


The journey toward the mastery of software engineering, like any skill, is circuitous — and  
it’s never quite finished. We constantly learn new things in formal settings, or on the job;  
we learn from our colleagues and our community. But most of all, we learn from experience.  
We gain confidence slowly, over time, and sometimes we lose it, only to regain it with a more 
nuanced understanding.

Confidence as a software engineer doesn’t come with a particular title, salary, or number of 
years in a role. And it’s not the same for every person, or even at every stage in their career. 
It’s specific to your career arc, and as unique as your personal motivations about your work.

We compiled this series of interviews on engineering confidence to share perspectives 
from CircleCI engineers at different stages in their careers. We hope you’ll see reflections of 
yourself on your best and worst days in these conversations, and feel a part of something 
bigger: this community of ours, in which we’re all learning and growing every day, and 
sharing what we know to help each other along the path. 

To your continued growth, 

The CircleCI Team



ROB ZUBER
CircleCI CTO

What does having confidence as an engineer 
mean to you?

Well, there’s confidence in correctness and confidence in 
design. Correctness is: am I confident enough to deliver 
this? That’s where CI/CD comes in. The confidence in 
my code’s correctness is actually outside of me: I’ve 
outsourced it. By asking the test system to validate it, 
I can be confident that it will work. And of course I can 

increase my coverage and all these other things, and that 
will give me more confidence.

Then there’s confidence that I’m making the right choice 
about how to implement something, in terms of good 
abstractions and design and things like that. That’s more 
inside of me.

And you learn that as you go. I think learning is not so 
much about just having more ideas, it’s about recognizing 
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patterns and observing how things play out, so you can 
feel confident that something will go well enough. If I can 
accept that I’m confident enough in whatever I’m working 
on, then I can move onto the next thing.

I think that’s actually one of the most challenging parts of 
building confidence. I love to talk about risk, and knowing 
something is only so important, and therefore, I’ve put 
enough effort into it to do enough work or to do the right-
enough thing for the level of importance. Or knowing that 
this is a critical system, and I’m going to do more things 
to be more confident.

“Learning is not so much about just having 
more ideas, it’s about recognizing patterns and 
observing how things play out“

In decision making, we talk about this in terms of the 
decision making model that we’ve tried to put in place in 
engineering. What is the impact, the scope of impact, and 
what is the cost to reverse the decision? And on that two 
by two, you would have different points where you would 
include more advisors and more stakeholders to make a 
decision.

How has confidence changed for you throughout 
your career?

I think a lot about building a pattern library. Just a library 
of experiences that I can reflect on. I love super weird 
analogies, so I apologize for this:

Think about rock climbing. When people start out rock 
climbing on a top rope, they’re super grippy. Like, “What’s 
going to happen if I fall?” And then you fall, and you 
fall three inches. And you think, “Oh, that’s not a big 
deal.” And now I can actually go try things: I can jump 
to another hold and do these bigger things because I 
know that I’m going to fall a foot. And then you go to lead 
climbing, and that’s a whole other thing, but you take that 
first lead fall and realize, “Oh, it’s actually not that big a 
deal.”
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And so I think that experiencing the “disasters” [you 
fear] is actually a huge confidence builder, because you 
basically get comfortable with how that’s going to go. 
And until then, it’s a specter. It’s fear of the unknown. 
But once you have been through that, and you know, “Oh, 
we know how to fix that. It’ll be hard, but we’re all smart 
people, and we’ll fix it.” If you’re constantly trying not to 
fail, then you’re never going to do great things. You’re 
never going to push, because pushing often looks like 
failure.

How has tooling or automation changed your 
relationship to your code in terms of confidence?

It’s changed everything. I can build a wrapper that tests 
the thing that I want to prove and then I know for sure 
that it’s right. Previously I would have built it into a large 
complex system and then tried to find a large complex 
way to manually do the thing and create all the scenarios 
that would lead to this piece of code getting validated.

Isolating that to just the thing that I’m working on so that 
keystroke by keystroke, I can find out whether it’s right 
or not. Automated testing is huge in terms of just being 
confident in what I have built.

Rapid deploy gives me the confidence to recover from 
something. So if I have a mistake, or if something does 
get into a production environment, either because we 
shipped some bad code or a customer is using it in a way 
that hasn’t been used before and we identify an issue, the 
ability to recover from that very quickly– because I know I 

“ I think that experiencing the “disasters” [you 
fear] is actually a huge confidence builder, 
because you basically get comfortable with 
how that’s going to go.”
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can just fix it and push the fix and get that into production 
environment really quickly is– well, it’s a game changer, 
right?

When we started Copious, Jim [Rose] said, “We should 
do continuous deployment.” I immediately said, “That 
sounds like someone who doesn’t have to fix the deploy 
when it’s broken. No, this is a terrible idea. Deploys are 
scary and we’re going to be up all night and it’s super 
high risk and I don’t want to do that constantly, I want to 
sleep.” And then I did some reading. And it was actually 

in that moment that I started thinking about risk profiles, 
risk mitigation and understanding the risk of my action, 
and that by combining together a lot of work, I was 
creating a larger risk and that was the driver of all of the 
challenges of deploying. And by slicing that into thin little 
bits, I was actually reducing my risk profile and isolating 
that one little error, it’s going to be a small error and we 
will understand it.

Any final thoughts on confidence?

Well, the other thing is building something and putting it 
in front of your customers in the same day… it creates… 
I want to say it creates swagger? Suddenly I’m someone 
who gets stuff done. And I feel good about it and I know I 
have the competence because I know that it’s tested and 
all these other things.

The feeling of progress is fulfilling and gives you the 
feeling of “I’m good at what I do. I’m fixing things for 
customers” or “I’m making things that customers 
are using and loving.” And it’s a very different kind of 
confidence I think. But it’s a very empowering kind of 
confidence. I just feel good about myself and about the 
things that I can achieve and that makes me want to do 
more. It makes me want to be productive and it’s exciting. 
And that papers over a lot of problems. When you feel 
like you can just get stuff done and you’re delivering value 
and you’re connected to the mission.

And so I think that was probably the point where I never 
looked back from continuous deployment. It was just like, 
I never want to have to wait to put stuff into the hands of 
customers anymore because that’s just, that’s painful.

“ I came back the next morning and said, ‘This 
is what we’re doing. We’re doing continuous 
deployment.’ And we started building the 
systems to do it and never looked back.”



What advice would you give your younger self?

I would say that the learning is in the failure. What’s 
interesting about that question, is I think people would 
want to go back and save themselves from their 
mistakes, but if I hadn’t made all the mistakes that I’ve 
made in my career, I don’t know that I would be able to do 
my job right now. The failures are important but the key 
thing about failures is reflecting on them, not dwelling 
on them but reflecting on them because in every failure 
you’re going to learn something.

Yeah, that’s a weird one. I guess just: enjoy the ride 
because it’s going to be messy and it’s going to be gnarly 
but that’s how you learn.

What does having confidence as an engineer 
mean to you?

I guess it means that you have a lot of predictability about 
what’s going to happen. If you’re confident, when you 
perform an action, you have a pretty good idea what the 
outcome will be. So, that could be, if I deploy this code, I 

MICHAEL STAHNKE
 CircleCI VP of Platform
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know it’s going to work, or if I launch this feature, people 
are going to buy it. Or if I run this compile job, it works. If I 
challenge somebody, am I going to get the outcome that 
I expect to get out of that? Do I have the confidence to 
challenge somebody on a particular thing?

Can you say more there?

Well I mean, sometimes you have to be confident to have 
a hard conversation. It’s not always easy to tell somebody 
something they don’t want to hear or something that’s 
just difficult to talk about. It takes a certain amount of 
confidence and that’s why you prepare; that’s why you 
think about it ahead of time or take notes. A lot of times, 
people think people in leadership are kind of soulless and 
that they view people as cells in a spreadsheet. I can tell 
you that that’s not the case for basically every leader I’ve 
ever worked with. Anytime they had to put somebody on 
a performance plan or something like that, that was hard 
for them.

How has confidence changed for you throughout 
your career?

It’s probably lowered more as I’ve gotten more senior. 
Part of that is because I was a very cocky 22-year-old, 
and part of that is because true knowledge is knowing 
you know nothing. And so as you learn more and more 
about what more there is to learn.

“ a lot of my journey in my career has been like 
becoming less confident in what I work on, 
which I think is probably not intuitive to how 
most people would expect that to go.”



9

 You know that you just don’t have all the answers, and 
that’s why you have other people around you, or different 
staff that specialize in different things. So I would 
say that a lot of my journey in my career has been like 
becoming less confident in what I work on, which I think 
is probably not intuitive to how most people would expect 
that to go.

How do you handle situations you’re unsure 
about?

Well, I think, “what do I need to gain confidence?” So I find 
myself asking, “what would have to be true for X, Y, or Z to 
happen, and how sure am I about those things?” And it’s a 
lot more about gaining confidence using data, as well as 
gaining confidence with things on a longer time horizon. 
The biggest difference from when I was an IC, is that 
when I made a decision, I could figure out in very short 
order if it was good or if it was bad. It could be a day, or a 
week. It usually wasn’t too far beyond that to figure out I 
made the right call or I didn’t.

Now if I find out in six months, I’m doing great for some 
of the decisions that I have to make on a regular basis. 
And some of them, it takes years to figure out if that was 
the right call at that time or not. You’re always making 
the best decision you can with the information you have. 
But you just don’t have that same feedback cycle to know 
and learn and improve at the same speed. So you have to 
take a more cautious approach about it and try and get 
more information upfront. In those cases, the impact of it 
being wrong is so different than saying, “I pushed a code 
deploy, it didn’t work. I’ll push another one. Cool.”

What are some pivotal experiences that have 
affected your confidence level?

I think some of the earliest ones were speaking at 
conferences. Doing public speaking in a room full of 60 or 
70 people that wanted to hear what I had to say about a 
topic…it’s pretty exciting. I’ve never been terrified of public 
speaking, but to have people that want to hear what you 
have to say on a topic is really confidence-inspiring.
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weight for them? And if it does, that can inspire a lot of 
confidence, because people you respect are listening to 
you. Then you know things are probably going pretty well.

How do you move forward when you’re stuck, or 
not sure you can achieve the result you’re hoping 
for?

Usually I’ll start with some type of crying or panicking. 
Then it really depends. The first thing I usually ask is 
what’s the impact, or cost, of being wrong? If it’s a pretty 
small cost, then move forward, see what happens. If it’s a 
gigantic cost, it might mean getting more experts, pulling 
in more people, or collaborating more heavily. Anything to 
get some more perspectives. Or, I’ll ask, “Can I chop this 
thing up into smaller decisions that get me in the right 
direction, versus one giant decision?”

I used to work with a woman who was terrified of it, and 
now she’s a way better public speaker than I am. At the 
time, she was preparing to give a presentation to 200 
people. And I said, here’s all you need to know: “The thing 
that you’re talking about right now? There’s no one in the 
world that knows more about this topic than you do.  
Literally no one. And so no one’s going to ask you a 
question that’s smarter than you are because you already 
know all the answers.” She later told me that that was 
the advice that changed her entire outlook on how she 
speaks.

I also think some other moments, like a big promotion, 
can be very rewarding, very confidence-inspiring. When 
I first made director, that was a really big deal to me. 
But I also think there are other things, like respect from 
your peers. Do they listen to you? Does your voice carry 

“ When I first made director, that was a really 
big deal to me. But I also think there are other 
things, like respect from your peers. Do they 
listen to you? Does your voice carry weight for 
them? And if it does, that can inspire a lot of 
confidence”
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What do you think about confidence in code?

It’s what we’re all striving for, right? You want an 
engineering system that’s basically the equivalent of a 
factory. You put in raw materials at one end, you get an 
output out the other end that is in a known shape and has 
known properties. That’s one of the things that’s always 

interested me about automation, and in particular CI. It’s 
the factory floor for software building. And so if I put in 
bits on one end and I get out a software product on the 
other or a value or a solution out the other, that’s great. 

“And that’s pretty much what CI is: a 
confidence-gathering process that’s 
automated.“

The confidence you want in there is that I can make a 
change and it doesn’t change the overall form of the thing 
I’m building on the other side, that it’s still within all the 
quality measurements.

What are you able to do when you’re confident in 
the code you’re writing?

You can move way faster. You can also make changes 
in a more complete and holistic way. “Side-effect free” 
changes might be a better way to describe it. When you 
have good test coverage, you can start making changes, 
and if a test fails, you understand why that test failed. 
In a lot of cases, tests really end up documenting how 
things are supposed to happen. Knowing how things are 
supposed to happen is a rare luxury that I don’t think is 
appreciated enough. A lot of times software works the 
way it does by happenstance, versus intentional design. If 
you have tests, the behavior is at least intentional enough 
that it was documented.
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And so if you have good tests, you can refactor, pull 
things out, extract them, break one service into two or 
combine five services into one; whatever you need to do 
because you have that confidence to move and shape 
whatever you’re doing. And so you can map to either 
customer needs, or scale needs, or deployment needs or 
anything else.

Do you ever get imposter syndrome?

Sure, but not that often. I think part of that is because 
I’ve basically come to the conclusion that everybody is 
an imposter at all times. And so, we’re all on the same 
playing field. Everybody knows something more than I do 
about something, and possibly many, many somethings. 
And so everybody’s here and working in the positions that 
they’re in because they bring value there. When I look at a 
peer of mine or somebody I work with on a regular basis, 
they have different skill sets than I do, and I think that’s 
great.

That has definitely been some of the advice I’ve given 
to people over the years so many times. “You might feel 
like an imposter, but you can do X, Y, and Z that no one 
else can do at the level you can,” or “You can see things 
coming in a different way”. Like their vision in this space 
is very different. They usually say something like, “I can’t 
write code as well as this other person.” And I’ll say, 
“You’re right. That’s not why I hired you.”

When I go sit in a room full of CTOs, and I’m a VP, I’m like, 
“Wow, do I belong here?” And inevitably there are certain 
things that I know way more about than most of the CTOs 
do, and there are certain things that they know way more 
about than I do. And that’s just the way the world works.

“ There will be situations that are hard that will 
make you say, ‘Wow, I am over my head here.’ 
And that’s going to happen all the time. And if 
it doesn’t, you’re not learning.“

“ And I think that’s what confidence is: it’s how 
fast can you make a change and know it 
works. Not think it works, know it works.”



What’s your role and how long have you worked in 
engineering?

I’m a Staff Software Engineer. I have worked in software 
engineering since 2013, no 2003, a decade goes by so 
fast - so about 16 years now. But I was a late starter, I 
was about 25 when I started. I actually studied to become 
a TV repairman first, then realized I didn’t want to do 
that so I added two years of school to be able to attend 
university. And then I did compulsory military service 

(which everybody does in Norway) so I didn’t even start 
university until I was 22.

What does it mean to have confidence as an 
engineer?

I’m kind of laughing a little, because I’ve struggled a bit 
with imposter syndrome but I’ve hidden it well. In my last 
few jobs, I’ve been in a senior enough position that  

STIG BRAUTASET
CircleCI Staff Software Engineer
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people are coming to me with questions and look to  
me for answers about many things, and I don’t always 
feel confident that I know all of the answers. If I know 
nothing, I will absolutely be open about that. When I get  
a question that I don’t know the answer to, I’ll do research 
to answer it.

But one thing I realized is that you can’t know everything. 
And I’ve found that with other seniors, we’re all aware 
that you can’t know everything. Having that shared 
understanding has definitely built my confidence.

How did you get comfortable with the fact that you 
don’t always know the answer?

I think that actually started when I was hired into a more 
senior role at a new company, where my part of the remit 
was to communicate with other teams and work with 
multiple teams. I think part of it was through osmosis, and 
part of it was that right at the time, I had my first child, and 
that’s had quite a big impact as well.

As a parent it’s become blindingly obvious that I don’t have 
all the answers and that nobody really does, you know? 
And that kind of translates to other things as well. And I 
think it’s also a sense of perspective because suddenly 
work starts seeming a lot less top-of-the-priority list.

Related to gaining perspective, I remember one of my 
friends used to work as a sysadmin for a hospital and 
went to interview where he said “I know you’re trying to 

“ I’ve found that with other seniors, we’re all 
aware that you can’t know everything.”

“ As a parent it’s become blindingly obvious that 
I don’t have all the answers and that nobody 
really does“
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stress me out in this interview. It’s not going to work 
because in the job I’m coming from, if I screwed up, 
people would die. In this job, people would lose their 
holiday pictures. It’s just not on the same scale.” And he 
did get the job. But that kind of perspective on the scale 
of challenges is important to have in mind.

How has tooling, or automation, changed your 
relationship to your confidence in code?

One thing that inspires confidence to me is continuous 
integration and continuous deployment, which this 
company is all about. In my previous job, we had no 
continuous integration or anything. We did four releases 
a year and only the CTO knew how to do releases (we 
fixed that, though). It was a small start-up but that did not 
inspire confidence at all. And the job before that, we also 
had a very big system where relatively few releases relied 
massively on manual testing, and I did not have much 
confidence at all in that release process. People were 
always tense around releases, and now [with CI tooling] 
I’m deploying multiple times a day.

How do you move forward when you’re stuck or 
not sure you can achieve the result you’re hoping 
for?

I’m quite happy to ask questions, and I tend to start in the 
[Slack] channel. I rarely ask questions in DM because I 
like to be public by default, and if I ask, other people in the 
channel might not know the answer either so they might 
benefit too. I’ll probably aim for our team channel first, 
unless I know there is a specific channel for questions 
of that type or I know that it’s unlikely to be my team 
members that will be the best to respond.

Did it take time build up the confidence to be able to 
easily throw a question in the Slack channel or is that 
something you’ve always felt comfortable doing?
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But actually, most of those pivotal experiences have 
been less technical situations and more interpersonal 
ones. In recent years, the technical challenges feel more 
secondary, but I’ve learned a lot in the last few years, 
particularly in my previous job about dealing with people 
and communicating in an empathetic way. People are, 
in my opinion, still much, much harder to deal with than 
technical things.

I think this is a sign that I’m leveling up. If the tech stops 
being the challenge, and now humans are, it’s probably a 
sign that your sphere of influence has grown to the point 
where you get to deal with people more.

I think I’ve been fairly confident. I always try to ask 
questions. I always try and observe a little bit first so that 
I can follow the patterns of asking questions. So at the 
very beginning of my tenure anywhere, I try and bide my 
time every day. It’s not that I don’t want to ask questions, 
but I want to try and find out what the culture is for asking 
questions first. I guess I tend to be more uncertain about 
where the particular forum I’m asking is the right forum, 
but it’s not bad here. We have a fairly broad engineering 
team, our chat is where most engineering-related things 
go, so I don’t really agonize over that here.

What were some pivotal experiences that 
changed or improved your confidence level as an 
engineer?

With regards to technical cases, there was a friend of 
mine, and colleague at the time, who encouraged me to 
write a virtual machine in C and that was a bit of an eye-
opener.

“ If the tech stops being the challenge, and 
now humans are, it’s probably a sign that your 
sphere of influence has grown to the point 
where you get to deal with people more.”



GLEN MAILER
CircleCI Staff Software Engineer

What is your role and how long have you worked 
in engineering?

My current role is a Staff Software Engineer. I have been 
an engineer for… well, I tend to use the word developer, for 
a decade maybe? Yeah. Professionally for a decade. And 
before then I was a hobbyist.

What does it mean to have confidence as a 
developer?

So when you first said that the first thing that sprung to 
mind was thinking about software testing and releasing 
and deployments. That was my initial thought. And then 
thinking about it a bit more, I started to think about the 
confidence to ask questions and to get involved in all 
aspects of software delivery, not just churning out code.
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How has tooling, or automation, changed your 
relationship to your confidence in code?

I think it all comes down to feedback cycles really. 
Throughout my career, feedback cycles have been getting 
better and better. And at some point, I realized “this is 
very important,” and I started making it a first-class goal.

And I think my interest in feedback cycles came about 
when I used to be a Ruby developer. That was the first 
ecosystem where I got into this idea of really, really fast 
tests. Running in a loop automatically where you make 
a change, you hit save and you get that TDD red, green, 
refactor cycle going. You really just get in the zone of 
making sure you see feedback, make the change, and see 
more feedback as soon as possible.

Did you have an interest in those fast feedback 
cycles before coming to CircleCI?

It’s something I had been doing a lot at various 
companies before joining CircleCI, when I worked as an 
independent contractor. I went around to companies 
and tried to help them get better at doing continuous 

deployment and iterative delivery, thinking about the 
customer first - not disappearing for a year to produce a 
product and “tada!” Leaving customers asking “what is 
this?”

It’s really interesting, you get used to certain things being 
normal and then you forget what’s normal for other 
people. So, now and then someone will talk about scrum 
or sprints and I cannot fathom waiting two weeks to 
change my mind anymore. But in some places they’re 
releasing once a quarter, so taking three weeks sprints 
would be a big step forward. I think it’s really important 
that whenever we’re giving advice about software 
development we state the context that the advice is valid 
in. I think lots of people try and give universal advice, 
which I don’t think is necessarily a good idea.

“ I think it’s really important that whenever we’re 
giving advice about software development we 
state the context that the advice is valid in.”
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How do you build confidence on your team? How 
can you trust the work your colleagues are doing?

I think it’s around iteration and visibility, mostly. It’s being 
able to make a series of small incremental changes that 
people can see as they go along and they feel part of it. 
You’ll have that shared understanding of how you reach 
the destination. I think that’s really important.

How do you move forward when you’re stuck or 
not sure you can achieve the result you’re hoping 
for?

One thing is definitely pair programming and looping 
more people in. And the other thing is trying to say, 
okay, can we bite off a smaller chunk? Can we slice 
this problem? Can we redefine the problem statement? 
Or even, can we take a step back and say, okay, well 
what actual thing are we trying to achieve? What is our 
customer actually wanting to do? And maybe there’s a 
completely different way to approach what we’re currently 
working on. I think that was sort of a habit that I built up 
when I used to do a lot of open source support work.

I think knowing more context about the problem we’re 
trying to solve and the customer needs when you’re 
building something helps you make decisions. When you 
haven’t got that context, you will inevitably have to make 
loads of little decisions and guesses about how things 
are going to work. But the more context you’ve got, the 
more you can understand what the wider goal is, and the 
more likely you are to take a step in the right direction - I 
think that does breed a lot of confidence.

“ the more context you’ve got, the more you 
can understand what the wider goal is, and 
the more likely you are to take a step in the 
right direction - I think that does breed a lot of 
confidence.”
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How has bringing in customer opinions into 
product or feature development built your 
confidence over time as a developer?

User research is something I’ve gotten really into over 
the last few years - which is us saying “this is what the 
analytics data says, this is all the feedback, and these are 
the problem areas that customers are having.” From that, 
can we figure out: what does the customer need? Not 
what does the customer want.

It’s also about building the confidence to keep asking 
those questions. It’s fortunate that I ended up in a 
situation where I think I was in quite a comfortable job 
so I could ask really dumb questions - it was a very 
psychologically safe environment, so I got into a good 
habit.

I will always ask a clarifying question. Even if I’m pretty 
confident that I know what the answer is, I will still often 
ask the question to have the speaker say it to the rest of 
the audience as well, just to say, okay, we’re all having 
this shared understanding. At one company, I remember 
asking questions like “well, why did we do that?” “Why 
don’t we do that?” Just being willing to stick your head up 
and go, “well hang on” is an important skill.

What were some pivotal experiences that 
changed or improved your confidence level as a 
developer?

I remember quite a few years ago now, I was reading 
up about feature toggles and I was like “Oh that sounds 
like a good idea.” And at that particular company we had 
reasonable leeway to try that sort of thing as long as we 
delivered on the business metrics. So, I put some feature 
toggles into the system - just the ability to ship code into 
production and then see how it behaved in production 
built confidence.

At that company we always really struggled with test 
data. Staging was never really representative, only 
production was, and they were developing that muscle for 
how to use production safely.

“ I will always ask a clarifying question. Even 
if I’m pretty confident that I know what the 
answer is, I will still often ask the question 
to have the speaker say it to the rest of the 
audience as well”
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And I think I realized much later that at a previous 
company, the main system that we used was really a 
CMS where we could put components in and move things 
on the page. Whenever we built a new feature, we built a 
new component and then separately we would add it onto 
the page. And looking back I realized that was a form 
of feature toggling where we would build it, put it on the 
wrong page, have a look at it, and then we’d go put it on 
the right page.

Do you ever get imposter syndrome? How do you 
deal with it?

Do I sound very arrogant if I say no? Imposter syndrome 
is not something that I really worry about. But I do try and 

make sure that I’m very careful with my language. I try 
not to make absolute statements. Like when I’m telling 
an anecdote about an experience, I make it clear that 
this is something that’s happened in the past - this is 
my opinion, but formed based on my experience. I make 
that very clear. When it’s something I know to be fact or 
something I’ve seen in research data, I’ll call it out.

Then again it comes back to this provided context. I try 
to say, “I think this because of this,” but I want to make 
it easy for someone to disagree with me and have a 
constructive discussion about my opinion.

Has your relationship with confidence changed 
over the course of your career? And if so, how?

I think I definitely got a lot better at iterating and 
writing automated tests. I’ve got this a lot from the 
Ruby community - thinking about BDD and TDD. It’s 
understanding “what problem are we trying to solve” and 
“can I write a test which states the problem I’m trying to 
solve.” I really use that to drive the code that I’m writing.
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What advice would you give to your younger self?

“Ship it,” I think that that’s the advice I would give. And I 
don’t just mean push any old rubbish out into production. 
But if your goal is to ship code into production and get it 
into the hands of users, then you should work backwards 
from there to figure out, “how do I do that safely?” The 
first thing in the forefront of your mind should be “how do 
I get this out there in front of people?”

I think the main thing that helps is pushing things out in 
small increments - so we’ll push a feature and roll it out 
to a small number of customers, for example. Recently, 
when we were rolling out secrets masking on CircleCI, we 
trialed it on a couple of internal projects and we found 
some bugs there and fixed them. We then rolled it out 
to 1% of customers, nothing happened. Then 3%. Okay. 
Then something happened - so we collected feedback 
and brought the percentage of customers using it down 
to zero. Then, we fixed those bugs and we tried it again. 
So I think “ship it” is really about the smallest step you 
can take. And you have to try to get used to that sort of 
incremental approach.

“ The first thing in the forefront of your mind 
should be ‘how do I get this out there in front 
of people?’ “
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Is there anything else you’d like to add?

I think of CI and CD as quite different, so solving quite 
different problems. But CD is about consistency. It’s 
about orders. It’s about repeatability, it’s about speed. It’s 
about not copying three files with an FTP. Whereas CI, 
to me, is about checking that baseline. It’s “here are the 
things that you might’ve forgotten that a computer can 
tell you about.”

I read this concept from, I think it was a ThoughtWorks 
deck a while ago. The test time budget. So you say, right, 
my budget is five minutes and I can spend a max of five 
minutes running my CI pipeline. On CircleCI, you can 
parallelize really heavily and do a lot in five minutes. The 
idea is “I don’t want to wait too long, I’ve got five minutes 
to spend, how am I going to spend it? What’s most 
valuable to spend my time on?” And if you’re trying to do 
really realistic, production-quality, testing with production-
quality data, trying to catch every little edge case, you’re 
not going to fit that in that five minute project. So what 
you need to do is exercise that testing-in-production 
muscle.

You’re always going to have bugs in production. So 
if you focus all your energy on avoiding those, when 
you do get the bug in production, inevitably you won’t 
know what to do. Whereas by exercising that muscle of 
testing-in-production and continuously, iteratively rolling 
out changes, when you do have a big problem, you’ll 
be prepared because you have practiced on all these 
little problems day to day. You’ll have your architecture 
assembled so that when there is a bug, it doesn’t take the 
whole website down.

“ by exercising that muscle of testing-in-
production and continuously, iteratively rolling 
out changes, when you do have a big problem, 
you’ll be prepared because you have practiced 
on all these little problems”



What’s your role and how long have you worked in 
engineering?

I’m a software engineer on the X Team. I’ve been with 
the X Team for more than half the year, but I’ve been at 
CircleCI for almost a year and a half now.

What does having confidence as an engineer 
mean to you?

I think about it in a few different ways. One is confidence 
in my code. So, how confident am I that what I’m 
building is doing what it’s intended to do? And another is 
confidence as an engineer. When you’re speaking about 
certain projects or collaborating with other teams, there’s 
a level of confidence that comes from understanding 
what the team’s purpose is right now and what we’re 
working on.

JACQUE GARCIA
CircleCI Software Engineer
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What are you able to do when you’re confident in 
the code you’re writing?

The more confident I am in my code, the better I can help 
other engineers understand what my code is doing. When 
I have a lot of confidence in what I’m working on, I can 
ask lots of questions and also answer lots of questions, 
and have a conversation about what things can be 
improved, what things are going well, when things aren’t 
going well, etc.

What builds your confidence in your code?

Really understanding the scope of what I’m working on 
helps me build confidence. If I know the scope of the 
feature I’m working on, then I understand the limitations 
that I am working under. And I also understand all the 
different components that come with it.

If I’m working on a new feature, there are a lot of 
questions that come up. Do I know where the data is 
coming from? Do I understand how it will affect our 
users? Do I understand how it will affect other teams? 
Am I confident that the feature is working? So to answer 
those questions, I think it comes down to really thinking 
about a user’s journey, having good communication 
within your team and across other teams, and writing lots 
of tests.

How do you, as an engineer, put yourself in the 
shoes of the user?

One thing that helps me is thinking about all the different 
ways that I can use a feature, and really not going on 
autopilot. I think a lot of the times when you are creating 
something, you can end up testing it in a limited way. 
You’re just testing “oh, does this work when I click it?” 
A user journey is more complicated. You have to ask 
things like “where could the user have come from to 
get to this place?” I think pretending like you don’t really 
understand how everything works is really helpful. It’s 
about empathizing with the user.

“ The more confident I am in my code, the better 
I can help other engineers understand what my 
code is doing.”
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How has confidence changed for you throughout 
your career?

With time I’ve come to understand how to empathize with 
the user and how to gain confidence in my code through 
pairing with my coworkers and by learning from their 
experience.

The longer I spend in the industry, the more I’m learning 
about how to ask the right questions. And by right 
questions, I mean questions that will actually help me 
move forward with what I’m trying to work on. So, I think 
it’s a lot that goes into building confidence that isn’t 
necessarily just code.

How has tooling, or automation, changed your 
relationship to your confidence in code?

I think it’s just really allowed me to understand how you 
can cut down your time. I’ve learned that there are a lot 
of tools that can help you get your work done faster. 
And just trusting that those tools are there to work with 
me and help me solve some of the problems that I am 
dealing with.

How do you build confidence on your team? How 
can you trust the work your colleagues are doing?

Pair programming is probably the biggest contributor to 
helping my confidence. I think that there’s so much that 
we can learn from each other, and I think that pairing 
helps me do that. It’s not so much about, ‘oh, let me see 
the way that you code’, it’s more of understanding the way 
that you problem solve.

“ The longer I spend in the industry, the more I’m 
learning about how to ask the right questions. 
And by right questions, I mean questions that 
will actually help me move forward with what 
I’m trying to work on.”
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Pairing is really helpful in learning best practices for 
solving a problem and best practices for testing and 
writing code. Programming allowed me to get a full 
picture of what it means to be an engineer. And that has 
definitely been really powerful and impactful in my career. 
It has allowed me to grow the fastest.

How does pair programming work on your team?

I think it’s changed over time. I would say when I first 
started, I was very intentional about trying to pair with 
as many different people as I could, to get a lot of 
perspectives. As I got a little bit more confident, I started 
to pair with whoever was available at the time. What 
we mean by pairing is, that if I’m working on a feature, I 
put out an open invitation on Slack and say, “hey, does 

anybody want to work on this feature with me?” And we 
can take turns on who’s driving and who’s talking.

One of my coworkers likes to practice TDD (test driven 
development) as much as possible. So when we pair, 
we’ll practice that: “hey, I’ll write the first test and then 
you write the implementation,” and then we switch back 
and forth. It can be pretty active, in terms of really making 
sure you’re switching between each other. Other times 
pairing can be more relaxed, where you’re talking through 
the problem together and not really keeping track of 
who’s coding and who’s talking.

How do you move forward when you’re stuck or 
not sure you can achieve the result you’re hoping 
for?

Pair programming is definitely really useful there too. It’s 
easy to want to solve something on your own, and just 
take hours and hours really trying to figure it out. When it 
could’ve been easily addressed by just asking someone, 
“hey, have you encountered this problem?”

“ Pair programming is probably the biggest 
contributor to helping my confidence. I think 
that there’s so much that we can learn from 
each other… It’s [about] understanding the way 
that [someone else] problem solve[s].”
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Before pairing, I try to really understand what the problem 
is. Of course, there’s times where you just have no clue. 
And that’s fair, as well. I think that’s also part of gaining 
confidence. You gain confidence by asking questions, and 
not being afraid to ask for help.

What were some pivotal experiences that 
changed or improved your confidence level as an 
engineer?

Being in sports really helped me build confidence in my 
career - not being afraid to ask questions, not being afraid 
to be wrong, not being afraid to try something new and 
break code. In college I did competitive boxing, and it 
really helped me get out of my shell and become more 
confident in myself. It’s really about courage. That’s key - 
having the courage to do something. You don’t have to be 
super confident in yourself, as long as you have courage.

Being in sports also taught me how to request feedback 
early and really pay attention to feedback. When you’re 
being coached by someone and you can take that 
feedback and apply it to your work, it makes such a huge 
difference.

The support from my coworkers has also been key for 
my growth as a software engineer. They have been really 
encouraging and excellent at providing a welcoming 
space where the attitude is “hey, it’s okay if you don’t 
know what the problem is, I’m totally happy to help you 
out.” That’s really important. I am really lucky to be part of 
a team that provides that space for me to feel like I can 
explore, learn, and make mistakes.

“ It’s really about courage. That’s key — having 
the courage to do something. You don’t have 
to be super confident in yourself, as long as 
you have courage.”
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What has helped me the most, again, is just having that 
really encouraging team, but also reminding myself 
that I’m never going to be able to be perfect, and there’s 
always going to be a time when I’m not going to have the 
answers to everything.

And also making note of the times where I was able to 
figure something out. Our brains already do a really good 
job of remembering the bad things. So being intentional 
about making note of the small wins can help in dealing 
with imposter syndrome and remembering that, yeah, 
there are times when you’re not going to know what 
you’re doing, but then sometimes you will. And that’s just 
how it’s going to go.

Do you ever get imposter syndrome? How do you 
deal with it?

Oh, I feel it all the time. I’ve never been able to get rid 
of that feeling. I’ve noticed that everyone seems to go 
through it, no matter what stage they are in their careers, 
no matter how senior they are.

“ I’ve noticed that everyone seems to go through 
[imposter syndrome], no matter what stage 
they are in their careers, no matter how senior 
they are.”

“ I’m never going to be able to be perfect, and 
there’s always going to be a time when I’m not 
going to have the answers to everything.”

“ Our brains already do a really good job 
of remembering the bad things. So being 
intentional about making note of the small wins 
can help in dealing with imposter syndrome”
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What advice would you give to your younger self?

I would say the biggest thing, and I remind myself of this 
every day still, don’t let the fear of making a mistake or 
getting something wrong stop you from trying. Just try no 
matter what. It doesn’t matter if you succeed, it doesn’t 
matter if you fail, but you to try. 

I try to redefine success as, “did I try my best?” And if I 
did, then I succeeded, and if I didn’t, then I know that I 
failed myself.

And also just stay curious. That mindset helps me 
face challenges, especially when what I am facing is 
unfamiliar - it’s about not letting that feeling of not 
knowing stop me. Just approach problems in a more 
curious way, “I’m really interested in this. I don’t know 
what the solution is, but I’m really curious to figure 
out what’s going on here.” That really helps me frame 
problems differently.

“ approach problems in a more curious way, ‘I’m 
really interested in this. I don’t know what the 
solution is, but I’m really curious to figure out 
what’s going on here.’ “

“ don’t let the fear of making a mistake or 
getting something wrong stop you from trying.”

“ I try to redefine success as, ‘did I try my best?’ 
And if I did, then I succeeded, and if I didn’t, 
then I know that I failed myself.”



How did you get into engineering?

My role right now is Release Engineer. When I first 
started, that’s not what I was doing. I started my career 
doing IT help desk work. That was in 2007. I did that for 
about five years and it wasn’t for me. I got to the point 
where I knew I wanted to do something more on the 
software side of things, more of a system administrator 
role. So I left that job and then got another job for a 
company called Linode. So I worked there for about two 

and a half years. That’s what opened the door to getting 
the job at CircleCI.

I think that’s kind of where the confidence thing for me 
comes in. Because coming from an IT support position, 
you know, re-imaging laptops, I didn’t really work with 
code or interact with systems all that much in that role. 
So the transition from that role and then going into 
system administration role at CircleCI, working more with 
Linux and servers and all that kind of stuff. That was 
terrifying.

MIKE MARQUEZ
CircleCI Senior Release Engineer
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I think going through the interview process and everything 
like that, it’s an emotional cycle. I’m excited to apply for 
the job and have low expectations, and then I started 
going through the job process and my confidence just 
drops and drops and drops. It’s so stressful, you know, 
that you have to go through, you know, usually it’s like six 
or seven interviews you’ve got to go through. There’s code 
interviews and all that stuff involved. So it’s very taxing.

How do you deal with that?

For me personally, in those situations you’ve just got to 
buckle down and go through it, you know? I wish I had 
a great way to cope with it. I’m a person who’s prone 
to imposter syndrome. So step one is being aware that 
you’re that way. You know, that you’re going to have that 
negative self-talk going on and that you’ve got to try to 
manage it as best as you can. It’s not always a winning 
battle, but you’ve got to try. I went through that whole 
cycle getting the job at Linode and then I went through 
it extra bad with CircleCI. Because for me, it felt like 
the stakes were higher. My goal, once I had left my old 
company, was to work for a startup in Silicon Valley.

That was the goal that I had and I wanted so badly. So 
once the opportunity presented itself, It was just extra 
pressure– I didn’t want to mess it up. So it was kind of 
the same thing again, except amplified. But getting the 
job… that was one of the best days ever.

Did getting the job affect your confidence 
afterwards?

It’s funny. I think I still had the imposter syndrome to 
deal with, but now thinking that I had sneaked into the 
company. I really felt like that for a long time. Probably 
honestly for about two and a half years I felt like that, like, 
eventually they’re going to catch me and they’re going to 
kick me out, you know? So it was definitely a challenge.

What does having confidence as an engineer 
mean to you?

That’s a very good question. I think the way I would define 
it is that you feel like you have a path to solve a problem. 
When you’re just starting out in an engineering role, if 
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someone comes up to you and asks you to do something, 
and you don’t have experience with that technology or 
those set of technologies, it’s really daunting. But over 
time, as you get more experience, you start getting more 
comfortable with the toolsets that you’re working with, 
whether a certain programming language or a certain 
kind of administration tool. As I got more comfortable 
with the tooling, people started coming to me with issues, 
and I started feeling like, “If I don’t know the answer, I’ll be 
able to find it.” And I think that was really the key. But it 
took a really long time.

At one point in my early CircleCI days, I had just 
transitioned teams, and that was the first time that I was 
working with Python for the first time. All my other prior 
experiences were using Linux and other tools, and they’re 

not like programming languages. So this is the first time 
that I had to build something from scratch, and that was 
really, really stressful. My confidence dropped so low that 
I actually was on a performance improvement plan for 
awhile.

And it was funny because a lot of it turned out to be in my 
head. The second I just said, “You can do this; just go,” 
everything just started working out. I think I was out of 
that improvement plan within three weeks or something. 
So it was a good situation, but I needed that little shock 
to the system to say, “No, you can do this.”

“ As I got more comfortable with the tooling, 
people started coming to me with issues, and I 
started feeling like, ‘If I don’t know the answer, 
I’ll be able to find it.’ And I think that was really 
the key. But it took a really long time.”

“ And at that point I said, ‘You know, you have a 
decision to make: either you fall apart or you 
step up and you see this thing through.’ And so 
I chose the latter path.”
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How has tooling or automation changed your 
relationship to your code?

I think it has positively impacted me. There was a 
problem we were working on at one point with the server 
installation of our product. At that time, we didn’t have 
adequate testing around it at all. So we had to write a 
testing framework that would allow us to confidently 
release it to our customers. At that point in the early days, 
we were in a situation where we were just setting out our 
best guess as to what would work and not work, what 
would fix something or not fix something. And this would 
affect customer experience, so the stakes were high. That 
was one of the first problems I was tasked with solving 
when I started working with the product at CircleCI.

Once we started developing the automation pipeline 
and getting all that sorted out, it helped me increase 
my confidence that our releases were quality, and that 
in itself helps me sleep at night. My confidence in 
quality also helped my confidence in myself, in a lot of 
ways. Because then you know that you don’t have the 
stress and aggravation of having to worry about the 
quality of something. You can relax, and I think keeping 
stress levels down for me is directly correlated to my 
confidence.

I think there is also a correlation between the tools that 
you’ve worked on and your confidence. In this industry 
there’s just so many tools to learn. When I started, I had 
to learn about Terraform, then I had to learn about AWS 
and then had to learn about Replicated and then I had to 
learn about Python and then I had to learn a little bit more 
about code. There is just an always-increasing amount of 
things that you have to be comfortable and familiar with. 
But a part of that is eventually you hit that point where 
you work with Terraform and then Kubernetes or Docker 
and you realize, “Oh, okay. So they just kind of borrowed 
some ideas from this thing.”

So now you automatically understand some of the other 
concepts. But that just comes with time and experience.

I think pairing can help confidence a lot too, depending 
on the type of learner that you are. I’m a very hands-on 
learner, so I can read something all day and all night and 
it’ll take me a lot longer to understand the concept than 

“ eventually you hit that point where you work 
with Terraform and then Kubernetes or Docker 
and you realize, ‘Oh, okay. So they just kind of 
borrowed some ideas from this thing.’ “
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if you show it to me. I always take opportunities to pair 
whenever I can. I think it gives you the opportunity to gain 
that base level understanding of some concept that you 
might be struggling with.

What do you do when you’re not sure about how 
to proceed?

I bank on my team. Luckily I have a great team around 
me. If you’re lucky enough to have a team of people 
around you that just have all different perspectives, and 
all different experience levels, it’s good.

The release engineering team in particular is probably 
one of my favorites. Because I think we all have different 
skill sets, and it all works together in a way where you can 
lean on each other and work off one another to get things 
done.

I have one colleague on my team who knows everything 
about working within Linux systems and terminal. So if 
there’s every some weird quirky command, he’s the one 
that’s going to know it. So it’s always nice to have him 
look at my code because I know he’ll know that little 
shortcut or something to make it better.

But if there’s some higher-level concept I’m struggling 
with, I have someone else on my team I can lean on that 
has a lot of experience with systems. So I know I can 
go to him with questions and he’ll help me out. We have 
another teammate who’s the testing specialist. Having a 
good team is really, really important. That helps me build 
confidence.

“ If you’re lucky enough to have a team of 
people around you that just have all different 
perspectives, and all different experience 
levels, it’s good.”
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Having a good code review process in place is super 
important. And if we’re talking at a higher level, having 
a great CI/CD pipeline is definitely going to help you. 
Because having confidence in your workflow, getting code 
out the door, and knowing that it’s good and safe and 
sound, is good for morale. It’s good to know that if you 
wrote some bad code that you have that safety net there 
that’s going to save you from yourself.

What advice would you give to your younger self?

I think if I could talk to myself, the thing I’d say is, “You 
are capable of far more things than you believe to 
be true right now.” I think that’s the biggest thing. I’ve 
accomplished more in my career today than I ever would 
have thought possible 10 years ago.

“ there are going to be times in your career 
where you’re questioning yourself or doubting 
yourself. And much in the same way that we 
have tools to deal with our technical problems, 
you need a toolset to work with your emotional 
problems”

Anytime I work with younger engineers, that’s what I 
always try to let them know, that there are going to be 
times in your career where you’re questioning yourself 
or doubting yourself. And much in the same way that we 
have tools to deal with our technical problems, you need 
a toolset to work with your emotional problems. You have 
to have faith.



CONCLUSION
for engineers. It’s a requirement to make sure 
that they’re not only building things that work, 
but that they also have the right systems, 
tools, and processes in place to make 
success repeatable.

While it’s impossible to land on a universal 
definition of confidence, there’s no denying 
that it’s key to building great software. We 
hope that these stories have shined a light 
on how others develop, sharpen, and harness 
confidence while they code.

Confidence is different for everyone – there’s 
no one correct definition or expression of 
confidence. For one person it’s built over 
time by successes and failures, and for 
others, confidence is natural but needs to be 
tempered and sharpened by time. It’s also 
something many people struggle with that 
requires a lot of hard work and self-reflection 
for them to harness.

It’s an abstraction that humans have to cope 
with every day. 

Throughout our interviews, a common thread 
we found is that confidence is a necessity 


