STARTUP
CANVERSATIGNS

Dil:ch FLDBUS “rsewms 8 userlane

In partnership with



Table of Contents

Startup Conversations — View from the CTO is a collaboration between Seedtable and CircleCl.
In this podcast series, Gonz from Seedtable sits down with eleven of the greatest CTOs in
Europe to deconstruct how to build and operate high-performing technology teams.

Executive Summary 2
THEME #1: Recruitments 3
THEME #2: Team Development 6
THEME #3: How to Build a Great Software 9
THEME #4: The Role of the CTO 11
THEME #4: Absorbing Information 13

Episode 1: Johann Romefort; Consultant & former CTO of Seesmic 15

Episode 2: Marijn Van Aerle; Co-founder & CTO of Floryn 23

Episode 3: Felix Eichler; Co-founder & CTO of Userlane 33

Episode 4: Sylvain Wallez; Principal Software Engineer at Userlane 46

Episode 5: Benjamin Lan Sun Luk; Former CTO of Launchmatris 54

Episode 6: Chico Charlesworth; Full stack dev & founder of Code&Robots 62

Episode 7: Hakan Holmberg; Founder & CTO of Vinter.co 69

Episode 8: Arseniy Vershinin; Co-founder & CTO of Personio 76

Episode 9: Adam Renklint; Co-founder & CTO of Pitch.com 84

Episode 10: Georg Schroth; Co-founder & managing director of NavVis 90

Episode 11: Daniel Krauss; Co-founder & Chief Op. Plummer of FlixBus 97

TABLE OF CONTENTS - 1



Foreword

CircleCl is in a highly privileged position within the European technology ecosystem. We are fortunate
to help many of the leading European technology companies, such as Deliveroo, Monzo, Wise and
Babylon Health, to achieve scale and compete more effectively and efficiently on a global scale.

We are also proud to support individual developers, early stage start-ups, not-for-profits and open
source projects across Europe to formulate their ideas, achieve product-market fit and build a strong
foundation for success.

As we |look at the impact that this diverse range of European customers have achieved, both within
the region and beyond, there are a number of key factors that drive this success. Great ideas, world
class talent, availability of financing and favourable government policy and support initiatives have all
helped to contribute to making the region one of the greatest places to build and grow a company.

To make the most of these ingredients, strong leadership is required to set the right strategy,
establish meaningful metrics and inspire and guide the wider business to ensure everyone is pulling
in the same direction and to maximise the chances of achieving success.

itis with this teadership in mind, particularly on the technical side, that we are thrilled to be working
with Seedtable to celebrate the role and impact that CTO’s have on their organisations, building great
products that are commercially successful and creating cultures where their software engineers
thrive.

In this era of turbo-charged software-enabled innovation, the way in which companies build software
can significantly influence business results. Studies show that the performance level of a software
engineering function is now a key indicator of a company’s success prospects. This is particularly
the case at a later stage, where operating a world class engineering team is a high-leverage
differentiator and can generate greater returns on invested capital.

The CTO plays a key role in driving this innovation and this guide provides unique insight from some
of the leading CTOs at Europe’'s most prominent tech companies. In addition to discussing strategy
and how to build great software, in this guide and the corresponding podcast series will cover a wide
range of additional important topics, such as recruiting top talent, developing high-performance
teams and the evolving role of the CTO in high-growth tech companies. Some essential book
recommendations are also shared. My reading wish list has never looked so strong!
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| have personally learned a great deal from producing this guide. | take a sense of renewed
inspiration and optimism about the role European tech leaders will play in pushing the frontiers of
science and innovation. | hope that you, too, take away valuable insights from this project that help

you solve your big challenges and achieve your personal and business goals.
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Each of these guests, we're not surprised to say, delivered. Our conversations are diverse,
educational, and entertaining, and we cover a whole range of topics, including organizational
principles that bridge the gap between business and tech; how to unleash your team's productivity
and creativity, common mistakes CTOs should avoid when onboarding new people onto their teams;
and why software design looks a lot more like art than craft.

As a starter, we've taken the time to distill some of the key insights all our guests share when it
comes to the life and work of a CTO. These insights fall under five themes:

 Recruitment
» Team Development
 How To Build Great Software

* The Role of The CTO
» Absorbing Information

Next, we'll detail each one by one.
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Recruitment

In early 2020, the world changed, and with it the way companies of all types and sizes compete for
and recruit talent. When asked about the impact of Covid-19 on talent markets and recruiting, all
eleven guests agree that the pandemic has made talent markets global. In essence, the world of
geographically-dependent hiring is over, and that means both good and bad news for European

companies.

The good news is that there's now access to the world's top talent without the added nuisance of
relocation. The bad news is that everyone is competing for the same top-level talent. To both reduce
the challenges of worldwide competition and capitalize on this newly-enabled talent, our guests
suggest CTOs double down on seeking employees who believe in their company's mission, for

starters.

Here's Hakan Holmberg:

“‘When the job market went global, our company went global. All our meetings are online with
clients and with our colleagues. Today, almost everyone in the team works remotely (...) And
when we're hiring, we're also hiring all around the world. So one of the main things that I'm
looking at now is to try to really get a good digital environment working for the team so we
can come as close to a physical experience as possible. | believe that the physical
experience has advantages. And so the important part for me now is to try to create a digital
environment that has almost those features of natural interaction between people.”

In terms of what our guests look for in new hires, and how they work to maintain team culture as
companies scale, all our guests put special emphasis on the importance of hiring engineers that
resonate with the company's operating principles and mission, and who are curious by nature.

Here's Hakan again:
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[t's very important that when you have an interview with someone that you think whether
you'll be able to work a lot with this person. Startup employees need to be truly dedicated—
It's not a 9:00 to 5:00 job. That's just not the case. So you need to find people who will be
motivated by both your mission, what you're trying to offer to the world, but also by simply
learning the technologies and becoming really good at what they do—to see it also as an
education. You need someone that sees the job as more than a job, as a part of growing and
developing.

Most of our guests also recommend that CTOs work tirelessly to make sure those operating
principles and mission-first culture are maintained at scale; to do so, they recommend CTOs lead by
example and work constantly on emulating said principles themselves. Other than that, they should
focus on identitying and clarifying the principles and culture from day one—if the foundations are set
properly, the rest should take care of themselves.

In a similar vein, a few of our guests had advice on what kind of people CTOs should hire; the traits to
look for. Georg Schroth, for example, was adamant about the importance of hiring engineers that
were, by nature, extremely hard-working people.

I'm definitely looking for energy drive and passion because this is something that you cannot
teach. You can teach almost anything, but not energy or drive. And so if that is paired with
the willingness to take ownership, like full responsibility and the willingness to make this
ownership successful, then I've found an excellent new team member.

And there’'s more to his advice. Georg believes that a CTO should surround him/herself with people
who will outwork him/her this will make sure “the responsibility of being motivated, working a lot,
always ends up with you.”

But, as in all things, balance is a must. While Georg's advice about finding engineers that will keep
you on your toes, another of our guests emphasizes the importance of setting up a team culture
where hard work is not the be-all-end-all. Johann Romefort, instead, advocates for a smart-work first
culture; good engineering work is not as much about working long hours, he says, but doing good
work, and that requires leisure and rest. He illustrates this point with a poignant personal anecdote:

When | arrived in San Francisco, | was looking for an apartment and from this super nice loft |
met the landlord and we started to talk about technology, right away. We didn't talk about the
apartment or whatever. She happened to be the former marketing director at Intel. And so
she coached me a little bit, though | mostly brushed it off because | was arrogant. But one
thing that stuck with me that | revisited, years afterward in one of my notebooks, she wrote,
Manage your energy, not your time.’

| wish | would have followed this advice because it's so true. You can find a lot of time in a
day. Right? You can work for 16 hours a day, but do work with a high level of energy?
Probably not. So it's much better, in my opinion, to work, less time but with much higher
energy. That sounds the opposite.

Lastly, A few of our guests offered advice on how to go about hiring great engineers practically.
Johann, for example, suggests that CTO should first start recruiting talent by tapping into their
personal networks, and that of their employees.
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Not only will this make recruiting easier, but it will also allow the team culture to grow organically.
Daniel Krauss had an entirely different piece of advice: to succeed in hiring great talent, he believes
that companies should work to have dedicated recruiters as soon as possible, so as to cast a wide
net and find the best talent out there, no matter where they are.

| always recommend, whenever young startups ask me how to [recruit great talent], that they
find dedicated recruiters. You have to have dedicated recruiters. That's the only way. There is
no other way around to find good talent.
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Team Development

When it comes to team development, most of our guests opine that there should be two set paths
for all company engineers: an IC (individual contributor) path and a Manager path. Both paths should
be taken equally seriously, and should offer engineers the same amount of growth-room; just
because, traditionally speaking, all engineers usually end up becoming managers as they move up
the corporate, that doesn't mean they should. Only some people are well suited, or even want to
become managers.

Our guests’ advice is for CTOs to pay close attention and listen to their employees to find out what
they want out of their careers, and then set things up in such a way that those goals become
attainable. Another thing our guests emphasized is the need for CTOs to continuously support
engineers in their development. Arseniy Vershinin and the Personio team, for example, offer their
employees a €1500 development stipend, for them to spend as they see fit.

Another key aspect of team development many of our guests highlighted was leadership. In their
minds, a great leader can help engineers grow into the best version of themselves, and CTOs should
work tirelessly to make that happen. How tirelessly? Johann Romefort's advice is a bit
counterintuitive but pressing:

You are [your engineers’| leader and they use you as a sort of role model. And so if you are
the last staying in the office, then they will also stay longer in the office. They will emulate all
your behaviors. So make sure that you have a good routine. Make sure you're getting enough
sleep and taking breaks from time to time (...) Make sure that you get a bit of exercise. I'm
not huge on exercising, but at least get up on your feet and work out a little bit. Make time for
friends and family.

In a similar vein, both Daniel Krauss and Benjamin Lan Sun Luk hint at the fact that many CTOs (and
managers) often confuse leadership with micro-management, and that this is a mistake. Great
leaders, in fact, and according to them, not only lead by example but also make it a point to give their
employees the freedom to experiment and make mistakes. Here's Benjamin:
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My best advice for the people who go from the IC path to the more manager path is really to
trust people. To give them time to make their mistakes, grow, and at some point, to own the
platform as well as you did in the past.

Felix Eichler expands on this advice and relates it to your company’s culture. His word of wisdom? He
equates company culture with product management and advises leaders not to treat their employees
like cogs in a machine:

As long as you treat people as humans and not as like cogs in a system, | think your culture
will be set up for success. It starts with yourself as the leader, and then the people you hire

and fire.

That is how you manage your culture — like you manage a product. You listen to your user
feedback. And your users, in this case, are your employees and your coworkers. And then you
iterate on that. And you open feedback sessions with them. If you do this, you'll be
approaching culture iteratively.

Under the umbrella of team development, there’'s also team productivity and performance to
consider. More specifically, many of our guests shared their thoughts around how to measure and
improve your engineers’ performance and productivity. The answer to that question, as Georg
Schroth would tell you, is not easy, mainly because there isn't one way in which to measure
performance that will work for everyone, and no set of standard metrics all CTOs should measure.

Generally, you can't do metrics right, first of all. You can build your best dashboard, and you
will know nothing about your company. Metrics can't tell you a story, only the team can. First
of all, you want to understand what you want to improve and why. And then use metrics use
them as an answer to very specific questions.

Testing hypothesis — that's what | think you can do with metrics. And usually, those
hypotheses should support a specific business goal. Say you want to go in a certain
business direction — you should only measure specific things as long as the questions and
answers inherent in those measurements help drive positive change.

Following that guideline, Georg wraps up by mentioning a few important metrics he's measured in the
past, to great success. Things like lead time, cycle time, team deployment velocity, open/close rate
from issue to resolution. But, he says, “these are all just things. You should only

implement them if you actually have hypotheses that you would like to falsify or verify.”

Lastly, also on the topic of measuring your team'’s success, Arseniy advocates for a people-first
approach. There are, he says, a variety of indicators and metrics you can measure, but for him, it all
starts with people, which is why the first thing he pays attention to is how happy people are within the
different teams that form his organization. There's a practical reason for this: employee satisfaction,
in his experience, is one of the highest correlating factors to how both the software team, and more
generally, the organization performs. He measures this through regular employee pulse checks and
by looking at the engagement score of his organization, breaking it all down by team. The other
metrics he follows are divided into three clusters:
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Firstly, since we use this concept of mission-based teams, that means that a team is owning
a piece of the product end-to-end, and is able to both define its vision and develop it end-to-
end — we're looking at the customer happiness associated with this particular piece of
product that a team is managing.

Another metric is UX satisfaction. So you can ask a customer, “Hey, how do you find the
experience with this particular feature part of the product and also reflected back to the
team?” Those are set of metrics on the team level that more correspond to the business-as-
usual metrics such as performance quality, reflected in how many buckets have been
reported with that particular and other more engineering metrics. But also another aspect of
it which we started to get more and more into is this actual engineering performance. And
this is all the time a very hard, over-debated question. But we believe that so far what starts
to work fairly well for us is to track metrics such as deployment frequency, change fail
percentage or mean time to recover.

So that's on the team side. And it all, obviously, wraps together around the whole mission of
the product and engineering department, which is to build the best-in-class product with
more aggregated, more lagging, but still very true metrics such as Net Promoter Score. And
the Net Promoter Score then reflects on how the whole department performing against the
goal of making our customers happy and productive.
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How to Build a Great Software

Though building great software is an extremely complex matter, and not one we could possibly
explore in its entirety during these conversations, our guest did have multiple pieces of advice to
offer to current and prospective CTOs. Some of this advice was of a general nature (i. E. how to think
about building great software. Benjamin Lan Sun Luk, for example, advises CTOs not to rush to
technologies that can scale when at an early stage, urging them to remember that seed-stage
startups need to focus entirely on solving the customer’s pain and finding product-market fit, which
requires a lot of flexibility and iteration on the part of the engineering team.

The first thing | advise to early-stage founders is to really not rush to the "hypest”
technologies that can scale, that can host millions of customers. Because you don't have
customers right now. So make sure that your solution can really help your customers and,
that you can iterate easily. It can be quick, and dirty in the beginning. That's totally fine.

Regarding how to approach software creation, Adam Renklint tells CTOs to remember that great
software is not the product of individual efforts, but rather resembles more a team sport, where

different people contribute in different ways, all working in tandem to accomplish something greater
than the whole. He says:

A few of our guests offered advice on how to build great software that was of a more practical
nature. Marijn Van Aerle, for example, believes that CTOs should not try to achieve goals on a yearly
basis, but instead plan their work around 6-week cycles. He says:

In terms of our roadmap process, we try to keep the time frame short. Yes, we have a year
plan — but it's an idea. Every six weeks we have a cycle that we work on in the project, and
then we have two weeks to pick up all the stuff that came up in between. And then we again
have six weeks to work focused on a project. And that cycle goes for the entire team, and
actually for the entire company because there's also other departments involved.

Six weeks cycles are quite nice because you can really do something there. It's not like a two-
week sprint. It gives also time for planning. Usually, something big you can see as a chain of
six weeks projects. So like two or three, six weeks projects. But eventually, every project has
to ship something. So it's not like you're doing six weeks on some technical stuff that doesn't
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do anything. It should do something after six weeks.

You always know that after six weeks, there is no guarantee that your next project will go
through. Because that's the flexibility that we need. So you have a project for six weeks, then
we decide with the management team and all the stakeholders what's the next cycle going to
look like, and that's it then. And, yes, usually there's some continuity. But | think flexibility is
far more important than this long-term vision thing that might happen.

Felix Eichler, on the other hand, advocates for the “Now, Next, Later Roadmap” when it comes to
software development and goal-setting, which goes as follows:

The Now, Next, Later roadmap communicates really well what stakeholders want to know.
And it is also very readable from a very high altitude, especially if you link it with OKRs. So
that you're not listing features, but you're listing objectives or maybe key results on that
altitude. And then these become business objectives. So anyone will understand what that
means.

For example, if you want to win 100 new customers in North America, then that means that
you're going to build maybe a US data center, or that you build some features that are more
relevant for some houses in that market. So basically, the features become a side note or
become the description text of your key results or objectives. And then you put them in Now,
Next, Later. And people know, okay, we are busy with something right now. There is always
something in the pipeline.
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The Role of the CTO

How the CTO role evolves over time and as a company scales was also a topic many of our guests
had experience on. Most of them had a similar trajectory; when their company was initially founded,
their day-to-day job revolved almost entirely around creating and maintaining the initial version of
their product. But as the company scaled and their engineering teams grew, our guests saw their role
as coders take more and more of a back seat; slowly but surely, all of them became managers and

communicators. Most made a point to highlight how this transition is unavoidable but sometimes
painful.

Arseniy Vershinin summarized this transition eloquently:

The common denominator to this role is that a CTO should really focus on enabling the
organization—whatever this organization is and in whichever face of existence it is—to
resolve the most important and strategic business problems with the help of technology,
either directly or indirectly. If we talk about the initial phases of the company founding, this
happens directly. So the most important task that a CTO together with a founding team
obviously has is to create MVP

But then the role shifts into making sure that you have a well-running team; making sure that
this product that hopefully found initial traction on the market actually is able to scale,
reliably, securely, performantly, while addressing the most important customer needs. And
then, at later stages of company development, it depends on what a particular CTO wants to
focus on and what particular sets of business challenges there are to be tackled.

That said, our guests offered advice to make to ease the transition and set other CTOs up for
success when going through scaling: CTOs, no matter the scale of their business, should still take
the time to code from time to time, both for the sake of their product's health, and their own. They
should also put their egos aside and focus almost entirely on sharpening their communications
skills; the role of the CTO at a large company is not that of the genius lone coder working until the
late hours of the night to code some sort of miraculous product, but one of leader, communicator
and perpetual collaborator.
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When asked about the relationship between software teams and the rest of the company, most of
our guests agree that one of the key responsibilities of the CTO is to act both as a go-between
between the different teams, and as an educator. Our first guest, Johann Romefort, had great advice
on the matter; he suggested CTOs should educate not only the business teams but the CEO on what
the engineering team is doing, which of those tasks matter most, and why.

He also suggested that CTOs should, from time to time, embed their engineers into other, non-tech
teams (everything from product to customer support) so they can get a good sense of what the rest
of the company is about, what the customers want, and how to best serve both.

I'm a big proponent of taking your engineers and embedding them into product teams.
Making them participate in these discussions. Having your engineers doing customer
support as well, because then they're going to feel the pain of the customer. Maybe they will
see they hadn't thought of before. And marketing, too. There is a technical aspect to
marketing. And sometimes you see the marketing team struggling. There are few things that
the tech team actually couldn't solve pretty easily. | think the more connections you create
like that are inside the company, the more open mind your engineering team will be and the
more innovation will come out of that.

Similarly, Benjamin Lan Sun Luk explores why the role of the CTO is not only to orchestrate the
creation of a company'’s technological infrastructure and product but to do so while being teaching
their engineers to be mindful of customer’s pain, especially when in charge of a late-stage company.

He says:

One of the main missions of the CTO is really to make the organization, your organization,
feel the customer's pain. Building a very high-performing team is, in the beginning, about
making sure that your guys really understand deeply what they are trying to solve—to make
sure that they really understand the customer.
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Absorbing Information

All our guests agree that to be successful at their jobs, CTOs need to be continually absorbing new
information; i. e. they need to be life-long learners. That is why, at the end of each episode, we asked
them to list which books/papers/articles have most influenced their thinking around startups,
engineers, and life, and which they'd recommend other CTOs read. Below, you'll find said list, broken
down on a per-guest basis:

Johann Romefort

» Mirror Worlds: or the Day Software Puts the Universe in a Shoebox; David Gelernter

Marijn Van Aerle

» Getting Real: The Smarter, Faster, Easier Way to Build a Successful Web Application; Jason Fried,
David Heinemeier Hansson, Mathew Linderman

Felix Eichler

» The Meaning Revolution; Fred Kofman

Sylvain Wallez

» Getting Things Done; David Allen
» The Manager's Path; Camille Fournier

Benjamin Lan Sun Luk

« Radical Candor; Kim Scott

Hakan Holmberg

» Bitcoin Whitepaper; Satoshi Nakamoto
» Philosophy of Logqics; Susan Haack
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https://www.amazon.com/Mirror-Worlds-Software-Universe-Shoebox/dp/019507906X
https://www.amazon.com/Getting-Real-Smarter-Successful-Application/dp/0578012812
https://www.amazon.com/-/es/Fred-Kofman-ebook/dp/B073P9NQ4V/ref=sr_1_3?__mk_es_US=%C3%85M%C3%85%C5%BD%C3%95%C3%91&crid=1NKX63V7NERX9&dchild=1&keywords=the+meaning+revolution&qid=1629758333&s=books&sprefix=the+meaning+rev%2Cstripbooks%2C411&sr=1-3
https://www.amazon.com/Getting-Things-Done-Stress-Free-Productivity/dp/0142000280
https://www.amazon.com/Managers-Path-Leaders-Navigating-Growth/dp/1491973897
https://www.amazon.com/-/es/Kim-Scott-ebook/dp/B07P9LPXPT/ref=sr_1_1?__mk_es_US=%C3%85M%C3%85%C5%BD%C3%95%C3%91&dchild=1&keywords=radical+candor&qid=1629758417&s=books&sr=1-1
https://bitcoin.org/en/bitcoin-paper
https://www.amazon.com/Philosophy-Logics-Susan-Haack/dp/0521293294

Arseniy Vershinin

» Radical Candor; Kim Scott
* Crucial Conversations; Kerry Patterson

Adam Renklint

» Getting Real: The Smarter, Faster, Easier Way to Build a Successful Web Application; Jason Fried,

David Heinemeier Hansson, Mathew Linderman
+ Adam prefers to consume information through short-form content, namely through platforms

such as Hackernews.

Daniel Krauss

» The Hard Thing About Hard things; Ben Horowitz
 Any Salman Rushdie Book

And that's just a start. For even more insights, please go ahead and give Startup Conversations —
View from the CTO a listen, starting with Episode #1 featuring Johann Romefort. We hope you enjoy

these conversations as much as we did.
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https://www.amazon.com/-/es/Kim-Scott-ebook/dp/B07P9LPXPT/ref=sr_1_1?__mk_es_US=%C3%85M%C3%85%C5%BD%C3%95%C3%91&dchild=1&keywords=radical+candor&qid=1629758417&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/-/es/Kerry-Patterson-ebook/dp/B005K0AYH4/ref=sr_1_1?__mk_es_US=%C3%85M%C3%85%C5%BD%C3%95%C3%91&crid=3UO7VH4TP0JA5&dchild=1&keywords=crucial+conversations&qid=1629758530&s=books&sprefix=crucial+conver%2Cstripbooks%2C339&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/Getting-Real-Smarter-Successful-Application/dp/0578012812
https://www.amazon.com/-/es/Ben-Horowitz-ebook/dp/B00DQ845EA/ref=sr_1_1?__mk_es_US=%C3%85M%C3%85%C5%BD%C3%95%C3%91&crid=KE8900YS635S&dchild=1&keywords=the+hard+thing+about+hard+things&qid=1629758613&s=books&sprefix=the+hard+thing+about%2Cstripbooks%2C339&sr=1-1

Johann Romefort

About: Johann Romefort is an investor, consultant and former CTO who specializes in Technical
due diligence & corporate innovation. Before becoming a freelance consultant, Johann worked
as the Managing Director at Techstars for the BSH Future Home Accelerator and, before that —
he co-founded Seesmic, a social media account management company, where he acted as CTO

building a distributed team of 30+ developers. Seesmic was acquired by Hootsuite in August
2012.

techstars

To listen to the episode, click here. N : (X e .-
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https://share.transistor.fm/e/0bd083b5

Gonz: Johann, welcome to the CircleCl and SeedTable podcast.
Johann: Thank you Gonz.

So, let's start with a question. What's a two minute version of Johann? Give us an intro for the
audience.

Okay, it’s all in two minutes. But my background is in software engineering, working in different
industries, gaming, copyright, then created a company in 2007 with another French Cofounder, and
we moved to San Francisco to do that company called Seesmic. A very unusual trajectory because
we raised 6,000,000 in the first week we started and subsequently like another 10,000,000. Got
acquired in 2012 by Hootsuite, then took some time off, started to help with entrepreneurs. Moved to
Munich about seven years ago and started to work as a tech evangelist . So like very different work
than what | used to do, which was like CTO.

| also get to know the kind of different world that | did for almost two years. Where | run basically like
there's a BSH Home Accelerator, focusing on the future of home living. And then it's been about a
year that I'm doing mostly tech due diligence for private equity and business. And also training CTOs
on what it takes to actually succeed on a technical due diligence. So still a huge part of the Techstars
ecosystem as well. I'm also running a CTOs like... Yeah. Still evolving in the scene, basically.

So as the former CTO, mentor, advisor, former MD Techstars, current sort of community builder or
know to a big network of CTOs, you have a very wide view as to what being a CTO is. So what do
you think is the role of a CTO? | mean, how does this evolve as a company grows?

Yeah. It evolves quite a lot, right? Throughout the life of a company. And when | first started as a CTO,
| didn't really know what to expect. It was my first time, and it was pretty brutal, | have to say. Right?
Especially because we raised a lot of money early on. It was not nice and gentle. It was really a pretty
steep learning curve for me. So | would say, if | look at my own experience and the ward of quite a
few CTOs, you're the first engineer. Right?

So you're super hands on, building the first [crosstalk 00:04:40] the door and then starting to build a
team behind that. And the more you build this team, the more you figure out that, oh, damn. | don't
really have time to cut anymore. Right?

So that's the first frustration, | would say. And this one is, it's a huge one. Like, | see it with a lot of
CTOs that I'm coaching. It's really hard to let go of the code and because it's your baby as well. Right?
And just give it to the team and offset everything will be fine, essentially. But we need to do it at some
point and kind of become a coach for your team. So that's how | saw myself. | had this realization at
some point. | was like, what is the best thing | can do for the company. Right? Instead of what it is
that | really love to do. Which was coding, obviously.

And then you realize that the most exponential thing you can do is just helping your team members
and your employees to do their best. So that's what | focused on. And | think this transition was a bit
hectic, but eventually led me to a very different sort of role. And Additionally to that, | would say that
because our company was always in the news. Like one of our investors was Michael Arrington from
TechCrunch back then. So every two weeks we were on the news. We got a lot of attention, which for
a CTO was just not good. Right? It's just way too much.
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And | had to transition from being like this, this introvert, which many CTOs are, but it's okay. Right?
Yeah. Very, like much more introverted than counterpart CEOs to become more like | would not say
extroverted, because I'm still introverted, to be honest, but more social, | guess. Right? And more able
to speak in public. So | started to do that as well. | started because | got invited to conferences and
getting interviews. | realized that there might be an angle there also to find talents for my team. So
that's something that | caution you to do later on when | was a tech evangelist as well.

That is actually a perfect segue to my next question about sort of being public and recruiting
talent. So I'm not going to stay to the obvious, but the world changed with COVID. What was once
a local hiring market? You compete, like let’s say if you were in Munich, like you are right now,

you usually compare it with companies in Munich. For talent, of course. But now it's global. So the
global hiring market and you got to compete with companies in London, in San Francisco, in
Singapore, in India, and so on. So what does it take to recruit and retain talent in a world where
COVID made talent markets global?

Yeah. | guess, you know, the are parties that really like finding people. Right? If | look back at my role
as a CTO, like doing that, we were, | think, pretty early in building a remote culture. Engineering
culture. Only our engineers actually work where we want. But | built a pretty large office in Bucharest,
Romania, another one in Singapore. And | also like [inaudible 00:08:18] for the developers. Kind of
spread it all over the world. And | would say that one of the most effective way for us to recruit was
always through the network. Right?

So we would tap into our employee network to find other people. And that way we actually grew very
organically and had really little terms because those guys, they love to work together, we're friends.
And it was kind of a family. And funny enough, this company actually still exists after the acquisition.
They're still working together. They were not part of the acquisition, and it's been 10 years. Right? But
to stay together and are taking project because say... That's something | have quite a pride about
that, because | build all of this team and also later find out that they work with another Techstars, this
company.

| would say that finding those people... First, you have your employee network. So going, be more
public. Right? If nobody knows that you exist, it's pretty hard to find talents. And you need to... | think
Engineers general, they're not looking at job offers pretty much. Right? It's always going through the
network. So you really need to use that and to build a lot of awareness around what you're doing. So
having an engineering blog, speaking at conferences, organizing meetups, and being part of the
community really, | think can help. Because it has this inspiring element to it, where if other engineers
are aware of the problems that you're solving and kind of get in touch or so with like maybe some of
your engineers.

And | have an idea of your engineering culture that all of those things are really good elements to find
new talents. Now, when it comes to keeping people, that's also a knot in itself. Right? Because you're
competing with a lot of other companies, which can really offer better salaries, better perks, like it's a
huge war. | have a very simple approach to that, to be honest. Which is to take care of your people.
Right? You see, sometimes companies spend a lot of money hiring talent and then sort of just letting
them be, without really taking care of their wellbeing inside the company.

And | think it's a mistake. Right? To me, being a leader in my company means that | do care about my
employees. | care not only about the work, the produce, obviously, but who they are as human beings.
Even though | had my team in Bucharest, | was flying there like every two months, literally. And
spending two weeks with those guys. And we would be drinking together. And | think we will have
dinner together. That's how you build trust. Right? And trust is really, like the fundamental element in
keeping people. right?
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So you need the trust. You need to... You know, I'm French so when it comes to conflict management,
I'm pretty direct. But again, I'm very caring. Right? | would not say something, just throw something at
someone without saying, “Hey, | can help you in solving that”. So | think this communication aspect is
very important when it comes to keeping people, and sometimes the simple things are the best.

Yeah, absolutely. Simplicity is usually the best. Beers can't hurt.
Yes.

Absolutely. Absolutely. Other than technical skills, what are some of the core personality traits
you look for in new hires to join the team? And I'm asking, because what you built, which is a high
performing team that sticks together after a decade, is quite impressive.

| think good feeling is quite important there. And that's also something | learned at Techstars. Right?
Because we're interviewing a lot of companies and we're putting money in them. So we need to get
good at selecting good people. And somehow the criteria between selecting funders and employees
for my company before like roughly is the same. So you're looking for people who are likable first.
That's kind of like the good feeling aspect. Right? If I'm sitting in front of someone and I'm like, | don't
really want to get a beer with this person in the bar tonight.

Then probably it's not going to be a good fit. Right?

And that’s very intangible, but that's just the way it is. So likeability, coachability. Right? Like, is it
someone that you can coach and help to get better at what they're doing? Some people are just like,
they have quite a fixed mindset and it&#39;s really hard to make them move away from that. Right?
And in a high performance team where things are changing really fast and you need to catch up to a
new constraint all the time. You need people who are coachable, flexible and will follow the motions,
basically.

So there's that in terms of likability, coachability, being a good team player. Right? Some people just
work for themselves. Let's be honest. And sometimes | would say that it might be the one thing that
is the most difficult, maybe, to find out in an interview. Like what their mindset is when it comes to
working with others. And then, | generally like to work with people with a high degree of empathy
because | think it makes a team much better. And | would say that | really developed my empathy
along the years.

And | think it's really essential to create a good work environment when there's no blaming, no
gossiping and no things like that. Right? Again, it's all about being pretty direct, but at the same time,
being in touch with your emotions. Right? Which sometimes sounds corny, | guess. But | think it's
very important.

Absolutely. Absolutely. And one thing you said really caught my attention, which is that some
people work for themselves. And as I've been scaling my own team, I've been thinking about this
quite a bit. One of the realizations that | came to is that you often want to hire people who think of
their careers as a multiplayer game versus a single player game, which is what most people think.
And what | mean is they usually need to have this positive sum mindset. Right? Collaboration,
being able to give away your Legos with the focus of moving the team forward. Right?

It's not about politics, it&#39;s not about sort of territory. So if you think about your career in a
multiplayer game, like a multiplayer game, | find that that's one of those other core traits that |
look for. So any practices or fun rituals or cultural principles that you've used in your
organizations or with the CTOs that you coach that help create a high performing environment.
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| look at different things, | would say. First, | think it's important to make sure that the CTO is well in
his head. Right? And when | say that it's my experience as a CTO, | say it was brutal. | didn't sleep
enough, for example. Right? So | was sleeping, like four hours a night. Like my CEOQO, even sort of like
branded me the CTO who never sleeps. Which sounds really bad, actually. Now that | look at it. It was
fun back then. But | would say start with yourself and make sure that you have good habits because
your team will copy those habits. Right?

You are their leader and they use you as the sort of role model. And so if you are the last staying in
the office, then we can also stay longer in the office. Right? So they will emulate all your behaviors,
pretty much. So make sure that you have a good routine, such as sleeping enough or getting enough
sleep. Taking breaks from time to time. | think it's also very important. | didn't really take any vacation
in four years when | was doing a startup.

And it's a huge mistake. Right? Because | was really obsessed with time. | was always stressed that
something would go down if | go on vacation. A lot of irrational fear, to be honest. The reality is |
could have done it. | just didn't do it. And the reason it's important is that your brain needs a break,
otherwise it's burning out at some point. And if | look at myself during this period, maybe the first
year | was okay because | was so excited and so on.

But as a year passed, my productivity level also decreased because | was too tired. | also made some
wrong decisions, to be honest. Right? Because | was too exhausted to make the right ones. So | think
that that's a good first one. Make sure that you get a bit of exercise. I'm not huge on exercising, but at
least get out your feet and work a little bit. Make time for friends and family, which | also totally
forgot. And a lot of ClOs, they forget about that. Right? You do have a support network like your
friends and family.

They are supporting you in your endeavors. You need to be somehow grateful for that and spend
some time with them. It also regenerates a bit of your brain power.

Totally. Thanks for that. You said something or something that | found is that the counterintuitive
thing about sleep is the more you sleep, the more productive you are and better decisions you
make, not the other way around.

Yeah, absolutely. When | arrived in San Francisco, | was looking for an apartment and from this super
nice loft and met the landlord. And we started to talk about technology, like right away. We didn't talk
about the apartment or whatever. She happened to be the former wall to wall marketing director at
Intel. And so she coached me a little bit back then. | mostly brushed it off because | was arrogant.
But one thing that stuck with me that | revisited, like years afterwards in one of my notebooks, she
wrote something like, ‘Manage your energy, not your time’; Right?

And | wish | would have followed this advice because it's so true. Right? Like you can find a lot of
time in a day. Right? You can work for 16 hours a day, but do you work with a high level of energy?
Probably not. So it's much better, in my opinion, to work for less time but with a much higher energy.
That sounds the opposite.

What are the key things of productivity or high performance teams is tooling. So this might be a
bit tactical, but do you let developers pick their own tools or aim to standardize tooling as much

as possible?

| think it depends on where this tooling sits. Right? Obviously you have some tooling that we see in
the middle of the chain, like your CICD, for example. Right? So it goes to the CICD pipeline. Obviously,
you need to make a choice and just impose it on everyone. Right? But other than that, I've always
been super open about if it was either using Windows DS code, MG, or whatever kind of IDs affect
productivity. Because all of them have been working for quite a long time in these environments, and
they are productive for environments.
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So it doesn't make sense to serve like that at all.

And sometimes that’'s even true with the languages. Right? Particularly if you are a micro services
architect. Why impose it like one single language? | mean, obviously, you don't want, like, 10’s of
them. Right. But you can have a bit of flexibility as well, which really is very appreciated. So | would
say, yeah. If it's not too hard for the company, having this flexibility of choosing your tooling, it's quite
Important.

How would you quantify the impact of software engineering teams on company level metrics? As
a CTO, of course. How do you bridge that gap between what my team is doing and these are final
revenue growth rates, ROls, market share? Is that something that you've got to usually think
about?

Yeah. It's just difficult to really sort of identify what beats the other. Right? Obviously, if you produce
bad quality code, that will have an impact for sure. On the other hand, if | again look at my own
experience when | was doing Seesmic, we were kind of the King of partnerships. So we would have
partnerships inside all the big ones like Twitter, Facebook, Salesforce, Microsoft, and so on. Way too
many partnerships. And what that created was, first, a lot of distraction. A lot of pressure to deliver
on their really tight deadlines.

And essentially, that creates technical debt. Right? Because you need to go fast and so on. And it's
that you need to repay at some point. And if you don&#39;t repay it, that has an impact on the
business as well. Very clearly. And so that's something I... When | talk to CEOs and also to CEOs, I'm
trying to make them aware of all these things that are not, not features. Right? Like the features of a
product. Everyone understands that. Right? But really, few CEOs actually understand what it takes to
build good software.

And it's not just about features. It's not about taking and you add this new thing on the front end. It's
about repaying the tech debt. It's about having a great infrastructure. It's about taking care of the
scaling and kind of pulling the architecture. Right? Like the securities and monitoring, like all the
things that you don't really see. And if you don't have them at some point, it will just break or put you
in a pretty bad situation. And that will have a real impact on the business. Right?

Yeah. And this a great sort of follow up to my next question, which is how do you actually balance
the short term requests, revenue, growth rate, team stuff? Again, it's like long term technology
development, having a great infrastructure, all the things that are behind the scenes and that
people who are maybe not technical don't understand that need to happen. And that might act as a
roadmap.

One of my mistakes back then when | was CTO was to not properly educate my CEO. Right? About
again, what else am | doing besides building the product? So | think that you need to have a realistic
development roadmap to take into our conferences. When | talk to CTOs, one of the first questions
they will ask is, how do you manage your tech debt? Because that has a tendency to kill companies.
Right? Or to make companies miss investments. My company needs acquisitions because of too
much tech debt.

Which means that the money that you&#39;re supposed to inject for growth actually is going
somewhere else. Right?

And so that's the tricky part. So it's like everything. Right? There's like, short terms, wings that you can
do sometimes. But you still need to keep in mind the longer term and make sure that you're taking
care of that as well. And again, educating | think the whole company about what it takes to build
great software is important. And not only our CEO. Right? Because | ask, for example, the Director of
Partnership really early on. We had too much money. Right? So we prematurely scanned everything
we could.
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And the Director of Partnership, what does he do? Well, he's trying to find new partnerships. Right?
And then, he's like, “This supposed tech is not executing fast enough.” So, again, a lot of indications
and transparency to be made there.

Absolutely. And speaking of the long term, how frequently do you discuss innovation, new
technologies with your own teams or is that usually a top down thing? How do you think about
that? How do you see the CTOs that you coach go about that?

| mean, it varies, | would say. But | generally think that the CTO would be the one at some point, sort
of like taking care of the technical vision. Right? And of the RND topics. So one topic that | took care
of at some point for exactly that. Just building prototypes. And honestly, I'm much better at building
prototypes than production code. Right? So building prototypes to try to showcase an idea that |
have, something that could have an impact on the business, and see if you could fly or not.

And then, discuss that with your entire team and see if there's potential for it. And then, handing that
over to the engineers who are like, “Oh, my God. What is this code? Okay, Let’s build that property
now.” Right? But another thing that | did with my team as well is many actions? Right? And that has
this tendency also to bring a bit more motivation in the team when everyone knows that they can
actually contribute to the innovation. Speaking of which, | think one mistake that is being done in
many companies is like siloing the different departments.

And so | see many many startups who have this tendency to see the engineering team as almost like
their monkey. Right? Yeah. Let’s give them the buildings. Right? Instead of taking advantage of the
fact these people offer these models, where they can have really smart comments about products.
So I'm a big proponent of taking your engineers and embedding them into product teams as well.
Making them participate in these discussions. Having your engineers doing customer support as
well, because then they're going to feel the pain of the customer. Maybe they will fix these bugs
faster than they used to.

Something maybe with the marketing. Right? There is a technical aspect to marketing. And
sometimes you see the marketing team struggling. There's a few things that the tech team actually
couldn't solve pretty easily. Right? So | think the more connections you create like that are inside the
company, the more open minded your engineering team will be. And also the more innovation will
come out of that, because they will be in touch with these ideas, and we bring their own as well.

Yeah. A lot of food for thought, particularly the piece about embedding, detecting within other
functions. Marketing, product, even support. How do you A) convince engineers to support and B)
convince product and marketing or whatever that might be to let intruders get into their day
today?

That's a good question. | think you need to sort of bring the positive. Right? First and foremost. And
try to convince them that it's important to... Yeah. | guess in the case of the customer support, which
might be the one thing that sort of like eh, | don't really know if | want to do that. | did a lot of
customer support myself, and | think you got to show the example, actually, as a CTO. Right? If you're
not talking to product, if you're not talking to marketing, you're doing it wrong. Right?

And if you're not doing support, you're also doing it wrong.
So again, when your engineers see you doing that, it's up for them to say, “No, | don't want to do it.”
Right? And | might have a few of them being on that side, but | think for the most part, again, they will

just emulate your behaviors. It's just going to be a problem if you say, “Do something.” When you're
certainly not doing it.
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Lead by example.
Absolutely.

| think that's a way to wrap it up. What do you think is keeping most CTOs up at night over the
next 12 months? | asked, because as | mentioned in the beginning, | think you have a pretty wide
sort of view into what many CTOs are thinking right now.

| guess it depends on the stage. Right? That will be different problems. | would say that early on what
kept me awake at night was just something that is still more unknowns. It just doesn't go down too
often. So just taking care of everything. Right? That was what was keeping me up at night. And then,
it shifted more towards team issues and things like that. | think generally speaking, the real struggle
IS time management.

On one end, being at home can help. Depending on your home, | would say. If you have kids, it might
also be much more difficult. But you might be able to find better cans than if you're in an open office
sort of context. But really make sure that you group meetings. Right? That you are being cautious
about time management. So grouping meetings, avoiding going to meetings where you don't need to
be. There are plenty of them. Probably. Making sure that you get this long stretch of time either to
think or to build something.

And then, if you go through a round of funding, obviously there's going to be consideration like, “Okay,
how am | doing with the TechDB stuff?” Right? But that also can keep you up at night, at least it did
for me. For sure. Because | didn&#39;t know what to expect. Yeah. | would say good time
management. And that's already something to improve quite a lot to your condition as a CTO.

Let's switch lanes for a bit. What writer or book has got the greatest influence on your
professional career and why?

| would say that it's a book called, Mirror Worlds from the Developer. So the full name is, A Mirror
World of the Day Software, [inaudible 00:35:30] in a Shoebox, something like that. It's a very
interesting <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>