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ELLEN CHISA
Product Manager at Kickstarter, Formerly at Microsoft

ELLEN’S BACKGROUND
Ellen Chisa is a Product Manager at Kickstarter, where she focuses on the Backer Experience. 
She’s also a trustee of the Awesome Foundation, which gives away $1000 per month, no strings 
attached. Previously, she was a Program Manager for Microsoft Office Mobile. 

Ellen attended Franklin W. Olin College of Engineering where she earned a BS in Electrical & 
Computer Engineering. For her senior capstone project she served as the “Project Manager,” 
meaning she’s held all three PM titles. She’s expected to complete her MBA at the Harvard 
Business School in Spring 2016.

Ellen writes and teaches about Product Management regularly. You can find a sampling of 
work at http://www.ellenchisa.com/writing, or follow her on twitter at @ellenchisa.

SUMMARY OF ELLEN’S INTERVIEW
In his following interview, Ellen shares:

• Specific characteristics of good Product Managers

• The most surprising thing about transitioning to Product Management at a startup

• Her experiences with making mistakes as a Product Manager

• Her use of guidelines for decisions that lead to personal success

• And more...

Read on to learn more from Ellen!
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ELLEN’S ANSWERS

Can you talk a little bit about your background and what led you to product 
management?

When people started asking me how I became a PM, I used to say “oh it’s just how I am.” It’s 
a terrible answer, because it’s not true, and it’s not useful for anyone who is looking to get into 
the field.

The truth is that I started gaining the skills required to 
be a PM before I even knew PM was a job. I went to 
Engineering school hoping to “learn to think like an 
engineer” — not to learn to be an engineer. As a result, I 
joined way too many activities to explore my options. 
That left less time for class than was probably ideal. Rather 
than becoming a great Electrical & Computer Engineer, I 
got good at PM skills: prioritization, synthesization, and 
driving to consensus.

Overtime, that pattern built upon itself. When we founded Alight Learning, I did lots of PM 
work. When I realized I didn’t know enough to get things done well, I took a PM internship 
at Microsoft. So when the time came to pick a post-college career, I’d already developed the 
skills, and had the experience, to step into a PM role.

A more complete story here: http://blog.ellenchisa.com/2014/01/10/how-i-became-a-pm/

In your opinion, what are the goals and purpose of Product Managers?

My dad told me when I was growing up “I’m the President of my company, but I still take 
out the trash when it’s full.”  I think that informed a lot of how I do any job, but particularly 
Product Management.

First, I view the PM role as making sure everything else keeps moving. The PM should not 
be the blocking point for anyone else getting work done (which means the role can change 
based on who you’re working with!) Product managers do whatever’s necessary to enable 
everyone else to do their best work. I think this is true in the longer term too. The PM also 
has to communicate internally to make sure everyone feels involved in the Product, but also 
shield the engineering team from changes. Keeping all pieces of the team happy makes for a 
better Product. I think this part of being a PM is often underrated.

The second piece is shipping an excellent Product. A lot of that will fall into place from piece 
one - you’ll be getting the best ideas from around the company. Shipping an excellent Product 
means both picking the right things, and then making sure they get done.

Usually the PM will have one area of focus. I’ve always liked Christina Wodtke’s Framework 
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of how PMs can lean in one of three directions: “Business PM/Design PM/Engineering PM.” 
While you need a little bit of each, I like the idea that the PM is particularly strong in one and 
makes sure they talk to the right person for the others.

I think my favorite piece on what Product Managers are for is this one. 

What specific skills do you think make a good Product Manager and how do you 
develop these skills?

Egoless. 

I think the most important thing about being a PM 
is being able to stop tying your own self esteem to 
the Product, and your ideas about the Product. The 
sooner you can decouple those things, the easier it 
is to hear great ideas from all over, and fill whatever 
gaps need to happen in the process (instead of doing 
the work you feel like). 

Unfortunately, this might also be the hardest skill to develop. The first step is just recognizing 
that it’s a thing. How do you feel when someone wants to cut your project? The more strong 
your visceral reaction, the less you should trust what you want to say right away. Stop and 
think about the bigger picture.

Non-reactionary. 

This is related to the first piece, but a bit different. If you aren’t careful, PM can be a reactionary 
role. “A big client needs a new feature! Scramble to get it in!”

It’s important to realize that you shouldn’t just be putting out fires as a PM. You should be 
thinking strategically about the longer term direction of the Product, and that will help you 
have a framework to make a decision when other things come up.

The first thing to do is just not answer anything right away. Email comes in? Don’t respond 
right away. Write it for yourself first, go do something else. No one needs an answer within an 
hour. Something comes up in a meeting and you aren’t sure? Don’t bullshit. Instead, say you 
need more time to think about the problem and you’ll have a response by <EOD, EOW, etc.>

It’s not to say you’ll never need to do something on the fly. But I wouldn’t want a Product 
put together by lots of “seat of the pants” decisions — I want a Product that was thoughtfully 
decided and adjusted as necessary.

What have been the major differences and similarities in your experiences as a 
Product Manager at a large company and a startup?

The most surprising thing is that it’s pretty similar. I still think about how my team works 
together and what I need to do to get the Product out the door. I still have the same work 

The more strong your visceral 
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habits (when I work, how much coffee I drink).

I do think there’s two big differences between being a PM at a startup and a PM at a large 
company.

The first is expectations. At Microsoft, there was a set of things that the “PM did.” While 
this might vary a bit by team, the core of it was always there. It was similar for Design, 
Development, Testing, etc.

For me, having so many expectations made me feel like I was “generic PM” instead of “Ellen.” 
It definitely felt more like PMs were expected to improve weaknesses rather than develop 
strengths.

The second was scope. At a big company, you’ll probably own a tiny piece of the Product, but 
go into detail and make it perfect. At a startup, you’ll have larger areas, and things will be less 
polished.

I think the first is actually a great way to learn PM. I learned a lot of specific skills because I was 
forced to think about one experience over and over. Being a startup PM can be an immense set 
of things to handle if you haven’t learned fundamentals.

For more thoughts on this: http://blog.ellenchisa.com/2013/12/05/one-year-at-kickstarter/

Do you think there is anything particularly unique about being a woman in Product 
Management?

People ask me this question a lot. I think the first 
thing about it is “people ask me about being a 
woman in Product Management.” I really wish we 
asked both genders how they think gender plays 
into their careers. This shouldn’t just be women’s 
responsibility. 

The most obvious thing is that many pieces of being a woman in PM are similar to being a 
woman in the workforce in general. We need to be aware of things like salary, career trajectory, 
and others’ perceptions.

For PM specifically, I wrote a long piece about this awhile back, and learned a ton from the 
response and feedback.

First, from the PM leadership. By PM Leadership I mean the people I look up to, and who help 
define the field.  So far, I’ve never felt like those people treat me differently for being a woman. 
All of these people have given me great advice, and supported my writing. Unfortunately, we 
still have more men in those informal leadership roles, but there are women I respect in them 
as well. Seeing the respect for women in PM from people in those positions is very heartening.

Second, in PM teams at work. I think PM as a discipline is often very aggressive. I’ve definitely 
been in Product meetings where it was hard to be heard because I couldn’t manage to interrupt, 
or was talked over if I did. I think we need to be aware that things like that are gendered, even 
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if we don’t want them to be. Being assertive is important, but being combative shouldn’t be 
a required skill for Product Management. In addition to making it harder on average female 
PMs to thrive, I also think it doesn’t help the Product. A non-argumentative Head of Product 
is one of the top things I look for when considering a role.

Third, in the media. I’m frustrated when the media talks about tech having a “woman problem” 
and then says all the women end up in PM because they couldn’t get into Engineering. I think 
that shows how misunderstood PM, especially technical PM, is as a role. I’d rather we have 
more women talk about being PMs, than journalists speculating about it.

What is your experience with making mistakes as a Product Manager?

I’ve made so many mistakes as a PM. I think the first thing to realize is the mistake usually 
isn’t as big of a deal as you think. Whenever you have a job with so many unknowns, things 
will slip through and change.

So, I think the first thing to realize is there are 
“things that happen”— and those aren’t necessarily 
mistakes. Sometimes, calling them a mistake can 
reflect negatively on you as a PM. Instead, you can 
just say “a new requirement came up that we missed 
during X, and we’re going to mitigate by Y.”

But sometimes you do make an actual mistake. In that case, the best thing to do is to figure 
out why so you can avoid it in the future. It’s very rarely that one thing caused you to make 
a mistake. I’ve always liked slide 138 of this slidedeck from Etsy — it’s engineering focused, 
shows how a bunch of small things add up to a failure/mistake.

I think the best thing you can do as a PM is to figure out what the mistake is, figure out how 
to fix it, figure out how to prevent it from happening again, and then move on. No need to 
dwell, or take it too personally.

What are some mental models you use to view the quality of a product? In other 
words, what are the criteria you use for judging how successful a product is?

I think that I (and Kickstarter) are a bit unusual in this regard. My first metric for quality is 
“does this match our vision?” and “do I want to be building this / encouraging this behavior?” 
A product can have fantastic metrics and impact on the business, and I won’t think it’s good. 
Building something I believe in is my baseline.

After that, I’m happy to dig a bit more into details. I try to look at two things  — metrics that I 
think matter, and also metrics that are incremental enough to see an impact. 

If I’m changing Kickstarter’s Discovery Features, I’d look at something like “are there more 
repeat backers?” because I value people wanting to support multiple projects. Unfortunately, 
a lot of factors go into that (press, if another project fulfilled) so I can’t necessarily attribute 
changes to my changes.

ELLEN CHISA
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To get something more granular, I’d be likely to look at a metric like “do more people enter a 
project page after using the new Discovery tools?”

What are the metrics you use in measuring your own success? Which ones are the 
highest priority, and why?

I’m assuming you mean as a personal PM, and not the metrics for my projects…

My friend Nikki Lee (another PM!) actually taught me a ton about this. I used to try to use 
frameworks for personal goals and measure success against my goals. Nikki pointed out that 
having guidelines for what I do, rather than specific goals, might be better.

So rather than saying “I’m going to speak three 
times this year,” I’d say “I want to speak more.” 
Then, if someone was to offer me an opportunity, 
I’d take it, because it would align with my goals. 
For a real life example, I decided that I wanted to 
teach more. When people asked me about hobbies 
outside of work, I mentioned teaching Product 

Management. Since then, a few people I’ve mentioned it to have offered me ways to teach 
more!

In general, I try to stick with a core set of things. I want to have enough time to think. I never 
want to be “too busy” to do something that I actually want to do. I want teams I work with to 
believe in me, and want to work with me again. I want to be a good friend and support others 
who are doing important work. I want to meet new people. I want to feel like I’m stretching 
the boundaries of what I’m comfortable doing. I want to add my voice, but don’t want to 
repeat what others’ have already said. 

I think that’s a bit unexpected for a Product Manager, but it’s been working out really well for 
me.

Imagine you’re at an elementary school on Career Day. How do you explain to the 
kids what a Product Manager does?

Ha! I feel like this question doesn’t just apply to elementary schools. I generally ask if the 
someone’s heard of Kickstarter. If they have, I explain my actual job (I decide what we should 
build to help people find projects to support). If they haven’t, I ask what their favorite website 
is, and explain PM from that angle. It doesn’t get into the details — but it at least gets to “oh, 
someone decides what this thing I use is.”
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