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Product Leaders Alliance 
 
CPO Briefing: CPO Playbook for a Volatile 
World 

Introduction 

Chief Product Officers and product leaders are operating in a world that 
shifts faster than most roadmaps can keep up with. Geopolitical shocks, 
climate impacts, supply chain fragility, and economic volatility aren’t 
abstract headlines — they land directly on product teams in the form of 
delays, redesigns, and tough trade-offs. 

This paper is a practical starting point: a way to frame what’s changing, 
decide what matters most, and give your team a solid foundation for 
navigating disruption without losing momentum. 

1) Executive Summary 

The problem: The world has become less predictable. Wars, tariffs, extreme weather, and 
sudden regulation are disrupting how products are built and delivered. Decision windows are 
short, and customers expect you to absorb the shock, not them. 

What’s at stake: If product leaders can’t adapt quickly, businesses face missed launches, 
shrinking margins, the loss of customer trust and the associated risk of churn. The CPO (Chief 
Product Officer) function is now on the front line of risk and resilience.  

What to do: 

1. Build scenario planning into your roadmaps so you can pivot faster. 

2. Always have backup suppliers and vendors ready. 

3. Price with volatility in mind: indexation, regional surcharges, SLAs (Service Level 
Agreements). 

4. Bake sustainability and AI compliance into design, not as afterthoughts. 

5. Set up a simple “watchtower” team in Product Ops or with an experienced sub-team to 
track signals and flag when action is needed. 

The goal: Shorten the time from signal → decision → product change. That means fewer 
surprises, more reliable delivery, and stronger trust with customers. 
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2) Why This Matters Now 

The pressure on product teams isn’t coming from one place—it’s coming from several 
directions at once. Here are the main forces shaping the environment right now: 

Politics & sanctions 
Trade and technology are increasingly politicised. The US and China continue to restrict each 
other’s access to semiconductors and cloud services. The war in Ukraine still affects energy 
flows into Europe. Elections in major economies add extra uncertainty meaning policy can flip in 
months, not years. 

Tariffs & industrial policy 
Governments are using tariffs and subsidies as competitive tools. The EU’s CBAM (Carbon 
Border Adjustment Mechanism) is beginning to put a price on carbon-heavy imports like steel 
and cement. The US Inflation Reduction Act is funnelling billions into green industries. These 
moves change supply costs and determine which suppliers qualify for contracts. 

Climate 
Extreme weather events are hitting infrastructure more often. Floods in Germany, wildfires in 
Canada, and record heatwaves across Asia have all caused shutdowns or shipping delays in the 
last year. On top of that, new disclosure rules; like CSRD (Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
Directive) in Europe, ISSB (International Sustainability Standards Board) standards, and the SEC 
(Securities and Exchange Commission) climate rule in the US which require companies to track 
and report product-related emissions with real evidence. 

Supply chains 
The push for resilience means more companies are shifting to “China+1” manufacturing 
strategies, near-shoring to Mexico or Eastern Europe, or spreading orders across more 
suppliers. When the Red Sea shipping lane was disrupted earlier this year, costs for rerouting 
through the Cape of Good Hope jumped by double digits almost overnight. 

Economy 
Interest rates remain high in most major markets, squeezing budgets. Currency swings, like the 
sharp depreciation of the Japanese yen in 2024 add to pricing uncertainty. Commodity prices 
are volatile: lithium and nickel (critical for batteries) spiked after export restrictions, while 
energy prices are still sensitive to conflicts and supply shocks. 

AI & data regulation 
The EU AI Act is moving into enforcement, requiring transparency and risk classification for AI 
systems. Countries like India and Brazil are pushing for data localisation, which can force 
companies to create separate data stores for each market. These rules directly affect how 
product features are designed and delivered. 
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3) A Framework for Product Teams in Volatile Times 

Use this section as the foundation for your own “framework” consisting of the habits that 
product teams can start to use day-to-day.  

3.1 Spot signals and act on them 

• Set up a small watchtower team. Their job: scan news, supplier updates, and 
regulation changes, and share a weekly note. 

• Agree up front who decides what. For example, Product leads roadmap changes, 
Finance handles pricing guardrails, Legal checks compliance. 

• Review the product portfolio monthly and reset budgets and/or priorities quarterly. 

3.2 Build flexible portfolios 

• Don’t bet everything on one horizon. Keep near-term stability, mid-term growth, and 
long-term experiments in balance. 

• Design products to cope with disruption: second vendors, multiple cloud regions, and 
features that can be toggled on/off. 

• Bake compliance into features from the start. For example, a switch for regional data 
storage or automatic audit logs. 

3.3 Everyday operating practices 

• Make Product Ops the hub for risk information and OKRs (Objectives and Key Results). 

• Write contracts and pricing that allow for change, such as indexation (tying prices to 
inflation), regional software versions or SKUs (Stock Keeping Units) tailored to local 
markets, or flexible SLAs (Service Level Agreements). 

• Collect data that proves you’re meeting rules like emissions reporting, AI model usage 
logs, and proof of security controls. 
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4) Key Areas to Watch & What to Do About It 

Depending on those areas that are most likely to impact your markets and products you can use 
this section as the basis for a more detailed set of plans that evolves your organisation to one 
with the capabilities to react to volatility. Each section keeps to the same simple story: what’s 
happening → why it matters → what product teams should do → how to track it. 

4.A Geopolitics & Trade 

What’s happening: US–China tech restrictions, Red Sea shipping risks, Russia/Ukraine, 
elections, sanctions, data sovereignty rules. 
Why it matters: Routes can close suddenly, suppliers can get blocked, and some features may 
fall under export controls. 
What to do 

• Diversify your supply base: Don’t rely solely on one corridor (e.g., East Asia). Build 
“China+1” strategies or nearshore where feasible. 

• Regional product packaging: Create SKUs with built-in flexibility (e.g., optional 
modules that meet local rules, or feature toggles for restricted functions). 

• Plan exits in advance: Document clear “exit criteria” for when to stop using a supplier 
or region, e.g., “If lead times exceed 12 weeks or sanctions are imposed.” 

• Tighten partner checks: Ensure resellers, distributors, and vendors comply with 
sanctions lists. Automate part of this through onboarding tools. 

• Customer transparency: Provide proactive comms about how you’re managing 
geopolitical risks—this builds trust. 

How to track: Corridor exposure, lead-time changes, export-controlled feature usage. 

4.B Tariffs & Carbon Borders 

What’s happening: EU CBAM rollout, reciprocal tariffs, local content rules, and subsidy battles. 
Why it matters: Costs and margins shift quickly; reporting requirements are growing. 
What to do 

• Price adaptively: Bake tariff/CBAM costs into contracts and adjust prices regionally 
rather than spreading costs globally. 

• Supplier mapping: Score suppliers not just on cost but also carbon intensity and tariff 
exposure. 

• Pass-through transparency: Decide up front what portion of tariff or carbon costs you 
absorb vs pass to customers. Document the logic. 

• Scenario testing: Run pricing simulations: “If a 10% tariff applies in market X, how do 
margins shift?” 

• Product sustainability hooks: Add emissions-tracking capabilities directly in your 
product (where relevant) to support customers’ own reporting. 

How to track: Tariff/CBAM costs as % revenue, supplier emissions data, margin resilience by 
market. 
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4.C Supply Chain & Critical Materials 

What’s happening: Near-shoring, semiconductor shortages, shipping insurance spikes, rare 
earth supply risks. 
Why it matters: A single point of failure in components, cloud, or logistics can stall launches. 
What to do 

• Dual sourcing: At least one backup supplier for critical components. Test them with 
small orders, not just on paper. 

• Inventory buffers: Hold safety stock for high-risk parts, even if it costs more. 

• Multi-cloud strategy: Avoid dependency on a single hyperscaler. Run pilots across at 
least two providers. 

• Rerouting drills: Simulate “what if this route closes?” to practice switching logistics 
providers. 

• Supply chain monitoring: Use digital tools that give real-time visibility of shipments and 
lead times. 

How to track: Count single points of failure, measure reroute speed, check fulfilment rates. 

4.D Climate Risk & Rules 

What’s happening: Extreme weather hits logistics and data centres; new disclosure laws 
(CSRD, ISSB, SEC) go live. 
Why it matters: Downtime and compliance failures carry heavy costs. 
What to do 

• Climate stress testing: Map how floods, fires, or heatwaves could hit your suppliers, 
warehouses, or data centres. 

• Location diversity: Spread critical operations across geographies with different risk 
profiles. 

• Product resilience features: Add low-energy modes, emissions telemetry, or 
automated reporting. 

• Supplier climate checks: Prioritise vendors with their own climate disclosure and 
adaptation plans. 

• Disclosure readiness: Build systems that capture real, auditable data, not just 
estimates, on emissions and energy use. 

How to track: Energy per transaction, share of SKUs with emissions data, quality of disclosure 
reporting. 

4.E AI & Data Rules 

What’s happening: EU AI Act obligations, new transparency demands, high-risk AI use case 
rules, and data localisation. 
Why it matters: Products may face restrictions or need redesign; customers expect proof of 
compliance. 
What to do 
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• Compliance by design: Build “model cards” and audit logs into your AI features. 

• Risk classification: Label each AI use case as minimal, limited, or high risk per the EU 
AI Act. Apply extra controls where required. 

• Watermarking & traceability: Prove content is AI-generated when required. 

• Data residency flexibility: Allow customers to choose where their data is stored, even if 
it means duplicating infrastructure. 

• Release gates: Add compliance checks before AI features ship so issues are caught 
early. 

How to track: % of features with compliance evidence, breach recovery time, residency 
coverage. 

4.F Economic & Market Volatility 

What’s happening: Inflation, currency swings, and energy/commodity price spikes. 
Why it matters: Sudden cost or demand shifts can wipe out margins. 
What to do 

• Dynamic pricing: Introduce indexation clauses tied to inflation or commodity indices. 

• Regional flexibility: Adjust SKUs and bundles for local affordability. 

• Agile portfolio: Reprioritise backlog quarterly to cut lower-ROI features. 

• Scenario dashboards: Build “what if” models that connect economic shifts to demand 
forecasts. 

• Customer engagement: Communicate pricing changes clearly; offer tiered options to 
reduce churn. 

How to track: Churn vs inflation, FX (foreign exchange) exposure, realised prices vs list. 
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5) General Product Strategies for a Volatile Environment 

There are some choices that cut across all the risks we’ve talked about. These aren’t one-off 
strategies—they’re ongoing practices that CPOs and their teams can apply every day. 

Roadmaps: keep them flexible 
Stop treating the roadmap as a fixed annual promise. Break it into rolling updates every quarter, 
with the option to shuffle priorities if a disruption hits. Use shorter “freeze windows” so changes 
can land without derailing launches. For example, one SaaS company now reviews its roadmap 
monthly against a small set of external risk signals. 

Pricing: design for swings 
Inflation and tariffs can erode margins fast. Build indexation (tying prices to inflation or 
commodity indices) into contracts. Offer regional add-ons so local tariffs or compliance costs 
don’t wipe out profitability. Some firms are even introducing a small “sustainability surcharge” 
that funds greener supply options and helps customers see the link between resilience and 
price. 

Architecture: build for options 
Think of resilience as an architectural choice. Multi-cloud setups allow traffic to reroute if one 
region fails. Redundancy in data centres or AI models means customers don’t feel an outage. 
Compliance observability e.g. features that generate their own audit logs will save painful work 
during a regulatory check. 

Vendors & talent: reduce dependency 
Avoid single points of failure by dual-sourcing key components and services. Apply the same 
thinking to people: invest in roles like compliance engineers or sustainability analysts so the 
team isn’t caught off-guard when new rules land. Companies that had in-house carbon 
accounting skills, for instance, found it easier to handle the new CSRD reporting requirements. 

Customer trust: make it visible 
Customers now expect proof of resilience. Provide assurance kits that explain your compliance 
posture (security, sustainability, AI) and dashboards that show real metrics like uptime or 
emissions. One enterprise vendor saw sales cycles shorten once buyers had a clear view of how 
resilient and compliant the product was. 
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6) Case Stories (Software Focus) 

Case 1: SaaS Collaboration Tool – Navigating Data Residency Shifts 

The disruption 
A mid-sized European SaaS collaboration platform suddenly faced new requirements from 
German and French regulators mandating certain customer data be stored locally. Some 
enterprise clients paused procurement until compliance could be demonstrated. 

The product response 

• Built regional hosting options using AWS and Azure EU regions. 

• Launched an in-product data residency dashboard, so customers could see where 
their data was located and request changes. 

• Adjusted contracts to show compliance explicitly, which reduced legal bottlenecks. 

The outcome 
Enterprise deals restarted within 90 days. Some customers even cited “data control” as a key 
differentiator compared with US competitors. 

Lesson 
What looks like a compliance burden can become a selling point if you move quickly and 
transparently. 

 

Case 2: AI Startup – Adapting to the EU AI Act 

The disruption 
A fast-growing US AI startup offering code generation tools discovered its EU expansion was at 
risk: customers warned that under the upcoming EU AI Act, some of its features could be 
classified as “high risk.” 

The product response 

• Set up an AI feature registry inside the product backlog: every new model feature 
tagged by risk level. 

• Added model cards and “why this recommendation” explanations in the UI. 

• Built a compliance review step into release management—similar to security checks. 

The outcome 
Instead of delaying their European launch, they were invited to join early regulator “sandbox” 
programs. Customers felt reassured, adoption grew, and the company gained a compliance 
reputation advantage. 

Lesson 
Treat new regulations as design inputs, not as afterthoughts. You get to market faster and build 
trust at the same time. 
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Case 3: Cloud ERP Vendor – Supply Chain Disruption Ripple 

The disruption 
A global ERP software company (mid-market focus) relied on offshore development teams and 
contractors in a region hit by political unrest and rolling internet blackouts. Release timelines 
slipped, and customers began questioning vendor stability. 

The product response 

• Shifted critical development to backup teams in Eastern Europe and Latin America. 

• Accelerated investment in continuous integration/continuous delivery (CI/CD) 
pipelines to reduce reliance on manual deployment. 

• Introduced customer-facing release dashboards, so clients could see what was in the 
pipeline and how timelines were being managed. 

The outcome 
Customers appreciated the transparency. While one release slipped, churn stayed low because 
buyers saw active mitigation and trusted the product roadmap. 

Lesson 
Customers will tolerate delays if they see a resilient plan and open communication. 

 

Case 4: FinTech SaaS – Inflation & Currency Volatility 

The disruption 
A FinTech SaaS provider serving emerging markets was hit by severe local currency depreciation 
in Argentina and Turkey. Contracts denominated in USD became unaffordable overnight for 
many customers. 

The product response 

• Introduced local currency billing in affected markets. 

• Rolled out tiered product bundles, so price-sensitive customers could downshift 
without fully churning. 

• Automated pricing indexation to inflation and FX rates, adjusting contracts quarterly. 

The outcome 
Churn fell by 40% compared to peers. The company still grew revenue in volatile markets by 
flexing its pricing and packaging. 

Lesson 
Currency and inflation risk can be built into the product model, not just left to finance. 
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Case 5: Enterprise Security Software – Carbon Reporting Pressure 

The disruption 
A major European bank made carbon reporting a requirement for all vendors. A security 
software vendor realised its infrastructure footprint reporting was minimal—and could block 
renewals worth tens of millions. 

The product response 

• Partnered with its cloud provider to access detailed scope 2 emissions data (data 
centre electricity use). 

• Exposed this data directly in the admin dashboard for enterprise clients. 

• Offered an API export to slot into the bank’s ESG reporting systems. 

The outcome 
Renewals went ahead. The vendor even won new business where “sustainability reporting 
support” was scored in RFPs. 

Lesson 
What starts as compliance can turn into differentiation if embedded into the product. 
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7) Managing Volatility, The First 90 Days: A Playbook for CPO’s 

Weeks 1–2: Take stock 

• Set up a small watchtower group (maybe 2–3 people in Product Ops or PM’s 
experienced in strategy) to scan for risks each week. Don’t overcomplicate it, a short 
Friday note is enough. 

• Map your single points of failure: critical suppliers, key data centres, or unique 
components where you only have one option. 

Weeks 3–4: Create optionality 

• Line up at least one backup vendor or cloud region for your top 2–3 risks. 

• Review contracts: add indexation clauses where inflation or FX (foreign exchange) 
swings are biting hardest. 

• Decide which KPIs (Key Performance Indicators) you’ll watch, e.g. fulfilment rate, tariff 
costs as % of revenue, uptime in each region. 

Weeks 5–8: Build muscle 

• Run a tabletop exercise with your leadership team: “What if a key supplier is cut off next 
month?” Capture who decides what and how fast. 

• Add resilience metrics to your OKRs (Objectives and Key Results). For example, “no 
more than 10% of suppliers should be single-sourced.” 

Weeks 9–12: Show momentum 

• Share early wins with the exec team and the board. For example: second supplier 
contracted, new climate disclosures drafted, or AI compliance gate added to releases. 

• Publish a one-pager for customers that shows how you’re handling volatility. This builds 
trust and sets you apart from competitors. 

The aim in 90 days isn’t to solve everything, it’s to prove you can spot risks early, respond 
quickly, and build confidence across the business. 
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8) How to Measure Progress 

It’s easy to drown in dashboards. The real test is whether your product organisation is getting 
faster at spotting risks and turning them into product decisions.  

A handful of clear measures will tell you if you’re moving in the right direction. 

1. Signal-to-Decision Time 

• How long does it take from when a new risk is identified (e.g. tariff change, AI regulation, 
supplier delay) to when you adjust a product plan or customer message? 

• Track with simple timestamps in your risk log. Example: one SaaS vendor cut this time 
from 6 weeks to 10 days by giving Product Ops explicit ownership. 

2. Roadmap Resilience 

• Percentage of roadmap commitments delivered despite disruption. 

• Not about hitting 100% (that usually means you’re not ambitious enough) but showing 
steady improvement. 

• Example: an ERP vendor set a target of 85% roadmap resilience, using rolling quarterly 
reviews. 

3. Customer Confidence 

• Measured via targeted NPS (Net Promoter Score) or trust surveys: “How confident are 
you that this vendor can deliver through disruption?” 

• Can also be proxied by renewal rates in volatile markets. 

4. Product Adaptability Index 

• Count how many product changes in the last year were made in direct response to 
external events (pricing adjustments, compliance features, supply chain integrations). 

• A healthy team should show adaptability without excessive churn (too many pivots = 
poor foresight, too few = inflexible). 

5. Communication Quality 

• Track the number of major disruption updates pushed to customers with clear product 
implications. 

• Some companies publish a quarterly “resilience update” alongside release notes. 

6. Financial Impact Buffering 

• Revenue retained or protected due to proactive product action (e.g. pricing 
adjustments, local hosting, new compliance features). 

• Example: a FinTech SaaS firm calculated that regional billing saved 20% of its LATAM 
revenue during FX volatility. 
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7. Team Readiness 

• Simple self-assessment every quarter: does the product team feel equipped to handle 
the next shock? 

• Low-cost, but tells you if fatigue or blind spots are creeping in. 
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