose.”  

So how do we do that? And how do we go 

beyond just understanding that soft skills are 

absolutely critical to the role? That empathy, and 

communication, and teamwork are the required 

traits?  

How do we actually imbue these qualities so they 

flow naturally from ourselves? That’s what we’ll 

begin to explore next.  
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“Your job as a  

Product Manager is to  

be Aligner-in-Chief or  

Translator-in-Chief.” 

MATT LEMAY
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EPISODE TWO

JUST BE A REAL 
HUMAN BEING

Meet Dale: Human Relations Expert.

Dale was on the verge of publishing his third book 

about public speaking.  

After teaching public speaking skills to more 

than 18,000 white-collar workers since 1912, he 

observed the thriving modern world of the early 

20th century was desperately missing something.  
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Something millions of professionals desired and 

needed as they were trying to navigate the dynamic 

business climate of the 1920s. They just didn’t know 

what it was.  

Fortunately, Dale felt he discovered the key after 

reading about a study conducted in 1918.  

He believed the findings of this study could unlock 

success for modern white-collar employees—

helping them go beyond professional competence, 

mastery of facts, a determined work ethic, and a 

commitment to quality.  

In this book titled Public Speaking: A Practical Course, 

Dale Carnegie wrote in 1926 about the research he 

uncovered:

“According to experiments conducted by the 

Carnegie Institute of Technology, personality has 

more to do with business success than superior 

knowledge.”  
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“Be sincere. You’ll just be 

wasting your time if you 

pretend to be interested 

in other people in order 

to get something out of 

them.’’  

DALE  CARNEGIE
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Through this statement, Dale revealed a “light-

bulb” moment. His focus subsequently shifted from 

simply teaching the mechanics of public speech to 

coaching a keen awareness of human nature.  

The principles Dale Carnegie began to define in 

Public Speaking: A Practical Course ultimately took 

shape in his timeless bestseller How to Win Friends & 

Influence People published 10 years later.  

Be genuinely sincere.

“Be sincere. You’ll just be wasting your time if you 

pretend to be interested in other people in order 

to get something out of them.” This was Dale 

Carnegie on a radio broadcast summing up the core 

message he taught so many people.  

In fact, 30 million Carnegie books have been sold 

over the last several decades—and despite passing 

away in 1955—200,000 to 300,000 copies still fly off 

the shelf each year.  
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His secret sauce was a unique understanding of 

human nature that’s transcended 5 generations.  

But what’s the reason Carnegie’s message resonates 

so strongly?  

Well, each core tenet he espoused is irrefutable.

Carnegie once said, “There’s a deep gnawing human 

hunger that is rarely gratified. The deepest principle 

in human nature is the craving to be appreciated. 

Become genuinely and actively interested in other 

people and show it.”  

These principles—and there are many more—

revolve around one simple commonsense idea. 

When it comes to your colleagues: just be a real 

human being. That’s it!  

After having this crucial insight, Carnegie poured 

over volumes of psychology looking for practical 

applications of theory and consulted psychologists.  
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“It is the individual who 

is not interested in his 

fellow human beings 

who has the greatest 

difficulties in life and 

provides the greatest 

injury to others.” 

ALFRED ADLER
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One source Carnegie heavily quoted was the 

Austrian psychologist Alfred Adler, who expressed:

“It is the individual who is not interested in 

his fellow human beings who has the greatest 

difficulties in life and provides the greatest injury 

to others. It’s from such individuals that all human 

failures spring.”  

Wow. Enough said.  

The lives Dale Carnegie has impacted now reads 

like a who’s who of business: Hotel Mogul J.W. 

Marriott, Jr.; Wendy’s Founder Dave Thomas; the 

“Greatest Investor of All Time” Warren Buffett, 

and Chrysler turnaround CEO Lee Iacocca—just to 

name a few.  

“The greatest problem you have as you grow up in 

life is finding people have different opinions than 

you. In fact, disagree with you and you never hear 

them out. And you never listen to their side.” 
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That’s Lee Iacocca during an interview talking 

about developing the ability to listen to others 

(even if you may not like what you hear) and how it 

helped him advance through his career.  

In his 1984 autobiography, Iacocca wrote, “Always 

think in terms of the other person’s interests. That’s 

my Dale Carnegie training and it’s served me well.” 

What’s the takeaway for Product Managers?  

Your objective should be to create alignment 

between various leaders in design, engineering, 

sales, product marketing, and the executive team.  

And you do that through organizing everyone in 

a manner that fosters collaboration. Sounds easier 

than it actually is, doesn’t it?  

The only way to navigate those potentially 

treacherous waters is to recognize each person 

involved craves to been appreciated.  
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Take a genuine interest in them as individuals. Be 

a real human being with them. Invest in hearing 

them out and understanding their perspective. Seek 

to understand what they enjoy at work and in their 

personal life. And find small ways you can help them.  

The timeless principles mined by Dale Carnegie 

almost 100 years ago still ring as true today as ever. 

But, there have been new developments in the field 

of neuroscience during recent decades that help 

foster better communication and collaboration.  

And these findings uncover exactly what’s going on 

behind the scenes in each of our minds when we 

communicate and collaborate.   
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EPISODE THREE

THIS IS YOUR 
BRAIN AT WORK

Pixar’s pivotal year.

1997 was a pivotal year at Pixar Animation. A year 

it came to realize a terrible mistake was made. 

You see, Disney executives wanted Pixar to make 

a direct-to-video sequel of Toy Story while A Bug’s 

Life was in production. And Pixar agreed—as it 

seemed to make sense.  
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But as production began, the studio couldn’t figure 

out how to do it without sacrificing quality. Also, 

it became very clear this project was having a 

negative impact on the company’s culture.  

After making a case to Disney, Pixar was given the 

green light to move ahead with Toy Story 2 as a 

feature film instead.  

However, some assumptions about the film created 

a disaster only 9 short months before its theatrical 

release. This disaster required the entire movie to 

be remade. As a new studio, Pixar was trying to 

find its feet.  

Interestingly, what emerged was not only a 

successful film in Toy Story 2, but a unique 

collaboration process. Something Pixar calls the 

Braintrust.  

Braintrust = healthy collaboration.

“Now when you talk about the Braintrust, it’s not 

a group of people that exists all the time. It’s what 
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we call the group that comes together to solve a 

problem...usually for meetings after we’ve viewed 

what a film is or 2-day offsite.”  

That’s Ed Catmull, President of Pixar and Disney 

Animation Studios.  

“It operates under 4 principles. One of them is that 

nobody can override the director. The 2nd is it’s 

peer-to-peer. The 3rd principle is that they all share 

in each other’s success. And the last one is just that 

they give and take honest notes.”  

In his book Creativity, Inc., Ed details the Braintrust’s 

evolution from that initial Toy Story 2 debacle. 

More importantly he conveys that the most 

powerful element to it all...is simply candor.  

Candor / can•dor / ‘kan-der / noun 1. unreserved, 

honest, or sincere expression
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“There are good reasons 

why most people hold 

back and don’t say what 

they think. There’s 

all sorts of personal, 

emotional reasons that 

get in the way.” 

ED  CATMULL
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We need a lot of deep candor.

“We need a lot of deep candor about what works 

and what doesn’t work. And what we found...this is 

true in most places is...there are good reasons why 

most people hold back and they don’t say what they 

think. They don’t want to embarrass themselves. 

They don’t want to embarrass other people. They 

want to look good in front of other people. They 

might want to grandstand. There’s all sorts of 

personal, emotional reasons that get in the way.”  

Ed cuts straight to the chase. Candor is essential to 

teamwork. It’s the key ingredient to communicating 

fully and openly by not withholding or misleading. 

However, there are multiple barriers each of us 

must break through in order to be candid.  

So how do we get there as a Product Manager with 

a diverse range of personalities comprising the 

cross-functional teams we work with?  
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The latest neuroscience offers a sophisticated 

understanding of what inhibits and fosters candor 

among co-workers.  

The SCARF model.

“I’m beginning to see that the SCARF model is a 

really significant framework for understanding how 

to collaborate with others more effectively and also 

how to influence others better as well.”  

That’s Dr. David Rock talking about what he calls 

the SCARF integrate model.

It stands for Status, Certainty, Autonomy, Relatedness, 

and Fairness. It’s something he uncovered after 

years of digging through a few hundred scientific 

studies while interviewing 30 of the world’s top 

neuroscientists.  

By introducing this framework, we can circumvent 

a very tricky explanation of the most complex thing 

we know...the human brain.  
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No need right now to describe the ventrolateral 

prefrontal cortex, basal ganglia, amygdala, 

hippocampus, neuroplasticity, or so much more.  

Nope, we’ll keep it simple. Instead, let’s talk about 

the five domains of social experience.  

At a sub-conscious level.

Our brain is constantly monitoring these domains 

at a sub-conscious level.  

Now, some of life’s most intense emotional 

reactions involve a collision of these five domains. 

At one end of the spectrum are threats or danger. 

At the other end—rewards.  

You might partially understand this concept as 

Fight or Flight. We tend to run away from threats, 

but we also move toward rewards. 

Here’s Dr. Rock explaining this further:
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“The integrate model shows us that minimizing 

danger and maximizing reward is an organizing 

principle of the brain. The brain as a network can 

be in any of these two states—minimize danger, 

maximize reward—at any moment. We know that 

which state you’re in has a dramatic impact on your 

capacity to do good work.”  

Dr. Rock also mentions the reason that social 

interactions are so significant is because we’ve 

received support from others since birth. In fact, 

we wouldn’t have survived our first 12 years of life 

without them.  

The result is massive social circuitry for 

interpreting threats and rewards.  

SCARF in more detail.

So let’s take a quick look at Status, Certainty, 

Autonomy, Relatedness, and Fairness in detail...  
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“The SCARF model 

is a really significant 

framework for 

understanding how to 

collaborate with others 

more effectively.” 
DR. DAVID ROCK
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Status is our perception of where we’re at in 

relation to other people. An increase in status is a 

reward; a decrease is a threat. 

•  We’ll often argue with others when we feel 

our status is under attack.  

•  And interestingly, research has shown that 

when we experience a drop in status—our 

brain networks light up just the same as when 

we experience physical pain.  

Certainty is our ability to predict the future. 

Increasing it is a reward; decreasing it is a threat.  

Studies demonstrate that ambiguity of any kind 

generates a danger response. Clarity and clear 

expectations provide certainty. 

Autonomy is having control or having choices. 

Increasing it is a reward; decreasing it is a threat. 
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• Zero autonomy can make small amounts of 

stress very overwhelming.  

• If we feel we have choices, stress is reduced.  

Relatedness is being safely connected to people 

around us. An increase in relatedness deems 

someone a friend; a decrease deems them a foe.  

• We trust friends and distrust foes. 

•  In general, our brain labels all people a foe 

until proven to be a friend through finding 

common ground. 

Fairness is a state of being where people are ethical 

with one another. Increasing fairness is a reward; 

decreasing it is a threat. 
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We unintentionally (or intentionally) trigger 
these 5 domains.

Now, we often unintentionally or intentionally 

trigger a few of these domains all at once in 

coworkers—creating a danger response.  

On the flip side, consider what you’ve felt like when 

interacting with someone who pointed out your 

good traits (increasing your status), who set clear 

expectations (raising your certainty), who trusted 

you to make decisions (extending autonomy), 

who took a genuine interest in you (strengthening 

relatedness), and who treated you with fairness.  

Because of their ability to increase these five 

SCARF domains—it’s very likely that you have a 

strong desire to help this person whenever you can.  

In a nutshell, that’s how to foster an environment 

of trust and collaboration.  
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This is the science behind Dale Carnegie’s timeless 

principles. It’s also the biology and chemistry of 

Pixar’s Braintrust.  

Product Managers can take these insights and  

use them to build highly effective interactions.  

The trick is putting them into practice.  
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EPISODE FOUR

BE LIKE MIKE

A life-changing habit of practice.

Mike eagerly fought his way through a few dozen 

classmates huddled in front of the Laney High 

School gymnasium bulletin board.  

When he reached the board, he saw 15 names 

posted on the varsity roster. But his name wasn’t 

listed. He didn’t make the cut.  
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What Mike couldn’t imagine in that moment as 

a 15-year-old teenager was that only a few short 

years later he’d become an NCAA All-American 

at the University of North Carolina—and then be 

drafted as the NBA’s #3 first round pick.  

Regardless, he was determined to turn this 

embarrassing devastation into a life-changing habit 

of practice.  

“I practice as if I’m playing in the game. So when 

the moment comes in the game, it’s not new to me. 

That’s the beauty of the game of basketball. That’s 

the reason why you practice. That’s the effort. So 

when you get to that moment, you don’t have to 

think. Instinctively, things happen.”  

That’s Michael Jordan describing his deep belief 

in the importance and power of practice. It’s why 

he developed a reputation for playing harder in 

practice than he played in actual games.  
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“That’s the reason why 

you practice. So when 

you get to that moment, 

you don’t have to think. 

Instinctively, things 

happen.” 

MICHAEL JORDAN
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You’re either old enough to remember the Chicago 

Bulls basketball dynasty spanning the entire 1990s 

or you’re young enough to have heard comparisons 

of current players to Jordan.  

Either way, you no doubt understand that 

Michael Jordan’s legacy is highly regarded. And 

the cornerstone of that legacy was his devotion to 

practice. 

Three definitions of practice. 

Oxford Dictionary defines practice three ways: 

•  As in Jordan’s case—it can be the repeated 

exercise of an activity or skill.  

•  It is also defined as the actual application of an 

idea, belief, or method, as opposed to theories.  

•  And lastly, it can be the habitual way of doing 

of something.  
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Here’s what might stand out from these definitions.

Practice is repetition that helps acquire or maintain 

proficiency. Practice is application as opposed to 

theory. And it’s the habit of something.  

Let’s break down the concept of practice as both 

“application” and “habit” in order to get a full 

understanding of why it’s paramount to product 

management soft skills.  

This is where the rubber meets the road.  

Practice as application.

First, the application of everything we’ve covered is 

more important than just simply understanding it.  

In fact, an extensive body of neuroscientific 

research by Dr. Todd Maddox suggests that the 

human brain contains at least two distinct systems 

used for learning. One is the cognitive skills system, 

which is optimized for learning hard skills.  
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“Soft skills  

can only be applied 

through behavioral 

skills learning in  

the brain.”

DR. TODD MADDOX
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The other is the behavioral skills system, which is 

optimized for learning soft skills.  

Dr. Maddox suggests that soft skills can only be 

applied through behavioral skills learning in the 

brain. That means we can’t just say, “We got this,” 

and move on.  

An intentional approach is required—something 

most of us never actually do. This is because we’ve 

lacked training tools that directly exercise our 

behavioral skills system.  

So let’s now talk about practice being the habit of 

something.

Practice as habit.

In his book titled The Power of Habit Pulitzer Prize-

winner Charles Duhigg describes the Habit Loop. 

It’s a system comprised of three elements that when 

put together in a loop—studies show will help 

create a new behavior.  
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“There’s a cue, which is like an automatic trigger for 

a behavior to start. And then a routine, which is the 

behavior itself. And then finally, a reward that helps 

your brain remember that pattern for the future.”  

That’s Charles explaining three elements of the 

Habit Loop.  

“Every habit has cues and rewards. And for years 

everyone from Aristotle to Oprah—when they’ve 

talked about habits—they’ve focused on the routine, 

on the behavior. But what we’ve learned in the last 

decade is that it’s the cue and reward that influence 

how habits function.”  

This shift in perspective, from focusing on the 

routine to the cue and reward, is where we can start 

to build an effective plan that will establish our soft 

skills practice.  

Studies on habit formation show the easiest way to 

implement a new habit is to write a plan and then 

focus on building new habits one at a time.  
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“What we’ve learned in 

the last decade is that it’s 

the cue and reward that 

influence how habits 

function.”   

CHARLES  DUHIGG
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The next step… 

Here’s an invitation to look at what you already do 

and see where you’d like to improve. The power 

is within your grasp, but it will take time. These 

things don’t happen overnight.  

Beginning here will help you establish a series of 

actions that become woven into the fabric of your 

being and will guide how you interact with those 

around you.  

Your role, as the glue of whatever dynamic 

organization you work within, will be so much 

more enriching when you commit to practicing this 

human side of product management.  

It’s a radical idea—combining intentional practice 

with insight on human physiology and psyche to 

flourish at product management. We’ve just not 

been properly educated in these matters.  
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And for those of us gifted with people skills, let’s be 

honest—we’re really just winging it. What might 

we accomplish if we applied effort to becoming 

even more adept at human relations?  

Choosing to deeply elevate our soft skills is the best 

thing we can do for ourselves, our colleagues, our 

customers, our companies—and if we consider Jack 

Ma’s words from Episode 1...our world.  

It’s the essence of what makes an absolutely legit 

product pro.  

So What Do You Need To Work On?  

There are three exercises designed to help you 

through this process. Take some time to think 

through each of these for your own benefit.  

Practicing the human side of product management 

begins with identifying what you’d like to improve. 

It’s a willingness to evolve your thought process in 

light of what you learn about coworkers.  
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EXERCISES
START YOUR PRACTICE
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Exercise 1
Use Worksheet 1 on page 45. Return here as needed.

Imagine a specific coworker you don’t get along 

with or who just always seems to irritate you. 

Describe an interaction you’ve had with her or him. 

The operative word here being “you.” This could very 

well be the behavior you’d like to change to better 

communicate and collaborate with this individual.  

•  Now ask yourself, how can I try to connect with 

this person in a sincere way and show interest 

in her/him as a person? Write that down. 

•  Next, think about how you might show 

this person appreciation for what she/he 

contribute. Write that down. 

•  Lastly, ponder a way in which you could focus 

on listening to her/his side—specifically when 

you disagree with her/his perspective. Write 

that down. 
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Worksheet 1

How can I connect in a sincere way and show interest in this person?

How might I show this person appreciation for what she/he contributes?

In what way could I focus on listening to her/his side when I disagree?
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Exercise 2
Use Worksheet 2 on page 47. Return here as needed.

Let’s evaluate Dr. David Rock’s five SCARF model 

domains from Episode 3.  

•  Think about a time when you negatively 

triggered someone’s Status, Certainty, 

Autonomy, Relatedness, or Fairness. Make note 

of that. 

•  Now consider a time when you positively 

triggered someone’s Status, Certainty, 

Autonomy, Relatedness, or Fairness. Jot that in 

your workbook. 

•  Lastly, decide how you will actively recognize 

these domains being triggered in others as 

well as yourself. Write that down. 
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Worksheet 2

I’ve negatively triggered Status, Certainty, Autonomy, Relatedness, or Fairness by:

I’ve positively triggered Status, Certainty, Autonomy, Relatedness, or Fairness by:

How will I recognize these domains being triggered in others and myself?
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Exercise 3
Use Worksheet 3 on page 50. Return here as needed.

Think about the behavior you’d like to change from 

Exercise 1.  

•  First, determine what new behavior you’d like 

to create in place of this old one. 

•  Next, identify your trigger in order to create 

this new behavior—as described through 

Charles Duhigg’s Habit Loop from earlier 

this episode. Ask yourself questions like who 

will be around, what time will it be, and what 

emotion will you feel when this trigger gets 

fired? Try to envision what it all looks like. 

Make note of it. 

•  Finally, figure out your reward for creating 

this new behavior. Ask what reward is 

something you’ll actually still enjoy after 

repeatedly having your trigger fired in this 

Habit Loop. Write it down. 
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•  Once you’ve gathered those three elements, 

use this simple fill-in-the-blank habit creation 

template:  

When _______ (this is your trigger), I will 

_______ (this is your desired behavior) because 

it provides me with _______ (this is your 

reward).  

Example: When Josh annoys me with another 

crazy idea, I will patiently listen because it 

actually provides a different perspective to solve 

a product problem.

Keep this little plan close by for a week or two 

and keep track of how it goes. The science tells 

us that an intentional focus on one habit at a 

time in this manner can make it instinctual.  
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Worksheet 3

What new behavior do I desire? Fill-in-the blank habit creation template:

When

I will

because it provides me with

(this is your trigger)

(this is your desired behavior)

(this is your reward)

How will I identify my trigger?

How will I reward this new behavior?
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A Final Thought.

Overthinking this stuff can become a hindrance if 

you’re not careful.  

Just start small. Recognize your weak areas. Then 

regularly use these simple exercises to tackle one at 

a time. A little bit of focus goes a long way.  

You owe it to yourself and your coworkers to take 

deliberate steps toward practicing these skills. 

Good luck!
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