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			“Marcus Fontoura’s Platform Mindset avoids the tiresome rhetoric of yesterday’s leadership and management books to focus on what matters most in this digital age—supportive, inclusive work environments where creativity and innovation flourish to solve complex challenges for customers and the world.”

			Satya Nadella

			CEO Microsoft

			“Marcus Fontoura’s Platform Mindset teaches us how to build inclusive organizations where people and teams thrive. Full of engaging stories and best practices, this book is a great read for anyone working or considering a career in technology! More than that, this book is a story of a leader learning how to architect a high-performing team and culture. Having learned from some of the best in technology, Marcus takes us on an exciting ride with some great views from inside the ropes.”

			Christine Porath

			author Mastering Civility: A Manifesto for the Workplace

			“Marcus is an incredible technologist who has been at the forefront of many industry-shaping technology innovations, from computational advertising to cloud computing to fintech. Through his book, Marcus takes us along on his personal journey of learning, insights, and growth as a tech innovator. This is a must read for anyone who is interested in gaining a deeper understanding of the inner workings of technology management.”

			David Ku

			entrepreneur, former Corporate Vice President at Microsoft and Senior Vice President at Yahoo

			“Marcus approaches the software development lifecycle in a tech environment with ease, given his extensive experience in the field. This is a valuable and useful read for anyone wishing to make technology a central part of their business, as a fundamental component for achieving scalability and efficiency that cannot be obtained through alternative means.”

			Berthier Ribeiro-Neto

			co-author of Modern Information Retrieval

			“With a narrative rich in personal and professional experiences, Marcus offers a unique and practical perspective on how to lead and innovate in a dynamic technological environment. His ability to translate complex technological concepts into accessible business contexts makes this book an essential read for leaders and aspiring tech managers. Happy reading!”

			Paulo Caroli

			speaker, consultant, and author of Lean Inception: How to Align People and Build the Right Product

			“I believe the reader of this book will benefit in two ways: first, from the technology and management content the book covers, which is its primary objective; and second, from learning how it was possible to achieve such a level of knowledge and expertise in computer science here in Brazil—knowledge with global relevance, built by a few individuals through their own effort and many years of dedication.”

			Prof. Cesar Simões Salim

			Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro (PUC-Rio)

			“In Platform Mindset, Marcus Fontoura distills the unassuming wisdom gained from a remarkable career at some of Silicon Valley’s most influential companies. With unparalleled clarity, Marcus guides readers through the essential elements—culture, technology, and teamwork—that drive organizations to redefine what’s possible in an era of rapid technological advancement. Drawing from his own transformative contributions to groundbreaking platforms, Marcus provides an insightful roadmap for leaders aspiring to build companies capable of expanding the boundaries of innovation. This book is an indispensable guide for anyone seeking to create technology that not only succeeds but reshapes the future.”

			Vanja Josifovski 

			CEO and founder, Kumo.AI

		

	
		
			Foreword

			It is with great pleasure that I present the book Platform Mindset by Marcus Fontoura. This work offers a practical and reflective perspective on technology management, based on Marcus’s vast experience over the last 20 years working in the US at companies such as IBM, Yahoo, Google, Microsoft, and most recently at Stone, where he has played a crucial role in the company’s technological transformation.

			From an early age, Marcus faced challenges that shaped his unique approach to technology and management. He didn’t excel in traditional subjects but found a passion for mathematics that guided him to success. This challenging start and his determination to overcome difficulties reflect the essence of his professional journey.

			In this book, Marcus shares his experiences and lessons learned, providing a detailed perspective on how technology should be conceived and executed to drive businesses forward. He addresses crucial aspects for leaders and managers, discussing how to attract and retain exceptional talent, the importance of standardized systems and engineering tools, and how to handle inevitable technical challenges with a distinctly human touch.

			Platform Mindset is divided into three fundamental parts: Culture, Technology, and Leadership. In the section on Culture, Marcus discusses the importance of creating an environment that values innovation and creativity, attracting the best talent and keeping them motivated, allowing for mistakes not to be punished, but rather encouraging a true culture of experimentation, where failure is just the beginning of a discovery process. He also offers practical guidance on how to hire, develop, and manage an efficient and diverse technology team. At Stone, these practices have been essential in transforming the company from a startup in 2012 to a cutting-edge technology powerhouse.

			The Technology section covers the construction of standardized platforms that increase productivity and foster collaboration among teams. Marcus explains the relevance of consistent and uniform processes and the importance of code review as an educational tool for the team.

			Regarding Leadership, the author emphasizes that creativity and ideas are irreplaceable assets. He discusses diversity in the corporate environment and how a technology team can have a significant social impact, promoting education and transformation both within and outside the company. At Stone, Marcus’s leadership has been fundamental in fostering a culture of innovation and collaboration, which is key to the continued success of any organization.

			With a solid foundation in real examples and personal stories, Marcus invites us to rethink technology management, bringing valuable insights to professionals at all levels. I am confident that reading Platform Mindset will enrich your understanding of technology management and inspire new approaches in your career and personal life.

			Happy reading!

			Andre Street

			Founder of Stone

		

	
		
			Preface

			In 2013, I was working as a research scientist and developer at Microsoft. Once a competitive, revered brand in personal computers, the company had fallen behind the industry after basking in the grandeur of the Windows 95 launch. Amazon was leading the way in cloud computing and Google was climbing the summit of search. We were passionate but we were also a distant player in both cloud and search.

			Yet here I was, a lowly individual contributor, with a remit to entice corporate vice presidents to abandon their individual fiefdoms in favor of building a more unified, customer-first democracy. A rising star inside the company, Satya Nadella, had run Bing and was now preaching a gospel we called, “One Microsoft” as we worked to bootstrap the business that would become Azure.

			In those days, Bing, Azure, Exchange, Windows, and others were more like loose affiliations of software capabilities. They were not yet the integrated platform they would become. To get there, it required solving hard technical problems, breaking down organizational barriers, and building a new culture of collaboration.

			This was not just a nice idea—it was absolutely urgent. Far behind Amazon Web Services (AWS), Azure needed to become a viable alternative for businesses ranging from digital-native startups to giants in manufacturing, financial services, health care, government, and the like. As balkanized brands, we lacked the flexibility to handle massive compute demands without a unified platform approach.

			Satya set the tone by creating the expectation that everyone’s individual evaluations would be based on how each person contributed to the success of others. That cultural mission inspired me to use my technical skills to clarify a cross-organization, pan-product vision. With the right cultural and technical roadmap, every individual fiefdom would see the obvious benefits of unification. Microsoft would not have to demand that everyone set down their guns; everyone would simply see the inevitable intelligence of joining together to create something bigger and better for customers.

			Even as I write this, I realize it sounds a little too simple. The truth is that it was very hard and took time. What I realize now is that Microsoft’s leadership understood this. We needed to get it right. We needed to create the right environment for newbies and veterans to grasp what was possible and do the right thing.

			My career, and indeed this book, has largely been about the ethos needed to build powerful platforms. So what is a platform? I define it as a reusable system that implements a core piece of functionality, such as an identity platform, which provides a solution for users to log-in to multiple services. Developers gain agility when using platforms, as they don’t need to implement the whole system from scratch and can focus on the new, differentiating innovations. However, a platform is an external dependency, and using a platform implies teams taking a dependency on other teams. This requires coordination and collaboration. It is impossible to build the large-scale, complex systems of today without relying on platforms and their multiplier effect—build a scalable identity solution once and reuse it many times in all the company’s services.

			This means that modern technology organizations need to be highly collaborative, with all their subteams interacting in an open way, in which ideas are generated, developed, and propagated in an environment that empowers the developers to be themselves and let their creativity flourish. Platforms are the seeds of innovation and require their daily dose of creativity and collaboration to blossom into the systems that impact our lives and society in a positive way. I truly believe we can create a better world through technology and a platform mindset is the foundation.

			This book is about that, and its lessons are relevant for leaders in every industry and sector.

			[image: ]

			On December 2023 I interviewed Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella for Stone Camp, Stone’s end of year leadership event. In that interview, I asked him about his views on leadership and culture, and his experience leading the Microsoft cultural transformation. Satya’s work, which I experienced first-hand during my tenure there, relied on Carol Dweck’s growth mindset1 ideas and scaled it to the whole organization, making Microsoft more collaborative and unlocking huge value from all the innovated work that followed. Leaders from different parts of the organization started working together and new synergies emerged.

			At the time of the interview, I was already thinking about a book that would help other engineers and leaders understand the job of a CTO, including all of its different facets—at least all the aspects that I consider relevant—and I wanted to ground this book in my practical experience through stories of my career of 20+ years in big tech companies, starting as a developer and researcher and moving through the ranks.

			I liked the word “mindset” because I wrote this book from the perspective of the leader—what he or she has to do. And it starts from a growth mindset. I didn’t know this term and Carol Dweck’s work until very late in my career, but I always believed that being willing to learn is what allowed me to grow as a developer and do very different things, such as being the chief architect for Azure compute and leading engineering organizations of 1,500+ people.

			Platform mindset is my attempt to systematize the work of the engineering leader—focusing on culture, technology, and leadership. The core of it is how to create an environment that fosters collaboration and potentializes innovation. Collaboration is core, as all the innovation that has the potential to impact the world is complex and cannot be done alone—even if you consider yourself really smart. We can do more together, and culture, technology, and leadership are the ingredients that will make it happen.

			

			
				
						1.	The growth mindset expressed in the book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, by Carol S. Dweck (Random House, 2007), is one of the foundations of the cultural transformation led by Satya Nadella at Microsoft, which I was able to witness at close quarters.


				

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I remember the reaction at our home when my parents received a letter from the school telling them that all my grades were bad. I was in 6th grade, and I really wasn’t a good student. The world of rote learning, which is basically how we all were taught at the time, didn’t interest me. It also seemed to present an obstacle to my dyslexic brain, which processed written text in a different way. I didn’t think I could keep up with information in that stagnant way, and I ended up not trusting my ability to learn because of the problems I had with reading aloud. I used to get very nervous when teachers asked me to read to the class. Words on paper would jumble up and disappear in my head before the next sentence even arrived, my voice would become uncertain, and the cadence of my speech would be lost, resulting in a total mismatch between my thoughts and the way I expressed myself.

			My father, Julio Cezar, a chemical engineer at Petrobras, a state-owned oil company in Rio de Janeiro, and as a typical Brazilian patriarch of the 1980s, was always away working and took little part in the family’s day-to-day life. Contrary to my mother, Vanessa, who juggled completing her degree in psychoanalysis and opening her practice while taking care of her family and was always very present and caring. They met when they were still children living on the same street in Fortaleza, in the northeast of Brazil, married early, moved to different cities for his work, and eventually settled in Rio de Janeiro. There is where my sister, Tatiana, was born, and where we were raised. We lived a middle-class life with no luxury, but they always made our education their economic priority. So, on the day that letter came from school, my father was furious, probably ashamed, and declared: “From now on, you’re going to study three hours every day at home after school to get your grades back up.”

			I don’t know if it was because my father wasn’t very present in our lives and we didn’t interact that much, but I always listened to everything he said, and his words always had a big impact on me. Following my father’s orders and those of the private math tutor they had arranged for me, I stacked some books and began to use the three hours I spent sitting at the desk in my room to study.

			I didn’t become an exceptional student in all subjects, but something in those Algebra I books began to intrigue and satisfy me. I did all its exercises once, then did them all again and started devouring other math books that intrigued me. Unlike long history texts, which seemed intangible to me at the time, math exercises provided an objective result with a right or wrong answer, and an answer key at the end to check my answers immediately. As I didn’t have permission to leave my room and was a bit uncoordinated when it came to sports, I stayed studying and gradually began to understand mathematics. More than that: I fell in love with mathematics and number theory, which is the area of mathematics that studies the properties of numbers, especially positive integers.2 I loved solving problems involving factorization and would often spend the whole night working on them. Over time, I got my grades up and had a turnaround as a student in the following years. In the first year of high school, I was already a very good student in math and physics and joined the prep class for the Olympiads in these subjects, which I participated in without, however, achieving incredible results.

			Let it be said that I didn’t discover myself to be a naturally extraordinary mathematician. I dedicated a lot of effort to it and put in the discipline, organization, and patience to make clearer a lot of things that didn’t make sense to me. I studied hard, and continued to do so ever since, to learn new things and challenge myself to go beyond my current viewpoints and limitations. I didn’t know about growth mindset at the time, but that is how I started to think and operate. Through the years, I’ve also realized how valuable it is to surround myself with talented, inspiring people who are smarter than me, both in academic and professional environments.

			This may seem like an exercise in humility, and to a certain extent it is, but it has served me as a form of self-knowledge. I’m aware that I’m not the most brilliant person. I’m not going to bring about the next revolution in technology or customs. However, with my own maturity, I have also understood the things that I can do very well: work across research and product development, translating the theoretical knowledge and vocabulary to implementation, and coordinating development and research teams. I found my professional place on this intersection between numbers, systems, and the synergy of people and their varied—and not always evidently complementary—knowledge.

			If this pragmatism involves some reflection on my limits and skills, it certainly involves an even bigger dose of observation about how colleagues, managers, advisors, and mentors I’ve encountered throughout my life thought and acted. By observing them, I came to the conviction that some people are fundamental to a business’s success.

			In this book I share my experience of more than two decades working at IBM, Yahoo, Google, and Microsoft, where I witnessed the flourishing of technologies such as search engines and cloud computing from the inside. I discuss how to bring the spirit of big tech to companies, large or small, from the perspective of a technology leader. To accomplish this, technology should be designed and executed in a creative way and occupy a central role in the organizational decisions of basically any company wanting to expand and scale its processes. Only then would there be room for innovations that bring competitive advantage.

			Many of the ideas presented here, including how to build and maintain a high-performance team, how to enable innovation, and how to develop reusable platforms are being put into practice as we speak at Stone, a Brazilian payments and financial services company that has been investing heavily to transform from its startup origins to a big tech. I wrote this book as its CTO (Chief Technology Officer) to also share a little of Stone’s transformation story.

			Organization of the book

			Platform Mindset3 was written for people in leadership roles, specifically those interested in learning more about technology and ways to use it to boost their business. This book can be useful for technology managers, from those at the helm of entire organizations to those running smaller projects and teams. But it is also helpful for managers in general, from all corporate areas, who want to gain a deeper understanding of how technology can shore up processes and make a transformational difference. And, I hope, it will be interesting for everyone who is just starting out in business: students, developers, and managers at the beginning of their careers, who may be able to absorb the teachings of the incredible people I met and the style of leadership they planted in me, which I plan to describe here.

			The book is divided into three parts:

			
					Part I—Culture (how to think about people, teams, and innovation)

					Part II—Technology (how to think about systems)

					Part III—Leadership (how to think about leaders)

			

			Although the book’s structure follows a logical order, presenting my management philosophy sequentially, each chapter can be read independently or consulted out of order. As happened at the beginning of this introduction, stories and examples from my personal and professional life will appear to complement the management principles being described.

			Part I—Culture

			I’ll start by defining some basic concepts in Chapter 1; readers familiar with technology can skip this chapter. Here I’ll share my vision of what it means to be a technology company and which role a leader should play in a truly digital environment. I’ll also discuss how to think about technology in an intentional way, which I call the platform mindset, as it builds on the idea of growth mindset as a foundation of how to think about technology with intentionality and curiosity. I also talk about the cultural obstacles that can make it difficult to transform an organization into one where technology plays a central role.

			I’m a great believer in the power of mentors and inspiring people. In Chapter 2, I’ll discuss more broadly how to attract the most talented people for a role. I’ll talk about how to keep them motivated, giving practical guidance on how to hire, evaluate, and develop a technology team that is efficient, diverse, and engaged, with room for professional growth in both management and technical areas.

			Building and managing an efficient team is about more than just hiring well and skillfully developing individual professionals. Chapter 3 will delve into ways of structuring the team, including, for example, how to manage the seniority distribution of employees from different teams, how to manage individual contributors (also known as Staff+4) and how to organize hierarchical levels so that there is communication, agility, and freedom.

			From there, I will explore the various ways of organizing a company to foster innovation in technology. I will discuss how, in the real world of competitiveness and tight budgets, we can create an environment that promotes freedom for the technology team to function as a creative organization. After all, it is creativity that generates truly innovative services and products.

			Part II—Technology

			With the team fundamentals in place, it’s time to get down to business. In Chapter 5, I’ll talk about building standardized platforms, which increase the productivity of the technology team by promoting collaboration. The creation of frameworks ensures that everyone builds upon the same foundations. This is not a ready-made formula: each company must create the solution best suited to its needs. To discuss this, I’ll bring examples from the companies I’ve worked for.

			In Chapter 6, I’ll cover the subject of engineering tools as a way of implementing consistency and promoting collaboration. I’ll talk about the importance of the development lifecycle, highlighting the importance of code review as a vehicle for team education. Engineering processes and tools have a huge impact on how teams collaborate and are a fundamental pillar, often overlooked by leaders, in shaping engineering culture. That’s why my focus here will be on something other than the tools per se, but on their impact in collaboration and culture.

			In technology, stumbles are to be expected. You can only innovate by making mistakes. In addition to human failures, equipment stops working and unforeseen events happen, no matter how prepared we are. In Chapter 7, I explore technology incidents: why they happen, how to prevent them, and how to deal with them when they do occur.

			Part III—Leadership

			This is a book about technology in which the protagonist is not the machine but the human element. Creativity and ideas are irreplaceable assets. Fostering creativity involves promoting dialog between different people. The mix of worldviews, backgrounds, personal experiences, and diverse cultural histories within companies is one of the secret ingredients for the emergence of truly innovative solutions.

			In Chapter 8, I will discuss diversity and inclusion (D&I) beyond the inclusion policies that “look good” in companies’ sustainability reports. I see D&I as intrinsic to the principles of technology management. Beyond having a diverse group of people, they need to feel fully comfortable creating and operating in an environment that is respectful and free of micro-aggressions.

			A company’s technology team is a relevant social actor. It has the power to change the lives of employees and collaborators and can promote education both inside and outside the company. Chapter 9 explores the social role of technology as a tool for transformation, both in the microcosm of the team and more broadly. It was also the motivation for my return to the Brazilian market after more than twenty years working in big tech companies in the United States.

			Finally, in the tenth and last chapter, I’ll outline the attributes I believe a leader should strive to develop to put into practice everything I’ve described in the previous chapters—always conscious that there are no magic solutions because, unfortunately, they don’t exist. With this book, I hope to pass on at least a little of what my mentors and collaborators taught me throughout my career: a style of leadership that respects individuality and fosters transformative ideas that bring about not only profits, but also solutions to facilitate exchanges between people around the world, and what all that these interactions have the potential to create.

			

			
				
						2.	Number theory has many practical uses, cryptography and digital security amongst them.


						3.	This version of the book is an adaptation from the Portuguese version, Tecnologia Intencional, with a few important modifications, one of the main ones being the title, which was changed from “technology” to “platform,” as platforms are the unifying concept in the book, and from “intentional” to “mindset” to highlight the importance of Carol Dweck’s growth mindset work to the leadership principles proposed here.


						4.	Staff+ is a term used to refer to individual contributors who are senior specialists and take part of the technical leadership of the organization, as described in the book The Staff Engineer’s Path, by Tanya Reilly (O’Reilly Media, 2022).


				

			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			PART I

			CULTURE

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Basic concepts

			When I joined Stone as CTO in 2022, I soon realized that the company had many complex systems and that technology had been a competitive differentiator since its inception. Stone’s payment system, for example, is one of the most scalable systems in the world. However, several separate organizational areas were developing systems within the company, and these areas were not fully integrated, generating economic and technological losses.

			The company’s systems were developed with focus on the time-to-market—optimizing the time it takes for a product to reach its customers—which makes sense for a start-up in its hyper-growth phase. There was no CTO or technology leader to define guidelines, platforms, and architectural standards. What’s more, other sectors of the company saw the technology area as a service provider rather than as a partner team that works together to build joint solutions.

			In this chapter, I’ll define some basic concepts that will be explored in depth in the rest of the book. I’ll talk about what it takes to shift from a company that develops and uses technology internally, even on a large scale, to a technology company that views all its processes from a technological perspective. We’ll also see that scale is one of the main reasons it’s necessary to design products and processes from this perspective, as it’s impossible to scale non-integrated systems and processes.

			I will also define what it means to think intentionally about technology, striving for a conscious balance between outsourcing and developing systems and services in-house, between evolving existing products and innovating, and between technical debt and productivity. Sometimes, the transformation from a startup to a technology company that makes intentional decisions requires a cultural transformation—in general, it is easier to deal with systems than with people. Defining and working on the company’s culture is a daily exercise that is also part of the technology leader’s tasks.

			Technology company

			It’s natural to associate the idea of a technology company with giants like Google, Meta, Apple, and Microsoft or with substantial scientific innovation ventures like NASA or the biotechnology consortiums responsible for the rapid development of COVID-19 vaccines. Beyond these, however, countless companies around the world create advanced technology and for many others technology permeates every aspect of their business.

			Regardless of the industry or even its size, in a technology company all processes are evaluated carefully, in an intentional way, and with a learning mentality, and the entire company eventually operates through computer systems. And this isn’t just about adopting digital processes or automation. Above all, it’s working on day-to-day activities and defining corporate priorities, considering how technology will make a difference to the business now and in the future—especially when the company’s growth creates the need to scale and diversify its products and services.

			You must remember, of course, that a family-run micro-business may not yet fit the “technology company” category and may not even want to. However, if the business prospers and expands significantly, growing to 30, then 300, and even 1,000 people, it will become inevitable to consider, at some point, that only with technology as an integral part of the business will the company be able to improve its delivery network, receive and make payments, keep supplier and customer databases up to date, match payroll with employee data, and account for income and expenses.

			In a company that follows the business-integrated model of platform mindset, a CTO or engineering leader is in charge of a team of developers with support functions for all the company’s departments, from marketing to HR and sales. The HR manager knows that he has a counterpart in technology who is totally dedicated to HR and is curious to learn about the business and work in partnership to develop digital solutions.

			Technology in the foreground

			It’s more than just small businesses that at some point need to re-evaluate their relationship with technology and overcome the belief that having an IT department is enough to solve technical problems as they arise. The same goes for medium-sized and large companies, corporations, and even governments, which can be at financial and reputational risk if their software is not secure and designed with internal and external dependencies in mind, and does not scale. Think of what usually happens when there is a lot of simultaneous access to a free product distribution website or mandatory registration on the last day of the deadline (or if you are a Swiftie and want concert tickets). If the system isn’t built with this kind of scale in mind, it will inevitably crash.

			A poorly designed system can mean anything, from lost purchases in a jewelry store because the cards didn’t go through to a patient’s data not being accessible to hospital staff or millions in losses if the breakdown is widespread in a banking or retail platform. The proper coordination of technology in a public or private institution, be it tiny or huge, is vital in our world.

			It is all too common for organizations to perpetuate a disorganized process of managing technology, which tends to generate major losses over time—economic, technical, and human resources. This is even more common in companies that have grown too fast by using technical improvisation, also known as hacks, or unsustainable solutions built in-house or acquired from other companies.

			Growing companies behave as if they were in a race against their competitors to get up to speed, meet deadlines, and launch products and services. This doesn’t allow them to plan for the long term, and this lack of strategic thinking often puts their survival at stake.

			In a technology environment without specific and well-thought-out management, there is no room for optimizing existing procedures and little chance of creative and innovative ideas that could represent a real competitive leap for the company. Larry Page, founder and former CEO of Google, used to say that we often need radical changes rather than incremental ones.5 That is only possible if we intentionally think about innovation. To avoid cycles that risk the very existence of the business, it would be ideal for the company to understand its momentum and expansion potential and invest in technology management at early stages—in the same way, for example, that it may decide to bring in a human resources management professional when the number of employees exceeds a certain threshold.

			However, as the ideal way is almost never the way the world works, it’s more realistic to assume that companies will adopt technology management when there is already some level of disorganization and a lot to fix. The sooner the platform mindset is at the heart of decisions in all divisions, the better.

			And how do you take this from theory to practice? The first step would be to structure the technology area with well-defined leadership, culture, systems, and processes. For a technology team to work well, it requires balance: between professionals with varying levels of experience, between managers and individual contributors; between time dedicated to the day-to-day “bread and butter” and time dedicated to innovation; between the necessity of meeting deadlines and the necessity of leaving some free time to creativity; and finding the middle ground between people with diverse backgrounds and different ways of thinking. Achieving these balances is no simple task, and each company tends to come up with its solution.

			Regardless of the path between the ideal and the real world, it is essential to invest in a technology culture that can be accepted and implemented within all departments of the organization and to have a technology team capable of developing integrated solutions working in partnership with them.

			Once this is achieved, the company shouldn’t adopt a new sales channel, a logistics overhaul, or a people assessment system without involving the technology team. Technology becomes part of all these processes, not because the technology team is looking to boss around other areas of the company—but because all these processes would be cocreated and supported by the technology team.

			In companies without a technology department properly involved in its processes, it is common for systems to be developed or purchased with no participation of the right people for the job and no clear guidelines. These decisions may work temporarily, but they create huge problems in the long term because it’s harder to fix a system when you haven’t followed its implementation step by step. With a proper platform mindset, the engineering processes are carried out correctly from the start. For example, using agile development methodologies, new systems can be validated gradually, starting with MVPs (minimum viable products6). This saves time and increases productivity.

			How to deal with scale and technical debt

			It’s difficult to predict whether a company will ever grow, since most new businesses don’t flourish in real life. You can be aware that, if it does grow, you’ll need to think fast about solving the challenges in each area with an eye to scale, because artisanal solutions tend to be chaotic to manage in the long term. And mistakes in a small company have very different consequences than mistakes in companies that already operate at scale. The best way to minimize mistakes is to be intentional about how to grow.

			It’s a risk not paying attention to the fact that the company got suddenly bigger. Still, each team continues to make independent decisions and follow the same processes as when the company was a start-up. For example, an employee performance review system that could handle 100 employees may not work so well when that number reaches 1,000.

			Why not? Perhaps Alex from HR would copy the names of the people from an employee registration spreadsheet into the review system, circulate the information between the involved parties, then manually transfer the reviews and comments back from the review system to the spreadsheet. However, with a much larger number of people, departments, and responses involved, this kind of workflow becomes burdensome and eventually becomes a technical debt.

			The lack of integration between the employee registration and the performance review systems would be nightmare for the managers. The list of employees to be evaluated would never be correct, as it would depend on manual processes that are susceptible to error and not scalable.

			Without a platform mindset permeating the company systems and processes, technical debts become obstacles to growth, and the operation is compromised—even if the product or service is conceptually great. The accumulation of technical debt leads to a loss of productivity over time. Figure 1 shows that building software with shortcuts without attention to quality and the best way to implement each new feature can lead to an initial productivity gain. However, as would happen with a monetary debt, in the long term, the interest accrues, and the technical debts significantly impact productivity.

			Figure 1: Loss of productivity due to technical debts

			[image: ]

			Source: Adapted from “Technical Debt - the silent villain of web development,” by Piotr Golofit, on the Accesto blog, available at https://accesto.com/blog/technical-debt-the-silent-villain-of-web-development/ (accessed Mar. 27, 2024)

			Human resources processes scale with the number of employees; sales processes scale with the number of clients; operations processes scale with the number of suppliers; legal processes scale with the number of employees, clients, and offices. And logistics problems scale with the number of headquarters, clients, and employees. Many aspects take on a large scale as a company grows, and to meet this inexorable demand, the people in leadership roles must turn their minds to building an integrated technology area.

			It shouldn’t be news to anyone that, in today’s world, technology is a way of creating efficiencies in almost every process in manufacturing, industry, commerce, or services. This may not be the case for your business, but you can’t reach this conclusion without first conducting an analysis along the lines of “Dodo, I really do not need a platform mindset to...” This reflection is even more relevant for those preparing to expand.

			Each company grows differently and has different needs from the moment it starts scaling up. Managers need to consider how they want their processes to work and how they are going to organize the technology area to implement these processes.

			For some companies, the turning point in growth is when an IPO occurs,7 due to the new influx of capital. Will new areas be created in the company? If so, is there a structure in place to accommodate them? If not, the influx of funds to open new areas in a hypergrowth phase can sometimes cause a highly chaotic situation in the company’s systems, including duplication and technical debt.

			A dog food business that started out as a home-based business and suddenly became popular and needed to scale may have different priorities when it grows. It may need to open a better channel for active communication with customers, requiring specialized software. As the business grows, technology needs to change to support its processes and operations in an intentional and integrated way with the rest of the organization.

			More and more options are emerging to support this expansion without an in-house technology department, such as contracting third-party services using cloud-based SAAS (software-as-a-service) solutions. Depending on the size of the company and its plans, this can end up becoming an effective permanent solution. It can also be a useful alternative for a few years until the process becomes more complex and the priorities or the business model itself change.

			When technology managers deal with several technology service providers, internal developers, and a lot of clutter, it’s time to rationalize the tech investments.

			What is a platform mindset?

			Investment in technology should generate value for the company. A large part of this investment goes into human resources because technology professionals tend to have higher salaries than other areas. Their potential to generate value is also very high, so a large part of the technology leader’s job is to hand-pick the team.

			Once you have a team that is as lean and competent as possible, you need to analyze what should be developed and managed in-house and what should be outsourced. To do this, the technology manager must determine which projects are strategic and should take the team’s time, as well as which ones are commodities and should be outsourced.

			This type of decision includes considering costs for both scenarios, supplier costs and internal costs, since even if a project is outsourced, it still must be monitored by the internal team and somehow integrated with the other company’s systems.

			Having a senior technology professional on board as early as possible is key to carry out these assessments. A technology manager who plays a leading role in a company’s early stages would be able to plan all the processes, both from the point of view of systems development and implementation and in building the team and defining management processes.

			On the other hand, a technology manager hired by a company that has grown disorganized is left with the more laborious task of reviewing all the processes and, in most cases, revisiting the configuration of the team itself. They will have to deal with questions such as: does the investment in technology pay off? Are people in the right roles? Is there a good ratio of senior and junior positions? Are they working on projects that make sense for the company’s mission? Are there any redundant projects in the different teams? Is technology working to reduce the risk of operations years down the line? Are there any bloated or understaffed teams?

			Ideally, the technology leader should clearly demonstrate to the CFO (Chief Financial Officer) and CEO (Chief Executive Officer) that, for every dollar invested in the company’s technology team, there is a greater return on the initial investment. They could achieve this, for example, by analyzing the difference between the cost of maintaining and operating an in-house system and a viable alternative provided by a third party. Sometimes, the difference amounts to millions of dollars a year, especially with scale.

			In addition, any improvement that a technology team makes to the systems of a company that is scaling up its processes, no matter how small, can generate real value for the business. For areas that are strategic for the company, developing the technology in-house also generates advantages, such as greater control over the tools, customization of the technology to the company’s needs, and the possibility of innovation.

			A certain amount of “fat” in a technology team is desirable so there is room to fail, try again, experiment, and find innovative solutions. Innovation should always be at the heart of any technology company. The only people who never make mistakes are those who only work on obvious projects. Mistakes are part and parcel of everyday life in technology. In some projects I’ve worked on, such as search engine efficiency,8 it was necessary to carry out many experiments for each incremental gain. However, a gain of even 0.5% in efficiency generally represented millions of dollars, given the scale of these systems.

			If there is no money for this “fat” at an early stage in the company, it can be created by efficiency gains in the technology area—for example, by making developers more productive, reducing technical debt, and reinvesting this productivity gain. But you also must pay attention to how quickly the technology team grows because the bigger it gets, the more complex it will be to manage.

			While the team is smaller, it’s easier to manage what each person does and to be more judicious when recruiting. You can no longer have individual exchanges with all employees when you get to larger numbers, from 50 or 100 employees and up. Anderson Nielson, who works with me at Stone as my HR business partner, always says that there comes a time when the company becomes a reflection of society, where there is everything, including less efficient and more efficient people, and people who are less adapted or more adapted to the culture of the technology and of the company. At this point, there is a need to establish control and supervision processes, standardize platforms and tools, and define clear guidelines. Orderly and well-thought-out growth avoids the painful operation of taking away freedoms and imposing restrictions on a team that is already used to doing everything its way.

			A platform mindset is thinking about all these goals, with intentionality: extracting the most value of the technology team while maintaining a great culture, platforms, and tools, and reducing technical debt and inefficiencies. Of course, this must be done with a growth mindset, as there are no simple formulas, and we need to learn as we go. The following chapters provide insights into many of these areas, based on my experience working in innovative teams and leading large organizations.

			Changing the game

			The technology leader isn’t necessarily an insightful person who can invent a new application and knows all the latest tech news on the market. To lead a technology team, you need to be someone who can talk to colleagues from all areas of the company to understand how to make technology an integral part of each area’s function. Many people think that this means creating systems to automate manual processes. It is more than that. Digitizing manual processes is like wasting time thinking about making a wagon faster instead of concentrating on building a car.

			Technology needs to change the game, not just speed it up. If each department in the company hires a few technology professionals to separately create ten systems, you’ll end up with ten problems. Each of these departments may be better locally than before, but the company overall will be in a situation far below its potential due to a lack of communication and integration.

			The case of the distribution of COVID-19 vaccines in the United States during the pandemic proves how not thinking intentionally about innovation hinders project execution. Once the long-awaited COVID-19 immunizations were manufactured and made available to the public in early 2021, the US government distributed them by sending batches of vaccines to the country’s pharmacy chains to manage their administration. These large private chains then divided the shipments they received among their branches. As a result, some areas of the same city had more vaccines and others less, possibly depending on the number of different pharmacies and residents there. For the consumer, it was necessary to go to the website of each pharmacy chain to search and find out in which region near their home or work they could schedule their vaccination.

			If a single distribution and information system had been created, the service would have been much simpler and more convenient for the user/citizen, as well as more effective in reaching the government’s goal of vaccinating as many people as possible in the shortest possible time. A single central system could speed up the population’s vaccination schedule. A detail like that makes an absurd difference to the number of vaccines administered and the streamlining of the whole process.

			As the scale of the COVID-19 pandemic was unparalleled, no one had planned a vaccine distribution protocol that could be quickly implemented and scaled up. The process wasn’t designed to make technology into an active and essential part of what was being done, and it’s precisely in this kind of situation that it’s possible to see how a lack of strategic technical direction impacts the desired results.

			Technology can’t be an accessory to the project; it must be central to it. There’s no point in developing a service or product and then thinking about how technology will fit into it. With a technology person involved from the outset, the possibilities for execution are multiplied. It’s not about improving an originally analog process but transforming it.

			There are situations in which the company’s resistance to the implementation of this technology leadership model is so strong that, even in the face of a well-intentioned and informed manager, the digital transformation stalls. Often, there is no room in the company for a technology leader to head an ambitious project because no one there really understands the role of technology in business. A platform mindset may require a cultural transformation.

			Changing the culture

			Microsoft was born in 1975, before the internet, when software was sold in boxes, and there was no concept of online services or cloud computing. The company is still relevant today, and perhaps more than ever, because it is constantly reinventing itself. CEO Satya Nadella’s insight was to understand that their old model of thinking, in which each part of the company ran its projects as if it were an independent business, even competing internally with other departments, no longer worked. Satya realized it was necessary to generate synergy to maintain a leading role in a new environment where everything is connected.

			I worked with Satya at Microsoft for eight years, and I saw how dedicated he was to changing the company’s internal structures. He pointed out to the teams that they should collaborate and depend on each other, such as betting on Azure as the common computing platform. This brought the people in leadership into a dialog that hadn’t existed before and generated unprecedented synergies and experiences for everyone.

			As part of this transformation, I worked with Mark Russinovich, CTO of Azure, on the migration of internal services that used their own computing platforms to Azure. These conversations were very difficult, almost non-existent at the beginning of our journey. However, throughout the company’s cultural transformation, they became more frequent to the point of bringing unquestionable value. The evolution of Azure as a product helped the viability of these migrations. Still, they were only made possible because the various teams at Microsoft began to collaborate more and became comfortable with being more interdependent.



OEBPS/font/MyriadPro-SemiboldSemiCn.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/Figure_1c.png
FUNCTIONALITIES DELIVERED

INITIAL
GAINS

TECHNICAL
DEBT COST

TIME





OEBPS/image/Platform_Mindset_front_matter_new_ISBNs_title_page.png
r

J A Platform
. Mindset

/ My lessons from
developer to CTO

< MARCUS FONTOURA

< 80802
BOOKS

an imprint of Microsoft





OEBPS/image/9798999120168.jpg
A Platform
Mindset

/ My lessons from
developer to CTO

< MARCUS FONTOURA





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/MyriadPro-BoldCond.otf


OEBPS/font/MyriadPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MyriadPro-It.otf


OEBPS/font/MyriadPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/MyriadPro-BoldSemiCn.otf


OEBPS/image/1.png





OEBPS/font/MyriadPro-SemiCn.otf


