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Foreword

“OMG!”

That was my reaction when I saw the first demo of Webex Hologram, the output of a four-month innovation effort I had sponsored Elizabeth and team to run. The technology was impressive, but what was more impressive was that, in just fifteen weeks, after being given a small, mismatched group of “on loan” resources across the globe, Elizabeth had somehow transformed them into a cohesive team running at a sprint to build something the industry had never seen before.

When Elizabeth and team first proposed we focus on the augmented and virtual reality space, I was leading Cisco’s Collaboration business. This was still a nascent market, adjacent to our core business, with little direction and a lot of potential. I green-lit Elizabeth to further explore this space with a small tiger team to test technical viability and asked them to come back with a next-level proposal of how we could enter this space.

When they pitched a project plan in response, I was impressed with how clearly a road map they laid out, considering how many unknowns there still were in this space. It covered risks, opportunities, and outputs from the tiger team that precisely depicted the technology problem we were trying to solve, a minimum viable first step to a multiphase solution, and a long-term road map of where we could go. Elizabeth had identified the team she wanted, replete with names and faces in many cases, and identified skill set gaps needed for other areas. We hadn’t discussed who would lead this project, but she proposed herself as the project lead with total confidence and no apparent qualms about the fact that we were venturing into uncharted waters.

As someone who’s built a career leading large, multifaceted organizations, I’m always weighing the balance between meeting short-term milestones and swinging for the fences on long-term bets. The hardest part of gambling on future solutions is dealing with the ambiguity of a continually evolving plan when you never have all the pieces to the equation, and the pieces you do have keep changing. You need a certain kind of person to lead in ambiguity—not only to cast a vision but to define a path toward that vision and convince people to come along on the adventure.

The swirling cloud of questions and uncertainty around this technology exploration didn’t seem to faze Elizabeth. She calmly laid out a plan that was not only logical but starkly simplistic compared to the complexity of the technology the team would be building. So, I decided to take a chance on her leadership for that first phase of the project. And then the next. And the next.

Sometimes, to go someplace new you need a different kind of leader than what brought you to where you currently are. That “something different” is what I saw in Elizabeth, and I’m glad several years ago I took that gamble.

In this book, Elizabeth reveals the other side of that journey—her leadership journey, including the steps she took to dream, discover, and build an innovative breakthrough. She also explains how she convinced an organization to fund her, a team to follow her, and me to believe in her; and she provides an inside look at the mental journey and learnings throughout that process.

If you want an unfiltered look at the making of an intrapreneur, read on. You’ll enjoy the ride.

—Rowan Trollope

CEO, REDIS


 

Acknowledgments

“Praise God, from whom all blessings flow;

Praise Him, all creatures here below;

Praise Him above, ye heav’nly host;

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.”1

Thank you to my sounding board, adventure buddy, and partner in all things, Nathaniel—for not only the daily hand-ground cup of coffee, adorned with freshly grated nutmeg, delivered faithfully to me every morning (to the envy of so many colleagues on the other side of my video calls!) but also for everything else along the way. I couldn’t be me if you weren’t you. I love you.

Thank you to my huckleberry, Ashley; you have gone with me into the fire again and again, and I couldn’t have done this without you.

Thank you, Jim, for the opportunity and the push, Phil for all the collaboration to bring an idea to proposal, Cullen for all the technical rigor, and Rowan for sponsoring us to get off the ground.

Thank you to the amazing Gallia team that put up with all my crazy shenanigans in those early days, met every challenge with a “whatever it takes” attitude, and defied the odds to build the impossible. Y’all have a special place in my heart.

Thank you to the sponsors, the reviewers, the supporters, and those who took up the charge to usher Gallia into the Webex Hologram era.

Thank you to everyone who reviewed, edited, offered encouragement, and pushed me along the way in the creation of this book.


 

Introduction

My name is Elizabeth Bieniek. I’ve had several lengthy and largely meaningless titles made up of big words with bigger connotations, like “innovator,” “intrapreneur,” and “boss lady.” OK, that last one might not be on a business card. But big titles don’t always convey meaning well. I like simplicity. So I’m going to tell you a story. A simple story. A story in my own words. My story.

For the last … goodish while, I’ve been employed within the realm of enterprise collaboration—that’s the fancy word for the hardware and software technology companies pay a lot of money for so their employees and customers can talk to each other and among themselves. But I don’t really care about the technology. This might sound a little funny considering I was part of the CTO, or chief technology office, but it’s true. The technology itself is meaningless. I care about people. People have been around a lot longer than technology. They’re a lot less predictable too. People are interesting. And when technology helps people be more, well, people-y, it gets interesting too.

Remote work has always been a challenge—an understatement of the century—and that has only increased with time. One of the most limiting factors is that we always try to take a multidimensional world, where we interact with things based on their spatial presence and proximity to us and make it flat. Flat screens, flat people, flat presentations, flat content. Then we’re surprised when these experiences fall flat. We scratch our heads and say: “Why isn’t this remote experience as good as being in person?” We ignored the fact that most human communication is nonverbal. We wrinkle our eyebrows, we shake when we laugh, and we gesticulate wildly when we get excited, angry, or want to add emphasis. We smirk, we shrug, we hunch, we lean forward, we lean back, we cross our arms, we fidget. We are dynamic and restless and interactive and fascinating. But our enterprise collaboration technology did not allow for this. Life is not flat, but our technology was.

Several years ago, I became very interested in Augmented and Virtual Reality (AR/VR) and how AR—bringing virtual objects into my physical world—could improve remote work. So, for the past several years, my team has been building this. It graduated from its project origins and was released into the world as Webex Hologram: a multidimensional holographic collaboration system that delivers photorealistic quality holograms in real time. No avatars. No delays. No guessing games. Just bringing people together when they physically can’t be, to share real and digital content the way they would naturally when face-to-face.

It’s amazing technology, but I’m not here to write about the technology. I’m here to write about the story behind it. It’s the intentional story of how I built a scrappy dream team inside of big tech, and it’s the unintentional story of how I discovered my superpower—leading in ambiguity—by becoming an accidental intrapreneur. I learned so much about human dynamics, what motivates us, how to mold a team of unique strangers into a cohesive, self-motivated team of superheroes, how culture is crafted and cared for, and why it’s important to have Cake on Tuesday. This book distills what I learned about leadership, innovation, and grit—and a few things about myself too. I hope you enjoy the journey and that it helps you on yours.
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PART 1

Starting Is Hard



“The hardest part is starting. Once you get that out of the way, you’ll find the rest of the journey much easier.”

—SIMON SINEK

 

Because this is the story behind the story, I wanted to give credit to all the efforts that were part of the proverbial iceberg below the surface. We like to gloss over that iceberg, but starting is hard. I’m often asked to speak on innovation and emerging technology, but rarely do people ask: “How do you think about things?” “How do you come up with ideas?” “How do you persuade people to believe in those crazy ideas?” “How do you convince people to invest their blood, sweat, and tears into your vision?” Beginning truly is the hardest part, and that is why the lion’s share of this book is focused on getting started.

Often, stories start with execution, or at least with building a dream team, but you shouldn’t execute until your team is crystal clear on your vision, your process, and your culture and mobilized and empowered to go fast. And you can’t build a team until you have crafted and sold a clear vision. And you can’t craft a clear vision until you find your angel in the marble. And you can’t find your angel unless you’re looking for it. And before you know where to look, you need to ask a lot of questions. And before you can ask insightful questions, you need to be silent and think. And to be silent and think, you should probably go outside.

Starting is hard. But doing hard things is good for you. Or so my mom used to say.
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Be Disagreeable



“You cannot make an omelet without breaking some balls.”

—MARGARET THATCHER

“Good morning, I’d like to have an argument!”2

That memorable opener to a Monty Python skit has stuck in my head since my teen years. Sometimes, you need to spice things up and be a little disagreeable. I heard it said once that “if two people always agree, one of them is not necessary.” To bring something new and different to the table, you have to be, well, different.

My Morning Argument

Webex Hologram never would have started if it weren’t for an argument. Before I unwittingly embarked on this adventure, I was tasked with strategic alliances—working with some of our biggest partners in the industry on efforts that were impactful to the long-term strategy of both our companies. I was having coffee with my boss, who headed up both partnerships and strategy and not being one to keep my nose out of things outside of my domain, I decided to be jovially confrontational about the annual long-range strategic planning process that his other group was wrapping up and that I was only tangentially involved in. I recall saying something subtle and full of tact, such as: “Why do we call it a long-range strategic plan when it’s neither long range nor strategic?”

I further lamented that, at that time, our process was to create a three-year incremental plan looking primarily at market adjacencies and only keeping a lazy eye on anything past that. But I argued that technology is always changing and can have a long tail. Strategy shouldn’t be a three-year set plan; it should be a five-, ten-, fifteen-year, or more dynamic approach. And “strategic” isn’t just looking at incremental changes to what’s existing—it’s seeking out disruptive change! What are the fringe, emerging technologies that can drastically disrupt our business?

The Way We’ve Always Done It

I may have been a little cocky in my armchair quarterback criticism, but one of my pet peeves is that sickeningly passive, innovation-killing statement: “This is the way we’ve always done it.” I passionately hate this thought because it glorifies the status quo by implying that since something has worked historically, there’s no need to change it because it will continue to work fine in perpetuity. What absurd logic! Nothing in life stands still; everything is dynamic. Accordingly, our processes, our products, and our approaches should be ever-evolving as well, and we should continuously strive for improvement. Without this constant sampling and revalidation, the default will be inaction, and over time, inaction becomes ineptitude.
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