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foreword


  Think Like a CTO provides comprehensive and insightful views on becoming and thriving as a technology executive in a modern-day world. This book provides first-time CTOs with a solid understanding of fundamentals while helping seasoned CTOs sharpen their skills. I love that this book covers all the major components of being a great technology leader while keeping “you” at the center of the book. If you’ve been a CTO for a little while, the checklists at the end of each chapter should act like a strategic guide and vision for you to start executing.


  The role of a CTO is rapidly evolving across almost every industry and business sector. In the early 2000s, as the internet age was taking off, the primary responsibilities of a CTO were to manage physical servers, a software development team, and a couple of vendors, and oversee all of the software the company was using. Although those responsibilities still exist, how someone goes about managing, leading, creating, and executing strategic plans is completely different now.


  Today, there is a stark difference due to advancements in technology, and the CTO is viewed as someone who can do it all. Not only can a CTO be responsible for all things tech, but they are also viewed as the primary decision maker and strategic visionary across all major components of technology. In addition, as technology shifts and evolves, the CTO must constantly have their finger on the pulse of change, ensuring that competitors and bad actors stay at bay.


  One of my favorite sections in the book is chapter 6, “Team management.” In my opinion, the people you manage and lead are the ones in which you invest considerable time and attention. Without them, you fail. Period. If you can focus on building a collaborative environment where people feel the autonomy and empowerment to push themselves, rapidly fail forward, and provide growth in a safe environment, you can accomplish most things. Technology is likely the least complicated part of the CTO role. It’s the people that will make or break your success.


  Whether you are new to the world of executive management and leadership or are a seasoned tech executive, this book is a must-have reference and guide. The learnings and insights Alan provides are remarkable solutions to challenges every tech leader faces. As a startup tech leader, you will find that this book will provide you with a clear sense of the responsibilities of your role as you grow and scale your team and company. As a CTO in a growing, small- to medium-sized organization, this book will help you navigate challenging situations and provide strategic solutions. For tech executives at large companies or government agencies, this book will be a guide to creating and executing your strategic vision.


  I hope you enjoy reading Think Like a CTO as much as I did. The insights in this book are something tech leaders have needed for a very long time.


  —Ankit Mathur was the Cofounder and CTO at Roundtrip Health and Founder at Press Play Technologies


  
preface


  Chief Technology Officer is one of the most exciting and rewarding roles a technologist can take on in their career. The position can define a company, open up new opportunities, create new product lines, improve workflow, and have a huge impact across all departments.


  If this were a game of chess, we would have the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) as the king and the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) as the queen, which is the most powerful piece on the board, being allowed to move in any direction and for as many squares as desired. This is true in business, too, with the CFO being involved in every decision relating to money either coming into or going out of the company. Where does that leave the CTO?


  I like to think of the CTO as the rook (the castle), the next most powerful piece, because they provide the support for the rest of the pieces to move around the board, clearing paths into the distance. Yet with all this power and responsibility, it is a role that most are unprepared for, with many not realizing just how much there is to it, especially in today’s modern architecture. Not only does the role oversee the research, development, and implementation of the company’s technology, it also covers the execution, licensing, compliance, and continued security monitoring of the production environment. In a world of always-on-always-connected networks, linked devices of all shapes and sizes, and office, home, and remote workers, the challenges facing today’s CTO are way beyond what the CTOs of the ’80s and ’90s faced.


  If that isn’t enough, we work in an industry that continually reinvents itself, undergoing seismic changes in our tools and processes every five years, from centralized computing (with mainframes) to desktop computing to the internet. Along with the web came the browser, evolving from a tool to view static content to a complete, rich platform in and of itself. We have seen the advent of mobile computing grow in power and functionality. We have seen cloud computing take over and evolve extremely rapidly to the point where a credit card can run a whole infrastructure of enterprise pieces that our predecessors couldn’t even dream of. Storage is limitless, creating a whole new world of opportunities in data analysis, complete with machine learning and artificial intelligence.


  Devices are getting smaller and more connected, with the Internet of Things finding its way into nearly everything that has power (and some that don’t). Blockchain is promoting a world of openness and transparency in our interactions. Languages and frameworks are getting richer and faster. The average software developer is so far removed from the logistics of managing CPU and memory, some don’t even realize they have limitations—if code runs slower, it is sometimes cheaper to increase the processing power than to spend time optimizing the algorithms.


  In addition to this is the constant threat of hacker attacks on our systems. Ransomware cripples more of our public services, clearly demonstrating how a poorly architected enterprise can bring a country to its knees. We witnessed this when hackers took out the oil pipeline on the East Coast of the United States in May 2021, resulting in gas shortages, with no stations getting fuel for over a week. This was not an isolated case. Imagine waking up as the CTO in charge of that pipeline technology on that morning—where do you even begin?


  Whether you are a seasoned CTO, new in the role, taking over from someone else, or a CEO trying to determine whether you need a CTO (yes is the answer to that, by the way), there is a lot more to this position than most realize. No matter the size of the company, from a two-person startup right up to an organization with thousands of employees—the responsibility is wide.


  This book was born from the need to fill a space in learning to prepare both the company and the individual for the role of Chief Technology Officer. It is written after my many years of experience in the field, working with companies of varying size (from startup to SMB [small to medium business—typically no more than $100 million revenue]), serving as either full-time CTO or interim CTO for portfolio companies within and outside of the private equity space.


  These companies had a wide range of activities, with little overlap. But they all had the same requirement when it came to their CTO: someone to envision, lead, implement, and maintain the product technology for the company.


  When I started out, I had no idea what was expected of me. I asked around to all my contacts, reached out to existing CTOs, and spoke at length to many trusted sources about what I needed to do to succeed. One thing was clear: it was a far bigger responsibility than I first imagined. I had a lot of learning to do—and quickly. I made a lot of mistakes, mainly due to not knowing what I should be doing.


  What I needed, that you have now, was this book.
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about this book


  This book will answer some of the questions you may have asked yourself but dare not ask your CEO for fear of looking like you don’t know what you are doing. After all, they hired you to take care of everything that they cannot, so they need to have the confidence that they hired the right person for the job.


  Each chapter visits a major area of responsibility and takes a deep dive into those areas, outlining the considerations you should be mindful of and strategies to manage each. That said, this is not a technology cookbook. I am not going to recommend Java over C#, or Amazon over Azure, or the cloud over a data center.


  Instead, I will give you the considerations that you should remember while making these enterprise-level decisions, because the decision you are making could have long-lasting effects, even well after you leave the role. I offer small case studies throughout to help illustrate the decision process. Each decision you make will be in the context of what the company needs and what resources you have at your disposal. There is no right or wrong—there may be a “wronger” way to do something, or a “righter” way, but a decision that is based on data and not gut instinct is always defensible.


  This book will open your eyes to the areas of responsibility that a CTO may face in their career and give you the necessary skills to evaluate, understand, and execute for a successful outcome within the context of your company.


  The CTO role is constantly changing, with new challenges to be conquered each and every day. This is why I love the role—boredom is inherently factored out from day one. As part of this, you need to keep relevant. We’re in one of the most fast-paced industries possible, with new and exciting technologies popping up every day. How do you choose which to follow and which to ignore? How do you make sure your style isn’t dated? How much are you expected to know? What level of detail are you expected to know? These are the questions we technologists ask ourselves all the time. But when you are making decisions for an entire company, the consequences are far reaching.


  We all suffer from imposter syndrome—the feeling that we don’t really know what we are doing and someone else always knows better. This is completely natural and more prevalent in the tech space, given how fast things evolve. Every time you read some news about the latest and greatest innovation, it makes you wonder if you are not keeping up or you are failing your team or company. Let me assure you that this feeling will not go away and you should learn to live with and embrace it. I will give you some techniques that you can use in your role as CTO to make sure you don’t feel you are falling behind or backing a technology that will be out of date next year.


  This book is filled with practical examples, illustrating the point at hand, complete with lots of real-world stories of the challenges that CTOs have faced and conquered. As part of my role at the MacLaurin Group, and now at the private equity firm New Harbor Capital, I work with CTOs across many different industries and in the private equity space, lifting them up, mentoring them, and advising them on specific problems they are facing.


  Many of the situations I have been brought in to assist with could have been prevented with better planning and a little knowledge. The vast majority of this book is curated from these encounters—real issues, facing real CTOs—as well as my own experience growing a number of technical teams as a full-time CTO.


  This book is aimed specifically at the areas that typically fall under the remit of the desk of the Chief Technology Officer. Because the role isn’t as well defined as some of the more established executive roles, it is largely what you make it to be. A CTO can make themselves completely invaluable to a company if they see the opportunity they have to make the company run like a well-oiled engine.


  So, whether you are working alone or are running a group of 100 engineers, you will discover in this book just what it takes to be a successful CTO.


  
Who should read this book


  If you fall into any of the following categories, then you are reading the right book:


  
    	
      An experienced technologist wanting to make that next step in your career to CTO

    


    	
      Serving as CTO, first time in the role, and you want to be sure you are doing everything you can

    


    	
      Seasoned CTO, your company is growing rapidly, and you are being asked questions that you simply have no idea how to respond to

    


    	
      Taking over from a previous CTO, with the executive team looking to you for big, revolutionary changes

    


    	
      A CEO/CFO trying to determine whether you need a CTO (and the sort of things they would do for you), and if so, how you hire for this role

    

  


  
How this book is organized: A roadmap


  This book contains 15 chapters:


  
    	
      Chapter 1 explores what a CTO is, the different types of CTOs, and the role a CTO plays in an organization.

    


    	
      Chapter 2 deals with interacting with various roles in an organization from CEO to peers.

    


    	
      Chapter 3 is about developing a vision for the CTO role in the organization.

    


    	
      Chapter 4 defines some best practices for building your team.

    


    	
      Chapter 5 shows how to recruit, interview, and hire team members.

    


    	
      Chapter 6 deals with managing your team.

    


    	
      Chapter 7 explains the process of performing annual reviews.

    


    	
      Chapter 8 will help you make technology decisions.

    


    	
      Chapter 9 deals with managing projects and communicating progress to the organization.

    


    	
      Chapter 10 explains how to manage contracts.

    


    	
      Chapter 11 is about creating and managing documentation.

    


    	
      Chapter 12 shows some important considerations for securing your enterprise.

    


    	
      Chapter 13 has additional considerations for your organization.

    


    	
      Chapter 14 delves into managing company growth.

    


    	
      Chapter 15 deals with identifying and reviewing your progress and planning for the future.

    

  


  Depending on your company size, some of the chapters will not be relevant. They may be more appropriate for another time in your career or the company’s evolution. However, even if that is the case, it does no harm for you to dip into the chapter and see what it would entail if there was an organizational change and suddenly you were faced with managing that area.


  
liveBook discussion forum


  Purchase of Think Like a CTO includes free access to liveBook, Manning’s online reading platform. Using liveBook’s exclusive discussion features, you can attach comments to the book globally or to specific sections or paragraphs. It’s a snap to make notes for yourself, ask and answer technical questions, and receive help from the author and other users. To access the forum, go to https://livebook.manning.com/book/think-like-a-cto/discussion. You can also visit https://livebook.manning.com/discussion to learn more about Manning’s forums and the rules of conduct.


  Manning’s commitment to our readers is to provide a venue where a meaningful dialogue between individual readers and between readers and the author can take place. It is not a commitment to any specific amount of participation on the part of the author, whose contribution to the forum remains voluntary (and unpaid). We suggest you try asking him some challenging questions lest his interest stray! The forum and the archives of previous discussions will be accessible from the publisher’s website as long as the book is in print.


  
about the author


  Alan Williamson has over 25 years of data and technology experience, with contributions to the core server-side Java API specification, creating the world’s first CFML engine written in Java, which powered MySpace. He was the first UK Java Champion and has published several books in the Java space covering Enterprise Java, Servlets, JavaMail, and database access.


  He has worked with and for private equity firms for over 15 years, building and growing teams, as well as serving as CTO for a number of portfolio companies. Alan served as Chief Technology Officer and Partner of MacLaurin Group, supporting portfolio company operations through CTO and Architectural Advisory. He has provided CTO executive team leadership for multiple private equity–backed organizations. He is currently serving as Partner of Portfolio Operations Group for New Harbor Capital, a Chicago-based private equity firm focused on midmarket founder-led companies, providing interim CTO and mentoring services.


  Alan holds a degree in computer science with a specialization in digital control from the University of Paisley, Scotland.


  
1 The Chief Technology Officer (CTO)


  This chapter covers


  
    	
What makes a Chief Technology Officer (CTO)


    	
The different types of CTO


    	
The evolution from engineer to CTO


    	
Determining whether a company needs a CTO


    	
Top qualities for becoming a great CTO

  


  It is fair to say that, given you are reading this book, you already have a good idea of what a Chief Technology Officer (CTO) is. Yet, if all readers were to be polled on their definition of a CTO, we would get as many different perspectives as there are readers. Each description, though, is most likely right. This huge variety in interpretation is what makes this role not only challenging but exciting at the same time.


  The closest counterparts, Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and Chief Financial Officer (CFO), are well-defined roles, with their areas of responsibility clearly understood: the CEO leads the charge, and the CFO writes the checks! Okay, a little disingenuous, but the point is, these roles are universally accepted, compared to the ambiguity around the CTO role.


  For example, the dropdown list of job titles in online forms often lacks “Chief Technology Officer.” Though this is changing—specifically in the field of insurance where CTO has started appearing in job title lists—are CTOs considered a higher insurance risk?


  The CTO definition gets morphed and pulled, depending on the organization, with responsibilities ranging dramatically from company to company. At a high level, the CTO is responsible for the technology vision and execution of a company, though some companies don’t even consider the CTO responsible for execution. It’s not unusual for some large organizations to have a CTO with no one reporting to them. For this book, however, the assumption is that the CTO is responsible for both areas: vision and execution.


  The different broad types of CTO will be presented so you can see which one you best identify/align with. This will help you position and firm up your goals for a successful career. As part of this, the qualities that define successful CTOs will be highlighted.


  The remaining chapters will take a deeper dive into the key areas that the vast majority of CTOs will find themselves navigating at some point. Although not all chapters may be relevant to you, the area in question will be the responsibility of someone and that person will be your peer, so it is never a bad idea to get a feel for what they will be contending with.


  
1.1 What makes a Chief Technology Officer


  At the highest level, the CTO is primarily responsible for the technical direction and execution of the company’s main product, servicing the needs of the business for greater client benefit. The CTO usually reports to the CEO, but it is not uncommon


  for them to report to the CFO, COO (Chief Operating Officer), or even CIO (Chief Information Officer), depending on the size of the company and number of direct reports the CEO is comfortable managing.


  
    [image: ]


    Figure 1.1 The mysterious CTO

  


  Conversely, an area that does not typically come under the CTO is the IT infrastructure—in other words, the back office. Although the servers and software that make up your product would fall under the office of the CTO, the desktop computers, mail servers, phones, printers, and so on would not. They would likely fall under a separate IT director or manager, who usually reports to the CFO. Think of the CTO as usually focusing on developing, maintaining, and running the core platform, enterprise, or product line that services clients/customers—sometimes referred to as the front office.


  That said, in smaller companies, it is not uncommon for this line to be somewhat blurry, and depending on your skills, you may find yourself managing items that are potentially outside of your primary responsibility. It is common in startups and smaller companies for the CTO to be doing everything, from ordering the laptops, to haggling contracts with the ISP, to replacing printer ink, to cutting and releasing code.


  On the other end of the scale, it is common for an established (small to medium) company to operate without a formal CTO. It may have a development team, a support team, and a systems team, but no one is looking after and managing the technical strategy as a holistic initiative. This situation is easy to get into as a company evolves over years, not realizing it is more of a data/technology company than it may care to admit.


  There is no fault here as most don’t see how they could benefit from this executive role to unlock some hidden treasures within their operations. Again, if this sounds familiar, then this book will help you make the case to your management that this role needs to be filled.


  Just as the CFO provides all financial and accountancy services for a company, making it all look rather seamless and effortless, a good CTO frees up the CEO and board to concentrate on the what aspect of a company, whereas the CTO focuses on the how. A good CTO should provide their company with the following:


  
    	
      A stable, scalable, and manageable platform on which they can grow a company

    


    	
      Informed leadership to keep the platform relevant and updated

    


    	
      Opportunities for the business to explore new areas by unleashing the true power of the platform

    


    	
      Operational confidence to provide customers reliability and predictability

    


    	
      Creative ways to use technology for the benefit of the company and customers

    


    	
      Ability to recruit, retain, and manage a highly efficient team

    

  


  Although it is common and natural for a CFO to migrate to CEO, the CTO role is often one that developers and IT managers are ill prepared for. Most will look at the role, make some assumptions, and presume it to be just an extension to their current daily tasks. This type of attitude, though common, is doomed to failure.


  There is a lot more than just running a team and cutting code, particularly as your company begins to grow, and even more so if your company becomes part of a transaction to be acquired by another company or private equity group. As noted earlier, the good ones make it look all so easy, as do most polished professionals, but that masks the years of experience and hard knocks.


  The CTO will touch many areas of responsibility, including everything from architecture design and product design to recruitment, implementation, compliance adherence, security, reporting/communication, strategy/vision, and budgetary planning. As the company matures, other areas that a CTO can get involved with include board preparation for the CEO and/or board presentations, vendor management, outside investor preparation, receiving and managing due diligence requests, and even evaluating other teams/technology stacks if they are asked to integrate with a potential partnership or takeover.


  What makes a good CTO is being able to adapt to the needs of the company they are servicing, or at least having the good judgment to know when they can no longer provide that role and step aside for someone who can.


  
    VP of Engineering


    It is worth noting that the line between VP (Vice President) of engineering and CTO can be confusing at times and is often the subject of many fireside discussions. It can be as simple as the company having a specific naming scheme for their titles, or there could be a clear difference, with a VP of Engineering reporting to the CTO, taking on the logistics of running the engineering team, and leaving everything else to the CTO. For the purposes of this book, many of the things I address are applicable to both roles, and I assume the VP of Engineering is on the road to becoming a CTO.

  


  
1.2 Different types of CTOs


  How the definition of a CTO is made depends largely on the environment they find themselves operating in, so let us look a little deeper at some of the different common company types in which a CTO may work. At the end of each section is a small litmus test to see which one you most align with:


  
    	
      Prestartup, in name only

    


    	
      Startup, technology expert

    


    	
      Established/mature company


      
        	
First-time CTO


        	
Filling the CTO’s shoes

      

    

  


  
1.2.1 Prestartup, in name only


  A typical early startup is maybe just two people—the visionary and the technologist. More likely than not, they are both early in their careers, maybe just graduated, with no real industry experience. Yet, they are chasing the rewards that only a dreamer with a will can achieve.
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    Figure 1.2 The technologist and the visionary

  


  Here the technologist is banging out code on a daily basis, trying to keep up with the founder’s vision of what they want the company to be. Many product pivots and redesigns are in the future as the reality of the creation starts to get into the hands of users. For gravitas, the founder has labeled the technologist as “Chief Technology Officer” on their business card (mostly to make up for the fact they aren’t paying them an awful lot, if at all).


  They are cutting corners to get something out; however, now that customers are starting to pay, their focus has to shift from product development to product growth. This includes worrying about keeping systems up, securing data to comply with regulations, and growing a team, all while still trying to code.


  Although these types of CTOs are not in the same league as the world’s best CTO (a contender for such a title would be Werner Vogels of Amazon), their stress and anxiety are no less real. They tend not to wish to give up control and feel threatened when they start to hire people, especially those who may be more qualified than they are. It’s hard for someone who has pulled many a late-nighter, giving up blood and sweat, to admit they may not be the best person for what is next.


  When larger investors, such as venture capitalists, get involved—because technology is a key component of success—they may look to bring in someone with more experience to take over. With a little guidance and mentoring, this needn’t be the case because the existing CTO can be the right person. This may be you if you answer yes to one or more of these:


  
    	
      When making technical decisions, there is no one to challenge or validate.

    


    	
      You are the only person doing all the development.

    


    	
      This is your first real job, even though you may not be getting paid fully.

    


    	
      Very little process or structure exists in the business.

    


    	
      Only you know how to manage and maintain the system(s).

    

  


  
1.2.2 Funded startup: The technology expert with money


  The next evolution from the raw startup described in the previous section is the one that has convinced one or more investors (family, angel, or venture funding) to invest and build a business. Serious money is on the line, with a budget that makes everyone feel like they have already won. Most don’t realize, however, that they are merely living off credit, which has to be paid back at some point.


  The CTO has been charged with rapidly building a team to support an architecture that hasn’t really been fleshed out yet. There is a need to produce something so the business can start to move forward, but the product team hasn’t really solidified what it is they are doing, so it’s hard to know what to build.


  There will come a time when a product has been delivered, with paying customers expecting a level of service. The CTO now has to shift focus from pure research and development to support and execution. Keeping customers happy, scaling the growth while managing the next wave of product, is a skill that requires strong discipline.


  As time continues, the preciousness of money will start to raise its head. The CTO has to choose the right technology that doesn’t put undue stress on the finances but still has the room to scale its costs with the growth of its customer base. In the old days, much of a startup’s investment was spent on costly servers and hosting. Nowadays, with the right decisions and strategic use of the cloud, these running costs can be a fraction of the total investment. Still, the wrong decision can see costs spiral.


  
    [image: ]


    Figure 1.3 Decision paralysis

  


  Many CTOs who have found themselves in this position, who don’t want to follow the normal rulebook, flounder (largely because they don’t know the rulebook because this is their first role). There is sometimes a complete lack of structure because they feel it is modern and trendy to be completely freewheeling. However, structure and process are there for a reason: to maintain a consistent and predictable customer experience.


   On the other hand, some CTOs so desperately try to make sure they stick to a given philosophy, paranoid of making a wrong decision, they end up stressing themselves into a state where progress is stifled because so much is on the line. This is decision paralysis—where the fear of making the wrong decision prevents any decision from being made.


  These types of companies are in a financial race, trying to turn a profit before they run out of money, to flip them from startup to an established, cash-positive business, which is stressful for all those involved at the top. You may be here if you answer yes to one or more of the following:


  
    	
      The company is less than three years old.

    


    	
      No one in your department has been there for more than 18 months.

    


    	
      You are now on your second (or third) platform evolution.

    


    	
      The company is spending more money than it is bringing in.

    


    	
      Product features feel like they are changing on a weekly/monthly basis.

    

  


  
1.2.3 Established company: Their first CTO


  A successful established company, usually founder-led, has evolved to a state where they have decided they need to get a firmer handle on the platform. They have a sprinkling of development and support staff, maybe reporting up to the CFO. The systems are key to keeping the business running, but they are starting to show their age, falling behind, making it harder to either fix bugs or extend (the likes of PowerBuilder, Microsoft Access, and Visual Basic are powering more of the world than most probably want to admit to).


  The biggest, not-yet-realized problem facing this company is that no one is looking after the health and long-term viability of the technology platform. This situation is like living in a house for many years, forgetting how crucial things like the AC and hot water are, not realizing that as each year goes by, the systems are slowly aging, just waiting to fail spectacularly, leaving the house without an important service.


  Sometimes the company gets lucky—management realizes they need to replace crucial systems, but they just don’t know how. Maybe a plucky sales representative has convinced them all their problems will be solved by moving to an expensive off-the-shelf solution, yet the price of such an investment gives them pause for concern. The industry has seen many failed Salesforce/Microsoft/Oracle “solutions” that were made due to an ill-informed decision. It's not the platform’s fault, but most times, people don’t need the full suite, just a small part of it. The end of that spectrum is when the management doesn’t realize just how much borrowed time they are on, being one restart away from going dark, and believe nothing needs to be changed—if it worked today, it will work tomorrow.


  After talking around or seeking counsel, or maybe being told by their private equity owners, management have decided to hire their first CTO. The successful candidate has a lot of opportunities ahead of them but also is expected to prove their worth, because the attitude by some will be that they managed fine without this role up to now.


  This CTO needs to be more strategic in their execution, acknowledging the nervousness that may come when introducing change or new systems. One of their primary roles will be looking to replace legacy systems, all without disrupting the current business. They will be faced with a lot of “We don’t do that sort of thing here,” and although this could be a tough gig, it will be extremely transformational and rewarding. The role is ideal for a CTO who has a little more experience, or for someone who wants to step up to the next level in their career. This company type features the following characteristics:


  
    	
      It’s an established company, with paying clients and a mature product line.

    


    	
      The majority of the platform is over 10 years old.

    


    	
      Only a handful of people know how to keep things up; they don’t know why they do some things but know if they do, then things work.

    


    	
      Most of the company don’t realize that they have as much reliance on the technology or data as they do.

    


    	
      There’s a lack of standard policies or practices, including no real focus on security or compliance.

    

  


  
1.2.4 Established company with CTO


  Finally, the established company knows the value of having a CTO. This CTO might have been with the company from the start, having learned everything they know on the job, with no real guidance on what they should or shouldn’t be doing. Things seem to be working for them, because the company is delivering on clients’ expectations. Or the CTO has been with the company and the time has come for them to seek new challenges, so they are leaving a well-oiled machine.


  Change of leadership in this position could mean a breath of fresh air with new challenges, or to simply keep things running as well as they are. Private equity companies tend to rotate out senior management if they feel the current managers don’t have the experience or knowledge to take the company where it needs to be taken. In their world, they don’t have time to wait and see because their hold period is around three to five years. This company is easy to spot:


  
    	
      The company has had a CTO position for at least three years.

    


    	
      The engineering department is established, with roles and hierarchy defined.

    


    	
      Process and standard practices have been instituted and, for the most part, are adhered to.

    


    	
      Road maps, strategic visions, and project plans exist.

    


    	
      Technology is stable and understood by most in the company.

    

  


  Of course, there is a hybrid of all these types, but each has a distinct type of CTO at some point in their career’s evolution.


  
1.3 Determining whether we need a CTO


  A common question that comes up among management is whether they need a CTO. Closely related to that—if they already have a CTO—do they replace them with someone who has different skills and drive? This decision can be inspired by noting how other companies within their space or size have a CTO on their management team, but they don’t. Another trigger can be the nagging feeling that technology should be doing more for them than it is—the belief that things should be much easier (and probably cheaper) than they are.


  If a company has technology beyond back-office IT systems (email, files, calendars, chat, etc.) that clients interact with or that are crucial to revenue generation, it is vital that someone oversees this delivery and continual improvement and evolution. Another simple test can be this: is there custom software that has been developed in-house without which clients wouldn’t be able to engage what they pay the company for?


  The question then becomes this: how do you present a case to management that this role is needed? This can be challenging, especially if you are looking to fill the role personally. As with any case that is presented to the business, the most successful are the ones where it is hard to argue, because they are data led, not emotionally led. Now, that isn’t to say gut instinct doesn’t play into decision making, but it should never be the only reason.


  Let’s look at the following questions, if answered in the affirmative, that point to the need for a dedicated CTO:


  
    	
      Is there custom software being developed for clients or in support of clients?

    


    	
      Has there been significant customization of a third-party platform (such as Salesforce or Microsoft Dynamics) to support clients?

    


    	
      Do you lack usage data on how clients are interacting with your systems?

    


    	
      Are you in an industry that has potential data compliance or laws to be adhered to (e.g., are you storing medical or financial information about or for your clients?)

    


    	
      Is security treated as a necessary evil inside the company, with much sharing of passwords?

    


    	
      Are you running and maintaining your own client-facing servers?

    


    	
      Do you lack a sandbox or safe environment for testing and trying new software or configurations?

    


    	
      Do you have a small team of junior or inexperienced technical staff with no technical leadership?

    


    	
      Is the notion of software patching or upgrading foreign and hasn’t been done in years?

    


    	
      Do you lack documentation or asset/version management for the systems powering client production?

    


    	
      Do you have no backup or real-time disaster recovery policy?

    


    	
      Do only a handful of key personnel know how the systems operate, meaning that without them, the company would be in trouble in a catastrophic failure?

    


    	
      Does support handle problems related to poor or outdated software?

    


    	
      Are current systems beginning to show their age and not able to service the features clients are demanding?

    

  


  A restaurant cannot run without a chef to look after and run the kitchen, making sure everyone is doing their role to provide diners with tasty meals. A CTO is the chef in the company, keeping an eye on everything that is needed to serve the food.


  
1.4 Evolution from engineer
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    Figure 1.4 Evolution of the CTO

  


  The vast majority of CTOs I have had the joy of either working with, mentoring, or knowing have strong technical backgrounds, which makes a lot of sense. Many of them have strong hands-on experience, with a natural curiosity for all things new—great qualities that make for a reliable and strong senior engineer, even an architect. But does it make for a good CTO?


  Unfortunately, not always. Although the role of a CTO looks attractive, it comes with a lot of hidden responsibilities that aren’t at first obvious (something you will discover after reading this book) and most engineers struggle with. Not every CTO copes well with the burden of their office, because their engineering-leaning natural instincts have not translated to the new responsibilities. Why is this?


  One of the biggest reasons is a lack of preparation for thinking both larger and longer term. Larger isn’t about creating or managing larger platforms but considering how those systems live and operate in the context of the company and the end client. Longer-term thinking is in terms of five-year blocks—a natural cycle of the business. How is your platform going to look in five years? Will it serve the needs of the business while still being relevant?


  These are all logical and simple on the surface, but scratch it a little and a whole level of complexity and interwoven problems makes this a problem that is never really solved, but requires a solution that has been built with flexibility and adaptability.


  Setting aside all the soft skills that need to be mastered—knowing how to talk to peers who don’t have an engineering background, preparing financial budgets for a project that has not yet been fully defined, hiring and maintaining a team full of talent—all while keeping the customer happy, there is a world of nebulous decisions and unknown outcomes, unlike the binary distinct world they have come from and are happy with.


  It can be done. The most successful CTOs are those who know how to use their technical backgrounds to provide value and success for their company. The biggest tool that an engineer in a CTO role can have in their arsenal is the knowledge of expectations: you know what will work and what will not work, and how long it should take or last. These tools are going to make a powerful and consistent-performing CTO.


  
    Words of wisdom


    They won’t thank you


    I recall one of the best pieces of advice my long-term mentor and friend, Jim Milbery, founding partner of ParkerGale Capital, gave. At the time I was an architect, redesigning a platform for a portfolio company, and I had made the rookie mistake of thinking about today and forgetting about tomorrow. One of my selling points was that I was saving the company $10,000 a year with the redesign. That was a lot of money at the time. However, there was a risk (small) that the component might fail. Jim said that although the money saved was laudable, when things go wrong, try explaining to the board “but I saved the company $10,000,” when they were bleeding customer goodwill. That was the lesson that showed me my decisions had farther-reaching consequences than simply running a platform.

  


  
1.4.1 The first 100 days


  A common question asked in interviews for executive-level positions is, “What would you do in the first 100 days?” to get a sense of how thoughtful and strategic this person is. It is a great tool for the first-time CTO giving some serious thought to what they need to do and how they are going to tackle this new role. Seasoned CTOs starting a new role will also do the same thing before really getting started.


  This following section looks at the things that start adding value before the 100th day comes around while not making any rash/reactionary decisions. As an engineer, you have to resist the urge to judge (at least out loud) and roll up your sleeves to start making changes. Engineers love to get their hands dirty as soon as possible—they see a problem and want to address it. Fight that urge.


  0–7 days


  The first week should be spent getting to know the company from the perspective of the client. Learn precisely what the company does, the terminology used, the pricing model, the top and most important clients. Not too much detail is required here—the key is to get a good sense of how the company runs, what each department does, and who the key individuals are.


  7–30 days


  The next few weeks will be spent getting to know the engineering department, as well as getting to know each of the departments that make up the company, in more depth. The engineering department will (or at least should) run in autopilot while you come up to speed. You may be pulled into various meetings, but the key to success here is to simply listen and observe, looking for how people perceive the engineering department and the types of personalities you are going to be interacting with.
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    Figure 1.5 Watching for tells

  


  
    From the field


    Looking for tells


    I call this phase the going to lose for an hour period, after Mel Gibson’s 1994 movie, Maverick. He asks to sit down at a poker table and sees the players are a bit hesitant, so he convinces them he will just lose for the first hour—which he does. Then, once the hour lapses, he starts to play. When he wins at the end of the night, one of the men accuses him of cheating. Gibson’s character explains, “What do you think I was doing for the first hour? I was watching your tells.” The CTO role is a marathon, not a sprint—you have time to make your presence felt.

  


  Understanding your environment is key. What are the problems facing the company and the department? What pain points do clients have that your new group could potentially look to help with? Getting to know each individual in the group is crucial. Understanding their backgrounds, their contributions, their frustrations, and their goals will give you the best view of what is facing you. Building that trust and connection will take time, but observing how they interact with others will give you a lot of intel.


  As part of this, you will be learning how things are done, which technology powers which products, and who is responsible for what. Getting to know the projects that are currently being planned and executed will give you insight into how things are thought through and the appetite for the size of each initiative.


  30–70 days


  The next wave is to dig a little deeper, get access to some systems, and start poking around for yourself. If custom development is done, then look at some source code to get a feel for quality. If you’re at a data company, review various data stores to see how data is structured and maintained. Reviewing servers, or infrastructure, lets you see the reality of execution. In short, you want to lift the lid on the areas you have been learning about to see for yourself what state they are in.


  This discovery phase will give you a lot of insight into the state and capability of the team. For example, it is amazing the number of times this area highlights that a crucial part of the system has no in-house expertise or support contract. As you are going through each area, note down any easy wins or quick fixes that could make a big difference.


  At the same time, getting to know some established clients is a great way to get an outside perspective. A simple lunch or quick client visit will yield a lot of information that may not already be known inside the company.


  Toward the end of this discovery phase, you will start to formulate a number of short-term plans, as well as get a feel for your vision for what the department needs to do for long-term success. You may look at the current list of projects and make some small adjustments, expanding or reducing their scope, based on what you have learned.


  70–100 days


  In this phase, some execution will start—simple things, like putting in place various processes that might be lacking, or creating a better structure around areas that are a little fluffy. Your goal here is to have identified the key components of the company that are required to keep the lights on and what is required to shore those up, so any large initiatives you identify as needing further investigation don’t detract from the company being able to function.


  For example, you might find an area that has been neglected, and for all intents and purposes is considered legacy, that needs to be modernized because either the software is no longer supported or there is difficulty in finding resources to manage it. Although it is tempting to focus on the “new shiny” objects, it is vital to keep the “old dull” objects still functioning, because they are the ones paying everyone’s salary.


  You will have a good idea of what is what, and you will have met with the CEO a number of times, to understand them and to see what their vision of the company is. You will be starting to put more detail into your vision, but you need to get some project wins under your belt first.


  By the time the 100th day rolls around, you should have a good feel for the state of the department, made some small incremental improvements/changes, and know where the company is heading. Now you can get to running the department and delivering value.


  
1.5 Top 10 qualities for a CTO


  It’s a common misconception that a CTO has to have a development background—someone who can get into the nuts and bolts of the platform. This is a fallacy. Although it is true that the majority of CTOs have development or computer science backgrounds, many have risen through the business management ranks and have a good grasp on how to manage processes and execute on goals. A good CTO is someone who


  
    	
      Can lead and inspire through lifting others up

    


    	
      Looks far down the road before making any decisions

    


    	
      Communicates in a way that is confident yet nonpatronizing

    


    	
      Listens to their CEO and board to understand their desires and goals

    


    	
      Keeps themselves updated with the technologies that are most relevant to their company’s industry

    


    	
      Is not scared to fail and, should they fail, refuses to point the finger

    


    	
      Doesn’t try to do everything themselves and instead delegates to their team

    


    	
      Knows they are not the smartest person in their team just because they are the boss

    


    	
      Is confident to acknowledge and credit a good idea, irrespective of its source

    


    	
      Has a vision that can be communicated and actioned

    

  


  A CTO is no different from any other leader in business in that they need to have the same skills to motivate and inspire to get the best out of their team. It is important that this is not the only book you should be reaching for as you aspire to be better in your role—your shelf should contain at least one or two general leadership books.


  The CTO has a lot of responsibility on their shoulders. They need to juggle multiple balls, operating at a level that is way beyond a senior engineer or even project manager. Realizing this difference is what sets the great CTOs apart.


  
Summary


  
    	
      A Chief Technology Officer is someone who looks after the current and long-term future of the platform.

    


    	
      For companies early on in their lifecycle, the CTO is more of a hands-on, doing-everything type of role because that is what enables early growth.

    


    	
      As the company grows, the role evolves into more of a management/architecture role, delegating and looking outward more.

    


    	
      For an established company, the role continues to evolve, shoring up the technology to permit growth and scalability while fixing some legacy problems.

    


    	
      We created a checklist for companies that don’t have a full-time CTO to make it easy to determine whether now is the time to take on that role.

    


    	
      The first 100 days of taking on the role will define the leadership and thoughtfulness of the CTO, as they dig in to discover the challenges ahead and as they perform their own in-depth due diligence.

    


    	
      Although many qualities make a great CTO, we identified 10 of them that all speak to making best use of the team around them and creating an environment where many hands can make light work.

    

  


  
Checklist


  How many of the following items can you lay claim to having covered?


  
    	
      Understand the role of a CTO

    


    	
      The differences between a CTO and a Senior Engineer

    


    	
      Identified how a CTO will benefit or work within the current organization

    

  


  
2 Managing up


  This chapter covers


  
    	
Partnering and creating a relationship with your CEO


    	
Counting on your CFO


    	
Working with your peers within the company


    	
Taking over from another CTO


    	
Presenting to the board of directors


    	
Managing and dealing with internal politics


    	
Navigating how to introduce change to the company

  


  Have you noticed how most technologists are, on the whole, extremely comfortable talking to like-minded technologists and find comfort in surrounding themselves in a sea of buzzwords and jargon? The phrase “birds of a feather flock together” speaks a lot of truth. This level of communication can be considered inward looking—talking to their own people, in their own tongue, comes naturally. Turning around and looking outward, we are faced with a foreign world with different words, language, and competing objectives.


  Many new CTOs are ill equipped to deal with this world. They are thrown into an environment where a single misplaced phrase can send a whole team into a frenzied panic because how they interpreted it was so far from the meaning intended. Their words have a lot more meaning, and finding that common language to interact with the rest of the business is one of the keys to their success.


  This whole area of communicating with peers, bosses, and the board comes with a lot of trepidation for technical people. It need not be so difficult when one realizes that the secret of working with each level is empathy—knowing to whom you communicate, their motives, desires, and concerns—makes your job of bridging the divide infinitely easier.


  This chapter will look at the major stakeholders who you may run into and how to manage each situation to get what you need to be successful. If you are like me, it won’t come naturally at the start, and you may find you kick yourself if you don’t speak up or sound more confident than you are. It takes practice and, importantly, confidence in yourself.


  
2.1 Partnering with your CEO


  There are many relationships you need to maintain, but one of the most important is with your CEO (or immediate boss, if you find yourself reporting to the COO, Chief Operating Officer, or CIO, Chief Information Officer). Without a strong trust and respectful partnership with your CEO, you won’t be able to achieve your goals and vision for the company, no matter how good you are. This dynamic is different from the normal boss-employee setup because the stakes of failure or misalignment are so much greater. This section identifies the types of CEOs you may encounter and the challenges that each type brings and gives you the tools to make the relationship work.


  
    My CEO doesn’t understand


    In my role mentoring CTOs in the world of PE (private equity), the statement, “My CEO just doesn’t understand,” comes around time and time again, resulting in me playing the diplomatic role, brokering common ground for the two parties to come together and communicate effectively. It all comes down to a failure to properly communicate, on a level that the CEO will feel empowered to understand. We techies have a natural tendency to go into too much detail too quickly. Most of the time, the person listening may not care about our detailed explanations. All they are thinking about is the result or implication of said event—how does this affect our customer?

  


  
2.1.1 The office of the CEO


  Your first task is to stop thinking of the CEO as a single person. Instead, think of them as the representative of an office. Anything you say to them is open for them to use when another department seeks their council. That makes it sound all very legalistic and dramatic, but the key is the mindset with which you interact with this office. You are there to contribute to its productiveness and output. Recognize that when you are telling a CEO a given piece of information, you are instead giving them the sound bite with which they can communicate the same event, but in their language, to those who ask.


  
    Missing mailbox


    I once had a key third-party API suddenly stop working, which had a negative impact on clients. The problem was on their side—they had made a DNS change that resulted in resolution to the wrong address. Knowing this problem was going to be explained to many different people of differing backgrounds, I told the CEO that they had updated their mailbox and accidentally put the wrong number on it. This meant all deliveries were going to an unknown box, and while they were working on getting the right numbers on it, we were holding back all deliveries. It communicated everything I needed, and the CEO instantly understood the issue. Getting into the logistics of DNS resolution and time-to-live values was not going to advance the situation. I then saw the same metaphor repeated around our client success and sales team, and as a status update, I was simply asked, “Has the mailbox got the right number yet?”

  


  Depending on the size/type of company, your CEO may not necessarily be at the top of the ladder. They may have to report to a board, private equity partners, or external investors. Each of these will have a particular detailed level of interest in the outcome of the company. Each one will ask the layer below for an update or pulse check. This is the ecosystem you are feeding with your statements and communications to the office of the CEO.
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    Figure 2.1 Company structure

  


  Try to use metaphors when explaining complex issues to both technical and nontechnical people. Sometimes using a metaphor with a technical person can free them from thinking too much in the weeds. The nontechnical person may not feel inferior for not knowing a given subject yet still feel they can contribute to its resolution. You’d be surprised at how often something really useful comes from the strangest of disciplines.


  We engineers and nerds love details. We love to surround ourselves with numbers and the finality of absolutes. We work best with no ambiguity. Businesspeople, on the other hand, inhabit a world of the abstract where there is no certain outcome given a set of known inputs. When we each go to our default communication style, we accuse the business of not giving us enough detail to do our job, and the business will counter that we didn’t really understand the spirit of what they were asking. Neither party is wrong.


  To succeed we must have empathy for their world, look on them as a partner, and give them the necessary sounding board that will make them more effective. Next, we will look into the different types of CEOs you may encounter in your career as a CTO.


  
2.1.2 Types of CEOs


  Being a CEO is a tough job, with competing pressures to bring together a group of people to work in harmony for the production of a product or service to deliver value to clients, security for employees, and, finally, returns to investors.


  Think of a company as an orchestral movement—although your string section is important, many other sections are involved in coming together to produce a harmonious sound, with the CEO conducting and coordinating the whole symphony. When it works, it is a beautiful thing to watch, but sometimes the CEO is just waving their arms around, throwing everyone off as they attempt to interpret their desires. Let us visit the various kinds of backgrounds of CEOs.


  Nontechnical CEO


  In most cases, your CEO has come from a traditional management or finance background, with no direct technical experience. They will know of the technology as it relates to the end customer but not at the detail that you are comfortable with. That is perfectly fine, because that is why your role exists in the first place: to remove all the logistics and headaches from their desk so they can focus on the business of business.


  Many a CTO can be quick to dismiss or underestimate this CEO type, believing that because the CEO doesn’t have a handle on the technology and has maybe made a mistake or two in trying to describe something, they are not worthy of the CTO’s attention. This is the most common type of CEO and is the one we will bump into the most, and they should not be taken lightly.


  Nontechnical CEO who thinks they know technology


  The next type of CEO (after the one who at least is well aware of their lack of knowledge) is the CEO who thinks they have a handle on the technology and talks confidently with buzzwords in a context that to the untrained ear sounds plausible. You’ve probably witnessed the type of person who nods knowingly at your updates, fooling you into thinking they are keeping up, giving you a false sense of security, but who has no real clue what you are really talking about.


  
    Getting off the bandwagon


    I am reminded of a situation where I visited a CEO in one company after learning they were now selling artificial intelligence (AI) as part of their offering, with much energy and gusto. Something didn’t smell quite right, and after a short conversation, I discovered they had read all about AI in a newspaper and thought this was something they were already doing—but joining two database tables does not AI make. They had spun up the sales team and were all excited at being on the new frontier of innovation. In private, I informed them that we were not, in fact, offering AI. I felt bad having to take the wind out of their sails, but they were grateful for the discreet course correction without making a fuss or making them look wrong in front of their team.

  


  Technical CEO


  Nirvana! At last, someone who speaks your language . . . but hold on a moment, Snow White—this apple may be poisoned. This CEO will have a good feel for what you do, but given they are no longer working in the technical space, it is easy for them to forget some of the challenges and quickly dismiss them as unimportant or trivial to address.


  They may also want to question every decision you are making, from architecture to production to delivery to hiring people. It is healthy to question and challenge, but when you feel like everything you do is being questioned, it can be smothering. It isn’t their fault—they have gone to their comfort place, the one place they know like the back of their hand, and in their own way, they think they are actually helping you out. A good CEO of this type will support you, lift you up, and help you with your own career development and make you a better CTO.


  
2.1.3 Setting the tone


  Irrespective of the type of CEO, you have to find a way to successfully partner with this person who makes you, them, the company, and the client successful. The best way to do this is to lead them as much as they lead you.
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    Figure 2.2 Show the way

  


  Know your CEO


  The first thing you need to do is know the personality of your CEO. Particularly if you are coming into a company where you have no historical experience, it is important that you know this individual at a deeper level by doing the following:


  
    	
      Find out their background (Google, LinkedIn, etc.) and what their previous experience is.

    


    	
      Discover what motivates them, what makes them happy/sad.

    


    	
      What does success look like for them?

    


    	
      Are they a detailed/micromanage or a big-picture type?

    


    	
      Have a conversation.

    

  


  Basic information can be gleaned from direct conversations with them and through colleagues. When you are new to a company, it is perfectly okay to ask the question in the open: “Is there anything I should know about Person X that will help me be successful?” It shows a willingness to do your homework. Knowing how your CEO ticks will help you communicate more effectively with them.


  
    Details matter


    I recall one CEO who had a thing for the company name being spelled correctly—if people couldn’t be bothered to pay enough attention to that detail, how could we trust them handling our clients? Silly as it sounds, that was his litmus test for attention to detail, and once the new CTO we were helping understood that, their communication style changed to continually demonstrate that details mattered to them, too.

  


  The CEO’s support network


  No one is an island. We all have our support network to reach out to and get help. CEOs are no different. They will have their own trusted advisors within a company—the people they can go to for sounding out ideas and thoughts. They may also have their right-hand person, completely trusted to execute many of their biddings. It is important you discover who this network is and just how much of the ear of the CEO they have. Their support of you and your vision may make later approval much easier, because you can use them as a way to test out whether you have your pitch right.


  
    Know the rainmaker


    I recall a time when the CTO for a portfolio company was having problems getting their plans approved. They reached out for advice. After digging in, I discovered that the key was winning over not the CEO but the CFO, on whom the CEO relied probably a bit too much. The CTO had failed to read the dynamics of the management team and did not recognize the power lay in the CFO, whose advice the CEO always sought. Once the focus was changed to that person, the CTO’s success within the company rapidly improved. We’ll go into dealing with the CFO later in this chapter.

  


  Know who the real decision makers are in the company. Form alliances.


  What do they want?


  Sometimes the simplest way forward is to ask the most basic of questions: what do they want? Sitting down with your CEO and asking them directly how you can be successful for them is the easiest way. Ask them directly for an example of what level of detail they like, what their criteria is for when something should bubble up to their desk, what keeps them up at night, and so on.


  Getting to know this should not be a one-time conversation. Rather, this should be part of your ongoing conversation (at least every quarter) to make sure you are continually delivering what is expected of you. As each meeting goes on, you will have interactions to reflect on. This will also build trust that you have the responsibilities of your department well within your grasp.


  Kedric Griffin, senior director of engineering at EAB, notes nicely, “Faith comes from time, trust, and confidence in you. Way too often I have seen a technical person try to ‘quick win’ an argument by throwing out an opinion as fact. It only takes getting caught here once to lose all the confidence and faith you had built up with them.”


  Regular one-on-one


  You will probably meet with the CEO as part of the bigger management meeting, but it is important you meet with them one-on-one. These meetings should be kept regularly and should serve as a way for you to update them on the grander vision and strategies that are not part of the day-to-day grind of running the company. Use these meetings to understand their long-term strategy better to see whether there is something you need to change to accommodate that. These conversations can be hugely insightful and will make sure you and your CEO are aligned. A typical meeting may start with a quick high-level update from you, with maybe some pointed questions for them to address, and then allow them to tell you anything that will help you plan accordingly.


  
2.1.4 Tips for a successful partnership


  There is no magic formula for making a relationship perfect. It takes hard work, experimentation, and patience to be a good partner for your CEO and organization. That said, you can do some things to make life a little easier on yourself.
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    Figure 2.3 The magic formula

  


  Lead with data


  Emotions, feelings, and gut instinct can all be argued subjectively. Data is much harder to dispute. Make sure any decision you are presenting to your CEO is steeped in data that supports it. If you are looking to hire another team member, then show through data the productivity gain that will be had with this person on board. If you are looking to have a project approved, attempt to show the real financial impact on the business, for example, money saved in unnecessary support or licenses. Let data lead your conversation.


  Bring them into the hard decision


  There will be a time when you have to make a decision that may have a greater impact than you would like. No matter what way you look, there is no good path to take. At this point, after exploring all your options, you bring the CEO into this decision and lay out the consequences of each path, so they are fully vested in the decision with you. They may bring something new to the conversation that could remove an impediment, or they may agree with you that a decision has to be made. This is the “Sophie’s choice” moment, named after the 1982 Meryl Streep movie, where she had to make a decision to save one child at the expense of another. Such a big decision should not be just your responsibility.


  Think slow, act fast


  We are human, and as such, we have a natural tendency to want to please, and in the context of business, that means saying yes to requests. It makes us feel good. We say yes quickly, particularly in a situation where we may feel a little more social pressure than normal, like a large meeting. Fight that urge. Take all requests under advisement and note that you will get back to them as soon as possible. You don’t need to take a lot of time thinking about something, but you need the space to think through all the permutations before making your decision or recommendation. This practice will automatically stop you from being overwhelmed and committing to too many things you know you can’t possibly deliver.


  Once you have made the decision, act on it fast. Do not procrastinate or second-guess yourself. All the time you have spent thinking and poring over the decision should allow you to execute with no second guesses.


  Build for input/change


  No one likes to feel they have no choice. If you present a proposal to a CEO that has only two outcomes, yes or no, then you have already limited your successful outcome by 50% before you even start. If you present with a variety of options that gives the CEO opportunity for input and control, they will likely be more willing to consider your proposal.


  A common mistake is to present in an all-or-nothing tone. Instead, go with a phased, incremental approach, demonstrating wins along the way that the company can benefit from. This gives the CEO breathing room not to commit too much too soon before they fully understand the scope of what it is you are asking. Make the choices extremely relevant for the situation you are in. Not giving enough choices, or relevant ones, will have the opposite effect of what you are trying to achieve.


  No such thing as bad news


  There will always be bad news that you will have to deliver at some time—the system is down, the database deleted (what?), or whatever it is. It will be uncomfortable and make for an uneasy exchange. The first thing to do is own it. If this is under your watch, then you are responsible. Own the problem, learn from it, and take the necessary steps to not repeat it. Second, present the news without emotion or blame. Although it is tempting (and this happens more often than it should), do not name any person in your team who may have been responsible. We’ll talk about this in a later chapter, but you have to stand as a team.
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    Figure 2.4 Bearer of bad news

  


  What types of bad news should be reported to the CEO? Assuming you haven’t already discovered that by talking with the CEO, a good rule of thumb is if it affects clients or revenue, then it should be brought to the immediate attention of the CEO. They need to be in the loop as soon as possible. Never try to hide or mask a potential problem. Your worst nightmare is when your CEO tells you about a problem you already knew about. The fact they are telling you means it has popped up on their radar and you have just undermined all trust and faith they had in you by not transacting openly. A good example of this is if your client site is unstable or down. Don’t wait—bring this immediately to the CEO (and company) and let them know you are on it.
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