Bridging the Gap with Product
Management Training:
A Case Study with Northwestern Mutual

With a storied and enduring history spanning over 160
years, Northwestern Mutual is one of the world’s largest
and most successful Fortune 500 companies.
Born in 1857, Northwestern Mutual has helped millions
of clients across the financial services. Their top tier
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In one week’s work, Northwestern Mutual was able to
achieve a successful digital transformation with Product
School by its side.
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Vivek has been a product leader in
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driving explosive change across
Fortune 100 companies as well as
rapidly scaling multiple startups to
reach success.
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devastating some of Northwestern Mutual's first policyholders. Northwestern Mutual borrowed money in
order to pay off the claims, rather than go bankrupt.
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Such a level of commitment to customers continues to
be a part of the mission of Northwestern Mutual.
Human connection is in the company’s DNA and it
trumps over automation at every turn.
However successful this style of communication has
been, change is always inevitable.
This case study highlights how
utilizing modern Product
Management practices can

The Acquisition

launch a century-old company
into new levels of success.

In 2015, Northwestern Mutual acquired LearnVest, a
Fintech startup focused on providing millennials with
digital advice. Along with a dynamic new business
offering, Northwestern Mutual also onboarded 150 new
employees halfway across the country in New York.
Once the acquisition dust settled, and the new joint
businesses moved forward, the differences between the
Northwestern Mutual office in Milwaukee and the new
team from LearnVest in New York became apparent.
Northwestern Mutual still utilized its traditional
approach to dealing with clients. Pen and paper,
face-to-face interactions, waterfall product development, and what many would call “old school” methods
were the staple of Northwestern Mutual business practices.
Conversely, LearnVest had a more modern set of
methodologies that included quick releases and a faster
approach to their product development (a more agile
development approach). LearnVest also structured their
departmental teams into units called “pods”, a practice
that had not been contemplated by Northwestern
Mutual. This added up to two different teams in separate locations working at notably different paces.
In order for Northwestern Mutual to reach peak performance with the newly acquired LearnVest, it was clear
they needed a more structured approach to their Product Management methodologies. Northwestern Mutual
needed to create cohesive practices that fit into both
the fast-paced LearnVest style and the more traditional
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strategies of Northwestern Mutual.
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Addressing the Pain Points
Processes and methodologies of both the Milwaukee
office and the New York office were assessed right
away.
In the LearnVest startup culture, teams were broken up
into pods that were focused on rapid releases.
... more modern set of methodologies that included quick releases and
a faster more agile-based approach
to their product development.
LearnVest also structured their
departmental teams into units called
“pods”, a practice that had not been
adopted by Northwestern Mutual.

In the Milwaukee office, larger teams placed greater
emphasis on matters of user research and CRM with a
waterfall style approach.
After understanding the specific problems that each
office was facing, we created a custom curriculum to
upskill, reskill and align all product teams.

This added up to two different teams
in separate locations working at

We knew that we had to bring in an expert Product

notably different paces...

Leader to generate a style of alignment that could be
grasped easily by both the Milwaukee and New York
office.

The Training
Where should we address first? In order to align both
the company’s principles, we created a cohesive definition of both project and product management. This
alignment had an immediate impact on productivity.
Understanding the most beneficial product practices for
both Milwaukee and New York was the catalyst for

The importance of
“human issues”

creating a company-wide understanding of impactful
Product Management best practices. The next phase
was learning how to communicate with stakeholders.
We had to take into account that traditional methods
are not easy to abandon, and creating a manageable
form of communication is a skill that needs to be
learned. Stakeholders were at the crux of this part of
the training, and a key aspect in getting the entire
business to a more productive cycle.
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Reaching this level of communication was achieved by
defining a new set of principles of Product Management
and Project Management. With a clear understanding of
how Product development should take place across both
offices, there was now a way for all offices to communicate with recognizable and mutually understandable
terms.

Traditional methods are not
easy to abandon, and creating a
manageable form of communication is a skill that needs to be
learned.

The Methods
The most impactful aspect of any team training is being
able to provide dynamic exercises that can be translated
into real-world work environments. It is also important
that the hands-on approach and activities don’t favor
one style over another, but rather can be put into
practice across departments and disciplines.
For Northwestern Mutual’s New York and Milwaukee
offices, there was a healthy blend of interactive case
studies coupled with customer research groups.
Case studies with data analysis, product discovery, and
product design; proved an interactive way for the teams
to leave their silos. Therefore, it enabled product management approaches from an observer’s perspective.
Participants could see the direct outcomes of different
methodologies and behaviors, which was helpful in

Data analysis,

creating a sense of alignment that was needed.

product

Building on the case studies were customer research

discovery, and

their unique styles of addressing customer pain points,

product design as
main keys.

groups. Northwestern Mutual and LearnVest both had
but they lacked a consistent set of strategies that could
be uniformly applied. By deploying the customer
research groups in the Training session, participants
were able to see what it’s like to have the customer at
the center of focus from the view of a modern Product
Manager. Hearing customers from a new perspective
was key for aligning both offices’ understanding of how
to approach user needs.
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How Did Our Training Make an Impact?

4,000%
increase. From 50 product releases
in 2015, the number climbed to over
2,000 releases per quarter.

Prior to the Product School Corporate Training, the
Northwestern Mutual teams were completing about 50
product releases per quarter.
Following the implementation of the updated Product
Management practices, this number soared to approximately 2,000 releases per quarter, an outstanding
4,000% increase in productivity. This hyper-elevated
release rate was directly correlated with the streamlining of strategies and the implementation of a cohesive
set of methodologies.

The Outcome
Since partnering with Product School, Northwestern
Mutual has enjoyed several benefits aside from the
significantly increased productivity:
An increase in employee satisfaction via the learning
and development opportunity.
A common set of business principles, strategies, and
practices that were key for improving organizational
flow.
Well defined departments and roles, allowing for fewer
roadblocks and better horizontal and vertical communication with stakeholders.
These benefits vastly improved Northwestern Mutual’s
company culture and organizational health; without
losing its unique customer relationship.

In Summary
In five days of intensive, hands-on and customized
product training, Product School was able to help Northwestern Mutual 40x their release rates and vastly
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improve company culture and organizational flow.
There are a lot of great companies out there today, but
the future belongs to those that adapt and change with
the times. For over 160 years Northwestern Mutual has
been doing exactly that. Product School is proud to be
its Digital Transformation Partner.

Who is Product School
Founded in 2014 in the heart of Silicon Valley, Product School was born
out of the necessity to provide students and companies with a platform
where they could learn the best practices in Product Management.

With our tailored training program, you can expect a mix of dynamic
group work, mentoring with Product leaders from top-tier tech companies, and hands-on training using practical case work.

Based on the goals of your organization, Product School training is

+ 1 (844) 438 2765
enterprise@productschool.com

designed to meet the needs of your teams. Whether it is reskilling,
upskilling, aligning senior management, or getting the entire company
familiar with the importance of Product Management, our ﬂuid curriculum is structured speciﬁcally for these goals.
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