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Since our founding ten years ago, OpenView has been singularly focused on 
investing in and helping build the best expansion stage software companies. 
We’ve made it our mission to not only seek out these companies, but to 
interact with and understand the people behind them. We invest in people 
first and foremost.

Through BUILD, we’re giving our community a close up look at what it takes to 
build and scale a company from the ground up. These stories come directly 
from the founders, leaders and operators — the builders and makers. 

The ups and downs, tactics and advice laid out here provide an intimate 
account of a startup’s life. We know that while a VC can support a growing 
business, the building blocks that create the next billion dollar company are 
laid by those on the inside. 

Thank you to the many entrepreneurs and operators who shared their stories 
with us. Thank you to our team for finding and developing these stories for our 
community. And thank you to our community for making OpenView the firm it 
is today, ten years on.

Scott Maxwell
Founder & Managing Partner

OpenView

FROM OUR 
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HOW AUTHENTICITY 
HELPS YOU WIN AT 
MARKETING
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Daniel Incandela’s career in digital marketing covers a lot of 
territory. He has applied his marketing skills and expertise 
to leadership positions at art museums, in IndyCar racing, 

and with household B2B brands including ExactTarget and 
Salesforce. Today, he serves as the Senior Vice President of Global 
Marketing at Return Path, a leading email data solutions provider 
that helps its clients build closer, safer, and smarter relationships 
with their customers.

Throughout his varied career, Incandela has always maintained 
the importance of being direct and authentic. From his approach 
to brand messaging to his management style to his strategic 
planning process, he comes to each challenge with a simple and 
pragmatic outlook that serves him — and, ultimately, his customers 
— well.

HONEST BRANDING

Incandela joined Return Path in early 2015 when CMO, Scott 
Roth, was in the midst of a rebrand that involved refreshing the 
company messaging and positioning so it would be more relevant 
and innovative, and also help to highlight the company’s vibrant 
culture. One of Incandela’s first initiatives then as VP of Brand and 
Digital was to bring the new branding to life in the digital channel.

“When I was preparing to interview at Return Path, I visited their 
website, and it was not a good experience,” Incandela says, 
recalling his first impression of the company’s pre-rebrand online 
presence. “The messaging was so convoluted that it was difficult 
really understanding what the company did, so a big part of 
my focus was taking the new brand experience and creating a 
wholly new digital experience that would be accessible to all of 
our audiences — prospects, existing customers, analysts, press, 
and job seekers.”
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Looking back on this project and other brand 
development work he’s done over the years, Incandela 
offers four tips that together provide a kind of framework 
for success in this area:

 » Tackle Messaging First: “Messaging is the first 
step in developing a content strategy,” he says. “In 
fact, it is one of the most important things you can 
do in software and in marketing.” It’s especially 
important for early stage companies to step back 
and spend some time on their brand development 
while they are establishing their initial presence in 
the market. How you define your messaging will 
create a foundation for everything else you do in 
marketing and sales.

 » Don’t be a Copycat: “Do not copy what other 
companies are doing,” Incandela warns. “This 
drives me nuts in this field because companies 
tend to use incredibly specific jargon that only 
makes sense to people in the software space. 
When companies mimic each other, it becomes this 
linguistically specialized language that only product 
marketers understand. Your prospects have no idea 
what you’re talking about.”

 » Be Authentic: “Be authentic, be truthful, and 
communicate in a really simple way,” says 
Incandela. “It’s that easy.” Of course, it’s not always 
actually easy; but vetting your branding ideas 
against the authentic-truthful-simple approach 
will give you an very real advantage against 
companies who have fallen into the industry lingo 
trap.

 » Get Feedback: “Messaging should reflect the 
company culture, the strength of your product, and 
the way you want to go into the marketplace,” 
Incandela says. “To accomplish this well, you have 
to talk with internal people across all departments.” 
He adds, however, that it’s not enough to tap 
internal resources for input and perspective, noting 
the importance of getting feedback from outside 
people who will be the audience for your brand 
messaging. “Ultimately, your messaging is going 
to appear in a press release, on your website, and 
in your event booth graphics,” he says. “You need 
to be sure to balance internal input with external 
relevance.”

In addition to soliciting feedback during the brand 
development process, Incandela also recommends 
ongoing measurement of how your messaging is being 
received in the market. While it’s difficult to isolate or 
quantify the performance of branding, there are steps 
you can take to monitor overall perceptions. In addition 
to measuring web traffic and advertising impressions, 
Incandela and his team run quarterly surveys that are 
specifically geared to measure brand awareness and 
sentiment. “Since the rebrand, the trend is up, and the 
comments we hear from existing customers have been 
very, very positive,” says Incandela. “And, our prospect 
audience has definitely had an injection of new energy 
about our brand.”

DIRECT CONNECTIONS

While working on the rebrand, Incandela was also 
settling into the day-to-day marketing operations. Prior 
to Incandela’s hire, Roth had moved the previously 
outsourced business development team in house. 
While the initial decision to make this transition was 
driven primarily by a need to improve the group’s ROI, 
Incandela saw it as one element in a larger marketing 
initiative. “The decision coincided with Return Path’s 
leadership team recognizing that they needed to invest 
in marketing in order to improve the entire customer 
journey,” he explains. “The sales team needed better 
individual support — better opportunities to chase — and 
that’s only possible with a well-trained in-house business 
development team that knows the product inside and out, 
understands the marketing strategy, and can therefore 
talk to prospects in a way that is focused on helping them 
solve their problems.”

By bringing the business development team in house, 
Return Path made it possible for that team to build and 
nurture more direct and authentic relationships with the 
sales and marketing teams as well as with prospects. 
In addition, Return Path takes a direct approach to 
professional development within the sales staff, which 
contributes to a consistently positive trend in department-
to-department turnover. “We have a very clear-cut path 
for sales professionals to move through the company,” 
Incandela says. “You start in sales development handling 
inbound, move to outbound, and then move into sales. 
We have an incredible pipeline of talent that’s progressing 
through the company and is focused on adding to our 
already impressive client list.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/why-you-should-never-dress-like-a-teenager-how-authenticity-helps-you-win-at-marketing/#.WD3oKqIrLOR
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“WE JUST NEED TO 
BE HONEST WITH 

OURSELVES AND DO 
WHAT’S BEST FOR 
OUR CUSTOMERS 
AND PROSPECTS.”

DANIEL INCANDELA
SVP of Global Marketing
at Return Path
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Incandela attributes the alignment between Return Path’s 
sales and marketing teams to the same kind of direct 
communication. “Our sales and marketing relationship 
isn’t perfect, but it is really strong,” he says. “Part of what 
keeps the relationship healthy is that we can have very 
direct conversations, and because I view marketing as 
the main supporter of sales.”

Support is a big theme in the way Incandela approaches 
his marketing role, both in the larger picture of how 
marketing supports the organization, and also in how he 
supports his own team. “As a manager, I try to be direct 
and honest,” he says. “I learned early on that postponing 
or avoiding difficult conversations isn’t healthy for 
anyone, so I’m always direct and honest, but also very 
encouraging and supportive.”

Incandela acknowledges that his direct reports and 
extended team are the ones doing the work — not him 
—and considers it his primary responsibility to simply 
provide them with the resources they need to do their 
jobs. “My team members are the ones who make this 
company look good. I have to let them do their jobs,” 
he says. “This means that I need to be there to support 
them when they need support, and otherwise I just need 
to get out of their way.” Incandela focuses his efforts on 
helping his team remove obstacles, acquire budget, and 
move initiatives through the approval process with the 
executive team.

Ongoing team communication is another area in 
which Incandela employs a direct and consistent 
approach. “We have an open office format, so there’s 
a lot of conversation throughout the day. We have a 
lot of fun.” In addition to the in-the-moment, in-person 
conversations, Incandela’s team stays in sync on daily 
work via agile methodology and platforms like Trello 
and Chatter. Incandela also runs weekly meetings with 
the larger group as well as individual one-on-ones with 
direct reports. In each of these meetings, Incandela 
focuses on how he can provide support to the team. 
“We’re only going to be successful if the team is allowed 
to do their job in an environment where they feel listened 
to, supported, and free to make decisions,” Incandela 
says. “When you create that kind of framework, you can 
create really special things. And, in marketing, that’s 
what it’s all about.”

AUTHENTIC STRATEGIES

“We have one person who handles advertising, and I 
always tell her that I want her to try one piece of advertising 
that is completely off the wall, something we’ve never 
tried before,” Incandela says. “It’s like a free pass. Even 
if it completely bombs, no one’s going to lose their job.” 
This kind of support and encouragement is indicative of 
the way Incandela moves his team forward, inspiring 
them to experiment with new ideas and untried tactics. 
He’s careful, however, to integrate new technologies and 
creative concepts without overlooking the value of the 
tried-and-true tools. “It still surprises me that direct mail 
still works,” he says as an example. “99.9% of everything 
we do in marketing is digital, but then you do a direct 
mail piece, and it works. It’s amazing.”

While he pushes his team to the cutting edge of many 
marketing technologies, he never loses sight of what’s 
most important: being relevant to the customer. “Things 
like Snapchat, LINE, and Pokemon Go are probably not 
relevant for our audience or our brand,” he says. “Using 
those platforms would be the equivalent of me dressing 
like a teenager — it would come off a little weird.” He 
adds, however, that almost anything can work if you have 
the right content. “It all comes down to messaging,” he 
says. “We just need to be honest with ourselves and do 
what’s best for our customers and prospects. The focus is 
on creating a great experience, whether you’re talking 
about your website, your advertising, or an event.” Once 
again — be authentic, be truthful, and keep it simple. 
Pretty solid advice in any situation.

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/why-you-should-never-dress-like-a-teenager-how-authenticity-helps-you-win-at-marketing/#.WD3oKqIrLOR
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HOW TO RUN 
YOUR STARTUP 
ON ONE KPI
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

x.ai is an artificial 
i n t e l l i g e n c e 
company that 

makes scheduling meetings easier. 
In fact, with x.ai, scheduling isn’t just 
easier, it’s completely painless. x.ai 
users simply copy their AI assistant 
(Amy or Andrew) on scheduling-
related conversations, and the 
assistant takes on the job of finding 
and confirming a time and location 
with meeting participants and then 
sends out a calendar invitation.

x.ai aims to make a very complicated 
and painful process simple, so when 
it comes to measuring the company’s 
success, it makes sense that Dennis 
R. Mortensen, x.ai’s Founder and 
CEO, would put in place simple 
success metrics. In fact, x.ai has just 
one KPI — schedule more meetings.

“I am personally a huge fan of 
running any startup on one KPI,” 
says Mortensen. “I think that’s the 
difference between a startup and a 
business. The idea of a startup is just 
so fragile that the default outcome is 
almost always that you don’t make 
it. To ensure success, you need to 
make sure that everybody is running 
in the same direction. And the more 
aligned you are, the more likely it is 
that you will have a good outcome.”

But, just communicating that KPI to 
your team isn’t enough. You need to 
make sure that every single person 
on your team has real-time access 
to how you’re measuring against 
that metric.

“Make sure to put that one KPI on 
a big-ass plasma TV in the middle 
of every room your team members 
operate in,” says Mortensen. “Our 
employees should know what 
we’re hunting, where we are 
today, where our next target is and 
should be able to assume where 
we’ll be tomorrow. Everyone at 
the company should be able to 
somewhat predict when we’ll hit 
that next target.” If measuring your 
company’s success based on one 
KPI sounds simple, finding that one 
KPI can be extremely challenging.

“Finding some KPI that you can 
use to track success all the way 
from hiring new employees on 
up to presenting at your board 
meeting is the truly hard part,” 
says Mortensen. “The KPI has to 
be something that encompasses 
where we’re headed as a startup. 
We have to ask ourselves if this one 
metric is something we can raise 
capital on, if it’s something we can 
run the company on. 
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For instance, is this one KPI going to 
enable us to make sure that our data 
science team is moving forward 
or that our engineering team is 
pushing what they’re supposed to 
to production?”

“If you’re able to invest enough 
time and energy into finding that 
one perfect KPI, it really provides 
clarity and focus beyond anything 
else by which you can possibly be 
measuring your success. Once you 
find that KPI you can truly run on it 
for years,” says Mortensen.

So, what happens when the 
company grows from a startup into 
a full-fledged business? “There will 
come an inflection point where we 
need to introduce proper business-
specific KPIs and unique reporting 
initiatives. But, for now, anybody 

you speak to around the company 
will have a relationship to our one 
KPI. Everyone at x.ai knows exactly 
what the next target number is 
and where we’re headed,” says 
Mortensen.

But, how do you come up with that 
one perfect KPI? Mortensen says 
to use a checklist to make sure you 
don’t just end up with yet another 
metric. It should truly be a key 
performance indicator. Here’s the 
list he goes uses:

 » It should echo 
organizational goals

 » It should provide context

 » It should create meaning 
on all levels of the 
organization

 » It should be based 
on legitimate highly 
measurable data

 » It should be easy to 
understand

 » It should lead to ACTION!

In order to really set up a KPI that 
will work for your company for the 
long-haul, you have to speak to 
those involved. “If that data scientist 
can’t see how his job matters in 
relation to this one KPI, and you 
can’t articulate why or how it’s 
related, then the KPI you chose isn’t 
a good one,” says Mortensen.

And getting to that one perfect KPI 
might take months, but Mortensen 
says it’s been well worth it. “There’s 
not a board meeting, an all-hands 
or a late night where I don’t see 
some message on Slack referencing 
our KPI. The team truly embodies 
this one success metrics, which has 
enabled us to run faster than we 
ever thought possible.”

“MEASURING 
YOUR SUCCESS 
ON ONE KPI 
ISN’T THE 
HARD PART, 
IT’S FINDING 
THAT ONE ALL-
ENCOMPASSING 
KPI, THAT’S 
THE REAL 
CHALLENGE.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-to-run-your-startup-on-one-kpi/#.WD3n4aIrLOR
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CORE STRATEGIES TO 
BUILDING A SUCCESSFUL 
SOFTWARE COMPANY 
Interviewed by Gail Axelrod

Vance Loiselle is a software industry veteran with 
more than twenty years of experience and an 
impressive track record of building successful 

enterprise software, services, and hosting companies. 
A proven CEO with impeccable instincts and a strong, 
balanced background in product, go-to-market, and 
fundraising, he has served at the executive level at four 
public companies: BMC, BladeLogic, Accenture, and 
Breakaway. 

Currently, Loiselle is the CEO of TrueMotion, a behavior-
based platform that enables insurance companies and 
consumers to improve road safety using smartphone 
sensor technology and powerful data analytics. By 
measuring behaviors like hard braking, acceleration, 
and even distracted driving, this smartphone technology 
effectively tracks safe drivers and rewards them with 
discounts on their auto insurance.

Loiselle’s career spans a wide variety of service sectors 
(including IT, Telco, CRM, and financial services) and 
almost every managerial role from operations and 
marketing to product management and business 
development. His deep domain and leadership 
experience has taught him many valuable lessons and 
also given him the ability to recognize trends and shifts 
in the market.

When asked to define some of the core strategies that 
have helped him build a consistently successful string of 
B2B companies, Loiselle points to two key practices that 
have helped him develop both strong company visions 
and the effective tactical plans required to bring those 
visions to life. No matter the specifics of the company, 
understanding these two key elements of the business 
scenario is critical to success.

GETTING TO YOUR MVP

“It’s kind of a cliché,” Loiselle says, “but first and foremost 
it’s important to really roll up your sleeves to get to your 
MVP — minimum viable product — and product markets.” 
Loiselle recommends getting to this point as quickly as 
possible, but warns against falling into the trap of letting 
customer requests drive the process. “You want to 
maximize the efficiency of the engineering team in order 
to get the product market fit that’s really sticky,” he says. 
“It’s hard.”

Loiselle acknowledges that it’s tempting for startups to 
respond to every customer demand when trying to 
close their first big deal, but he recommends being very 
intentional about when and how far you bend over 
backwards to meet customer demands. “For the first 
couple of deals, you want to demonstrate success to 
your own team, your employees, and your investors,” 
he says. “In these cases, you sometimes have to bend 
over backwards to get the business and the reference 
account.” Loiselle recommends caution, however, in 
how you balance the services-to-software ratio. Too 
much professional services support can turn even the 
most promising sale into a consulting project that won’t 
support your long-term goals.

That said, strategically putting extra effort into key 
customer relationships can pay huge dividends. “At 
BladeLogic we placed deals with Priceline and Sprint 
very early on, and we put a lot of focus on making those 
accounts successful,” Loiselle recalls. “Then, each time 
we pitched a new customer, we could tell them how our 
software was the standard at Priceline and Sprint. This 
made every other Internet-focused company want to 
understand how our solution could help them.”
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Once Loiselle’s team landed those first couple big deals, 
they were rigorous about staying on track by sticking 
to their product management plan. “We really took 
customer feedback to heart,” he says. “But we were very 
thoughtful about it. We considered each item carefully in a 
kind of map exercise that made sure we were prioritizing 
the right items. It required a great deal of discipline, but it 
really helped us maintain and grow stickiness.”

CHOOSING YOUR MARKET MODEL

The second insight Loiselle emphasizes is understanding 
which pivotal market model is right for your business. 
“Really figuring out where to invest in the right type of 
sales has been the second-biggest success factor in all of 
the companies I’ve been at so far,” he says.

As an example, he compares the market models that 
worked for BladeLogic and Sumo Logic. “At BladeLogic, 
we were 100% enterprise-sales oriented,” he recalls. “We 
were selling to the Fortune 1000 or the Global 1000, and 
that required real meetings and salespeople — men and 
women who could go into the field and manage a six- to 
eight-month sales cycle in a very heavy, enterprise-sales 
model with a lot of competitive traps.” It took Loiselle and 
his team a little while to figure that strategy out, but once 
they’d identified it, they doubled down — hiring and 
planning rigorously against the model.

Sumo Logic, although it seemed targeted to a very similar 
audience, required a different approach. “At Sumo, 
we started with a similar, enterprise-sales model, but 
then incorporated a more modern, inside sales motion 
and premium model,” Loiselle explains. “I realized that 
developers have a lot more power now than they did 
a decade ago and it was important to utilize a high-
efficiency sales model for deals that were generally 
valued at less than $100,000.”

Whichever model you’re working with, Loiselle 
recommends a balanced and measured approach. 
“Take your time. Don’t invest too heavily in any one thing,” 
he says. “Make your strategy work in a small, focused 
area rather than assuming you need to put a salesperson 
in every NFL city.” While it might be hard to constrain 
yourself to particular markets, Loiselle has repeatedly 
seen success when teams were able to figure things 
out in detail on a smaller scale and then replicate that 
when the time was right. “Tackle one area with focus,” 
he recommends. “Put one person in New York and one 

in San Francisco if that’s where you think your target 
market is. Get a bunch of customers and then build on 
that success by hiring another person in the same area. 
Don’t spread yourself too thin too quickly. Think about it 
like adding more fuel to a few well-built fires instead of 
starting random wildfires all over the place.”

In Loiselle’s experience, companies that get these two 
core business elements right have a market advantage 
and a better chance at long-term success. It might be 
challenging to maintain focus,establishing this foundation 
amidst all the other demands of a growing software 
business, but the effort is worth it.

VANCE LOISELLE
CEO

of TrueMotion

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/strategies-to-building-a-successful-software-company/#.WD3nsKIrLOR
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DELIVER VALUE WITH 
NO STRINGS ATTACHED
Interviewed by Blake Bartlett

“Create value for the 
customer and a lot of 
other things will take care 

of themselves,” says Nick Francis, 
co-founder and CEO of Help Scout. 
The company’s aim is to make every 
customer support interaction more 
human and helpful. It’s not just what 
their product does, it’s how they 
operate as a business. It’s refreshing 
because it’s authentic and true.

We all want to be true. And truth 
is all about consistency. You can’t 
claim a standard and then behave 
in a way that is inconsistent with 
that standard. That is false. No one 
wants to be false. This applies to 
everything, including building a 
software company. Inconsistency 
breeds doubt about your claims and 
turns users away. What if HubSpot 
was terrible at marketing? Would 
you buy their marketing software? 
What if New Relic’s product had lots 
of latency and performance issues? 
What if Salesforce couldn’t sell? 
What if Intuit failed an IRS audit? You 
get the point.

Help Scout is supposed to be helpful. 
It says so in their name. So what 
would you think if they had spammy 
advertising, pushy salespeople or a 
product that was frustratingly hard 
to use? That would be inconsistent 
and false.

Help Scout practices what it 
preaches. “Everything we do comes 
back to creating value before 
asking for anything in return,” 
Francis says. And he takes it one 
step further. “We’ve always seen 
revenue as a byproduct of building 
something awesome.” Customers 
first. Money later. Help Scout is 
literally putting its money where its 
mouth is. Here’s how:

SOLVE A PROBLEM THAT 
BOTHERS YOU

The consensus view is that customer 
support is a cost center. And costs 
should be minimized through 
automation. And when your cost 
cutting shows up on the P&L, your 
investors are happy. But what about 
the customers on the receiving end 
of this mechanized support engine?

“This is why I didn’t like the way that 
helpdesks worked. I felt like even 
the term ‘helpdesk’ was born in the 
enterprise with a focus on reducing 
costs,” Francis says. “I’m a small 
business entrepreneur myself, and 
I believe that customer support is 
your most important marketing 
investment. Great experiences are 
worth sharing, and that’s the core of 
word-of-mouth. ”This foundational 
point of view has huge implications 
for Help Scout’s product strategy. As 
Francis says, “If you see customer 

NICK FRANCIS
Co-Founder & CEO
of Help Scout
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known problem. Talking to users 
can cure arrogance and clear up a 
lot of design misconceptions.

DON’T BE GREEDY

Network effects are magical and 
all good businesses have them, 
right? That’s what we’re all told. 
And it’s true that network effects are 
powerful. But you can alienate users 
by trying to manufacture a network 
effect. “Many products have a front-
loaded onboarding process that 
makes users feel exploited,” Francis 
says. “It seems like they just want to 
get at my address book.”

Other companies have an 
exploitative sales process. In the 
onboarding process, a “Customer 
Success” title is quickly cheapened 
by overeager information gathering. 
As Francis says, “The questions are 
all targeted at sizing up my business 
so they can try to figure out how 
much money the deal will be worth 
after the upsell.” No one wants to 
be on the receiving end of a “land-
and-expand” crusade.

Instead of making the onboarding 
process all about Help Scout’s 
priorities, Francis says they focus 
on creating value for the individual 
user. “In the end, time to value 
means not being self-serving in the 
first fifteen minutes of engagement 
with the customer. It’s about their 
success, not your own.”

“We’re not worried about adding 
users. We try to show customers 
what’s awesome about the product 
first. If we focus on helping and 
getting users to fall in love with Help 
Scout, network effects will happen 
naturally. Make a good product 
first, deliver value, and the rest is 
kind of gravy.”

support as a business’s competitive 
advantage, rather than a cost to be 
controlled, it leads you to build a 
completely different product.”

USERS ARE 
HUMANS, 
NOT 
TICKETS.
TALK TO PEOPLE

In Help Scout’s early years, Francis 
personally called every single 
person who created an account. 
These weren’t sales calls, hoping 
that the founder’s touch would close 
the deal. It was user research.

“I was trying to identify and 
understand their pain on a very 
intimate level. Even saying that 
makes people uncomfortable,” 
Francis explains. “But if you can 
understand their challenges deeply, 
you can build a product that will 
actually help them.” And people 
love helpful products. “I’m a 
product person, so what juices me 
is building something that people 
really love to use,” Francis says. 
“We still talk to a couple hundred 
customers every day because only 
they can determine whether or not 
the product is great.”

Many founders have studied 
Steve Jobs and taken his design 
philosophy as a personal license 
to fortify their myopic product 
ambitions. As Jobs famously said, 
“A lot of times, people don’t know 
what they want until you show it to 
them.” It may work when you’re a 
bonafide genius inventing a new 
category, but it’s pretty arrogant 
when you’re setting out to solve a 

NO STRINGS ATTACHED

A lot of content marketing is self-
serving fuel for a demand gen 
engine. We’ve all seen our share 
of CTA-laden listicles. But the heart 
of content marketing is long-term 
influence, not direct response.

“We want to help the person who 
is struggling with support challenges 
even before we have any kind of 
transactional interaction with them. 
That’s why we’re all in on content 
marketing,” Francis says.

A high-quality content operation is 
expensive and may seem frivolous 
to someone in love with CAC ratios. 
But managing solely by SaaS 
metrics is like trying to drive a car 
while staring at Google Maps. It’s 
not the intended use.

“We’re playing long ball. As long 
as our content is helpful, it’s totally 
fine if the person doesn’t sign up 
for Help Scout immediately. We’re 
willing to wait.”

HUMAN AND HELPFUL

There is a movement toward 
humanizing the business of 
software. Help Scout is doing a hell 
of a good job at making customer 
support interactions more helpful 
and human. Their product and 
behavior both embody this mission 
in a consistent way.

Now, you shouldn’t try to sprinkle 
some humanity on your company 
because it’s working for Help 
Scout. That would be missing the 
point. Figure out who you are as 
a company, and go be that kind 
of company in an extremely true 
fashion.

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/deliver-value-with-no-strings-attached/#.WD3nnKIrLOR
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STANDING OUT IN A SEA 
OF ENTERPRISE BLUE
Interviewed by Gail Axelrod

The Asana team knew they needed 
to come together to define and 
tell their unique story. After all, the 
company was trying to redefine the 
way people work. In order to truly 
do that, they needed to create a 
broader narrative — one that would 
make its customers excited to use 
the product. “We wanted to show 
people that we were pioneering 
a new way of working and a new 
form of teamwork, but that just 
wasn’t coming through in our early 
branding,” says Linden.

DEVELOPING A BRAND 
NARRATIVE

The team immediately set out to 
create a brand narrative from 
which brand attributes and a 
visual motif would flow. Linden 
knew from her experience at 
QuickBooks that whatever narrative 
they came up with, it would 
have to convey an emotion that 
would give both employees and 
customers a sensation beyond just 
the functionality provided by the 
software.

“At QuickBooks, the narrative we 
came up with was ’Remember the 
moment you decided to go it alone 
as a small business owner.’ That 
was extremely powerful. It gave 
you this feeling of independent 
entrepreneurialism that served as 
the core of everything QuickBooks’ 
new brand encapsulated. From 

Amanda Linden has been 
working on solving complex 
design problems for more 

than a decade. Over the course 
of her career, she’s helped design 
PeopleSoft CRM and Wells Fargo’s 
online application experience, 
managed the team responsible 
for Yahoo!’s platform components 
(including the login and registration 
pages) and led Intuit’s QuickBooks 
redesign project. So when Asana 
needed a brand overhaul, enlisting 
Linden’s expertise was a no-brainer.

As a starting point, Linden 
encouraged the design team to 
take a step back and define who 
Asana was as a company before 
delving too deeply into visual 
design components. “We just didn’t 
know what our style was. The 
photography and visual style was 
generic and businessy. The typical 
enterprise blue in our app and our 
logo and lots of photography on 
our site added up to give Asana a 
traditional enterprise look and feel.”

And traditional was far from 
what Asana’s co-founders, Dustin 
Moskovitz and Justin Rosenstein, 
were going for. “If you looked at 
all the other enterprise software 
companies out there,” says Linden, 
“You’d just see more of the same 
— people at work and all blue. 
We weren’t telling a story that was 
unique or ownable.”

AMANDA LINDEN
Head of Design
at Asana
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advertising and product experience 
all the way down to customer 
support, this feeling was pervasive.”

To give its customers that same 
‘bigger than yourself feeling,’ 
Asana’s design team eventually 
landed on ‘Do great things 
together.’ “We wanted people to 
get that feeling of, ‘I’m working 
with my co-workers, everybody 
knows what we’re doing, we’re 
excited, we can’t wait to get stuff 
done together, it’s that forward 
momentum with your team — that 
successful teamwork feeling,” says 
Linden.

BUILDING OUT BRAND 
ATTRIBUTES

With that core story defined, it 
became extremely clear that 
Asana’s brand — from its logo to its 
colors on down to messaging and 
overall look and feel — would need to 
be redesigned end-to-end to create 
an experience that conveyed the 
feeling of “Do great things together.”

Linden and team started with 
Asana’s brand attributes. “We had 
about seven or eight, and while they 
weren’t bad, people just weren’t 
remembering them.” That was a 
real problem, because a brand is 
only consistent if everyone across 
the company is able to internalize 
it. Eventually, the attributes were 
pared down to just four: purposeful, 
empowering, approachable and 
quirky. Memorable, to the point 
and, most importantly, related to 
the overall brand narrative.

So with the brand narrative and 
attributes defined, the Asana team, 
in consultation with branding firm 
Moving Brands, set out to redesign 
their logo. “Knowing our attributes 
and our core brand narrative, we 

were able to design a logo that felt 
purposeful and empowering, but still 
much more approachable than the 
letter forms of the prior logo. While 
I would argue that the new logo 
isn’t exactly quirky on its own,” says 
Linden, “The logo’s three dots move 
and animate in interesting ways, 
which give it a more playful feel.”

CREATING A VISUAL MOTIF

Despite the work the team had done 
to build out the brand narrative, 
pare down attributes and create 
a logo, there was still something 
missing. When it came to designing 
the product and website, Linden 
says the team was missing a “motif.” 
In other words, if Asana was a 
person, what would her style be? 
What clothing would she wear?

In order to portray a brand that was 
purposeful, powerful, empowering 
and quirky, Asana’s design team 
produced a visual motif that was 
a mixture of a clean, white canvas 
ready for a user’s work interplayed 
with moments of energy and bursts 
of color. Concepts like ‘hearting’ 
tasks and glowing animations when 
tasks are marked complete serve 
to reinforce good behavior while 
also playing up the brand’s quirkier 
side — kind of like “getting a pat on 
the back” to make work fun and 
collaborative.

“We wanted to do a little better than 
what we typically see in enterprise 
applications. If you look at Gmail 
or Google Docs, the products 
are fantastic and amazing, but 
they’re not really doing anything 
to give you emotional feedback. 
One of our core brand attributes is 
‘empowering’; it was important to 
build those moments of feedback 
into the product.”

PUSHING THE ENVELOPE, 
CONTINUOUSLY

With a new brand that really gets 
to the heart of what Asana is all 
about — enabling teams to work 
better together — where does the 
design team go from here? “Though 
the rebrand was launched in 
September, the team is continuously 
improving and refining. We’ve 
updated fonts, colors and illustration 
style. The designers have defined 
a photography style. It’s never 
really done. The experience is still 
improving day by day,” Linden 
says.

“What needs to be lasting about a 
brand, enterprise or otherwise, is 
that core feeling and the attributes 
and motif that ladder up to that 
emotion. Asana’s brand will always 
be a balance of clarity and energy. 
But we can visualize clarity and 
energy in hundreds of creative 
ways. That keeps the brand from 
getting stale. We can keep tuning 
and tuning.”

“We hope that we’ve pushed the 
boundaries of what people think of 
as enterprise design.” 

And in the end, it’s that combination 
that creates a great experience and 
a lasting impression.

“WE SET OUT 
TO CREATE A 
BRAND THAT 
IS NOT ONLY 
APPROPRIATE 
FOR BUSINESS 
USERS, BUT 
ONE THAT STILL 
FEELS HUMAN.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-asana-made-work-fun-again/#.WD3ncKIrLOR
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BUILDING A BUSINESS 
ISN’T MAGIC 
Interviewed by Gail Axelrod

Max Yoder knows what it’s like to fail 
all too well. But he also knows that 
sometimes failing — and accepting 

those failures — is the key to success. As the 
CEO of Lessonly, an Indianapolis-based 

learning automation software company, 
Yoder has learned that while success 
doesn’t come easy, when it does 
come, it’s well worth the wait. 
And oftentimes, that success isn’t 
attributed to any one individual or 
activity but a series of events and 
mentors that pave a path to real, 

long-lasting success.

THE IMPORTANCE OF MENTORS

As a student at Indiana University, Yoder 
enrolled in IU’s Individualized Major Program 

and graduated as the school’s first-ever 
branding and advertising major. He later earned 
an internship at a design and branding firm with 

Kristian Andersen, now a Partner at High Alpha 
and an investor in Lessonly.

“Kristian showed me that building 
a business isn’t magic,” Yoder says. 
“Magicians are not very helpful. 
They make magic and the audience 
says, ‘That’s pretty cool, but I can’t 
do it myself.’ Working with Kristian 
was the opposite. By breaking up 
what once seemed like magic and 
revealing it as a process, I slowly 
began to decipher the language of 
business.”

After his time at Andersen’s firm, 
Yoder was accepted into a post-
grad program called the Orr 
Fellowship, which places recent 
college grads with high-tech, 
high-growth startups. Yoder spent 
the next two years working for 
Chris Baggott’s Compendium, a 
company later acquired by Oracle. 

“Chris took me under his wing, 
just as Kristian had,” Yoder says. 
“And they’re both still really strong 
mentors to me. They are patient with 
me and they continually bring me 
opportunities to grow. It might not 
be magic, but it’s definitely magical 
when you find someone willing to 
show you the ropes.”

FAILING FAST AND LEARNING 
THE HARD WAY

While Yoder has been fortunate 
enough to have strong, experienced 
mentors, the root of his current 

MAX YODER
CEO

of Lessonly
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success comes from learning through his own failures. 
While at Compendium, Yoder took on a side project call 
Quipol, a quick polling service.

“The thought was to reimagine polling not as a sidebar 
or widget but as a service directly embedded in the 
content where the readers’ eyes are,” Yoder explains. 
“I had no business model. I was just trying to attract 
eyeballs to something that I hoped I could monetize later 
— very much in vogue at the time.” Yoder also admits to 
designing Quipol in a vacuum. “That was the first mistake 
I made. I really believed I had all the information in my 
head to make the product perfect, but nine months later, 
after I’d spent a lot of money and time, I found out that 
that obviously wasn’t the case.”

“On the day Quipol launched, I received an email from 
a user asking why it didn’t have certain functionality. 
And that functionality was a killer idea that I hadn’t even 
considered! Quipol was pretty much dead on arrival 
from that point on,” Yoder says. “I failed to build empathy 
into the product because I had not talked to the people 
who were ultimately going to use the product. I thought 
I knew best.”

“I spent the next nine months trying to clean up the 
mess,” Yoder continues. “I didn’t have the right capital 
reserves. I tried to make changes to the product, but it 
ultimately didn’t get traction. We ended up signing up 
3,000 people to build ‘Quipols’ and saw some success 
with customers as big as Forbes, but I just didn’t have a 
business.”

In the end, Yoder couldn’t make Quipol work. “I had to 
face everyone who had been supporting me from day 
one and tell them that we were shutting down. That was 
a really tough time,” he says. “But the really amazing 
thing was that everyone still believed in me. I had people 
telling me ‘We still think you can build a great company, 
you’ve just got to get back up and try again.’” And that’s 
exactly what he did.

FINDING SUCCESS AFTER FAILURE

Yoder put everything he’d learned from his experience 
with Quipol to good use in his next venture, Lessonly. 
And it helped that he had the support of his mentors and 
the Indianapolis tech community. Yoder ended up co-
founding Lessonly with Mike Fitzgerald, Eric Tobias and 
his mentor, Kristian Anderson. “The three came to me with 

an idea. They didn’t know what direction they wanted to 
take it, all they knew was that it’d be something in the 
learning and training space. They had faith in me. They 
said, ‘We think you can go out there and figure it out.’”

Yoder and his team spent the next several months 
conducting in-depth research, not building another 
product in a vacuum. 

“WE DID A TON OF HOMEWORK ON 
THE REAL PROBLEM IN THE MARKET 
BEFORE WE WROTE A SINGLE LINE 
OF CODE, BEFORE WE DESIGNED A 
SINGLE SCREEN,” YODER SAYS. 

Even after intensive research and after the team finally 
felt like they understood the market and the problem, 
they chose to officially launch Lessonly as a bare-
bones product. “I called it ‘refined’ because that was a 
way better descriptor than ‘pared down,’ but it didn’t 
do much,” Yoder admits. “You could build and assign 
lessons in a really singular way — one lesson to one 
person. It was very minimally functional, but I was able 
to go to people and help them solve a problem. So 
few applications out there existed that allowed people 
to solve this problem without putting a ton of effort and 
money behind it. It was really gratifying to see that we 
helped even from that early stage.”

Despite the minimally viable product Yoder and the team 
launched with, customers were still willing to bet on 
Lessonly’s success. “Our earliest users said, ‘We’ll pay for 
it. It’s going to really help,’” Yoder says. It turns out that 
that first iteration really did help, and he and the team 
kept selling. They had 10 customers after a few short 
months, hired their first full-time salesperson and went full 
steam ahead.

Now hundreds of businesses across the country use 
Lessonly’s feature-rich product to ensure that their 
employees are prepared, trained and above all, 
confident. While Yoder and Lessonly are surely on a path 
to success, his past failures have helped propel him to 
where he is today. “You get put into situations where 
you don’t know the answer and you try something and 
maybe you make a mistake and maybe it hurts, but you 
come out from it more durable than you were before you 
went in.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/lessonlys-max-yoder-on-discovering-success-the-hard-way/#.WD3nXqIrLOR
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BUILDING LEADERSHIP 
WITH LOYALTY, TALENT 
AND THE POWER OF 
DELEGATION
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Since 2000, Alisa Cohn has been coaching CEOs, 
board members, entrepreneurs, and emerging 
leaders to help them increase their leadership 

capacity. Her specific expertise is helping leaders to think 
and act creatively so that they are able to step more fully 
into their evolving roles, scale quickly, and make the best 
possible decisions for their organizations. 

Over the years, Cohn has developed a comprehensive 
process to help company leaders successfully navigate 
change. “I work with a lot of startups to help them 
build their leadership capacity,” she explains. This can 
be a particularly challenging task in the high-growth 
environment of an expansion stage company that has 
gone from 0 to 60 in a short period of time.

TWO KEY SKILLS OF SUCCESSFUL CEOS

There are two key skills that CEOs need to develop 
and practice in order to successfully scale a company: 
recognizing the talent around you, and learning the art of 
delegation. Cohn helps her clients both acknowledge the 
importance of cultivating these skills, as well as helping 
them to actually put them in action in a sustainable way.

Recognizing and Assessing Talent

Part of the challenge startup CEOs face when it comes 
to recognizing and accurately assessing the talent of 
individuals is their close proximity to the team. “Early-stage 
startup CEOs are in the trenches with their employees 
and certainly with their executive teams,” Cohn says. 
“When you’re building a startup, you’re working side-by-
side, eating cold pizza at two in the morning, and giving 
all your blood, sweat, and tears.” This level of intimacy 
is necessary in the beginning, but it can give otherwise 
savvy CEOs a blind spot.

“Because of how closely they work with their teams, 
new CEOs have an incredible amount of loyalty to their 
people,” Cohn explains. “This is a wonderful quality, 
but it may not allow the CEO to accurately assess each 
person’s talents, strengths, and weaknesses.” It’s a little 
bit like the old adage about being unable to see the 
forest for the trees. In addition, startup CEOs also have 
to factor in that the organization is in a constant state of 
change and, as a result, the kinds of people needed for 
different roles is also in a constant state of change.

“Some people are really well-suited to helping early-
stage startups get off the ground. But that doesn’t mean 
that those same people will transition well into leadership 
roles in a larger organization in which you have to 
coordinate across different groups of people, product 
lines, and so forth.”

Cohn advises CEOs to learn how to look at their teams 
objectively. “CEOs need to be able to consistently look 
at their team analytically,” she says. “They need to figure 
out which individual is the right fit for each role in the 
existing organization, not the organization of a year 
or six months ago.” Only when the CEO can maintain 
this perspective will he or she be able to make the right 
decisions about who to put in key roles as the company 
grows.

Delegating Power and Responsibility

On a related note, delegating is a critical skill for CEOs 
whose roles are evolving in a growing company. While 
it can be difficult to extricate themselves from the day-to-
day operations of the business, they must do so if they 
hope to ever step fully into the leadership role that is their 
ultimate responsibility.
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“At a certain point, the CEO can no longer control 
everything or even have a say in every decision,” says 
Cohn. “Instead, they need to have hired or otherwise 
identified the right people and put them into the right 
roles. Then, they need to share their big-picture vision 
with this group and get out of the way.” Cohn often sees 
CEOs who fall into the trap of believing that they are only 
adding value if they are doing something.

“Sometimes adding value is choosing to step back and 
do nothing. Sometimes, and this is true for executives as 
well as CEOs, the most valuable thing a leader can do 
is say, ‘I have great faith in you. I have every confidence 
that you’ll be able to do this.’ and then let them figure it 
out.” In this way, delegating is more about empowering 
people to work independently than it is about getting 
tasks off your plate.

Cohn also points out that CEOs who are doing a good 
job of staying out of the day-to-day operations will not 
have the right line of sight to make the best decisions in 
those matters. Once they have removed themselves from 
the trenches, they must realize that the decisions at this 
level are best left to the people who are immersed in the 
issues on a daily basis. 

SIGNS THAT IT’S TIME TO TRANSITION OUT OF 
THE TRENCHES

Even CEOs who grasp the concepts of properly assessing 
their team’s talent and delegating responsibility 
accordingly can have a tough time knowing when it’s 
time to, as they say, cut the apron strings. What are the 
key indicators that it’s time for a startup CEO to transition 
from doing to leading? The answer to this question is 
slightly different depending on the business model, 
industry, and individual company, but there are a couple 
telltale signs that Cohn has found to be pretty consistent 
markers: size and speed.

“The first and easiest sign has to do simply with size,” 
Cohn says. “When the team is getting bigger, the number 
of direct reports is getting unwieldy (typically seven or 
more), and the CEO no longer knows exactly what 
everyone is doing, it’s time to think about making a 
transition.”

The other milestone that is a clear indicator that it’s time 
for the CEO’s role to evolve is when the company has 
established a clear product-market fit and anticipates 

a period of rapid growth. “When you’ve demonstrated 
product-market fit and are ready to scale, you have to 
be really sure that you’re operating in a mode that’s 
built around processes and systems, not command and 
control,” Cohn says. 

“YOU HAVE 
TO TRUST THE 
STRUCTURES AND 
PEOPLE AROUND 
YOU SO THAT YOU 
CAN STEP AWAY 
AND FOCUS ON 
MANAGING HIGH-
SPEED GROWTH, 
KNOWING THAT 
YOUR TEAM WILL 
STEP UP TO A 
NEW LEVEL OF 
RESPONSIBILITY.”
Cohn is quick to clarify that you shouldn’t wait until the 
last minute to start assessing talent and delegating 
responsibilities. “You should already be headed down 
that path by the time you reach this point in your 
company’s growth,” she says. “It’s just that, at this stage, 
change becomes compulsory.”

THE CORE CONCEPT: EMPOWERMENT

When all is said and done, Cohn’s work converges 
on a single concept: empowerment. In her work, she 
helps empower CEOs and other leaders; much of what 
she teaches them is about empowering others. “It’s so 
important for CEOs to learn how to hire the right people, 
delegate power to them, and hold them accountable in 
a way that helps them grow professionally,” she says. “It’s 
not about keeping a scorecard with wins and losses. It’s 
about being a force for good, a force of encouragement, 
calm, and even-keeled leadership.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/building-leadership/#.WD3nSaIrLOR
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ON A MISSION TO 
BRING MINDFULNESS 
TO THE WORKPLACE
Interviewed by Gail Axelrod

Matthew Bellows has been practicing mindfulness 
since 1990 — long before he founded Yesware, 
a provider of software for salespeople, and 

well before his passion for sales or startups really heated 
up. And Bellows brings his practice of mindfulness not 
only to his role as CEO, but to those he employs.

For the uninitiated, mindfulness encourages practitioners 
to be fully aware and present. And for Bellows it’s a way 
of understanding how his own thoughts help or hold him 
back. More importantly, it has helped him introduce a 
gap between actions and reactions.

“While I can’t control what those around me say or do, I 
can control how I react,” says Bellows. “Oftentimes, we 
go through life without any real awareness of how we 
respond. Instead, we tend to react out of habitual patterns 
or based on the person or people we’re interacting with. 
And as the CEO of a company, someone might come 
to me and say ‘We lost this deal.’ I could react without 
thinking and say ‘Oh my gosh,’ but that’s a relatively 
inefficient and ineffective way of leading.”

This ability to pause before speaking is a skill Bellows 
says we can all work to develop. “We can actually train 
ourselves to take feedback and input and pause to 
consider it for a second so we can respond more skillfully.” 
And as CEO of a 100-person company, Bellows has a lot 
to live up to. “When it comes to leading Yesware or any 
company for that matter, CEOs are under a tremendous 
amount of pressure. There are a lot of expectations, there 
are a lot of people looking to the CEO for leadership, 
for guidance, for exemplary behavior. The CEO should 
serve as the leader of a company’s culture — to show his 
or her employees how one behaves at that company. 
Beyond that, employees and potential employees have 

to decide whether or not this person is worth following. 
Do the person’s actions match their words?”

As Yesware has grown, Bellows has had to come to 
terms with the fact that he simply can’t have a personal 
relationship with every person on the team. In fact, 
everyone at Yesware isn’t even working under the same 
roof. With offices in Boston and San Francisco, keeping 
Yesware’s culture intact has become more important 
than ever. So Bellows has realized that how he acts in 
the workplace is at least as important as what he does.

As amazing as running or working at a startup can 
be, living and breathing the culture can, at times, be 
exhausting. Bellows says, “There is a cult of speed in the 
startup world where you’re always encouraged to be 
faster and do more. This can be good. At some level you 
want to grow quickly, you want to push yourself, you 
want to achieve. But, the breakneck speed of startup life 
can also encourage a purely reactive approach.”

“In the startup world, we have this amazingly destructive 
culture of speed.” Brad Feld, who sits on Yesware’s 
Board, has encouraged Bellows to take his practice of 
mindfulness and apply it to the way he runs his business. 
“In my very first Board meeting with Brad he said ‘Slow 

“AM I AVAILABLE? AM I PRESENT? DO 
I LIVE THE VALUES OF THE COMPANY? 
DO I EXEMPLIFY THE KIND OF PLACE 
WE WANT TO BUILD? YES OR NO? AND 
FRANKLY, SOMETIMES THE ANSWER IS 
YES, AND SOMETIMES IT’S NOT. THERE 
ARE PLENTY OF TIMES WHEN I MISS 
AND FALL OFF OF THE HORSE. IN NO 
WAY DO I HAVE IT ALL FIGURED OUT…
BUT, I’M TRYING.”
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down to speed up.’ I thought that was brilliant. What he 
meant was pause every now and then to consider the 
next move. He wanted us to think about alternatives, 
really figure out the right way of accomplishing our goals. 
And then, having really thought about all the options, 
go fast.” Those few words of advice have stuck with 
Bellows throughout the growth of his company, advice 
that is very much in keeping with his general approach 
to mindfulness at work. But what about when it comes to 
applying his practice to real-world business decisions? 
What happens then?

Recently a top 10 customer, generating meaningful 
revenue, came to Bellows with a request. Before they 
would renew their contract the customer asked Yesware 
to build an Android version of their product. No one likes 
receiving customer demands, especially not so late in the 
sales cycle. Bellows and his team were at a loss. With no 
plans for an Android app on the roadmap, Yesware was 
at a cross-roads. “The customer wanted us to commit 
to building the app in the next two to three months, a 
tight time frame for something that wasn’t even on the 
horizon.”

For Bellows, Yesware’s ingrained culture of mindfulness 
allowed him and his team to pause and consider 
how they would approach the request. Where some 
companies would have immediately responded with 
a resounding ‘Yes!’ to any ask from a large customer, 
Yesware took a more thoughtful approach.

There were a few things they considered: How much 
work building the app would entail, what else it would 
prevent the team from accomplishing and lastly, how 
important the items they would have to sacrifice really 
were. “Ultimately,” says Bellows, “We wondered if other 
people would buy this product and at the end, we 
decided that we weren’t able to fulfill the request at that 
specific time.”

Building out a customer’s last minute request is difficult, 
but even more difficult perhaps is turning down that 
customer. “In the end,” says Bellows, “we went back 
to the customer and said ‘Thank you for your support. 
You’ve been a wonderful customer. Here is our product 
roadmap for the next year. As you can see it does not 
include an Android version of the new mobile application 
that you requested, but here is what it does include. We 
want to keep you as a customer, but we’re just not able 
to do this right now.’”

In the end, the customer appreciated Yesware’s 
thoughtful approach and transparent response (access 
to their detailed feature roadmap helped tremendously) 
and ultimately decided to re-sign their contract. While 
mindfulness is clearly ingrained in Yesware’s culture, it’s 
not something Bellows actively pushes his team members 
to follow. After all, “Everyone has their own path and 
their own particular personal journey,” he says. “It would 
be wrong for me or the company to mandate anything, 
but we try to provide an environment where mindfulness 
is supported — they can pursue various practices if they 
so choose.”

For Bellows, practicing mindfulness at this point is a no-
brainer. And he’s glad to see more and more of his team 
members openly embracing it. At the end of the day, the 
team is more cohesive, collaborative and better able to 
pause to think about the impact of their decisions before 
making a move. And for a startup, especially these 
days, taking a measured, thoughtful approach is worth 
its weight in gold. Perhaps we could all learn a little 
something from Bellows’ ability to think before he acts.

MATTHEW BELLOWS
Founder & CEO
of Yesware

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/why-yeswares-matthew-bellows-is-on-a-mission-to-bring-mindfulness-to-the-workplace/#.WD3nLKIrLOS
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AGILE MARKETING: 
WHAT IT IS AND 
WHY IT MATTERS
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

SCOTT BRINKER
Co-Founder & CTO
of ion interactive
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Throughout history, many of the most important 
business innovations have been the result of one 
industry or discipline borrowing ideas from another. 

The most well-known example is Henry Ford’s adoption 
of the continuous-flow production methods used in 
industrial breweries, canneries and bakeries to create 
the first automotive assembly line. But he wasn’t the only 
one to engage in cross-industry innovation.

Scott Brinker’s new book, Hacking Marketing: Agile 
Practices to Make Marketing Smarter, Faster, and More 
Innovative (Wiley, March 2016), explores a contemporary 
example of an idea being adapted across disciplines 
— this time from programming to marketing. “Because 
marketing is in this digital environment, it’s wrestling with 
a lot of the same challenges that the software world 
has been wrestling with for the past couple decades,” 
explains Brinker. “Marketers are, to a very real degree, 
becoming kind of like software creators themselves. So, 
the question became how could we educate marketers 
about the processes and management tools that the 
software community has developed and pioneered over 
the past several decades and then help them see how 
they can use those tools to build a better, more modern 
marketing organization?”

The question is a fascinating one has that the potential 
to be particularly relevant for software startups who 
often already have flexibility built into their operations. 
Here at OpenView, we’re obsessed with continuous 
rapid improvement. Our marketing team follows agile 
practices as much as possible. In fact, I recently became 
a Scrum master. Based on what we’re seeing in-house 
and with our portfolio companies, I believe that the most 
successful marketing teams of the future will be the ones 
who can harness the power of the agile methodology.

As the co-founder and CTO of ion interactive, an agile 
technology platform that helps businesses get the most 
out of their interactive content marketing experiences, 
Brinker has first-hand experience in the software 
world. He is also the author/editor of the very popular 
chiefmartec.com blog and program chair for the annual 
MarTech Conference, the international conference series 
for senior-level, hybrid professionals with expertise in 
both marketing and technology. In these roles, he studies, 
publishes and speaks on the intersection of marketing 
and technology and the effects of that intersection on 
marketing strategy, management and culture.

UNDERSTANDING AGILE MARKETING

So, what exactly is Agile Marketing? Simply put, it 
is the application of Scrum-inspired agile software 
development practices to the management of marketing 
initiatives. Agile marketers can choose from a buffet of 
agile elements including:

 » Team size and structure: A team of typically no 
more than eight to ten members led by a “Scrum 
Master” who facilitates the process

 » The sprint/scrum cycle: An iterative cycle 
typically lasting one to four weeks during which the 
team focuses on a clearly defined and constrained 
set of small tasks

 » Process artifacts: Old School or software tools 
(from physical white boards to digital options like 
Trello) for managing task prioritization and tracking

 » Philosophy: A mindset that puts a strong focus 
on concepts including adaptability, prioritization, 
transparency, responsiveness, empowerment and 
experimentation

Using these elements, marketing teams can break away 
from the traditional, long-term “waterfall” approach 
to developing campaigns and implement shorter, 
more focused “sprints” that are better suited to today’s 
constantly changing environments. Agile Marketing 
enables marketing teams to increase forward momentum 
while simultaneously maintaining the utmost flexibility so 
they can learn as they go and maximize both efficiency 
and results.

“MOST MARKETERS THAT 
I’VE SEEN PRACTICING 
SOME FORM OF AGILE 
DO IT IN A VERY LOOSE 
FASHION,” SAYS BRINKER. 

“The good thing is that there are a number of very helpful 
tools that help companies understand and experiment 
with Agile Marketing in their day-to-day operations. 
Ultimately, each team modifies the tools to suit their own 
particular style and culture.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/scott-brinker-agile-marketing/#.WD3nBaIrLOR
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For the OpenView team, we’ve begun becoming more 
agile by shifting to sprints. In his SlideShare presentation, 
Agile Marketing — Managing Marketing in High Gear, 
Brinker walks would-be agile marketers through the 
basics of the sprint process:

 » When planning a sprint, you want to make it long 
enough to get real work done, but short enough 
to enable feedback, iteration and adaptation. You 
want a high ratio of work time to planning and 
review time.

 » Ideally, commitments and priorities are not changed 
while the sprint is in progress. New work is queued 
in the backlog for the next sprint, allowing the team 
to focus and be more productive. (If something must 
be added mid-sprint, then it is prioritized relative to 
the other tasks. This may result in another task being 
bumped out of the sprint).

 » Teammates take on tasks in order of priority.

 » Every day during the sprint, the team meets for a 
15-minute daily stand-up during which each team 
member answers three questions: What did I do 
yesterday? What am I going to do today? Are there 
any impediments in my way? (This keeps problems 
from lurking in the dark).

 » At the end of the sprint, the team meets for a 
one- to two-hour sprint review to discuss/demo 
what was produced. These meetings may include 
other stakeholders and managers and are a great 
opportunity to give recognition, increase visibility 
with the rest of the organization, and collect 
feedback.

 » Finally, the sprint team holds a sprint retrospective 
amongst themselves to discuss what went well in 
the sprint and how they can improve in the next 
one. Retrospectives explicitly enable teams and 
processes to continuously evolve.

BALANCING SPEED WITH QUALITY & 
RESPONSIVENESS

Two of the biggest questions that come up on the topic 
of Agile Marketing, and the sprint methodology in 
particular, are how short-term sprints can successfully 
support longer-term marketing plans and how teams can 
increase momentum without jeopardizing quality.

“It’s really important to recognize that sprints are very 
much an operational mechanism, but they’re structured 
on careful prioritization of items coming out of your 
backlogs. For the most part, that prioritization is driven by 
the company’s strategic objectives. In this way, though 
you’re adjusting sprint assignments in the moment, they 
all map to larger strategic initiatives.” The sprint process 
is designed to keep everyone aligned. The planning 
and review meetings, for example, give teams and 
stakeholders an ongoing opportunity to make sure 
actions tie back to overall objectives along the way.

Interestingly, in a world where things change so quickly, 
marketing teams that don’t have the support of the sprint 
structure are much more vulnerable to getting off track. 
“Fire drills can happen at any time, and in the absence 
of something like the sprint structure, most teams just run 
to where the fire is,” says Brinker. “The result is that even 
if, in theory, they are managing tasks against strategic 
objectives, their day-to-day operations are distracted and 
fragmented in so many ways that they lose sight of the 
strategic implementation.” With a sprint structure, teams 
have the ability to manage workflow more responsibly. 
They have the perspective and a lens through which 
they can make smart decisions about just how urgent 
any particular “fire” is and therefore avoid sacrificing 
strategic investments in the heat of the moment.

On the topic of quality vs. speed, Brinker points out that 
the incremental and iterative nature of the agile approach 
actually leaves more room for optimization and quality 
control. The idea isn’t to try and cram more work into less 
time, but to break projects into incremental steps that can 
be accomplished more efficiently because the process 
allows for greater focus, transparency, and feedback. 
Looking at the process from this perspective, it’s easy to 
see the opportunity an agile approach offers innovative 
teams who know how to use strategic experimentation 
to improve results. It’s about learning to fail fast so you 
can validate and improve ideas before you commit to 
scaling them.
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SHIFTING COMPANY MINDSET TO MAXIMIZE THE 
BENEFITS OF AGILE

“80% of the value to agile is really the shift in thinking 
about how things get done,” says Brinker. “I’ve seen 
plenty of cases where companies adopted the formal 
methodology of Scrum, but didn’t actually change their 
thinking. As a result, they didn’t get a lot of value out of 
the exercise. I think that, most of the time, this is the case 
when agile fails.”

Unfortunately, there hasn’t been enough public dialog 
around the idea of Agile Marketing to bring it into the 
mainstream. Though the people studying the idea most 
closely — people like Brinker — see the immense value 
of the approach, marketers haven’t yet accepted the 
idea wholesale. “We have to be able to explain in the 
marketer’s own language that this is how these concepts 
actually apply to what they’re doing,” Brinker says. This 
is, in large part, the purpose of his book.

It’s not necessarily easy to get management and 
leadership to fully embrace the philosophy of Agile 
Marketing. Organizations need to learn to be truly 
adaptable, which means being unafraid of change. 
They need to implement a project management process 
that’s driven by prioritization, and not succumb to the 
usual approach in which everything is top priority. They 
need to be willing and able to increase transparency 
and empower their team members to take innovative 
action — to experiment quickly and frequently. All of 
these attributes come together to create a marketing 
organization that is able to implement long-term plans 
in a more adaptive and responsive way. And that, my 
friends, is what it’s going to take to succeed in marketing 
in the future.

“80% OF THE VALUE TO 
AGILE IS REALLY THE SHIFT 
IN THINKING ABOUT HOW 
THINGS GET DONE,” 
SAYS BRINKER.

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/scott-brinker-agile-marketing/#.WD3nBaIrLOR
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WHAT IT TAKES TO 
BUILD A SUCCESSFUL 
CAREER IN TECH
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Usually, when we look at the 
professional accomplishments 
of someone we admire, we 

aren’t able to see what went into the 
making of that person’s career — the 
choices they made, the relationships 
they built, the challenges they faced, 
and the chances they took. We can 
only see the results of those choices 
and chances — the destination, 
but not the path. But every once in 
awhile, we meet someone who is 
willing to share parts of their story 
and give us a little insight into just 
how they got from Point A to Point B. 

Alison Wagonfeld is such a person, 
and she has plenty of story and 
insight to share. Currently the Vice 
President of Marketing for Google’s 
enterprise cloud businesses, 
Wagonfeld is not only someone with 
diverse and impressive experience, 
she’s someone who has consistently 
used the same set of simple-but-not-
easy skills to evolve from one role to 
the next. And, while each person’s 
path is unique, the takeaways from 
Wagonfeld’s story can be applied 
with great effect to anyone’s 
professional journey.

STEP 1: RAISE YOUR HAND

No one who has worked with 
Wagonfeld would be surprised to 
learn that she’s always been a “hand 
raiser,” but they might be surprised 
to learn just how often this trait has 
helped her advance or pivot her 
career. “I have always been one 
of those people who does more 
than what’s expected,” Wagonfeld 
says simply. “When I was attending 
Harvard Business School, students 
were complaining that they were 
not receiving their top class choices, 
and I raised my hand to rebuild the 
class registration experience. I also 
ran the Entrepreneurship Club and 
teamed up with a classmate to start 
the first HBS business plan contest, 
which is now in its 20th year.”

Five years after she finished her HBS 
MBA, Wagonfeld’s extra initiative 
and engagement paid off when an 
HBS classmate gave her the heads 
up on an opening for an associate 
director at the Harvard Business 
School California Research Center. 
Wagonfeld had just wrapped up a 
two-year stint with a startup called 
Greenlight, and the HBS position was 

the perfect way for her to transition 
back into the workforce after having 
taken time off to give birth to her first 
child. “When I interviewed with the 
HBS professors, they all knew me 
because of the work I’d done while 
I was a student,” Wagonfeld says. 
Long story short, she got the job, 
eventually became the Executive 
Director, and was instrumental in 
launching the Harvard Innovation 
Lab.

At another career junction, 
Wagonfeld raised her hand to 
investigate the mortgage industry 
for Scott Cook who was then 
chair of Intuit where Wagonfeld 
was working on the Quicken CD-
ROM business. “I heard through 
the grapevine that Scott Cook was 
looking for someone to investigate 
the mortgage industry,” she recalls. 
“I knew nothing about mortgages, 
but the idea of building an online 
business and working with the 
chairman of the company seemed 
interesting to me, so I raised my 
hand and said I would drive the 
investigation.” In this case, raising 
her hand gave Wagonfeld the 
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opportunity to team up with the 
head of TurboTax engineering 
to build out Quicken Loans. 
This provided her with valuable 
entrepreneurial experience as she 
tackled multiple roles including 
product manager, marketing head, 
and business development lead.

STEP 2: CREATE OPPORTUNITY

Sometimes, Wagonfeld had to 
create situations that would give 
her the opportunity to raise her 
hand. It was early in her career, 
while she was working in Hong 
Kong as an analyst for Morgan 
Stanley, that she realized she 
wanted to work in tech. “It seems 

ridiculous and really old-school now, 
but when the company turned on 
email for the first time, it was kind of 
an a-ha moment for me,” Wagonfeld 
recalls. “This was an instance where 
technology completely changed the 
way we worked, and that captured 
my imagination.”

Back in the states and attending 
HBS, Wagonfeld learned that a 
Microsoft recruiter was coming to 
campus. Unfortunately, because 
she lacked any tech background, 
she wasn’t able to land one of the 
coveted interview spots. Frustrated, 
Wagonfeld reached out to someone 
she knew at Microsoft’s Hong Kong 
offices and was able to track down 

ALISON WAGONFELD
VP of Marketing
at Google

http://openviewpartners.com
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the name of the recruiter — Russ 
Siegelman. “Once I had the name, 
I knocked on his door before he 
started his interviews and offered 
to bring him lunch if he’d interview 
me while he ate,” Wagonfeld says. 
“I think he was so taken aback 
with the question that he basically 
had no option but to say yes.” The 
outcome of this unorthodox move: 
she got the job. “I ended up getting 
the one intern position that Microsoft 
gave out that summer, and it was 
because I looked for an opportunity 
and was able to create one where 
maybe there wasn’t one before.”

STEP 3: ACCEPT THE CHALLENGE 
(AND BE PATIENT)

While being willing to take initiative, 
explore new territory, and work hard 
are usually considered minimum 
requirements for anyone who 
wants to succeed in the fast-paced 
technology industry, the importance 
of being able to exercise patience 
is often overlooked. Wagonfeld’s 
experience has given her ample 
opportunity to practice skills on both 
ends of the spectrum.

While she was in the process of 
creating a new role for herself at 
Intuit with her investigation into the 
mortgage industry, Wagonfeld had 
to juggle multiple roles during the 
transition. “For three months, I had 
two jobs,” she says. “I was working 
nights and weekends building 
out the business plan for Quicken 
Loans, and then I was also doing 
my day job. I had to be patient with 
the transition process.”

Joining the Kleiner Perkins-
backed startup, Greenlight, as 
the company’s second employee 
was a challenge of another kind. 
“As an online car-buying business, 

Greenlight was similar to the online 
mortgage business I’d worked 
on,” Wagonfeld explains. “I just 
didn’t realize how much harder it 
would be. I thought it was tough 
working with mortgage bankers, 
but it was even harder working 
with car dealers.” Despite the 
level of difficulty (and the fact that, 
unbeknownst to her team, she was 
pregnant at the time), Wagonfeld 
saw the project through to a 
successful exit, patiently taking each 
challenge one at a time.

STEP 4: TAKE CHANCES AND 
EMBRACE RISK

On the flip side of circumstances 
that demand perseverance and 
patience, there are some situations 
that clearly require a willingness 
to either take a risk or just give 
something a chance. Whether it’s a 
fork in the road or an unexpected 
invitation, each journey includes its 
share of opportunities to change the 
path with one word: yes.

For Wagonfeld, there were many 
such opportunities. Taking the 
position at HBS was one instance. 
Though the role was very different 
from the ones she’d had at Intuit and 
Greenlight, Wagonfeld decided to 
take a chance on something new 
and ended up staying in the role 
for, a she puts it, “ten years, three 
kids, and one hundred cases.”

Her current role with Google 
developed out of an unexpected 
invitation to meet Diane Greene, 
Google’s Cloud Chief. Wagonfeld 
was working as an operating 
partner at Emergence Capital 
Partners at the time. “Emergence 
was only ten minutes from my house 
and I loved the team. I thought I’d 
be there forever,” Wagonfeld says. 

“IT WAS 
BECAUSE 
I LOOKED 
FOR AN 
OPPORTUNITY 
AND WAS 
ABLE TO 
CREATE ONE 
WHERE MAYBE 
THERE WASN’T 
ONE BEFORE.”
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“Then, out of the blue, I received an 
invitation to have coffee with Diane 
Greene to talk about enterprise 
marketing. Who wouldn’t go meet 
with Diane Greene?” The coffee 
turned into a job offer and the rest 
is history.

STEP 5: DO GOOD WORK. 
ALWAYS.

Probably one of Wagonfeld’s 
most powerful strategies is less of 
a strategy and more a personal 
philosophy. “I don’t network for the 
sake of networking,” she explains. 
“I’m not one of those people who 
keeps a list of twenty people to 
follow up with each quarter, but I 
do find ways to stay connected with 
people through events, happening 
to see them somewhere, or 
making plans for coffee.” While 
this organic approach might seem 
over simplified, there are two other 
elements that are critical to its 
success.

“Most of the opportunities I’ve had 
have come my way because of 
good work I’ve done elsewhere,” 
Wagonfeld says, and her career 
path supports that statement. It 
was her good work and extra 
volunteering while a student at HBS 
that helped her win the associate 
director post at the HBS California 
Research Center five years after 
she’d graduated. Her good work 
as an intern at Microsoft was partly 
responsible for Russ Siegelman 

advocating for Wagonfeld at 
Greenlight. And the interview 
process at Google involved 
many people who already knew 
Wagonfeld well from past work 
connections. “The same people we 
work with come back again and 
again,” she says.

“You should always do your work 
and build your life as if it’s forever 
going to be back channeled, 
because it will be.”

Wagonfeld’s other “secret weapon” 
is one she has employed over 
and over again: asking the simple 
question, “How can I help?” 
Whether she was looking for ways 
to support the community as a 
student at HBS, trying to transition 
to a new role at Intuit, or talking 
with someone about a potential 
position, the question has always 
been the same: How can I help? 
“You have to be clear that it’s not 
about asking how you can help 
because you know that helping will 
serve you,” Wagonfeld says. “It’s 
never about what the other person 
can do for you.”

And that helpful attitude applies to 
cases where there’s no project or 
job on the line as well. “As much as I 
can, I try to help when people reach 
out to ask for soft advice, guidance, 
or introductions,” she says. “I make 
time because I feel like it’s part of 
my philosophy to pay it forward.”

“YOU 
SHOULD 
ALWAYS DO 
YOUR WORK 
AND BUILD 
YOUR LIFE 
AS IF IT’S 
FOREVER 
GOING TO 
BE BACK 
CHANNELED, 
BECAUSE IT 
WILL BE.”

http://openviewpartners.com
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MAGIC MOMENTS
Interviewed by Blake Bartlett

vendors say, “It’s a single line of 
JavaScript!” Easy in theory, but 
harder in practice because installing 
your new pet tool isn’t always 
number one on your engineers’ 
priority list. Sounds like a magic 
moment roadblock.

That’s why FullStory created Replay 
which lets you create and share 
FullStory session recordings via a 
free Chrome extension. “Replay lets 
our users experience the product 
and watch the playback without 
having to install our code snippet,” 
Voigt explains. “We’re trying to 
create a tractor beam that pulls 
them into the magic moment.”

REPEAT MAGIC

While seeing the first session 
playback helps get a customer 
hooked, it’s even more powerful to 
start solving problems with FullStory. 
There are unique magic moments 
for users across support, product, 
design and engineering.

Think of the support use case. 
Being able to investigate a support 
ticket with the help of FullStory 
leads to much faster resolution. 
An agent doesn’t have to ask 
clarifying questions because they 
can immediately see exactly what 
the user saw. Eliminating the back-
and-forth and easily delighting a 
customer is a magic moment for the 
support agent.

How important is customer 
experience? “An amazing 
customer experience is a 

web company’s most effective lever 
for increasing sales through word of 
mouth, improving conversion rates, 
and reducing churn,” says Scott 
Voigt, founder and CEO of FullStory. 
Everyone aspires to deliver a good 
customer experience, but how do 
you know it’s working? It’s really 
hard to accurately measure, and 
that’s exactly why FullStory exists.

This obsession doesn’t only inform 
the product FullStory is building. It 
completely animates how the team 
works. The way FullStory delivers 
an amazing experience is by 
creating “magic moments” for their 
customers.

WHAT IS A MAGIC MOMENT?

FullStory’s product captures every 
user interaction on your website, 
which can then be evaluated 
through a high-fidelity session 
playback and event-level analysis. 
That sounds pretty cool, but seeing 
is believing. “Everything changes 
when a customer watches that first 
session,” Voigt explains. “It’s like 
taking the blindfold off. You can 

finally see the behavior behind 
churn, conversion, bounces, etc. 
It truly is a magic moment for our 
customers.” And once the blindfold 
is off, no one wants to put it back 
on. From that moment, you are 
hooked.

MAKING THE MAGIC HAPPEN

When you discover a magic 
moment, the goal should be to 
remove any friction between the 
customer and that experience. “We 
realized this was the linchpin in our 
funnel,” says Voigt. “Our growth 
efforts became laser-focused on 
getting more users to watch their 
first session.”

FullStory found that requiring 
prospects to schedule a live 
demo with a sales rep added an 
unnecessary step in the customer 
journey. “We had inadvertently 
made it harder to experience the 
magic moment, so we pulled the 
plug on our initial sales effort.”

Today the sales page is decidedly 
anti-sales. It puts the product front-
and-center. “If you ask us for a 
demo, we’re happy to do a demo 
for you. But before we do, we’ll 
suggest you just try the product. A 
lot of times, that eliminates the need 
for a demo at all,” Voigt says.

NAVIGATING A COMMON 
ROADBLOCK

It’s easy to install any website tool 
these days. We’ve all heard the 

“OUR GOAL IS TO HELP 
COMPANIES HAVE 100% 
CONFIDENCE THAT THEY 
ARE GIVING 100% OF 
THEIR CUSTOMERS AN 
AMAZING EXPERIENCE.”
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“WE’RE TRYING TO 
CREATE A TRACTOR 
BEAM THAT PULLS 
THEM INTO THE 
MAGIC MOMENT.”

The magic trickles down from there. 
If the support agent discovered a 
bug, that FullStory session gets sent 
to the product team who in turn 
passes it to engineering. No more 
bug hunting. Everyone’s job was 
made easier — magic moments all 
around.

MAKING GROWTH MORE 
HUMAN

At its core, the “magic moment” 
isn’t a new concept. Delivering 
value to users is the ultimate goal 
of any good software product. And 
everyone wants to do it quickly — 
that’s why there’s so much chatter 
about “time to value” these days. 
But that term doesn’t give anyone 
warm and fuzzies. It feels sterile 
and mechanized — like the user’s 
experience is a variable to be 
optimized.

SCOTT VOIGT
Founder & CEO

of FullStory

RECASTING “CUSTOMER 
VALUE” AS “MAGIC 
MOMENTS” ISN’T JUST 
MORE USER-CENTRIC. 
IT’S MORE HUMAN.

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/magic-moments/#.WD3mvaIrLOQ
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ARE YOU OPEN TO 
BEING WRONG?
Interviewed by Blake Bartlett

It’s hard to admit you were wrong. It’s particularly 
difficult for CEOs. What will everyone think? Will my 
team start questioning my ability to lead? Will the board 

start looking for my replacement? Do I even know what 
the hell I’m doing? It’s easier to just stick to your guns. But 
at what cost? 

“One of the most important things I’ve learned is to be 
open to changing your mind on basically everything,” 
says Nick Francis, co-founder and CEO of Help Scout. 
“Lots of people read the Steve Jobs biography the wrong 
way and began thinking that visionaries are gifted with a 
special intuition to make decisions others are incapable 
of. And I completely disagree.”

Francis learned this lesson first hand. For the first five years 
of Help Scout, he was adamantly opposed to having a 
sales team. But Help Scout now has a sales team, and 
he wishes he had started earlier. Why was he opposed 
to sales? What made him change his mind?

YOUR BIGGEST STRENGTH CAN BECOME YOUR 
STUMBLING BLOCK

Help Scout is a product-led organization. And that’s not 
a surprise because Francis is a product guy. And this 
naturally informed how Help Scout approached customer 
acquisition, user onboarding and customer support.

This product-first philosophy has become the company’s 
litmus test for success. “As a product person, I wanted to 
build a self-serve product where users can sign up, get 
onboarded and get value out of the product, all without 

talking to anyone at Help Scout,” Francis explains. “The 
true measure of a well-designed product is whether 
people can become experts without assistance.”

Striving for this gold standard in self-service is influenced 
by his values and beliefs. As Francis says, “I feel like a lot 
of companies use sales and customer success as a crutch 
to cover up weaknesses in a poorly designed product.” 
Help Scout was embracing constraint in order to yield a 
better end result.

But purist values can burn brighter as compensation for 
a lack of experience in certain areas. “Honestly, part of 
my reluctance to do sales was intimidation. I had no idea 
how to build a sales team,” explains Francis. “Plus I’m an 
introvert, so I don’t like to talk to people. Self-service was 
perfect for me,” he laughs.

OVERCOMING A NEGATIVE BIAS

Help Scout lives and dies by customer feedback, and 
Francis famously called every customer personally in 
the early days, not to sell anything, but attempting to 
understand their business challenges more deeply. 

“WE TALK TO HUNDREDS OF 
CUSTOMERS EVERY DAY BECAUSE ONLY 
THEY CAN DETERMINE WHETHER OR 
NOT THE PRODUCT IS GREAT.”

What do salespeople do? They talk to prospects who 
are evaluating your product. It’s totally up to you how 
your salespeople approach those conversations. Are 
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they trying to understand the prospect’s pain and help 
alleviate it? Or is the salesperson focused on solving their 
own problem (i.e., hitting quota)? It’s a blank canvas and 
you can decide.

“My negative bias against sales totally shifted once I 
realized that salespeople get feedback that you won’t 
ever get otherwise,” Francis says. “The sales team talks 
to people in the buying process who are evaluating 
your product alongside a bunch of other products.” 
Francis realized that without salespeople, there is a lot of 
extremely valuable feedback you’re not getting. “Once 
I understood this dynamic, I was all-in on sales. Because 
I want all sorts of feedback to make the product better.”

DOING SALES IN A HELP SCOUT WAY

One of Help Scout’s goals is to create value before 
asking for anything in return. What does that look like 
in the context of sales? It looks a lot like collaborative 
problem solving with the prospect.

“Doing sales in a Help Scout way means focusing on the 
prospect’s pain and trying to help them solve that pain 
through whatever means necessary. And sometimes 
that means recommending a different product,” Francis 
explains. “We want our people to feel free to recommend 
another product if another product is actually a better fit. 
We just try to help them solve the challenges they are 
having as quickly as possible, whether or not the solution 
is Help Scout.” When the customer wins, Help Scout wins.

This is simply a more helpful and human way to approach 
sales qualification. Typically the goal is to spend as little 
time as possible with unqualified leads. But that would 
be inconsistent with Help Scout’s values. This is a rare 
approach that expects the salesperson to truly be on the 
customer’s side as their champion.

The Thin Line Between Principle and Stubbornness

“I feel like it took me way too long to come around on the 
sales thing because I was somewhat stubborn,” Francis 
says. “I had a negative connotation of sales, and I felt 
like it conflicted with our values.” Help Scout is helpful. 
Sales is pushy. Those two things don’t mix well, right?

But there’s a very thin line between principle and 
stubbornness. You can only know which side you’re on 
by openly questioning your assumptions. “Once I actually 
decided to understand what sales is at a fundamental 
level, I realized that we can totally do it in our own way,” 
Francis says. “I can’t believe it took me five years to figure 
this out. I felt really stupid.”

HUMILITY IS A VIRTUE

It takes a tremendous amount of humility to question 
your assumptions and admit that you were wrong. It’s 
really uncomfortable, so most people just avoid it. “CEOs 
need to be much more coachable and open to other 
ideas or else stubbornness becomes a real issue,” Francis 
explains. “If you start to rely solely on your gut or your 
intuition as a founder, that’s really going to harm a lot 
more than it’s going to help in the long run.”

Francis says it’s important to ask yourself the question, “Am 
I just being stubborn under some thin veil of principle, or 
is this a core assumption that we should reconsider as a 
company?”

Humility is rare, but we should all channel our inner 
philosopher to realize that there’s a lot we still don’t know. 
Or as Nick Francis puts it, “Five plus years into building 
Help Scout, I’m more aware of all the things that I don’t 
know, as opposed to the few things that I do know.”

“IT’S OK TO 
BE WRONG. 
AND GOOD 
THINGS HAPPEN 
WHEN YOU 
EMBRACE THAT.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/are-you-open-to-being-wrong/#.WD3msKIrLOR
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UNDERSTANDING 
HOW THE CEO ROLE 
CHANGES AS A 
COMPANY GROWS
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Alisa Cohn coaches 
CEOs, board members, 
entrepreneurs, and 

emerging leaders to help them 
increase their leadership capacity. 
Her comprehensive process, 
developed over years of practice, 
provides her clients with the 
insight and perspective they 
need to step more fully into their 
evolving roles, scale quickly, and 
help their organizations grow. 
Prior to launching her coaching 
consultancy, she held positions at 
established and startup companies 
including The Monitor Group, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, and tech 
startups Corporate Alumni and 
Clairvergent Technology Partners.

Navigating change is one of Cohn’s 
specialties. “I help executives 
— especially first-time, founder 
CEOs — gain the perspective and 
skills they need to lead their team 
effectively,” she explains. This can 
be a particularly challenging task 
in the high-growth environment of 
an expansion stage company, but 
Cohn gives leadership teams critical 
insights and practical advice that 
help them tailor their mindset and 
behavior so they can scale the 
business efficiently.

UNDERSTANDING HOW 
INFORMATION FLOW 
CHANGES AS YOU SCALE

One of the aspects of transition that 
startup CEOs often have trouble 
seeing clearly has to do with the 
dynamics of communication —
specifically, their communication. 
As the company grows and the 
CEO’s role changes, there are 
corresponding changes in what 
information people deliver to the 
CEO and also in how people 
respond to information coming from 
the CEO. “Many CEOs, —especially 
first-time CEOs, but also experienced 
ones   fail to recognize two things,” 
Cohn says. “One: they don’t always 
get the real deal from their teams, 
and two: when they, as the CEO, 
make a suggestion, it often comes 
across as an order.”

The reality is that information 
flowing from the team to the C-suite 
tends to be edited for the audience. 
“The air is thin up there,” Cohn 
says, “so CEOs don’t always get 
the full scoop from their people 
both because their people are busy 
trying to deliver for them and make 
them happy, and also because 
the team wants to make sure they 
look good in the CEO’s eyes.” To 
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behavior as an indication that the 
CEO is upset about something.” 
Cohn has three tips to help CEOs get 
into a mindset that will help reduce 
the chance for misinterpretation:

Be Your Role

First, she encourages CEOs to 
recognize that whenever they are 
in the workplace, they need to 
fully inhabit their role. “You can no 
longer think of yourself as ‘Chris,’” 
she explains. “You need to think 
of yourself as the best CEO.” This 
means being really clear about 
what it means to be the CEO. “You 
need to know what your job is,” 
Cohn says. 

“YOUR JOB IS NOT TO 
VENT OR PUNISH OR 
CRITICIZE (EVEN WHEN 
THAT’S WHAT YOU FEEL 
LIKE DOING). YOUR 
JOB IS TO HELP THE 
WHOLE TEAM WIN.”

Know Your Triggers

Second, Cohn says CEOs need to 
be able to recognize the trigger 
moments that threaten to send 
them flying off the handle. “Tune 
into yourself,” she suggests. “It’s 
helpful to really feel them in your 
body, to understand what it feels 
like when you’re experiencing a 
lot of pressure and are about to 
go crazy on someone, vent at 
somebody, or lose your patience.” 
Sometimes, the solution is really 
simple. Cohn worked with one CFO 
who developed a reputation for 
being very difficult and explosive 
between 11:00 and 12:30. Turned 
out he was just hungry. He started 
having a mid-morning snack, which 
eliminated the trigger point, and 
everyone was much happier. In 
another case, the culprit behind an 

executive’s short fuse was her lack 
of sleep. “Sometimes a snack or a 
nap can be a secret weapon,” says 
Cohn.

Find Your Balance

Finally, CEOs need to learn to 
balance speaking plainly with 
taking responsibility. “Being self-
aware and avoiding triggers 
doesn’t mean you don’t get to say 
your truth,” Cohn explains. “People 
are going to let you down. They 
are going to make mistakes, and 
you’re going to have to speak up. 
On the other hand, sometimes the 
situation is your fault because you 
didn’t provide enough context 
or you assigned the same task to 
four people or you didn’t set clear 
expectations. In those cases, you 
need to recognize your role in the 
problem and take responsibility.”

Cohn recounts a situation in 
which a head of product shared 
sensitive information with her direct 
reports before making a difficult 
announcement to the rest of the 
team. Her intention was to garner 
her direct reports’ support for the 
larger meeting, but because she 
wasn’t clear about that expectation, 
two of her direct reports were the 
most negative participants in the 
meeting. After that experience, 
the head of product wrote a 
manifesto in which she clearly 
defined the expectations she had 
for her leadership team. When 
she presented this document, she 
owned her role in the previous 
situation and was able to then lead 
a rich and productive conversation 
about mutual expectations within 
the team. “Her approach was 
direct,” says Cohn. “You know 
where you stand with someone like 
that.”

mitigate the problem of omissions 
or edits, CEOs need to be sure that 
the right channels and relationships 
are in place to capture and, if need 
be, validate incoming information.

On the flip side, CEOs need to 
realize that once the company 
has reached a certain size and 
scale, their leadership role takes 
on a larger-than-life importance. 
“Imagine that a team is having a 
brainstorming session and the CEO 
makes a suggestion,” Cohn says. 
“And suddenly there are fifty people 
springing up to take action on the 
CEO’s casual suggestion. CEOs may 
not realize that their entire team is 
hanging on every word and facial 
expression, that everything they say 
is amplified. They have to realize 
that they’re on a stage.”

While minor lapses in the accuracy 
of information and subtle shifts in 
how people interpret the CEO’s 
comments might not immediately 
seem a great concern, they can lead 
to more substantial misalignment 
and misunderstandings if left 
unchecked. “There’s nothing 
malicious going on either way,” 
Cohn says. “But by virtue of their 
role and their power, CEOs need 
to be very intentional and mindful 
about how they are coming across. 
This is especially true for founder 
CEOs.”

NAVIGATING THE CHANGE 
WITH INTENTION AND 
MINDFULNESS

Being up on the proverbial stage 
is not all about having people’s 
attention and respect. It’s also about 
being scrutinized. “A CEO might 
be innocently walking around the 
office, just thinking,” says Cohn. 
“But the team might interpret that 

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/understanding-how-the-ceo-role-changes-as-a-company-grows/#.WD3mkaIrLOR
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WORKING THROUGH 
DIFFICULT COMMUNICATION 
AND RELATIONSHIP ISSUES

Sometimes, Cohn’s engagements 
with her clients are more about 
resolving communication and 
relationship issues than they are 
about developing specific skills 
or talents. In one case, she was 
brought in by the board of directors 
serving a small company. Her 
assignment was to work with a 
three-person leadership team that 
was rife with bad blood and a 
history of plotting, pointing fingers, 
and the endless machinations of 
company politics. “I’ve never seen 
less trust,” Cohn recalls. “The only 
silver lining was that the conflict was 
very clear and vocal, so everyone 
knew where they stood.”

Cohn’s first step was to 
acknowledge to herself and the 
board that, based on her initial 
assessment of the situation, there 
might not be a solution that would 
help these three work together 
effectively. “Coaching is not about 
how great the coach is,” she 
explains. “It’s about having people 
who are willing to come to the 
table, really see their own behavior, 
and resolve to transform. Change 
is about willingness as much as it is 
about ability.”

With that hurdle behind her, Cohn 
began to work on gaining the trust 
of the three leaders individually. 
“If you think about it from a brain 
chemistry point of view, they may 
not trust each other, but if they trust 
me, at least you’ve inserted trust 
into the environment. That gives us 
a place to start.” Cohn earned the 
leaders’ trust by giving them the 
opportunity to tell their stories, to 
be heard and validated. Through 

this process, she learned that each 
of the three had had a very difficult 
time. From that point, she was able 
to start bringing them together to 
imagine what it would be like to 
work together to build a successful 
company instead of focusing all 
their energy on political agendas 
and maneuverings.

Once they had established a 
common vision, she helped them 
learn how to communicate with 
each other. “Throughout their 
relationship, they had chronically 
and almost willfully misunderstood 
each other and then been easily 
offended,” Cohn says. “We learned 
to have candid and respectful 
straight talk with each other.”

While the eighteen-month 
engagement didn’t transform 
the team into an example of 
“leadership nirvana,” Cohn was 
able to get them back on track so 
they were stable enough to build 
the company. “I’m a very analytical 
person and not so ‘touchy-feely,’” 
Cohn says, “but what came up 
for me with that team was the 
healing power of listening and the 
notion that even when people are 
exhibiting their worst behavior, they 
actually want something better. 
They just don’t know how to get 
there. My role in cases like these is 
to find the point of entry for people 
to make a positive change.”
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“CHANGE 
IS ABOUT 

WILLINGNESS 
AS MUCH AS 
IT IS ABOUT 

ABILITY.”

ALISA COHN
Executive Coach for CEOs

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/understanding-how-the-ceo-role-changes-as-a-company-grows/#.WD3mkaIrLOR
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THREE TRENDS 
REVOLUTIONIZING 
MARKETING 
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

“Not to date myself, but when I started in 
marketing twenty years ago, it was a totally 
different world,” says Tim Kopp, former 

CMO of ExactTarget, advisor, board member, and 
General Partner at Hyde Park Venture Partners. “Back in 
the day, when Procter & Gamble was considered best-in-
class at driving to a brand experience through customer 
segmentation, we had five mediums: television, print, 
out-of-home, radio, and other,” he recalls. “You could 
reach 80% of your consumers by just hitting television 
and print. It was a world in which consumers didn’t have 
a lot of choice and you could get away with a one-size-
fits-all message.”

Of course, marketing has changed dramatically since 
then, and Kopp has been at the forefront of the evolution, 
holding leadership roles with both massive consumer 
brands like Procter & Gamble and Coca-Cola and a 
wide variety of software startups. During his six years as 
the CMO of ExactTarget, he helped increase revenue 
dramatically from $47 million to well over $400 million. 
This growth ultimately resulted in one of the largest SaaS 
IPOs on record and the 2013 acquisition of the company 
by Salesforce to the tune of $2.7 billion.

“Digital marketing didn’t exist when I started,” says Kopp. 
“Back then, it was about how to work with the business 
line owners to use technology to help drive and improve 
their business. And then suddenly it became, ‘Let’s launch 
a website and build an email program,’ and because of 
the technology — it sounds very obvious now — customers 
took control of the brand experience. They could decide 
when and how they wanted to tune into your message. 
From TiVo on the television side to everything that 
happened with digital, the entire dynamic shifted.”

THE STATE OF MARKETING: THREE KEY TRENDS

There are a lot of moving parts to digital marketing, and 
the playing field is evolving all the time, but Kopp has 
identified three key contributing factors that are driving 
the most massive changes in contemporary marketing: 
exponentially increased access to data, new CMO 
blood, and the integration of B2C strategies into the B2B 
world.

Data: The Right Balance Between Art and Science

“Everything is moving to the more targeted, specific, 
and direct sale,” Kopp says. “It’s super measured and 
super quantifiable. Company leaders and boards are 
putting down mandates saying that if something can’t 
be measured, it’ll be cut. This creates massive pressure 
on marketers, but there’s a lack of the right skill set. 
Marketers aren’t mathematicians (and agencies certainly 
aren’t either), and people wind up running away from 
the things they aren’t good at.”

On the other hand, while Kopp acknowledges the 
importance of measurement and accountability, he 
also believes that as artificial intelligence and machine 
learning get smarter, the marketer’s role is going back 
to creative. “Five years ago, predictive analytics didn’t 
exist. There was no such things as a marketing cloud 
and the data silo problem was real,” Kopp explains. 
“Because a lot of those challenges have been overcome, 
the pendulum has been swinging back to where I would 
probably take a creative over an operations person.”

Kopp sees a marketing future that combines the best of 
data and technology with strong creative. “If your data is 
garbage, you can’t do machine learning,” he says. “So, 
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there will need to be a lot of work done on the ‘plumbing 
of marketing’ to make sure that the data is straight and 
the pipes are connected and working in real time. That’s 
the developer side. On the other side, you’ll have really 
good creatives, and then machine learning can do a lot 
of what existed in the middle — what agencies are doing 
a poor job of today with spreadsheets and so forth.”

The New CMO: Gray Hair Optional

In addition to the data piece, Kopp points out that we’re 
in the middle of a massive changing of the guard among 
marketing leaders. “It sounds ridiculous now, but twenty 
years ago every CMO had gray hair,” he says. “It was 
sort of like everyone had to wait their turn, like a tenure-
based system.” 

“NOW, THE CMO 
IS OFTEN THE 
MOST YOUTHFUL 
PERSON IN THE 
C-SUITE.”
“The digital marketing natives of ten years ago are the 
CMOs of today because they learned how to do that 
measured marketing,” Kopp says. “The ones who didn’t 
gain those skills have become thought leaders or are 
developing creative for an agency. They just don’t have 
the tools in their toolset to understand the math and 
science of today’s marketing.”

B2C Influence: The Best of Both Worlds

Finally, Kopp says we’re seeing a convergence of B2B 
and B2C marketing in which B2B marketers are adopting 
strategies and tactics that were once the exclusive realm 
of their B2C counterparts. Having worked in landmark 
companies on both sides of the fence, Kopp has unique 
insights into how the behavior of buyers continues to shift 
toward a democratized buying process that takes even 
more control away from brands and requires a whole 
new set of marketing skills. “The real magic,” he says, “is 
in figuring out how to merge the best of B2B and B2C. 
The best marketers have that fusion. They understand that 
everybody is on a path to buy something and you need 
to map to that.”

“I think the role of the marketer has to be the most 
challenging role in a software company today,” Kopp 
admits. “You have to be really good at creative, at 
measuring and optimizing, and at adapting. You have to 
take tons of input from external sources and be an expert 
at communicating that back out to the relevant parties. 
And you have to be incredibly strong at prioritizing. It’s a 
really challenging skill set to build.”

TIM KOPP
General Partner

at Hyde Park Venture Partners

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/3-trends-revolutionizing-marketing/#.WD3me6IrLOR
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EVERYONE SHOULD 
LOVE GOING TO 
WORK EVERY DAY 
Interviewed by Gail Axelrod

As the founder and former CEO of Workfront, 
Scott Johnson worked incredibly hard to build 
a positive corporate culture. So hard in fact that 

Workfront is seen as one of the best places to work in 
Utah. Johnson and his leadership team were constantly 
trying to understand what made Workfront employees 
happy and kept them motivated. But, while Workfront 
was willing to invest resources into ensuring their 
employees were thriving, the same can’t be said of 
many companies today. In fact, even from Workfront’s 
own customers, Johnson heard complaints over and 
over again.

“In order to build a great product people would get 
value from, we set out to understand 

the mindset of our clients,” says 
Johnson. “And in doing so, we 

discovered that most people 
just aren’t thrilled about 
being at work. They’re not 
happy about the work 

they’re doing and they 
aren’t happy with their 
bosses.”

It became apparent to Johnson that there were certain 
triggers companies could pull to make their employees 
more satisfied. And many of those triggers weren’t 
terribly costly or time consuming. It really came down to 
whether or not a company’s leadership team was willing 
to embrace a few minor changes. And, if they were, 
they’d end up with a workforce thrilled about coming to 
work every single day.

That realization was the beginning of Johnson’s next 
venture, Motivosity. “This problem really started bugging 
me. It started waking me up at night. So, at the end of 
2012 I hired a CEO at Workfront to manage the day to 
day and set out to start my next company.”

BUILDING THE CULTURE OS

“We dug in and started talking to companies to see what 
would be the most viable solution to building a better 
workplace. What we came up with is Motivosity,” says 
Johnson. “You can think of Motivosity as an operating 
system for corporate culture. It really systematizes 
those few levers companies need to pull in order to 
build a strong culture.” Those levers fall into three main 
categories.

1. Appreciation & Recognition

Above all, people need to be recognized for what they 
do. They need to be appreciated, not just by their 

boss or by some formalized quarterly HR-driven 
award, but on a daily basis, by their peers. 

Motivosity is tackling this problem head 
on by building out a peer-to-peer 

recognition program. “Employees 
can give each other spot 

bonuses and the system SCOTT JOHNSON
Founder
of Motivosity
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makes managers more aware of the good things people 
are doing every day,” says Johnson. This peer-based 
recognition and constant feedback loops drives a better 
understanding of who the real rock stars are within a 
company and encourages everyone around them to be 
more productive. “We’re rewarding good behavior, and 
that’s a huge motivator.”

2. Friendship

The second component to a strong work environment is 
friendship. “If a company wants to have and maintain 
a strong culture, people need to feel like they’re part of 
a family. They need to feel like they belong,” Johnson 
says. “In fact, one of the top drivers of job satisfaction is 
the answer to the question, ‘Do you have a best friend 
at work?’”

“We’ve set out to determine how to drive friendship at 
work.” Figuring out how to forge bonds across silos and 
departments and help connect people with other like 
people is something Johnson and his team are working 
on every day. “We’ve found that not only are friendships 
at work good for employee well-being, but they also 
result in problems and issues being solved faster and 
better due to better communication between various 
departments.”

3. Meaning

The third lever crucial to employee satisfaction centers 
around meaning. “Is there meaning to what employees 
are doing? Is their work having a positive impact on 
the world on a large scale, and, on a smaller scale, 
do employees have the ability to make a difference in 
the company,” says Johnson. “Our research shows that 
people crave this kind of meaning and impact, and 
Millennials in particular crave more of all three of these 
levers than any other generation before them.”

DETERMINING WHEN TO REINFORCE CULTURE

While Johnson has determined that the same three 
levers contribute to employee happiness, the need for 
systemization is not universal. Instead, Motivosity has 
found the most success with companies between 200 
and 2,000 employees. “When companies get to the 
point where there are a couple layers of management, 
and they no longer have everyone sitting together in 
the same room, companies start realizing they need to 
do something to reinforce the culture they’ve worked so 
hard to build.”

“Starting at around 200 employees, companies are 
at an inflection point in their life cycle where they’re 
growing quickly. It’s crucial at this point to get culture 
operationalized so during that period of fast growth, 
from 200 to 2,000 employees, these organizations can 
maintain a consistent culture that really helps reinforce 
the values and behaviors that kept people engaged and 
happy sub-200 employees.”

On the other side of the equation, Johnson has found that 
when companies have more than 2,000 employees, they 
start to view their workers like resources. “HR becomes 
an administrative thing, a compliance thing. They might 
give culture lip service, but they don’t truly get it… yet.”

CULTURE IS NOT AN ENDLESS SERIES OF PERKS

Of course there are outliers, but large companies — like 
Google or Facebook, which are seen on the outside as 
having excellent culture — don’t actually fit within the 
framework for employee happiness Johnson and his 
team have set forth.

“People look at Google or Facebook or Amazon (up 
until recently… and more recently) and say, ‘Hey, they 
totally get culture,’ but I would argue that culture is not 
an endless series of perks. It’s not ping-pong tables and 
free soda and free lunch and concierge this and free 
that. While those things are good, they’re not culture. 
Culture has more to do with the human interactions within 
the workplace,” Johnson says. “If Amazon and Google 
totally understood culture, their people wouldn’t be 
having emotional breakdowns in the bathroom.”

Building a great culture and ultimately making your 
company a place where people are motivated, satisfied 
and happy every single day is hard work. But for Johnson, 
it’s well worth it.

“When you finally leave a company you’ve given so 
much time and energy to, all that’s left behind are the 
connections you built with the people around you,” says 
Johnson. “I’ve been a guy before that’s just been focused 
on the numbers and doing what we need to do to hit the 
numbers and hiring only on skills and abilities, and I’ve 
seen culture suffer because of that. Working in this way 
creates pockets of differing cultures and ultimately these 
disparities become expensive and problematic to deal 
with later on. It’s just so much easier, not to mention more 
satisfying, to factor in the human element early, rather 
than focusing on just driving the business and winning.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/love-going-to-work-everyday/#.WD3mZaIrLOR
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BUILDING A 
GENERATIONAL 
SOFTWARE COMPANY 
Interviewed by CeCe Bazar

Mark Roberge has been part of the HubSpot 
team since the beginning and currently serves 
as an instructor for HubSpot Academy’s sales 

training course and certification that’s been taken by 
more than 15,000 salespeople. He and HubSpot co-
founder Dharmesh Shah were classmates in the MIT 
MBA program, working side-by-side on their respective 
business ideas, getting together once in awhile for 
Chinese food and shop talk. After graduation, Shah hired 
Roberge as a consultant, and a year or so later Shah’s 
co-founder and CEO, Brian Halligan, invited Roberge 
to serve as a member of HubSpot’s founding executive 
team. Since then, Roberge has served as SVP of Global 
Sales, SVP of Global Sales and Services and currently 
serves as HubSpot’s Chief Revenue Officer of its Sales 
Division. Through it all, Mark has played a pivotal role in 
the building and scaling of HubSpot’s sales organization.

Over the past ten years, HubSpot has grown under the 
guidance of Shah, Halligan and the rest of the leadership 
team to become a major force in the inbound marketing 
space. Today, more than 16,000 companies in 90 
countries use the HubSpot platform to attract, engage 
and delight customers with personalized experiences. 
Though company headcount has grown exponentially 
since the early days, the focus on strong culture and 
quality relationships has never wavered. The team has 
done an exemplary job of harnessing a diverse set of 
strong personalities to create a highly effective and 
innovative team.

STARTING WITH RESPECT

Right from the outset, respect played a big role. “To be 
honest, I didn’t foresee a nine-year career at HubSpot,” 
admits Roberge, thinking back to Shah’s initial invitation 

to join the team. “Initially, I was just excited to get a 
paycheck and stabilize things at home. I never would 
have said yes if I didn’t have such great respect for 
Dharmesh and Brian, their vision and their passion.”

That sense of respect was reciprocated, and also mutual 
between the two founders. Early on, as the company 
was beginning to gain some momentum, Shah and 
Halligan disagreed about the best way to continue 
growing their company. When Roberge joined full-time, 
the customer count quickly expanded to more than 100 
over a two-month period. At this point, as the developer, 
Shah wanted to pull back on the acquisition push so his 
team could focus on refining and perfecting the product. 
Looking at things from the CEO perspective, Halligan 
was eager to start hiring more salespeople and ramping 
up that operation.

Caught in the middle, Roberge was impressed with the 
way the co-founders worked through the conflict. “Even 
though Dharmesh was the original founder of the idea, 
he recognized that he didn’t want to be an operator 
and brought in Brian to really run the company,” says 
Roberge. “And, unlike a lot of pure founders out there, he 
and Brian were truly co-founders together. Even in times 
of disagreement, Dharmesh was true about letting Brian 
run the company and ceded the decision to him.”

WALKING IN THE OTHER PERSON’S SHOES

Getting a handle on roles and responsibilities was 
another key to the team’s success. “We had a lot of 
learning to go through together there,” Roberge says. 
“Brian was a first-time CEO. I was a first-time VP of Sales. 
We scraped our knees through that process, and it all 
worked out.” If Roberge had to give another first-time 
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executive team advice today, it would be to appreciate 
the responsibilities and perspective of the different 
leadership roles.

“Typically CEOs are really stressed about fundraising at 
that early stage,” Roberge explains. “They’re worried 
about living up to investor expectations so they’re 
thinking ahead to what they want the investor deck to 
look like in 12 or 18 months when they need to raise the 
next round.” On the sales side of the equation, the focus 
is very different. “We’re sitting here with four people, and 
on the spreadsheet it looks beautiful to expand the team 
to twenty, increase productivity by 10 or 20% and find 
new demand gen scenarios,” says Roberge. “But there’s 
a lot of black magic in this plan, and if I don’t make it 
happen, I’m fired.”

Closing the gap between these two perspectives requires 
open, transparent communication in which everyone not 
only understands the other party’s priorities, but also has 
some empathy for the situation. For instance, the VP of 
Sales should not only perceive the role the sales team 
plays in the context of the company vision, but also feel 
the same sense of urgency that the CEO feels about 
hitting goals in order to ensure the next round of funding.

Likewise, the CEO, whose job is to worry about investors 
and funding, needs to step back and look at things 
from the viewpoint of the sales team. “There’s got to 
be a similar empathy from the CEO to the VP of Sales,” 
Roberge says. “The CEO should think about how to better 
support sales, maybe by budgeting for sales engineers, 
a sales manager/trainer or a recruiter.”The bottom line 
is that team leaders need to have what Roberge calls 
“proactive empathy” in times of crisis instead of resorting 
to finger pointing. “If things go sideways,” he says,

“YOU NEED TO HELP THE PERSON 
DIG INTO THE DIAGNOSES AND SORT 
THROUGH A POTENTIAL SOLUTION 
AS OPPOSED TO JUST SAYING, ‘WE 
DIDN’T HIT THE NUMBER. IT MUST BE 
YOUR FAULT.’”

ALIGNING AROUND WHAT’S BEST FOR THE 
COMPANY

Ultimately, the goal is to have an organization full of 
people who have respectful and supportive relationships 
with each other, but who also each have a strong 
relationship to the company. As an example, when 
asked about how much he feels he has to “protect” his 
sales team from certain elements within the company, 
Roberge says that he didn’t consider shielding his team 
as head of sales. His job, he explains, was to put the 
best interests of the company first, his team second and 
himself last. By maintaining the insights he gained from 
looking at things from the perspective of other leadership 
roles, Roberge makes himself — and by extension his 
team — more strategically and tactically effective.

“When you’re in those executive strategic discussions, 
you need to take your sales leadership hat off and 
put on your executive team, board member, investor, 
stockholder hat,” Roberge says. “You need to always 
look at these issues from the perspective of what’s best for 
the company.” And then you go back to your respective 
teams and do the hard work that has to be done. “We’re 
not here to maximize our next quarter’s paycheck,” 
he emphasizes. “We’re here to build a company that 
survives on.”

MARK ROBERGE
Senior Lecturer
at Harvard Business School

http://openviewpartners.com
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POWER A THIRD OF THE 
WORLD’S WEB TRAFFIC
Interviewed by Gail Axelrod

Did you know that each year more money is spent 
on designing, building and maintaining websites 
than on all of digital advertising combined? Zack 

Rosen certainly does. The 31-year-old serial entrepreneur 
is the co-founder and CEO of Pantheon, a website 
management platform for Drupal and WordPress that 
provides elastic hosting and cloud-based development 
tools to some of the best website teams in the world. 
Since founding Pantheon, Rosen has been on a mission to 
consolidate this hugely important, but highly fragmented 
industry.

Anyone and everyone these days has a website — in 
fact, it’s the single most important investment in digital 
marketing a company can make. And for what Rosen 
calls ‘mom and pop shops’, providers like Squarespace 
work fine. But, if you’re a professional marketer, your 
business lives and dies by not only the look and feel of 
your site, but also its performance and capabilities — 
everything from up time, user experience, mobile design, 
page load speed, accessibility and more. Platforms like 
WordPress and Drupal provide robust functionality via 
open-source plugins and are able to support massive 
ecosystems of developers, designers and vendors. The 
flexibility and extensibility of these platforms is exactly 
why they own a combined 65% of the CMS market. 
They’ve become the tool of choice for this generation’s 
professional website designers and developers and the 
de facto publishing systems for corporate sites.

But, WordPress and Drupal are actually quite incomplete 
for companies that want to build truly amazing websites. 
Development tools like version control, deployment 
systems, permissioning, tuning, scaling and security are 
all left to the website developer or owner to figure out. 
This is where Pantheon comes in. Their platform, free to 
developers and agencies, provides a comprehensive 

toolset and fast and scalable hosting, which ultimately 
allows users to reallocate crucial engineering resources 
from site and server configuration and maintenance.

At the end of the day, Pantheon’s vision is to take its 
industry into the modern era of Software as a Service 
and ultimately power a third of the world’s web traffic. 
Rosen and his team are on a mission to build a ‘heroic 
infrastructure’ — like the highways and dams built in the 
1940s — but for the digital age. Pretty lofty goal for a 
business that’s only been around since 2010, right?

LEARNING TO LEAD BY SHADOWING THE BEST

While Pantheon’s founding team pretty much wrote the 
book on enterprise Drupal development, deployment 
and hosting — they built sites for the likes of The 
Economist, NBC and Berkshire Hathaway — Rosen had 
no experience running a fast-growing startup, something 
he knew he would have to quickly change.

“THE BEST WAY TO LEARN IS BY 
SEEKING OUT HELP FROM THOSE 
WHO HAVE DONE IT BEFORE,” SAYS 
ROSEN. 

“That’s the silver bullet. And the best case scenario is to 
have those experts and leaders on your Board working 
with your company day in and day out.” Rosen says 
that’s what his Board is there for. “They have a sample 
size of dozens of companies they can draw from.” And 
to really leverage their advice he adds, “You have to 
be shameless about admitting that you might not always 
have the answer. Accept that it’s okay to ask someone 
for their help.”

And if you’re really looking for the most impact, you can’t 
just seek out the advice of one person. “Sure, you’ll get 
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the one thing that works for them in a certain situation, 
but it might not be the right thing for you,” says Rosen. 
“You have to talk to multiple people, think about it deeply, 
and form an opinion about what fits.”

When Rosen needs to look outside his Board for advice, 
he’s gotten into the practice of shadowing his peers. 
Rosen has asked a handful of CEOs with companies a 
year to a year-and-a-half ahead of Pantheon if he can 
spend the day with them and their organizations.

“I LITERALLY ASK, ‘CAN I SHOW UP 
AT YOUR OFFICE AND FOLLOW YOU 
AROUND FOR THE ENTIRE DAY?’” 

“I’ve learned more in the days that I shadow fellow CEOs 
than through any other experience alone. It’s one thing to 
get advice, but it’s another to see that advice in action.”

As Rosen has learned from his peers, Board members, 
advisors and his own experience, he’s come to realize 
that his role changes to match the pace of growth at 
Pantheon. “Every time the company doubles in size or 
revenue, my job radically changes” says Rosen. “You 
have no choice but to adapt quickly and be okay with 
being endlessly thrust into new situations. I am constantly 
learning and focused on accelerating my rate of 
improvement.”

MANAGING UPTIME AND DOWNTIME

When Rosen isn’t building Pantheon or shadowing one 
of his peers, he’s usually spending time at his bike shop, 
Mission Bicycle. What started as a passion project has 
evolved into a full-fledged business, one that serves as a 
creative outlet.

“Mission Bicycle is a hobby project that got completely 
out of control. It’s a passion project, not just for me, but 
for the team that built the company. Our mission is to 
help our customers fall in love with cycling by building 
the most personal, reliable and remarkable city bicycles 
available. Nothing makes me happier than seeing 
someone riding one of our bikes. I thrive off of that, but I 
promise you there are easier ways to earn a living than 
starting a boutique manufacturer in San Francisco.”

And since Rosen has more than a full-time job running 
Pantheon, he views his position with Mission Bicycle as 
more of a Board member, which has helped him gain an 
entirely new perspective. “Nick Mehta at Gainsight told 

me that sitting on someone else’s Board as a venture-
backed CEO provides an invaluable perspective. 
My involvement with Mission has really helped with 
Pantheon. As a pseudo Board member, it’s impossible 
to be an operator. It’s really forced me to take a step 
back and look at the bigger picture. When you’re in the 
business, running it every day, it’s extremely hard to take 
that step back because you’re surrounded by it. Mission 
Bicycle has allowed me to think about and see things 
from different angles, and I apply that back to Pantheon.”

Although Mission Bicycle and Pantheon are incredibly 
different businesses — one a small manufacturer, the 
other a venture-backed tech startup — in the end, Rosen 
has learned that business is business. So whether it’s 
working towards his goal of powering a third of the 
world’s web traffic, or the best city bicycles, he says that 
all the challenges of management, people, the market, 
the product and the customers, from an abstract view, 
are the same.

ZACK ROSEN
Co-Founder & CEO

of Pantheon

http://openviewpartners.com
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BUILDING A PRODUCT 
THAT SELLS ITSELF
Interviewed by Blake Bartlett

“The typical sales conversation with an 
analytics provider revolves around things like 
mapping out a tracking plan and drafting an 

implementation timeline,” says Matin Movassate, co-
founder and CEO at Heap. “We’ve tried to eliminate a 
lot of that implementation work. Instead of the traditional 
sales process — in which you try to figure out a long-term 
timeline after the prospect has committed money — we 
want prospects to gain insight during the sales process.”

This unique approach is an example of Product-led 
Growth (PLG). While there are variations on what it 
actually looks like in action, the basic idea behind a PLG 
strategy is that product usage is the primary driver of 
customer acquisition and expansion, without requiring 
the intervention of a sales rep. It’s fundamentally different 
than the traditional sales-led approach that caters to 
economic buyers first and end users second. This is made 
possible by built-in product features that automate certain 
marketing, sales, and customer success functions.

Movassate founded Heap to eliminate the bottlenecks 
that prevent business users from turning data and 
analytics into real insights. Heap helps to bring data 
science to the masses by “automating the annoying parts 
of user analytics.” The product automatically captures all 
user actions in web or mobile apps — no event tracking 
required. This means that Heap customers can answer 
any user analytics question instantly with no engineering 
work required. And whatever question you ask, the data 
is already there because Heap tracks everything. They 
call it “instant retroactive analytics.” By delivering instant 
results, Heap is reducing time-to-value, or as Movassate 
describes it “time-to-insight,” a key differentiator against 
other analytics providers with long configuration 
processes.

This philosophy of delivering value also applies to Heap’s 
go-to-market efforts. “All of our marketing positioning 
stems from the problems we’re trying to solve in the 
product and the sorts of users we’re building the product 
for,” Movassate explains. By putting the product front and 
center, as opposed to leading with sales and marketing, 
Movassate and his team are able to create a situation 
where prospects come to Heap already being “pre-sold” 
on the product and the value it can deliver.

For Heap, the sales process has become something 
akin to proactive customer success. “Our best sales 
conversations are the ones in which we serve as a data 
scientist consultant,” Movassate says. “In these instances, 
the client has installed Heap (a process that only takes 
seconds), so on the first or second sales call we’re 
already able to share insights that we’ve uncovered. 
We’re able to suggest that they might want to take a 
different marketing approach, invest in the development 
of additional features, or focus on a particular segment 
of users that we can tell — based on the data — will 
be important for the customer’s business. That’s the most 
effective way we sell Heap.”

A PRODUCT THAT SELLS ITSELF: DRIVING GROWTH 
THROUGH THE PRODUCT

While unconventional, this product-led approach to 
growth is clearly working for Heap. Well into its fourth 
year, the company is going strong and Movassate is 
only now beginning to build out a marketing team. “By 
and large, our biggest marketing channel to this point 
has been word-of-mouth,” says Movassate, validating 
the product’s ability to sell itself. And, while Movassate 
believes that marketing can play an important role in 
identifying new channels and creating content to educate 
the market, he also believes that there’s a high value in 
continuing to drive growth directly via the product.
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“Heap is most successful when a higher percentage of 
a company’s workforce is using it,” he explains. “We 
have the opportunity to help improve adoption within 
an organization by adding in-product features and 
functionality that make it easier for people to share Heap-
generated insights and onboard new teammates to the 
software. Using the product as a marketing channel is 
a growth engineering strategy that will help us increase 
usage and make our product more attractive to larger 
companies.”

So, what goes on behind the scenes at a company 
that is embracing product-led growth? What kinds of 
operational and strategic elements have to be in play 
to make this kind of strategy viable? The details vary 
from company to company and are based on level of 
product maturation, but a closer look at how the Heap 
team moves forward provides some interesting insights 
that just might be universally applicable.

INTENTIONAL, DATA-DRIVEN GROWTH 
ENGINEERING

“In the product lifecycle and in people’s roles, we always 
try to make sure we use data,” Movassate says. “But 
today, our growth engineering practice is a distributed 
rather than a dedicated role. It’s sort of everyone’s 
responsibility.” You would expect as much from a 
company that is seeking to give more workers access 
to actionable insights from robust user analytics, and 
thereby democratizing data science. Indeed, one of the 
reasons they have so far been successful without this role 
is because Heap uses Heap.

Despite the distributed nature of Heap’s growth 
engineering practice, the team is very intentional about 
every move they make. “When we’re thinking about 
adding or building out a certain feature, we first try to 
get a clear sense of the problem we’re trying to solve,” 
Movassate explains. “We make sure we can identify 
which part of the funnel we’re addressing and the 
impact the feature will have on our business. If there is 
no compelling story there — no data to suggest that the 
effort is a high-leverage use of our time — we won’t do it. 
Essentially, the question to ask is not, ‘can we make this 
change,’ but ‘should we make this change?’ It’s about 
prioritization based on impact.”

On the back end, once a feature is built, the team is 
quick to solicit and analyze user response. “We expose 

users to each new feature as early as we can, and we 
use Heap to see how they’re using the feature so we 
can understand the paths they’re taking,” Movassate 
says. “And then, when a new feature is fully launched, 
we are disciplined about measuring the success metrics 
to determine if people are using it, whether it’s affecting 
retention or activation, and whether it’s something that’s 
coming up in sales conversations. All this data informs 
how we should refine and build that and future features.” 
This is what agile product-led growth looks like in action. 
It’s letting the data inform what to do next, and not 
showing undue loyalty to pet features that simply aren’t 
working.

WELL-DEFINED CORE AUDIENCE

For PLG to really work, it’s imperative that you have an 
accurate and deep understanding of your audience 
and their needs. “In terms of our buyer, we need to be 
very, very focused,” says Movassate. “We know that 
the most successful buyer persona for Heap is someone 
who wants to make their organization data-driven.” For 
Heap, this individual might be in any one of a number of 
titles from Data Scientist/Analyst to Product to CTO. The 
title may vary, but the persona is the same.

After honing in on the key persona, the Heap team then 
needs to consider the wide variety of technical and non-
technical end users on the customer’s side, including 
developers, product managers, analysts, and marketers. 
“We start by identifying common use cases and then 
creating interfaces within our product to make it easy 
for people who don’t want to dive into writing SQL or 
running a mass-produced job to get the insights they 
need,” says Movassate. “Basically, we try to build intuitive 
tools that serve the needs of about 80% of our user base. 
The other 20% includes developers and data scientists 
who we serve through robust APIs, good documentation, 
and customer success.”

As Movassate and his team continue to embody product-
led growth (even while testing traditional marketing 
efforts) they’re keen to make sure the product delivers on 
the stated goal of unlocking insights through automation. 
“We need to think through the user experience from end-
to-end and remove all the unnecessary barriers.” It’s this 
line of thinking that reduces time-to-insight for new users 
while continuing to deliver new insights to the existing 
5,000+ customers.

http://openviewpartners.com
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FORMULA FOR 
SUCCESS: INNOVATION, 
BUSINESS & CULTURE
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

David Okuniev met Robert 
Muñoz while the two were 
running their own small digital 

UI and development agencies out 
of the same co-working space in 
Barcelona. Between working for 
fellow startups, agencies and other 
clients, the fellow entrepreneurs 
struck up a friendship and eventually 
collaborated on a project. The 
assignment was to build a lead 
generation form that would sit 
inside a 3D application in their 
client’s exhibition space. The two 
were inspired by the 1983 movie, 
WarGames, which features a 
conversational computer interface. 
“We didn’t want to build a plain 
vanilla form,” says Okuniev. 

After delivering on the original 
assignment, Okuniev and Muñoz 
created a back-end for the concept 
so they could resell it to their other 
clients. When the duo eventually 
realized that their design might be 
viable as a standalone product, 

they began rebuilding the back-
end in HTML. (The first iteration had 
been built in Flash.) For two years 
they worked on the project during 
downtime with resources from their 
two agencies, and in February of 
2013 they launched their beta and 
went full-time on the project.

Today, Typeform is reinventing the 
way people create and respond 
to surveys and other types of 
forms. Their mission is simple: Make 
forms awesome. Their user-friendly, 
“human” approach to design and 
interactivity has proven to be a 
big success with both the people 
building forms and the people filling 
them out.

Throughout the experience Okuniev 
has gained a lot of insights about 
what it takes to found, lead and 
grow a company. “After making 
loads of mistakes, we’re finally 
seeing things more clearly,” he says. 
“One thing we’ve learned is that if 
you look at a company, there are 
three pillars: innovation, business 
and culture. If you’re not optimizing 
on all three of those pillars, then one 
of them is going to suffer.”

For example, a failure to create 
strong culture results in reduced 

motivation to innovate, which will 
limit your business potential. Or, 
if the business end of things isn’t 
working well, no one will have time 
to experiment with new innovations 
and the culture will suffer from a 
sinking morale.

“If I did another startup,” Okuniev 
says, “I would put a lot of focus on 
those three things very early on. I 
would plan projects that contribute 
directly to pushing each of those 
three pillars forward.”

INNOVATION

Typeform is loved far and wide for 
its UI and design. The easy-to-use 
and beautiful interfaces transform 
even the most pedestrian form 
into an opportunity to engage 
and delight. This ground-breaking 
design emerged from a simple 
observation. As Okuniev puts it, 
“Forms suck; how can we make 
them better?” From that somewhat 
blunt beginning, Okuniev and 
Muñoz began crafting a solution 
to the problem. “If you think about 
it,” Okuniev explains, “forms were 
conceived at a time when there 
wasn’t CSS3, CSS animations or 
anything like that. We wondered 
what we’d get if we applied today’s 
technology to forms.”

“WE LIKED THE IDEA 
OF THE COMPUTER HAVING 
A PERSONALITY, SO WE 
TOOK THAT ON BOARD, 
MADE A FORM OUT OF IT, 
AND THAT’S HOW WE GOT 
STARTED ON TYPEFORM.”

58FOUNDATIONS
FO

R
M

U
LA

 FO
R

 SU
C

C
ESS: IN

N
O

VA
TIO

N
, B

U
SIN

ESS &
 C

U
LTU

R
E

DAVID OKUNIEV
Co-Founder & joint CEO

of Typeform

“IF YOU’RE NOT 
OPTIMIZING 
ON ALL THREE 
OF THOSE 
PILLARS, 
THEN ONE 
OF THEM IS 
GOING TO 
SUFFER.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/typeform/#.WD3mD6IrLOR
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From day one, the duo kept their 
approach simple. “We had just 
one guiding principle,” Okuniev 
says, “make this as awesome as 
possible.” To reach this goal, they 
kept the user’s needs in mind at all 
times. “Focusing on the user was 
really important,” Okuniev explains. 
“That’s why we chose to display one 
question at a time while still keeping 
the follow-up questions visible for 
context. We wanted to make sure 
the design was simple enough 
that it could eventually become a 
standard.”

To complement their streamlined 
designs, the team ensured that the 
mechanics were similarly elegant. 
“The animations aren’t over-
exaggerated,” Okuniev says. “It’s 
just a simple, easy, in-out transition 
that you don’t get tired of, even 
with repetitive use. In the end, we 
wanted the design to be as invisible 
as possible. We wanted it to be a 
facilitator rather than a show off.”

The evolution of the product’s design 
was very intentional. The first version 
(the one built in Flash) incorporated 
several decorative elements like a 
glowing cursor and questions that 
typed themselves out (much like the 
computer in WarGames). As they 
worked on later iterations, Okuniev 
and Muñoz made decisions based 
on the future of their product. “We 
knew that if we wanted to create 
something that would become a 
standard, we couldn’t make it too 
gimmicky,” explains Okuniev. “So, 
we held back a lot on the design, 
and I think that served us well.”

In addition to tackling a unique 
problem and taking a super-
simplified approach, something 
else that Okuniev and Muñoz did 

differently was eliminating user 
feedback from their development 
and testing process. “The form 
that you see today is pretty much 
the same form that we built at the 
outset,” says Okuniev. 

“WE WERE JUST 
DESIGNERS SOLVING 
A PUZZLE. IT WAS 
LIKE WORKING IN A 
BUBBLE.”

Okuniev believes that working in 
that bubble gave the project an 
advantage. “If we had done early 
user testing, we might have been put 
off trying to solve some problems,” 
he explains. “The fact that we didn’t 
take feedback and were very 
driven by a single, focused mission 
meant that we never gave up on 
ideas, even when they didn’t work 
out right away.”

Even to this day, Okuniev and 
his team stand by this approach. 
“Nowadays we’re very metrics 
driven as a company in general,” 
Okuniev says, “but as far as the 
design process goes, it’s still very 
much gut-based.”

BUSINESS

Okuniev and Muñoz approached 
the business end of things with 
the same kind of simple and 
straightforward style that they’d 
employed in building their product. 
They launched the product as 
completely free, knowing that they 
would add a paid tier at a later 
date. They set their initial prices 
based on a very informal survey 
of the market. “We literally just 
looked at what legacy players were 
charging and priced around that,” 
Okuniev says.

Over time, they added the paid 
tier and increased prices gradually. 
Most recently, they increased the 
monthly fee on the mid-tier PRO 
version from $25 to $35. “Nobody 
batted an eye,” says Okuniev. 
“Our conversions didn’t go down 
at all, and none of the new users 
complained that the price was too 
expensive.”

Despite this reasonably stress-free 
increase, Okuniev is typically pretty 
conservative with pricing. “I’ve 
heard from loads of sources that 
you can experiment with pricing, 
push it hard and probably get 
away with quite a lot,” he says. But 
that’s not the kind of pricing strategy 
for Okuniev. Instead, he remains 
focused on the original mission to 
rid the world of boring forms. “Most 
companies doing data collection 
and surveys do pretty much the 
same thing — produce vanilla forms 
and some kind of back-end to build 
the forms and analyze the data,” he 
explains. “Because we’re one of the 
first design-centric companies that is 
solving a business problem, we’re 
able to differentiate ourselves by 
delivering something else. So, we’re 
not really competing on price.”

That product focus isn’t just driving 
design and pricing, it’s also 
Typeform’s go-to-market strategy. 
The company doesn’t have a 
sales team and hasn’t done any 
traditional marketing. “We basically 
say that product is our growth 
engine,” says Okuniev. “Most of our 
sign-ups come from people filling in 
a Typeform, loving the experience 
and then checking us out. We have 
a viral loop with a coefficient of 
0.5 that drives traffic to our own 
company.”
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Though they don’t have a sales 
team, they do have a customer 
success team to help with retention 
and upselling. “Now that we have 
our PRO+ plan, we’re just upselling 
and that’s it,” Okuniev says. “We 
may eventually have to hire 
enterprise sales teams, but we’d do 
it not as a means to grow, but as a 
way to service clients like Uber who 
have 70 PRO accounts. We’re not 
doing any cold calling or looking 
for leads. Everything is product 
here.”

CULTURE

Other than having a standout 
product, Okuniev has learned that 
hiring the right people is critical to 
a company’s success. “If you hire 
B players, you’re going to have a 
B team,” he says. “But, not always. 
You can find really talented people 
who just procrastinate until the 
end of days. On the other hand, if 
you put passionate, hard-working 
people in the right environment and 
give them support, they can really 
excel.”

“Our criteria for finding people is: 
smart, humble and passionate,” 
Okuniev says. “These are the people 

we need to hire — people who will 
come into the team and support 
culture, business and innovation.”

To help facilitate the intentional 
support of those three pillars, part 
of the Typeform culture is using 
the Salesforce-inspired V2MOM 
management system to set goals 
for the company, teams and 
individuals. “We have a company-
wide V2MOM and then each 
team and each individual also has 
a unique V2MOM. The company 
V2MOM is split into three sections in 
terms of the methods and measures, 
and we have projects for business, 
for innovation and for culture.” 
Team and individual V2MOMs roll 
up under the company V2MOM, 
ensuring that everyone is aligned 
and moving in the right direction.

They started with a simple idea, 
built a company on a strong and 
singular focus and now align their 
team around a shared culture and 
unified objectives. Though, like 
everyone, they had to learn a lot 
along the way, the Typeform team 
is clearly going places and looks to 
have a good shot at fulfilling their 
mission of making forms awesome.

“THESE ARE THE 
PEOPLE WE NEED TO 
HIRE — PEOPLE WHO 
WILL COME INTO THE 
TEAM AND SUPPORT 
CULTURE, BUSINESS 

AND INNOVATION.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/typeform/#.WD3mD6IrLOR
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GROWTH 
IN THE API 
ECONOMY
Interviewed by Blake Bartlett

The API Economy had its coming out party in 2016. 
Twilio had a massively successful IPO. Google 
acquired Apigee. Stripe was asked to join President 

Obama on his historic trip to Cuba. But the path to 
success in this ecosystem isn’t as easy as it seems. “There 
are lots of APIs that get upvoted on Product Hunt, but that 
doesn’t mean you’re going to build a big company,” says 
Alex MacCaw, co-founder and CEO of Clearbit. And he 
would know. He joined Stripe in 2012 as an engineer 
and created Stripe Checkout, which now processes 
billions in transaction volume.

Clearbit builds data APIs, and they want to power every 
aspect of customer analytics for your business. They are 
starting with entity intelligence, allowing users to turn 
an email or a domain into rich insights on who owns 
it. “We help you understand your customers better, so 
you can serve them in a more personal way,” MacCaw 
says. “Without data, you are flying blind.” The message is 
resonating and Clearbit has quickly become a must-have 
for some of the most sophisticated growth teams in the 
world. How did an 11-person team accomplish this in 
the crowded world of the API economy? What can others 
learn from their success?

WHY BUILD AN API-FIRST COMPANY?

People don’t want another tool in their stack. This is 
especially true in sales & marketing — a quick glance at 
the Salesforce AppExchange or the Marketing Technology 
Landscape will overwhelm even the most stouthearted 
growth leaders. “Companies are experiencing serious 
tool fatigue,” explains MacCaw. “We didn’t want to 
create yet another dashboard where you have to login 
everyday.”

“THERE ARE LOTS 
OF APIS THAT 
GET UPVOTED 
ON PRODUCT 
HUNT, BUT THAT 
DOESN’T MEAN 
YOU’RE GOING 
TO BUILD A BIG 
COMPANY.”
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Clearbit realized they could have a much larger impact 
by making a customer’s existing stack better with data. 
Easier said than done. As MacCaw explains, “Data for 
its own sake is counterproductive. Just ask anyone who’s 
ever bought a lead list.” It has to be highly relevant and 
persistently accurate data that can be called on demand 
when and where it’s needed.

You can’t simply elect to build an API service because 
it worked for Twilio. That’s working backwards to find 
a problem for your desired solution. Clearbit reasoned 
from first principles and rightly concluded that an API-
first service was the optimal way to solve their unique 
problem.

A PRODUCT STRATEGY THAT DRIVES GROWTH

There are some obvious pillars of product success for an 
API service. “The best feature of Clearbit is that it works,” 
says MacCaw. “And we have really good docs.” Good 
API? Check. Good docs? Check. How else can product 
strategy drive an API’s growth?

You can create a rising tide of value with a multi-API 
strategy. “The service gets better every day thanks to our 
data network effects, but we’re also looking for ways 
turn that data into new insights for our users,” explains 
MacCaw. “With Clearbit, you install one library and 
get access to seven different APIs. It’s all about giving 
developers more leverage.” This removes any blockers 
to discovery and adoption of new services, which helps 
users solve more problems with Clearbit.

This approach also fuels word-of-mouth. If you are 
constantly addressing new use cases, it naturally 
increases the occasions for word-of-mouth. “We see this 
happening all the time today when our users demo their 
growth workflows,” says MacCaw. “The reactions they 
get are like, ‘Wait, what’s that? How did you get all that 
information about this lead?’ And their answer is always, 
‘Oh we’re using Clearbit to do that.’”

YOUR PRODUCT IS YOUR MARKETING

In Clearbit’s iterative search for new additions to their 
collection of data APIs, they find pieces of the puzzle that 
have standalone value. So they make them available for 
free to anyone, often without even requiring an email 
address.

For example, the Logo API is helpful and super lightweight 
API that lets you pull any company logo using just a 
domain. It basically makes one of Clearbit’s 85 unique 
data points available on its own, in one API call, for free.

Why bother? Well it turns out the Logo API is extremely 
popular. It made the front page of Hacker News, officially 
won Product Hunt, and guess what — a lot of developers 
and growth leaders read those sites. It’s amazing lead 
gen. Not the spammy kind. The good kind that actually 
provides value to users.

The Logo API wasn’t a one-hit wonder. Clearbit has had 
repeat success using free products for lead generation. 
They aren’t just going back to the same well either. 
Clearbit Connect isn’t an API for developers, yet it was 
even more popular.

HOW TO NOT SCARE USERS AWAY

A lot of developers in the API economy mistake API-
first for API-only. If your service grows in strategic value 
and usage inside an organization, then eventually the 
business people will ask their developer. And you need 
to be ready for that conversation.

“When we first started, our approach was, ‘Here’s the 
API. Here are the docs. Go to town,’” says MacCaw. 
It works beautifully with the developer audience, but 
Clearbit doesn’t only serve developers. The downstream 
value is seen in sales & marketing. And that’s where the 
budget ultimately comes from.

When new personas enter the conversation, you have to 
speak their language. “As we grew, we realized that we 
needed to appeal to a wider audience. You can’t scare 
the business people away with words like ‘API’ and that 
kind of thing,” says MacCaw. “They don’t want to go to 
your site and find nothing but developer speak and API 
docs.”

Today, Clearbit speaks to sales and marketing personas 
with messages like “Enrich your CRM” and “Speed up 
lead qualification.” It’s vastly different than the original 
messaging. Stripe went through the same transition. Back 
in the early days, they were only speaking to developers.

Today, it’s a different story. Stripe now clearly leads with 
a non-technical messaging that speaks to business value 
rather displaying source code front-and-center.

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/clearbits-playbook-growth-api-economy/#.WD3l7qIrLOR
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But what about your roots? Is this turning your back on 
the developers who put you on the map to begin with? 
MacCaw insists that you don’t have to change your 
DNA as a developer-focused company. “If you’re a 
developer looking at Stripe’s website, you know where 
to go immediately. You just go check out the API docs,” 
he says.

These kinds of changes can feel like Dylan going electric 
to developers, but really it’s just website copy and 
messaging. No need to lay an axe to the cables here.

WHAT DOES A NON-TECHNICAL USER DO WITH 
AN API?

There’s a catch. That non-technical user you won over 
with the “business value” messaging is soon asking, 
“sooo… what exactly is your product?” An API-only 
product is hard to grasp if you aren’t a developer.

That whole “not having a dashboard where you have 
to login everyday” thing? It’s kinda starting to feel like a 
double-edged sword. Non-technical users also need a 
way to use the product that doesn’t require coding.

For Clearbit, the answer was to parlay the API into turnkey 
integrations. “We have integrations with Salesforce, 
Marketo, Segment, and many others,” says MacCaw. “A 
sales ops leader won’t know what to do with an API, but 
they can immediately grok a Salesforce plugin.”

Each integration is a new endpoint that extends the reach 
of the product. More endpoints means more distribution 
and faster time-to-value for the most popular use cases. 
It’s a total win-win.

CAN YOU BE SELF-SERVE FOREVER?

Everyone has a different view of the right way to do 
sales. Any good API-first business is likely “by developers, 
for developers” and therefore doesn’t initially have sales 
people. After all, developers don’t even want to be on 
LinkedIn, let alone spammed with email or called on the 
phone. Everyone knows that.

But it would be short-sighted to conclude that an API-
first business should never hire sales people. Clearbit was 
pulled by customers into doing sales for two reasons. The 
first reason is pretty simple: price. Clearbit’s customers 
naturally increase their usage by enriching more leads, 

but also by trying new additions to the multi-API suite like 
Reveal. 

“IF YOU’RE GOING TO SPEND 
THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS A MONTH 
FOR ANYTHING, YOU WANT TO TALK 
TO SOMEONE,” SAYS MACCAW.

The second reason comes back to non-technical users. 
As with messaging and website copy, the right approach 
is a personalized one. It’s speaking to each persona 
in their own language and their preferred medium. 
“Engineers and developers tend to be pretty happy 
with self-service,” explains MacCaw. “But sales and 
marketing directors generally just want to hop on a call 
with someone, explain their problem and get an exact 
answer.”

MacCaw sees the need for a sales team as an 
inevitability. “You can rely on self-service for a long time, 
but everyone from Atlassian to Stripe to New Relic has a 
sales team today,” he says.

Even so, you get to decide what “sales” means for 
your company. Everyone on Clearbit’s growth team 
can write code. This is critical, because they aren’t just 
taking calls with non-technical users, but also working 
with developers to troubleshoot new integrations and 
implement creative API use cases. “The context-switching 
is pretty extreme, so we’ve hired people who can handle 
it,” says MacCaw. Sales may be inevitable, but it’s never 
one-size-fits-all. You have a blank canvas, and you can 
do it in your own way.

KEEPING IT REAL

The API Economy is real, and we’re going to see many 
more success stories in the future. But going API-first doesn’t 
create a wormhole in the company growth continuum. 
Success requires a new era company to consider a lot of 
seemingly old school strategies like creating a “business 
case” for buyers and hiring salespeople.

For a developer-turned-founder, this can feel a lot 
like “selling out” or going mainstream. But what’s the 
alternative? Sure, you can keep it real and stay indie. 
But at what cost? If your company is compelled by a 
big vision, then you start to realize that what looks like 
“selling out” is really just embracing your own evolution.
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ALEX MACCAW
Founder
of Clearbit

“YOU CAN RELY 
ON SELF-SERVICE 
FOR A LONG TIME, 
BUT EVERYONE 
FROM ATLASSIAN 
TO STRIPE TO NEW 
RELIC HAS A SALES 
TEAM TODAY.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/clearbits-playbook-growth-api-economy/#.WD3l7qIrLOR
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BUILDING A 
SUSTAINABLE 
ENGINEERING 
CULTURE
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Software is about solving problems. It’s about 
designing and building more elegant and efficient 
ways to handle complex tasks. This is exactly Andy 

Wilson’s mission as the CEO and cofounder of Logikcull. 
Logikcull provides law firms, corporations, governments, 
and service providers with a simple, affordable, and 
accessible way to collect, sort, organize, and share the 
massive volume of digital documentation that needs to 
flow between parties in the process of legal discovery.

As Wilson states, it’s time to put an end to the “antiquated 
technology, career-threatening risk, high cost, and black 
box processes” associated with traditional eDiscovery. 
He saw early on that the traditional tools and technology 
were not keeping up with the explosive increases 
in the volume and complexity of digital material. In a 
short period of time the process became prohibitively 
expensive and operationally unwieldy, creating a 
vulnerability in the legal system leaving under-resourced 
parties unable to pursue or defend against claims.

Wilson and his cofounder and CTO, Sheng Yang, 
launched Logikcull in 2004 as an eDiscovery services 
provider. By 2009, they were the fastest-growing 
eDiscovery services company in the U.S., ranking #181 
on the Inc. 500 with 1,100% growth. But then, as we 
all know, the recession hit. Logikcull almost went out of 
business, but the leadership team managed to turn the 
setback into an opportunity by using the time to develop a 
better business model. In a bold move, the team invested 
$3 million in profits back into the company so they could 
evolve their business from a services company to a SaaS 

company that delivered Discovery Automation. Over 
the following four years, Logikcull would go on to invest 
another $20 million in R&D, yet another example of their 
faith in and dedication to transforming the business.

The pivot was a huge risk and a massive undertaking. 
It meant that Wilson and Yang had to build a strong 
engineering culture from scratch. But they understood 
that that’s what it would take to take to fulfill their 
vision. “When the recession hit, we took a step back 
and realized that a lot of the work we were doing was 
manipulating digital information manually,” Wilson says. 
“Being software people, we also realized that software 
would eventually automate the whole process. And we 
knew that if we didn’t build that automation, someone 
else would.”

Determined to create a company that was built to last, 
Wilson and Yang started from the ground up. Their 
starting point was a Hadoop-driven type of technology, 
behind-the-scenes software with no user interface, and a 
team that included more services people than engineers. 
“We had to consciously create this engineering culture,” 
Wilson recalls. “It’s not an easy thing to go from services 
to software. There’s so much to it from how you build 
software to which methodologies you employ to what 
kinds of people you hire.” It was a complex evolution 
process with a lot of moving parts, but the Logikcull 
team was up to the task. In retrospect, they are now 
able to identify a few key ideas that helped them make 
the transition from a services-focused to an engineering 
culture successfully.
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DITCH THE CUSTOMIZATION MINDSET

One of the initial observations that Wilson made about 
the transition was the overarching need to get out of the 
customization mindset.

“When you go SaaS, everybody gets the same version 
of the software. There’s no customization. But when 
you’re a services company, each project you do is like 
a unique snowflake that requires a lot of customization 
from the engineering team facilitating those projects.” It 
might seem like a no-brainer, but this shift from ‘client/
customization’ to ‘customers/software’ was actually a 
huge turning point for the company and every member 
of the team.

“We really had to change our mentality from ‘Let’s 
customize this software for every single client’ to ‘Let’s 
build this software for all of our customers’,” Wilson says. 
“It took well over year before the engineers stopped 
responding to every client comment by immediately 
running and trying to program around the feedback.”

WORK BACKWARDS FROM A CLEARLY DEFINED 
END GOAL

To help manage this transition in mindset, Wilson and his 
team employed an approach he refers to as Jobs To Be 
Done, which is essentially a way to work backwards from 
the end result you’re after. “Too often, when someone 
recommends a feature, a company will just go out 
and write that feature, but that’s the wrong thing to 
do because the feature isn’t the job,” Wilson explains. 
“Instead, if you dial a little bit further and ask, ‘Why are 

they doing this — what’s the point?’ you’ll uncover a lot 
more information that will probably lead you down a 
different build path that will ultimately deliver something 
that really helps customers facilitate their job.”

Wilson and Yang applied this approach very effectively 
to the big picture vision for their end product. “We did a 
study and calculated that processing customer data for 
a single job required close to 3,000 steps,” Wilson says. 
“Then we set a goal of reducing friction so that we could 
make the process as easy as uploading a picture to 
Facebook — one click and done. We worked backwards 
from that goal so build something that would allow 
anybody of any skill level anywhere in the world to do 
what we did.” That fierce focus enabled the engineering 
team to successfully assess and prioritize tasks over the 
course of the four-year build from 2009 to 2013.

HIRE THE RIGHT PEOPLE

While having the right mindset and approach are critical 
to any endeavor, there’s no question that having the right 
people on the team is at least as important. Wilson has 
given a lot of thought to his hiring methodology. “We all 
know that recruiting is time-consuming,” he says. “If you 
don’t have a good process, you can easily spend two or 
three times the resources on a candidate who isn’t a fit.” 
To combat the potential of wasting precious time with 
unviable candidates, Wilson strongly recommends that 
interviewers address three key areas in every interview, 
starting with the initial fifteen-minute phone screening: 
Culture, Competence, and Compensation. Here’s how 
he applies this approach in his own hiring practice:

“IT’S NOT AN EASY THING TO GO 
FROM SERVICES TO SOFTWARE. 
THERE’S SO MUCH TO IT FROM 

HOW YOU BUILD SOFTWARE TO 
WHICH METHODOLOGIES YOU 

EMPLOY TO WHAT KINDS OF 
PEOPLE YOU HIRE.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/from-services-to-software-logikculls-andy-wilson-on-building-a-sustainable-engineering-culture/#.WD3luqIrLOR
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ANDY WILSON
Founder & CEO
of Logikcull

“YOU NEED TO 
KNOW WHAT 
‘MAKES YOU YOU’ 
AS A COMPANY 
AND CODIFY THAT. 
I WISH I DID THAT A 
LONG TIME AGO.”
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Culture

“I need to know right away if the candidate has the right 
kind of attitude to fit our culture,” he says. “They need 
to be passionate, kind, enjoyable to work with, have a 
sense of humor, and core values that align with ours.” 
Though the idea of culture might seem cliche, Wilson has 
learned from experience that it’s a critical part of building 
a strong and sustainable company. “You have to think a 
lot about your vision, mission, and core values,” he says. 
“You need to know what ‘makes you, you’ as a company 
and codify that. I wish I did that a long time ago. It would 
have saved me a lot of hiring mistakes.”

Competence

“Obviously, I need to know if the candidate is capable 
of doing the job we’re hiring to fill,” he says. “Do they 
have prior experience and/or can you tell, based on the 
knowledge they’ve accumulated in their job research, 
that they are hungry to learn?”

Wilson points out that competence isn’t just about skills, 
it’s about context. “There’s a big difference between 
someone who is a builder and someone who is a 
maintainer. You need to hire based on where you are 
in your life cycle,” he says. “Right now, for instance, I’m 
looking for people who have experienced the stage of 
growth we’re in today. I will not entertain hiring anyone 
out of a big company who has never gone through this 
kind of growth. If your team isn’t used to building stuff, 
you’re going to fail. I’m totally certain of that.”

Compensation

“I also need to know if the candidate’s compensation 
requirements fit our salary range,” Wilson says. “This is 
where a lot of companies screw up because they think 
talking about money is weird or too private.” Wilson 
strongly disagrees with such assumptions, saying, 
“Money makes the world go ‘round and salaries are set 
by the market. You have to ask the question. Being upfront 
about this will save you from spending days recruiting an 
entry-level candidate who expects a six-figure salary.”

Wilson stresses that the assessment of these three areas 
needs to happen in order: Culture, Competence, 
Compensation. “Where things really go wrong is when 
you either don’t abide by these criteria, or when you hire 
in reverse. For instance, say you go for a compensation 

fit because the candidate is cheap, but their competence 
sucks and their culture fit isn’t great. Obviously, that’s 
not going to work out. Or, maybe you’re interviewing 
a candidate who is a really good culture fit and super 
smart, but who is used to making half a million dollars a 
year because their company was acquired by Google. 
In that case, the compensation fit doesn’t make sense. 
You’re never going to be able to compete with that.”

COMBINE CULTURE AND VISION FOR A LONG-
TERM SUCCESS

While not everyone from the services business transitioned 
successfully to the software side, the Logikcull team 
includes quite a few members who have been with the 
company for seven or eight years. When asked about 
how he has built a company that inspires such loyalty, 
Wilson says it comes down to two things.

“Having a really strong culture is number one,” he 
says without hesitation. “Take our engineering team, 
for instance. Every one of them recruited each other. 
That’s pretty awesome. And we’re seeing that with our 
sales team now. They are recruiting their own network 
because they want to build and strengthen our culture.”

The second piece of the equation for Wilson is having a 
broad mission and inspirational vision that people can 
really get behind. “When we set that audacious goal of 
reducing a 3,000-step process to one step, it was freakin’ 
bananas,” he says. “How in the hell are you going to be 
able to reduce that much friction in the process? That’s 
one of the reasons it took us so long to build the product. 
What we were after was basically magic — total magic.” 
But it was, at least in part, the sheer daring (some might 
say ‘insanity’) of the goal that made the team as strong 
and determined and successful as they are.

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/from-services-to-software-logikculls-andy-wilson-on-building-a-sustainable-engineering-culture/#.WD3luqIrLOR
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SIX SAAS MARKETING 
TRENDS LEARNED 
WHILE SCALING FROM 
$47M TO $400M
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

As the former CMO of ExactTarget, sought 
after advisor, board member, and General 
Partner at Hyde Park Venture Partners, Tim 

Kopp has earned (and continues to expand) a uniquely 
broad perspective that few others can claim. From his 
days in leadership roles at consumer giants like Procter 
& Gamble and Coca-Cola to his six years at ExactTarget, 
Kopp has led world-class teams to outstanding successes. 

At ExactTarget, he helped increase revenue dramatically 
from $47 million to well over $400 million, growth that 
ultimately resulted in one of the largest SaaS IPOs on 
record and the 2013 acquisition of the company by 
Salesforce to the tune of $2.7 billion.

His twenty years in the industry have made Kopp keenly 
aware of the deep and rapid changes in the marketing 
landscape. When he started out, the marketing model 
was all about pushing one-size-fits-all messaging through 
a few channels: TV, radio, print, and out-of-home. Today’s 
digital marketing technologies and platforms give 
marketers a much more expansive palette of strategies, 
tactics, and channels; but they also create additional 
challenges by giving customers the ability to create their 
own brand experience.

Throughout all these changes, Kopp has remained at 
the forefront of the evolution. Over time, the insight he 
has gained from working with some of the world’s most 
respected brands has given him the ability to recognize 
critical truths that marketers — particularly SaaS marketers 
— need to pay attention to if they want to take their game 
to the next level. Here are six such nuggets of hard-won 
wisdom:

1. BRANDING — WHERE EVERYTHING STARTS

“If your messaging is crap, nothing you do in marketing 
will work,” Kopp says, not pulling any punches. 
“Everything starts with really strong messaging and 
positioning: Who are you and what do you do?” Kopp 
has seen this simple (but, not easy) task trip up many 
otherwise very viable companies. “So many brands 
have this identity crisis,” he explains. “Brand decisions 
need to happen at the executive team level, and then 
you need a strong marketing leader to sort it all out and 
amplify it across all your channels.”

Brand is not just critical on the customer-facing side of 
things. It’s also a key component of a successful hiring 
and retention plan for your sales team. “What SaaS really 
amounts to at a level of scale is your ability to add high-
quality sales reps and get them ramped up as quickly 
as possible,” says Kopp. “That ends up becoming your 
number one success metric.”

“IF YOUR 
MESSAGING IS 
CRAP, NOTHING 
YOU DO IN 
MARKETING 
WILL WORK.”
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While this issue might appear to be a purely sales-centric 
one, Kopp points out the connection between a strong 
brand and a strong sales team. “The number one way 
you can help your company recruit and retain the best 
sales reps all comes back to marketing — having the 
right brand and the right messaging,” he explains. “Think 
about the inherent advantage a sales rep from Salesforce 
has over a rep from a no-name CRM company. The 
Salesforce rep will ramp twice as quickly because they 
are able to go into the field with ‘brand air cover’ that 
provides instant credibility.”

“In the beginning, you have to grind it out — rep by rep,” 
Kopp says, “But eventually you reach a point of critical 
mass where you’ve created a predominant brand. That’s 
what tips the scales and allows you to take everything. 
That’s what Omniture did in web analytics. All of a sudden, 
they had a 7,000-person user conference. Salesforce 
did the same thing with CRM, and ExactTarget did it 
with marketing. You create the brand and it becomes a 
movement — something people want to be a part of.”

2. THE ROLE OF AGENCIES — NOT WHAT IT USED 
TO BE

“When I first came to ExactTarget, about two-thirds of 
our budget was spent on agency partners, PR partners, 
creative partners, and so forth,” Kopp recalls. “Over a 
period of two or three years, we actually flipped that, 
by building two-thirds of the capabilities we needed in 
house.” In Kopp’s experience, external agencies have 
a tough time keeping up with the pace of the SaaS 
industry. “Context is everything,” he says, “and they 
didn’t understand the nuances of our business, the pace 
of it, or the vocabulary.”

While it’s challenging to build and manage what is 
effectively an in-house agency, Kopp believes that the 
benefits outweigh the risks. “It’s a lot harder to manage 
a 300-person, in-house team than it is to manage three 
agencies that you can just fire if you get fed up,” he says. 
“But if you look at all the best B2B marketing — from 
written content to events — most of it is being produced 
natively, in house.” And while he acknowledges that hiring 
the right people is a daunting task, especially at scale, 
Kopp feels strongly about the competitive advantage of 
an embedded team. “The pace of change has become 
so dramatic, both inside and outside the company,” he 
explains. “I think being at an agency, with too much 
choice, can be paralyzing. There’s just something about 

knowing the buyer’s language that an agency can’t do 
as well as an in-house team.”

3. THE TALENT MIGRATION — WHY THE BEST AND 
BRIGHTEST ARE MOVING TO TECH

Speaking of hiring, this is another area where Kopp sees 
some significant shifts. “When I started in B2B marketing 
years ago, people laughed at me,” he recalls. “There 
might have been five CMOs, and they were only in giant 
companies like Adobe and IBM. There really wasn’t a 
need back then for a senior-level marketing leader. 
Today, the most talented client-side people are switching 
over and taking B2B roles. Instead of going from Pepsi to 
Coca-Cola or P&G to Kraft, they are switching to tech.” 
Kopp thinks that the appeal of B2B is two-fold. “The work 
is more complex and therefore more challenging,” he 
says. “But, B2B also gives you a direct pipeline to the 
customer relationship which is much more appealing 
than, for instance, being at P&G, selling to a bunch of 
retailers, and being unable to get the data.”

“Ultimately, what smart and talented people want more 
than anything else is to work with other smart and talented 
people,” Kopp adds. “And tech — Google, Apple, the 
bigger software companies — are the companies that 
attracting the best and brightest.” Kopp adds that, of 
those best and brightest, it’s important to recruit the most 
versatile candidates, people who can fill multiple roles. 
“Look for someone who has the potential to be a really 
strong player-coach,” he says, “someone who has the 
ability to get a handle on the big picture, do the work, 
and also lead.”

4. YOUR MARKETING PLATFORM — WHY THE 
CMO SHOULD THINK LIKE A CTO

Insight number four is less a nugget of wisdom and more 
of a Big Idea to think about as you build your marketing 
machine. “I think about the job of a CMO as fairly similar 
to a CTO,” says Kopp. “It’s about building a platform into 
which you can snap an endless number of apps. When 
you talk about branding and analyst relations and sales 
enablement — they are all tools in the tool belt. Your job 
is to know which one to deploy when.”

The process of integrating apps into your marketing 
platform is something that happens in phases. “In the 
beginning, the flywheel that gets the energy going is 
focusing on demand gen and working with the sales 

http://openviewpartners.com
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team,” says Kopp. “Then, as you start to generate 
momentum, the focus switches to sales enablement — 
messaging, positioning, getting conversion rates up.” 
This kind of transition from phase to phase is part of the 
reason Kopp says we’re seeing a big push into account-
based marketing.

One of the biggest challenges for marketers is to 
understand how to get all the “apps” working together 
effectively and efficiently. Today’s CMOs need to be able 
to grasp the whole picture, see the entire ecosystem, and 
understand all the relationships between the different 
marketing assets and tactics. Running the business at 
ExactTarget took exactly this kind of insight and long-
term vision. “When Andy Kofoid and I sat down to figure 
out our sales and marketing strategy, we had 44% of 
revenue to work with and a mandate from the board to 
double the number of sales reps,” Kopp recalls. “But Andy 
knew we weren’t ready to hire all those reps because we 
didn’t have the brand or marketplace to make those reps 
successful. So, we increased marketing from six points of 
revenue to twelve and doubled down on connections, 
analysts, and thought leadership.”

From there, they were able to build a dominant brand 
that could support the additional reps. They grew their 
user conference from 600 to 6,000, won an analyst 
report, attracted higher quality sales reps, and ramped 
them up twice as quickly. Once they’d reached that 
point, Kopp was actually able to give back the points 
and still keep building the empire. “All we needed to do 
then was hire more reps than anyone, and we’d win,” 
he says.

5. PRIORITIZATION — WHERE A CMO NEEDS TO 
FOCUS

“The number one topic that comes up with every CMO 
I’m working with today is prioritization,” says Kopp. 
“Almost every CMO I talk to says they’re responsible for 
this bucket of things, but — no matter what a company 
says — it’s all about how to work effectively with the sales 
team in order to drive sales velocity. That’s the oxygen 
we breathe, the gas in the car. That’s what gives you the 
credibility and the lifeline to do other things.”

“It’s shocking to me,” Kopp admits, “when I ask a CMO, 
‘What are you accountable for?’ and they can’t tell me. 
That’s the most important part of the job.” Thinking back 
to his days at ExactTarget, Kopp explains that he was 

accountable for very specific goals and objectives. “I 
had to drive 50% of the new business pipeline,” he says. 
“It was very concrete measures — highly specific metrics 
that we drilled down into a scorecard.”

6. STELLAR EXPERIENCES — THE SECRET SAUCE

While it might seem a little warm and fuzzy compared 
to topics like leveraging data, ramping up sales reps, 
and building an in-house agency, Kopp makes a point to 
emphasize the importance of employee engagement. “It 
used to be that when you talked to a CMO, it was all about 
leads — not even demand gen, just generating leads,” 
he says. “Now, the idea of building a big and powerful 
B2B brand — what Salesforce did with Dreamforce, and 
Omniture did with their conferences — is about producing 
content and creating great experiences.”

The ability to deliver an over-the-top experience internally 
and externally can make all the difference for a SaaS 
company. “At its core, a software company is just the 
servers in the sky and the people,” Kopp says. “The CMO 
is in a really good position to create experiences not only 
for customers and prospects, but — just as importantly 
— for the company’s employees. That’s tough. Adding 
that into the mix makes for a really odd basket of work. 
This is why I say that the role of CMO has changed so 
dramatically.”

“Before digital, your job as a marketer was to work with 
an agency to produce really good creative, and that was 
about it,” he says. “A good TV spot, a good radio spot 
— you developed really good creative and you shoved 
it down those pipes. But now there are between thirty 
and forty different digital mediums, and new ones are 
coming on the scene every day. The role of the customer 
has changed tremendously, so the role of the marketer 
has to change tremendously.”
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“THE CMO IS IN 
A REALLY GOOD 
POSITION 
TO CREATE 
EXPERIENCES 
NOT ONLY FOR 
CUSTOMERS & 
PROSPECTS, 
BUT — JUST AS 
IMPORTANTLY 
— FOR THE 
COMPANY’S 
EMPLOYEES.”
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“We’re definitely looking at this thing like 
a lifestyle business,” says Hubstaff 
co-founder Jared Brown. These are 

not words you’d expect to hear from a software 
entrepreneur, but Brown and his partner, Dave Nevogt, 
aren’t running your typical software startup.

As an accomplished developer, Brown was used 
to fending off “annoying” inquiries from would-be 
entrepreneurs with “million-dollar ideas,” but when 
he met Nevogt, he knew there was something there 
worth exploring. “It was a very validated, data type 
of discussion where he was talking about what sort of 
traffic he was getting, the number of paying customers 
and conversion rates of a funnel,” says Brown. “It was 
like ‘wow, this guy’s not dreaming. This guy is doing.’ And 
that was pretty cool.”

What Nevogt was doing was running a proof-of-
concept experiment with a piece of half-baked, white-
labeled software used to track the time and activity 
levels of remote digital workers. Nevogt was unsatisfied 
with the bundled oDesk (now Upwork) solution he was 
using in his own SEO business, and was looking for 
a way to decouple the time-tracking software from 
the resource marketplace and its associated fees. He 
approached Brown about partnering to build the idea 
out and launch it.

“At the time, I had never used anybody remotely. I 
wasn’t plugged into that world,” admits Brown. He also 
had some misgivings about the “Big Brother” aspect of 

SECRETS OF 
SUCCESSFUL 
BOOTSTRAPPING 
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

the software, but in the end he was persuaded by the 
potential of the idea and joined Nevogt in a 50/50, self-
funded, all-in startup.

BOOTSTRAPPING — NOT JUST FOR BEGINNERS

Today, four years after the company was founded, 
Hubstaff is a strong and growing company with — at the 
time of this writing — an $80,000 MRR (a metric publicly 
available via Baremetrics, the platform Hubstaff uses 
for revenue transparency). But, despite the persistent 
attention of would-be funders, Brown and Nevogt have 
chosen to continue bootstrapping their baby — retaining 
ownership and control as they grow their product and 
business one feature and one customer at a time.

While it may not be an entirely typical choice in the 
fast-moving world of software, it’s a choice that makes 
sense for a company like Hubstaff, which lists freedom, 
transparency and revolution among their top brand 
values. But, what powers a successful, bootstrapped 
company? How has this team been able to continue 
growing without the financial support of outside parties?

There are, of course, many factors, but over the last four 
years, Brown has noticed a few specific elements that 
seem to play a role in Hubstaff’s continued success. He 
has come to appreciate the many benefits of working with 
remote teams, to value the lessons learned transitioning 
from a free beta to a paid model, to be comfortable 
with his (and co-founder Nevogt’s) short-view approach 
to planning, and to refine his philosophy about product 
and company growth.
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MINIMIZING OVERHEAD: BUILDING AND 
MANAGING THE REMOTE CULTURE

Hubstaff not only delivers software that manages remote 
workers, they embrace a remote working culture in 
their own company. The elimination of the overhead 
associated with office space is one way that Brown 
and Nevogt keep operational costs down. Though 
completely inexperienced with remote working when 
he first met Nevogt, Brown is now a die-hard advocate. 
“Dave and I are both huge believers in the remote culture 
and lifestyle,” Brown says. “In fact, we really only see 
each other face-to-face when we’re doing something 
not related to work.”

For Brown, the benefits of remote working far outweigh 
any risks, most of which he believes are misunderstood. 
“If you’re afraid of a remote culture, or afraid of hiring 
people from overseas, then you’ve either done it wrong 
in the past and been burned, or you haven’t done it 
and you have misconceptions about it.” Brown explains, 
adding “It’s really not hard at all.”

Hubstaff has become a thought leader in the remote 
working space, providing many tips on their blog 
and more in-depth guides and resources on their 
“University” page. “Remote working removes so many 
of the negatives of in-person, on-site working,” says 
Brown. “We’ve removed the perils of wasted time (spent 
commuting, engaging in office chatter, etc.) and office 
overhead.” Which isn’t to say that the Hubstaff team lacks 
personal connections. “We’re not just a bunch of worker 
drones communicating only about executing things,” 
Brown says, recounting a recent conversation he had 
with a poker-playing teammate about the Red Sox. “But 
our non-work chatter is microscopic compared to our 
work chatter.”

Brown admits that getting a remote team working as 
efficiently as the Hubstaff team requires a smart approach 
and dedicated people who don’t have a problem with 
distraction. Brown uses a variety of tactics and tools to 
keep his remote team of seven or so developers on-track 
and super efficient.

 » Daily Status Updates: Based on a habit Brown 
developed to document his daily accomplishments 
for bosses who weren’t totally plugged in to the 
development work he was doing, the daily status 
updates are simple emails or Slack posts that keep 
team members apprised of each other’s focus and 
progress as well as any roadblocks. “Daily updates 
are just a bunch of line items and bullet points of 
what each person did that day,” Brown explains. 
“It’s so much more efficient than keeping everyone 
sitting on a call where one person is talking and 
everyone else is muting themselves so they can 
answer a few emails. I really don’t want to do that 
to people.”

 » Excellent Documentation: Keeping everyone 
on the same page and up-to-date can seem 
a little more challenging for remote teams, but 
Brown has found that it forces you to really nail 
your project documentation. “You’ve got to be 
really good at doing specs,” he says. “You’ve 
got to make a multi-page specification that is a 
living, breathing document. It needs to capture the 
implementation — not like 50% of it or the ‘spirit’ 
of it, but every detail of tactical implementation.” 
Brown also recommends making good use of 
wireframes and mockups. “Don’t leave any room 
for misinterpretation or assume you’re going to 
figure things out as you go. That’ll kill you.”

 » One Owner: Brown’s process involves following 
a documentation review kickoff with a couple of 
days during which the team leaves comments in 
the shared Google doc, collectively polishing the 
draft documentation into a finalized version. As 
collaborative as this process is, Brown stresses the 
importance of having someone on point. “You have 
to have one clear owner,” he says. “Somebody 
who may not have final decision-making power, 
but who is responsible to run with the ball — get 
other people involved, coordinate the team and 
work with them.”

http://openviewpartners.com
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EVOLVING: FROM FREE BETA TO PAID 
SUBSCRIPTIONS

The gritty side of bootstrapping is about getting out there 
before you’re ready, and then hustling to land (and 
retain) your initial customers. “When we first released, it 
was the whole MVP (minimum viable product) thing of if 
you release it and you’re not embarrassed, then you’ve 
released too late,” recalls Brown. “We were definitely 
embarrassed with what we put out there.”

But despite imperfect beginnings, Brown and Nevogt 
began building a modest user base right away 
because Nevogt had already done some foundational 
marketing work — setting up the Hubstaff domain and 
a little SEO work. The team started off with dozens of 
daily downloads, and about three months into the beta, 
they were adding approximately 100 new users each 
day. For the next six months, the team listened to beta 
users’ feedback and requests and iterated heavily on the 
software.

Almost nine months after the initial release, the team 
began messaging users to let them know that the beta 
would be closing. Brown would have liked to transition 
to a paid model earlier, but the long beta was necessary 
to mitigate the risks of client-side crashes and potential 
scalability issues.

In hopes of reducing churn, Brown and Nevogt offered 
beta users some very attractive incentives to stay on. 
They offered a “free forever” plan that gave each beta 
user three seats for free, and they also offered a coupon 
for 40% off for life. “It was important to us to be really 
respectful of these people who worked through so much 
with us as guinea pigs,” Brown says. “They gave us a lot 
of feedback and did a lot of testing and validation for us. 
We wanted to give back for that.”

However, in retrospect, Brown thinks they may have given 
too much. “I think one of our big mistakes was being too 
generous,” he admits. “I don’t think we needed to do 
that free forever plan. If I had it to do again, I’d probably 
do something more like 20-25% off for 12 months. We 
were just so scared about churn.”

Ultimately, the deep discounts hurt the team’s initial MRR 
figures. They had hoped to hit $4,000 — $6,000 in MRR, 
but at the start were closer to $2,200 MRR. “We could 

have started off with better MRR, and that could have 
helped us,” Brown says. “We could have hired developers 
sooner to help all of us who were really feeling the burn 
by that point. As it was, it would still be months from then 
that we would have enough MRR to bring on any help. 
Next time around, I would definitely not feel so scared 
about churn.”

NEAR-TERM PLANNING: NOT EXACTLY SCRUM, 
BUT AGILE

It may seem counter-intuitive, but Brown puts a lot of 
stock in staying focused on the task at hand. “I think that 
from a development perspective, I’m always focused on 
this week’s sprint and lining up next week’s sprint,” Brown 
explains. “If you start looking out to what we’re going to 
do in three and then six months from now, those plans 
are probably going to change drastically over time and 
your margin of error gets very high.”

Instead of taking a traditionally long view when it comes 
to strategic planning, Brown and Nevogt do “12-week 
years,” a productivity concept they adapted from the 
New York Times bestseller, The 12 Week Year by Brian 
P. Moran and Michael Lennington. “So we look at 
milestones for the current 12-week period, including the 
metric-driven measurement of success, and then — as we 
look towards the end of the current quarter — we start 
planning out what we’re going to try to accomplish for 
the next quarter. But that’s as far out as we go. We don’t 
know yet what we’re going to try to accomplish in Q3 of 
2016. We’re taking it one quarter at a time.”

This approach keeps Brown and his team focused on 
what needs to get done today and tomorrow. It allows 
them to spend less time planning and more time doing — 
an arrangement that suits Brown just fine.

GROWING A BOOTSTRAPPED COMPANY THE 
RIGHT WAY

But, just because the team takes a near-term view on 
planning doesn’t mean they don’t have a strong sense 
of how they want to evolve their product and grow their 
company. “We don’t set deadlines for things,” Brown 
says of the way his developers operate. “We work by 
developer estimates, and we never tell a customer that 
anything will be done by such-and-such a date. That 
would be the worst.”

SEC
R

ETS O
F SU

C
C

ESSFU
L B

O
O

TSTR
A

PPIN
G

Brown initially came to this approach as a direct result 
of the bootstrapping situation. “If I had a million or two 
in the bank and a full-time staff who worked on nothing 
else, I could probably be more strict about deadlines,” 
he says. “But, starting out, our team was only working 
part-time for us. We weren’t paying all their bills.”

Once the operation expanded a little and Brown was 
able to bring on some full-time developers, he had the 
luxury of enforcing tighter timelines, but instead made the 
choice to stick with the kind of process they’d developed 
in the early days. “We’re much more of the frame of mind 
that we want quality, we don’t want to rush things.”

Which isn’t to say that the team doesn’t stay up all night 
to put out fires. They do. And it also doesn’t mean that 
they don’t find short-term manual workarounds for 
certain customer requests. They do that, too. It just means 
that they take each new feature request in stride. “This 
isn’t consulting,” Brown says. “No single customer rules 
us. We get to decide our pace and push it out when it’s 
ready and decide what to work on next. Everything we 
do is driven by the customer, but we decide how and 
when things get done.”

Ultimately, this approach keeps the big picture in 
mind. “Features done right are the best way for us to 
grow,” says Brown. “We can throw a ton of money at 
advertising, but nothing compares to throwing out a 
nice, new, big feature that you’ve baked for six or seven 
months and really did right. It’s a home run, and people 
are going to love it when you put it out there.”

“FEATURES 
DONE RIGHT 
ARE THE BEST 
WAY FOR US 
TO GROW. IT’S 
A HOME RUN, 
AND PEOPLE 
ARE GOING 
TO LOVE IT 
WHEN YOU 
PUT IT OUT 
THERE.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/secrets-successful-bootstrapping/#.WD3ldqIrLOR
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HOW WE WENT FROM 
HAPPY ACCIDENT TO 
THE WORLD’S FASTEST 
GROWING ERP 
SOFTWARE COMPANY
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

DAVID BARRETT
Founder & CEO
of Expensify
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If you’re not using Expensify to process your 
expenses, you should be. Simply put, Expensify 
works to make “expense reports that don’t suck.” 

And they’ve well outdone themselves. In fact, Expensify is 
such a game-changer that OpenView not only switched 
over all of our expense reporting to the system, we led 
the company’s Series C funding last summer.

At a high level, Expensify’s founder, David Barrett, will 
tell you that his company aims to “improve the world 
one expense report at a time.” Expensify does this by 
seamlessly parsing all of the information contained 
on user-submitted receipts. The software then puts the 
scanned information into an accounting package and 
reimburses the user the very next day. “The information 
appears in the accounting system and no one has to do 
anything,” says Barrett.

Genius, right?

I actually can’t imagine filing expense reports without 
Expensify. But, Barrett tells me that the company almost 
never happened. “Initially I had no interest in this 
whatsoever. I was actually doing something completely 
different. It was a prepaid debit card idea. It launched at 
TechCrunch 50 in 2008 and everyone’s like, ‘Wow, your 
cards are so cool, but the expense reporting system you 
made to demonstrate them is even more exciting,’” says 
Barrett. “The expense report we built along with the card 
was really just a proof of concept to show off the power 
of the debit cards. But, we realized the cards weren’t 
nearly as exciting as the expense reporting system itself. 
We sort of just stumbled our way into it.”

And that happy accident led to what is now the world’s 
fastest-growing ERP software company. “I would say 
there’s something really liberating about going into 
a space that you know absolutely nothing about. At 
least you know you know nothing about it. So you can 
approach everything with a completely open mind,” 
says Barrett. 

But, when you have no idea about the industry, how 
do you start? Where do you look? To help himself and 
his team understand the space and product they’d 
stumbled on, Barrett spent much of his time asking users 
for feedback. “We would go to our users and say, ‘Look, 
you seem to be excited about whatever it is we’re doing. 
Tell me why.’ We spent a lot of time in the early days 

responding to user excitement. That’s been sort of our 
guiding star, if you will, from day one.”

From the outset, this type of informal feedback has been 
the backbone of Expensify’s epic growth. The company 
grew entirely through word of mouth and relied on (and 
still does rely on) the candid feedback their users provide.

“FOR YEARS, WE WERE JUST DRIVEN 
ENTIRELY BY USERS EXPLAINING TO 
US WHAT THEIR DREAM WAS. WE’RE 
LIKE, ‘YEAH, I COULD TOTALLY BUILD 
THAT.’ ONCE WE HEARD THE SAME 
DREAMS AGAIN AND AGAIN FROM 
SO MANY PEOPLE, IT WAS CLEAR 
THERE WAS A REAL OPPORTUNITY.”

But, as the company grew, Barrett and his team realized 
they weren’t gathering a ton of new information from 
their users.

“We realized that this very broad funnel wasn’t quite as 
helpful as it used to be. I’d say we still are very much 
in that user feedback-driven mode except now we’re a 
bit more targeted. We have more detailed conversations 
with people who have very specific concerns. But, at the 
end of the day, I would say that once again, everything 
we do can be traced back to user conversations.”

RELYING ON INTERNAL ADVOCATES TO LEAD A 
PUSH INTO THE ENTERPRISE

Over the years, Expensify has gained a cult-like following. 
Where in the early days, individuals would download 
and use the product on their own, they’re now flagging 
the software up to decision makers who can roll out the 
software to entire teams or organizations.

And while Barrett does say the enterprise buyer is 
quite different, Expensify’s approach to selling into the 
enterprise is just so different from anyone else out there 
that regardless of customer size, everyone still comes 
through some variation of the same installation process.

“Individual employees download the mobile app for free 
and start using it. Then they promote it internally to the 
decision maker and the decision maker reaches out to us 
basically already sold by their employees,” says Barrett. 

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/why-expensify-almost-didnt-happen/#.WD3lVKIrLOR
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“And then we have order takers on our side to help them 
get to the buying process.”

Barrett says that this bottom-up adoption process scales 
with the entire marketplace and of course works very 
well in a very small business where there are only a few 
people to convince. But, he’s actually found that if there’s 
enough internal pushback even at larger organizations, 
this sort of grassroots adoption can work as well. In fact, 
working from the bottom up is exactly how Expensify 
landed one of its largest customers — Yahoo, which has 
more than 12,000 employees around the world.

“Working from the bottom up is exactly how we landed 
one of our largest customers.” How that came to be is a 
happy accident in and of itself. As Yahoo kept acquiring 
more and more Expensify customers — think Tumblr and 
Flurry — Expensify would churn those customers as a 
result of the acquisitions.

“Each time Yahoo acquired one of our customers, it was a 
mixed bag. Yes, we’d churn that customer [as they would 
be migrated to Oracle iExpense], but the frustration of 
being forced to downgrade from Expensify sowed 
discontent,” says Barrett. After a few acquisitions, there 
were probably 1,000 people inside of Yahoo who had 
previously used Expensify. “They were our champions 
internally,” Barrett adds. “Our former customers made 
an otherwise complicated enterprise deal go very 
smoothly.”

BENEFITING FROM THEIR FIRST-MOVER 
ADVANTAGE

Like most things, Expensify’s bottom-up approach has 
evolved over time. Barrett says that, “It would have been 
impossible to have known this would work before doing 
it because the key dynamics that enabled it to work only 
started after we had launched.”

Expensify launched in 2008 — the same year as the App 
Store and just one year after the iPhone. “The whole 
notion of mobile apps was happening at the same time 
we were building the product. At the time, everyone 
thought, ‘Apps are for video games,’ and there we were 
coming out with a mobile receipt scanning enterprise 
product. People were like, ‘This is crazy. There’s no such 
thing as enterprise mobile apps.’ To add to that, the 
cameras in those early phones were awful, no one could 
read anything.”

And then one day, it all clicked. “Apple came out with an 
autofocus camera, so suddenly you could take crystal 
clear photos of receipts on the road. Only then was it 
even possible to imagine a world where average people 
could just take pictures of receipts with their phones. 
Before that it sounded great. Everyone loved that idea, 
but it just wasn’t possible. And, at the same time this was 
happening, the consumerization of IT trend emerged.”

For Expensify, there were so many factors that happened 
to line up perfectly. “Apple really tore open the gates,” 
says Barrett. “The idea of bring-your-own-device was 
happening right as we were getting going. There were 
just so many things critical to our model from the BYOD 
movement to the existence of internet-connected mobile 
auto-focus cameras to an easily accessible App Store 
and so much more. All of this happened in real time as 
the product was developing. There’s no way we could 
have done enough research to develop our business 
plan ahead of time.”

Moreover, had Barrett and his team waited for a time 
when the stars were aligned and everyone was ready for 
the product, it would have been far too late. Some other 
company would have emerged and the opportunity 
would have been lost.

“IF OUR MODEL DEPENDS UPON 
GROWING THROUGH WORD OF 
MOUTH AND WORD OF MOUTH IS A 
NUMBERS GAME, THAT MEANS WE 
HAVE TO HAVE THE LARGEST ARMY,” 
SAYS BARRETT. 

“No one can out word-of-mouth us in our market because 
we have the most voices and we always will because 
we were there before anyone else was. There’s a door 
that opened up and we just happened to be the first in 
line to recognize it and then we jumped through. Now 
no one else can follow.”

OUTSMARTING THE COMPETITION, ACQUIRING 
THOUSANDS OF CUSTOMERS AND MAINTAINING 
THEIR COMPETITIVE EDGE ALONG THE WAY

While the stars aligned for Expensify and they’ve since 
gone on to acquire thousands of loyal customers through 
an incredible product and word-of-mouth marketing 
machine, they’ve still had to slay giants — like Concur — 
along the way. Expensify’s ability to acquire customers 
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without having to spend much up front really set them up 
for success.

“I would say that our competitive advantage against 
something like Concur is how we acquire customers,” 
says Barrett. “Concur, like most enterprise SaaS products 
sells through a highly enterprise-driven sales force. For 
Concur, the ultimate purchaser has to be a decision 
maker. That means you’re paying a ton to get a very, 
very distracted and highly sought after buyer. You have 
to pay a ton to even have someone knock on their door. 
Then you have this highly skilled person just begging 
them for a deal.” 

The buyer knows it’s a buyer’s market…

“The enterprise buyer will just make crazy requests. 
They’ll pick anything under the sun. They’ll be like, ‘I want 
a helicopter pad,’ and the sales person, because they’re 
commission-oriented, says ‘Done, helicopter pads on 
the way.’ That salesperson thinks they’ll get a huge 
commission out of one huge deal so they’ll promise more 
than they can deliver even if what they’re promising 
makes no sense.”

“Ultimately,” Barrett says, “You get to a point where 
you have so many competing requirements, many of 
which have already been sold that the engineering 
team is facing a multi-year product roadmap that’s 
always backed up. By the time it actually gets down to 
someone who can build the feature requests promised,” 
Barrett adds, “They’re like, ‘Helicopter pad? This makes 
no fucking sense. They’ve got no helicopter.’” Barrett 
says this type of stuff happens all the time in traditional 
enterprise sales organizations.

“It doesn’t matter if no one actually needs the functionality 
because at the end of the day that promise was necessary 
to get the deal done. Most enterprise companies can’t 
help but be organized around this type of mentality 
because everyone’s profit motives are aligned for this 
kind of behavior. Enterprise companies build products 
designed to be sold to a decision maker who will never 
ever use it,” and that’s just not what Expensify is after.

LEARNING TO IGNORE ADVICE FROM OTHERS 
AND TRUST YOUR INSTINCTS

It’s clear that Barrett has blazed his own path. He’s not 
content to follow the models of other, even successful, 

enterprise software companies. And much of his anti-
establishment mindset comes not only from what he’s 
seen work at Expensify, but what’s he’s learned along 
the way.

“Stop getting distracted by the bad advice from others. 
I think that’s been the biggest challenge in being an 
entrepreneur, that most advice you get is awful, it’s just so 
bad,” says Barrett. “But, if you hear so much of it, it takes 
incredible conviction to ignore it, especially because the 
advice comes from people who everyone else respects.”

“I kind of attribute this to the culture of Silicon Valley,” 
he adds. “I think there are basically two major business 
models — building a viable business where you care 
about customer acquisition and product development 
and margins and such, or selling to a bigger sucker. 
We’re stuck in a culture where all you care about is raising 
money as fast as possible, spending it as aggressively as 
possible and taking as many chips off the table as you 
go while hoping no one notices. And then, you just try to 
get out before the music stops.” But then what happens?

“It’s become such a given that you’ll sell your successful 
company to a bigger player that no one really tries to 
build a bigger product these days,” says Barrett. “Instead, 
they just try to build something good enough where if 
they funnel enough investor dollars through it and build a 
good enough narrative that an acquirer will come along, 
pay an exorbitant sum for it and then sell it for peanuts or 
just shut it down a year later.”

But, Expensify has dreams of building something bigger. 
“It’s very hard to say, ‘No, actually, I don’t want to be 
acquired. I just want to build a business that’s really 
great.’ We have the ability to build something not only 
incredibly profitable, but something that can last forever 
and change the world,” Barrett says. “That’s the hardest 
thing.”

Stop paying attention to everyone else and do it the way 
you think is right… even if you’re wrong. 

“IN THE END, IF YOU DO IT HOW 
YOU WANT TO, IT’S EASIER AND 
FASTER TO FAIL A FEW TIMES AND 
FIGURE IT OUT THAN TO TALK TO AN 
INFINITE NUMBER OF PEOPLE AND 
TRY TO SIFT THROUGH THEIR IDEAS.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/why-expensify-almost-didnt-happen/#.WD3lVKIrLOR
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HOW MEETUP 
BUILT DEMAND FOR 
AN ENTERPRISE 
PRODUCT
Interviewed by Kyle Poyar

As anyone in the 
SaaS world knows, 
sometimes it takes 

a few tries to get a thing right. 
Whether you’re talking about 
releasing a new feature, breaking 
into a new market, or adjusting 
product-market fit, sometimes 
finding a working solution requires 
coming at the challenge from a new 
(and even unexpected) direction. 
This is exactly the approach Brian 
Lafayette, Director of Strategy at 
Meetup, and his team took in order 
to crack the code on how to reach 
and engage their B2B market. 
The story of their success involves 
overcoming internal skepticism, 
facing up to past failures, and then 
forging ahead with a product-led 
growth strategy that not only helped 
them reach their original goals, but 
also provided the added benefit 
of uncovering an unanticipated 
earning opportunity that they now 
forecast could account for up to 
30% of future revenue.
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AND, LIKE SO MANY SUCCESS 
STORIES, THIS ONE STARTS 
WITH FAILURE.
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THE SITUATION — SHAKY GROUND

“This definitely wasn’t the first time we’d tried to connect 
with the B2B audience,” says Lafayette. “Meetup has 
been building local communities for thirteen years, 
and the team here had experimented with a number 
of strategies including Meetup Everywhere, corporate 
Meetup sponsorships, and even branded perks and 
incentives; but nothing seemed to stick.”

Despite these failed attempts, it was clear to Lafayette 
that the B2B audience represented a worthwhile 
opportunity. In fact, he knew that some businesses were 
already running groups on Meetup. The problem was 
that these businesses had to use a workaround in order 
to achieve the scale they needed in terms of the number 
of groups they wanted to run and the geographic spread 
of those groups.

To accommodate these “edge” cases, the Meetup 
team hacked their own system so they could manually 
override the three-group maximum that was in place for 
individual users. Despite the awkwardness of the process, 
Lafayette was intrigued and encouraged by the fact that 
none of the companies that signed up for this modified 
subscription ever canceled.

The catalyst for Lafayette’s reengagement with the 
challenge of serving the B2B audience was a phone 
call from Google Developers Groups. They were running 
about 700 groups all over the world, and they were 
looking to consolidate and unify those groups on one 
platform. Discussions with their developers, who had 
been running the groups independently across a variety 
of platforms, indicated that the general preference was 
to use Meetup. From there, the conversation opened up 
to talk about requirements, and the ball was rolling.

THE PLAN — A DETAILED MODEL AND AN 
AGGRESSIVE GOAL

Very early on, Lafayette was emphatic about building 
something that would meet not only Google’s immediate 
needs, but that would also serve the long term vision 
for Meetup’s overall business. “We’re an independent 
company,” he says, “So, even if Google was knocking on 
our door, the leadership team agreed that we needed to 
be strategic about how to move forward. We didn’t want 
to let this one project become a distraction from other 
things we could be working on.”

84STRATEGIES

Past failures to connect with the B2B audience had left 
the leadership team feeling skeptical about the viability 
of another attempt, so Lafayette’s first step was to get 
leadership buy in. To do this, he built a model to forecast 
the growth potential of the B2B business. “We set a really 
hard target with a minimum goal of $10 million in five 
years,” he says. “We then defined the criteria that would 
allow us to meet that goal: how many paying customers, 
how many groups each customer would have to be 
running, and the overall mix of customers based on the 
different price points we planned to offer.”

This detailed plan served several purposes. First, it helped 
to sell the concept internally based on the revenue 
potential. Second, it gave the leadership team an easy 
out by clearly articulating the conditions the team had 
to meet in order to keep the project alive. And, finally, 
it provided very concrete guidance for the sales team. 
“We essentially had a model that forecasted trajectory, 
and then, as the inputs came in, we could update that to 
show we were still on the right path,” Lafayette explains. 
“The model also gave our sales team super-specific, 
month-by-month targets that made it easy for us to see 
exactly when they were falling short, so that we could 
make proactive changes to improve conversion.”

THE RESEARCH — THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE 
UNKNOWN

With the plan approved, Lafayette’s next step was 
research. “The first thing we did was bring in people who 
had worked on the past sponsorship, perks, and Meetup 
Everywhere projects,” he says. “We asked what went 
wrong and learned that the common point of failure was 
an assumption that large numbers of Meetup groups 
could be run by a centralized administrator without the 
support of local people on the ground.” In addition to 
shedding light on a major customer-side problem, this 
observation also provided an important internal insight 
for Lafayette, “Discovering that long-distance group 
management was a key problem helped us realize that if 
what you build doesn’t leverage your core product, then 
even if it does kind of work, you will lose support quickly 
because the project will be viewed as a distraction from 
the core business.” 

Meetup’s core product had always been about facilitating 
and mobilizing local groups. The previous attempts 
became a distraction because they used different ways 
to facilitate local interaction. For example, with Meetup 

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-meetup-built-demand-for-an-enterprise-product/#.V-6b9JMrJ-U
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Everywhere an entirely different website was built, 
and the Meetups didn’t appear in the company’s core 
product. 

“Now, With Meetup Pro, organizers use all the same tools 
as our individual product, but the central administrator 
can push notifications and other items out to them.”

Building off of their initial learnings, Lafayette’s team 
then interviewed current businesses that were using the 
workaround solution. “We talked with existing customers 
about possible features, what would be most interesting 
to them, and how they were using Meetup for their 
existing groups,” Lafayette says. “We also had the price 
discussion so we could begin to understand the different 
price thresholds.”

THE FIRST STEP — A LANDING PAGE FOR A 
NONEXISTENT PRODUCT

Insights from the research phase (internal conversations, 
customer interviews, and also analysis of historical 
pricing trends) pointed toward a segmented approach. 
“We saw that for-profit businesses would be willing to 
pay a lot more if we could offer them a few simple 
enhancements,” Lafayette says, “So we narrowed our 
focus to the audience segment with the willingness and 
ability to pay a premium for a better value and then 
created a tiered pricing structure that addressed three 
customer types: big for-profit businesses, small for-profit 
businesses, and nonprofits/startups.”

While Lafayette had a strong hypothesis, he had no 
way to be sure that the price ranges the team had 
defined were viable. To validate whether they could 
sell the product at the target prices, Meetup’s product, 
engineering, design, and sales teams had to take the 
offer to the market. “Essentially, before the Pro product 
even existed, we created a landing page for it,” he 
explains. “We added two quick features: a map page 
that displayed the customer’s network of Meetup groups 
in one place as ‘My Network,’ and an admin page 
that allowed owners to message all members across all 
groups simultaneously.”

With this modest minimum viable product in place, the 
team was ready to start working toward meeting the 
sales goals outlined in the forecast model.

THE SALES STRATEGY — SMALL CHANGES WITH 
BIG EFFECTS

“We started off thinking we might be able to get new 
companies to bring their groups onto the Meetup 
platform,” Lafayette recalls. “But, it didn’t go that well. We 
quickly realized that the approach didn’t work because 
it was kind of difficult for someone to run Meetups if they 
had to start from scratch, not understanding how it all 
works.” After that false start, the team was pleasantly 
surprised to see a lot of unexpected interest from existing 
customers on the old, hacked “product.” In addition to 
upgrading many of those customers to the Pro version, 
the team also got some leads through a kick-off event 
they ran on an industry forum.

But, where the team really started to gain traction, was 
when they began making subtle, in-product adjustments 
to reduce friction in the customer experience. Though 
the changes were small, they made a big difference in 
helping automate the up-sell process.

They featured Meetup Pro prominently in the help 
section. They began routing people who tried to add a 
fourth group directly to sales. (In the past, people who 
tried to exceed the three-group limit would be denied 
and would have to write the customer support team for 
a manual override.) They implemented a simple, third-
party form that allowed customers to sign up for the 
Pro product without having to call a support or sales 
person. They removed the step of having customers sign 
a comprehensive master service agreement (MSA), a 
requirement that was creating a bottleneck with legal 
departments. They enabled credit card payments. 
(Previously, the only method of payment was by mailed 
check.)

Each of these changes might seem inconsequential 
on its own, but together they helped to create a much 
more efficient customer experience that enabled a 
self-managed up-sell for customers who were already 
familiar with the Meetup product. “We realized that we 
were getting way, way more traction with people who 
already had some groups and activity on the network 
because they already understood the value of Meetup 
and the role it plays in their organization,” Lafayette 

“IT WAS SOMETHING COMPLETELY 
SEPARATE FROM OUR CORE 
PRODUCT THAT DIDN’T REALLY 
MAKE IT ANY STRONGER,” SAYS 
LAFAYETTE.
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explains. “From there, it was just a matter of helping them 
see how easily they could upgrade to Pro so they could 
manage their groups in a scalable way.”

THE FUTURE — FOCUS, PROOF POINTS, AND 
SMART SCALABILITY

Roughly seven months after the Pro product launched, 
the user base has grown to more than 200 organizations 
that between them run more than 5,000 paying groups. 
Perhaps even more impressive than the subscription 
numbers is the fact that, so far, the product has 100% 
retention. “One of the keys to our retention rate is that we 
kept the original hacked solution ‘product’ as a kind of 
backup option,” Lafayette says. By doing this, Lafayette 
ensures that customers who don’t convert to the Pro 
product after their three-month trial still have a product 
option on the platform.

“We essentially use the original solution like a down-sell,” 
he explains. “For people who don’t want to pay for the 
full upgrade, we can offer a solution with fewer features 
(no admin page, etc.) a lower cost that allows them to 
maintain all of their existing groups and add as many 
new groups as they want.” On the back end, the team 

has removed the formerly awkward operational process 
by simplifying the infrastructure so that both the Pro 
product and the down-sell option use the same billing 
system. After updating forecasts, Lafayette believes that 
by keeping people on the platform, this “down-sell” 
product will eventually account for about 30% of future 
revenue.

After their initial success with Pro, Lafayette and his team 
are now working on the most efficient and profitable way 
to take the product to the next stage. At the moment, Pro 
is still flying somewhat under the radar because the team 
isn’t ready to open it up to the full Meetup user base. 

“We’re not yet ready to handle the demand,” Lafayette 
admits. “Right now, we’re focused on engaging only the 
most highly qualified customers and figuring out what’s 
left to prove in the product to confirm that this is a business 
we want to invest in for the future. We’re hoping to find 
those proof points as quickly as possible so we can build 
out anything we need to have to support the scaling 
of the product, and then tell all 17,000 of our likely-to-
upgrade customers about it.” Sounds like Meetup Pro will 
be a product to watch.

“WE QUICKLY 
REALIZED THAT 
THE APPROACH 
DIDN’T WORK 
BECAUSE IT 
WAS KIND OF 
DIFFICULT FOR 
SOMEONE TO 
RUN MEETUPS 
IF THEY HAD 
TO START FROM 
SCRATCH.”

BRIAN LAFAYETTE
Director of Strategy

at Meetup

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-meetup-built-demand-for-an-enterprise-product/#.V-6b9JMrJ-U
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LEARNING TO 
TAKE THE LEAD AND 
SOMETIMES IGNORE 
YOUR CUSTOMERS
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Dennis R. Mortensen spent 
nearly 20 years of his 
entrepreneurial career in 

enterprise ventures. Throughout 
those two decades, he came to 
understand that, in order to run 
a successful enterprise company, 
you truly have to love every single 
customer.

“You almost have a personal 
relationship with every one of your 
customers. You’ve certainly visited 
their offices, you’ve shaken their 
hands, you’ve been out to dinner 
with them, and if they are not 
happy, your only job is to make 
them happy,” said Dennis.

But, running an enterprise business 
is nothing like running his consumer-
facing x.ai, an artificial intelligence 
company that provides an AI-
powered personal assistant to 
schedule meetings for its users. 
This transition has been a positive 
learning experience for Dennis, 
one that he’s slowly coming to terms 
with.

“Let’s take something that’s extremely 
successful on the consumer side, the 
iPhone. Every single day, there will 
be a user of the iPhone who’ll tell 
the world, ‘This is the shittiest phone 

I’ve ever seen.’ First of all, that’s just 
not true. You’ve seen shittier phones 
in your life before, but the statement 
is out there now. And there’s just not 
room or time to go and persuade 
this one customer that it’s actually 
a really great phone. But, if you 
could spend just one hour with that 
one customer, you could possibly 
persuade them that it is a great 
phone and not, in fact, the shittiest 
phone in the world. And this is 
exactly the tactic you would apply 
in an enterprise SaaS business 
where the price point is high.”

Unfortunately, in the world of B2C 
there’s just not room for the level 
of personal attention Dennis would 
like to pay to each customer.

“At x.ai, we have tens of thousands 
of prospective customers on our 
wait list, almost all of whom I’ll 
never know. That’s a feeling that I 
have to get used to—that I probably 
can’t please everybody, that I 
probably can’t know everybody, 
that there won’t be room enough 
or PowerPoints enough or dinners 
enough for me to persuade 
everybody to love our product. That 
really takes some emotional effort 
for me to move to that paradigm. I 
have to come to terms with the fact 
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that there may one day be a user 
who will say Amy [x.ai’s scheduling 
robot] is an idiot, when I just know 
that’s not the case.”

TRAINING HIMSELF TO THINK 
DIFFERENTLY

While Dennis isn’t convinced 
that x.ai is purely a B2C play, it’s 
certainly unlike any B2B company 
he’s run previously.

“I’m not sure we are completely 
consumer. Is Dropbox a consumer 
company or not? That’s actually a 
hard question to answer. I’m sure 
most of their revenue is derived 
from the enterprise, but their profile 
is certainly ‘consumerish’. The 
same could be said of x.ai. We’re 
probably going to end up in the 
same boat as Dropbox—we have 
a ‘consumerish’ profile and, at first 
our revenue is likely to come from 
individuals (albeit business) users 
and not the enterprise. However, 
that is likely to change as we go to 
market.”

Whether x.ai is squarely a consumer-
facing company remains to be 
seen, but something that has been 
made abundantly clear to Dennis 
during his transition from running an 
enterprise company to a consumer-
facing one is that in B2C, you simply 
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can’t listen to your customers in the 
same way.

“You have to dictate to some 
extent. For example, at x.ai, we 
are very much believers in the 
idea of invisible software—there is 
nothing to install; Amy only exists 
in dialogue with our customers. But 
some of our users have requested to 
be blind copied for every meeting 
Amy sets. We do this only for the first 
three meetings just to make sure our 
customers get some understanding 
of how Amy communicates with 
their employees, their partners, and 
their customers. If we continued 
to blind copy the customer after 
that third time, it would actually be 
a disservice. x.ai is supposed to 
alleviate some of the stress in your 
inbox, not add to it. So I listen to 
what our customers ask for, but I 
simply shouldn’t follow through on 
every single request.”

If x.ai were a full enterprise play, 
Dennis notes that he’d “build an 
‘always bcc me’ option in a set of 
preferences customers could toggle 
on and off.” But, in the world of 
consumer (or ‘consumerish’), Dennis 
has learned that it’s about making 
a set of calls and sticking by those 
beliefs. DENNIS MORTENSEN

CEO & Founder
of x.ai

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/why-sometimes-it-makes-sense-to-ignore-your-customers/#.WD3kk6IrLOR
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AN ALTERNATIVE 
APPROACH TO 
GROWTH
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Singular focus is the basic premise behind Dave 
Gerhardt’s unique approach to growth at Drift. 
Tackling the huge task of building your user base 

can feel like trying to launch a rocket into deep space, 
but when you break the process down and focus on 
each part of the funnel separately, it suddenly becomes 
a lot easier.

Gerhardt spent five years in marketing roles with Constant 
Contact, Privy, and HubSpot before taking on the role of 
Marketing Lead at Drift, a messaging app that makes it 
easier for businesses to talk to their website visitors and 
customers, which in turn helps these businesses generate 
more leads, learn about their customers, and deliver an 
enhanced customer experience. In this role, Gerhardt is 
helping the company transition from an enterprise sales 
model to a product-led growth model.

Gerhardt’s work began by launching Drift 2.0 using a 
very successful strategy that leveraged Product Hunt to 
reach his audience via an influencer-driven campaign. 
Part of the reason the campaign was such a success was 
because, for the duration of the campaign, Gerhardt’s 
team was 100% focused on one thing: getting people 
signed up for the product.

“WHAT WE WERE GETTING WRONG 
IN THE BEGINNING, AND WHAT 
I THINK A LOT OF STARTUPS GET 
WRONG, IS THAT WE WERE TRYING 
TO FOCUS ON THE ENTIRE FUNNEL 
FROM DAY ONE,” GERHARDT 
EXPLAINS.

This approach of trying to cover all the bases at once can 
leave a team stretched thin and unable to do an effective 
job at any of the critical tasks: driving traffic, getting 
signups, facilitating activation, or supporting retention. 
Instead, Gerhardt focused his team around sprint-type 
goals that focused exclusively on one part of the funnel 
— and one performance metric — each quarter.

FIRST QUARTER FOCUS: SIGNUPS

For the first few months, Gerhardt and his team were 
trying to sell Drift using a traditional enterprise sales 
approach — sell a big platform and give it to everyone 
at once — but they were only landing a few customers a 
week. So, they switched tactics to a freemium model that 
would allow customers to use the entire product without 
ever having to engage with a salesperson.

Having made this pivot, Drift’s CEO, David Cancel, 
made the decision to focus on just one thing: proving 
that they could get people to sign up for the product. 
“We intentionally said that we weren’t focusing on 
activation or retention at all,” he says. “In the quarter 
that we launched, all we cared about was signups, so 
everything the product team did was prioritized around 
getting people signed up and into the product.”

To support the singular focus of getting people into the 
product, Gerhardt’s team stripped their onboarding flow 
down to the bare minimum, reducing a 10-step lead form 
down to a single field. “We actually launched without 
even having a create-password flow,” Gerhardt says, 
“because that was just an additional point of friction.”

The processes and KPIs on the back end of the marketing 
efforts were also adjusted to reflect what was happening 
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on the front end. “We didn’t have MQLs and SQLs and 
automation and all these workflows and everything,” 
Gerhardt says. “We just had a single goal: drive people 
to our homepage and get them into Drift. It’s more of a 
product-led growth model — where all of our leads are 
people who have already signed up for Drift.” And while 
Gerhardt acknowledges that this approach might not be 
all that sexy since it doesn’t include any retention efforts, 
it did make things really easy for their sales team.

SECOND QUARTER FOCUS: ACTIVATION

“We separated the funnel so we could focus on each 
piece one at a time,” Gerhardt says. “And after a quarter 
focused exclusively on proving we could get signups, we 
shifted focus to activation.” But Gerhardt is quick to clarify 
that they didn’t abandon their growth efforts entirely, 
they just supplemented them with activation efforts. “It 
was basically like we were juggling one ball — signups 
— but once we’d proved we could juggle the one, we 
threw another ball into the mix — activations — and now 
you’re juggling two balls.”

To execute, Drift hired a customer success manager 
whose main goal for her first 60 to 90 days was to serve 
as every customer’s concierge — to personally connect 
with each new signup, learn more about their goals, why 
they signed up, and where they might be getting stuck. 
“We took all the signups and bucketed them based on 
why they signed up, the industry they work in, and their 
role within the company,” Gerhardt adds. “And then we 
were able to focus on how to get them activated.”

Similarly to how Drift handled signups, the team set 
weekly sprint goals to try and move the needle, and 
then worked to make incremental changes to improve 

activation rates. Instead of using an automated 
onboarding email or in-product message, Gerhardt 
chose to have the customer success manager focus 
exclusively on 1:1 outreach.

“The tactic that worked best was when we connected 
Drift to Slack so that we could see each new signup in 
real-time and then reach out instantly. Our customer 
success manager would then go to a customer’s site right 
after they installed Drift and write in through Drift’s chat 
and say, ‘Hey, I’m Cara, the customer success manager 
at Drift. I saw you got everything set up. How can I help?’” 
And for people who hadn’t yet set up the product, Cara 
would pick up the phone and call, or send a personal 
email to try and onboard them and help get them set up.

LOOKING AHEAD: RETENTION AND REVENUE

With substantial growth and activation success in the 
books, Drift is now looking ahead to tackling the next 
part of the funnel — and how to scale their approach. 
“Most people say this won’t scale — but I push back 
on that and say it’s a good problem to have when too 
many people are signing up that you can’t reach out 1:1 
anymore.”

“Our team sees the ridiculous amount of time that our 
customer success manager spends reaching out to 
people,” he says, “and they are working hard to figure 
out how to build the internal dashboards that will make 
her job easier.” And, in the process, Drift’s entire customer 
base will benefit and grow.

“WE JUST HAD A SINGLE 
GOAL: DRIVE PEOPLE TO OUR 
HOMEPAGE AND GET THEM 
INTO DRIFT.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/an-alternative-approach-to-growth/#.WD3kgaIrLOR
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STOP USING A 1995 
PLAYBOOK TO SOLVE 
2016 PROBLEMS
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

“THE HARD 
THING 
ABOUT 
WRITING A 
CUSTOMER 
SERVICE 
BOOK 

JAY BAER
President
of Convince & Convert
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In his new book, Hug Your Haters, Jay Baer reveals 
some surprising realities about customer service. 
“The hard thing about writing a customer service 

book,” he says, “is that everybody thinks they’re already 
good at it.” However, a pivotal study from Bain & 
Company showed that while 80% of companies believe 
they deliver a superior customer experience, only 8% of 
their customers agree. Talk about a disconnect.

“Customer service is being disrupted in the exact same 
way that marketing has been disrupted, and for the same 
reasons: mobile, social media, and Millennial behavior.” 
Baer explains. “The trouble is that everybody is using a 
1995 playbook to solve 2016 problems.”

As a business strategist with twenty-three years of 
experience, Baer knows what he’s talking about. A 
renowned expert on marketing and customer service, he 
has worked with more than 700 companies (including 
32 of the Fortune 500), presented hundreds of keynotes, 
authored five books, and founded Convince & Convert, 
a consulting firm and its #1 content marketing blog.

While Baer’s client roster spans almost every industry 
from retail to manufacturing and financial services to 
healthcare, his insights about customer service are 
particularly relevant for SaaS companies. “We all agree 
that in the SaaS business, churn is the most important 
number,” Baer says. “So why would you ever value 
marketing over customer success? It doesn’t make any 
sense.” And yet, that seems to be exactly what most 
companies do.

According to research Baer did for his book, the annual 
global spend on marketing is about $500 billion while 
the corresponding spend on customer service is only 
about $9 billion.

SURVEY SAYS: YOU JUST NEED TO SHOW UP

Baer was inspired to write Hug Your Haters when he 
recognized a trend in the questions on the consulting side 
of his practice. “Increasingly, the questions companies 
asked were about social media customer care, how 
to balance marketing with customer care, and how to 
balance social media customer care with traditional 
customer service,” he says. “There’s a lot of confusion in 
the market.”

IS THAT 
EVERYBODY 
THINKS 
THEY’RE 
ALREADY 
GOOD AT IT.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/future-of-customer-success/#.V-6YUpMrKL9
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Rather than compile a collection of expert anecdotes 
and advice, Baer partnered with Edison Research to 
conduct a massive research project about the “science 
of complaint.” The intensive, full-blown study surveyed 
more than 2,000 Americans about not only whether 
they complained, but also where, why, and how 
they complained. Baer went into the exercise with a 
hypothesis: “My thesis was that speed is the killer app 
— that you have less than an hour to respond to a 
customer on the phone, email, Twitter, Facebook, or via 
skywriting. What we discovered, however, is that while 
speed is important, it’s not the most important factor. The 
most important thing companies can do right now — the 
differentiator — is just show up.”

A COLOSSAL OPPORTUNITY

“The reality is most companies are, at best, only adequate 
at customer service,” Baer says. “They don’t put enough 
time, money, or emphasis into it. They think of it as a 
necessary evil in the truest sense of that phrase.” The good 
news is that the prevalence of this half-hearted, mediocre 
approach to customer service creates an opportunity for 
companies who are willing to go the extra mile. “The 
competition can have similar products and similar pricing 
and similar everything else,” explains Baer, “but if you 
are genuinely better at customer service and care more 
about your customers, that’s a competitive advantage 
that can stay with you for a long time.”

“And almost all those unanswered complaints are made 
online via social media, discussion boards, review sites, 
etc.,” Baer says, “So, we’re spending all this time and 
money to answer all the private conversations, but we 
willingly and even purposely ignore many of the public 
conversations? That’s probably backwards.”

This situation is especially relevant for SaaS companies 
because of the additional consideration that goes into a 
software purchase. “The more expensive the purchase, 
the more considered the purchase, the more important 
good customer service is,” says Baer. He explains that 
someone shopping for a SaaS product will research not 
only features and cost but also what kind of customer 
service experience to expect. Anticipating future issues, 
prospective buyers will, wonder what the customer 
service experience will be like. “Buyers start poking 
around, looking at the company’s Twitter account and 
Facebook page, researching on G2 Crowd, TrustRadius, 
discussion boards, and forums for evidence that when 
something goes wrong, you’re going to take care of 
them.”

“It’s a colossal opportunity,” says Baer. “If somebody has 
a criticism, answer it on the record. Go out in public and 
say, ‘Look, we give a shit what people think about us.’ 
No response says, ‘We don’t care about you or what 
you think.’”

THE BENEFITS OF HUGGING YOUR HATERS

There are two primary benefits to investing in better 
customer service. The first is about translating advocacy 
and loyalty into profits. It may seem obvious that better 
customer service makes for happier customers, and 
happier customers tend to stick around (and recommend 
your product), but there’s a flip side to that coin. “Answering 
a customer complaint increases customer advocacy by 
as much as 25%,” Baer says. “Not answering a customer 
complaint decreases customer advocacy by as much 
as 50%.” It’s up to you if you’re going to make a bad 
situation better by responding, or make a bad situation 
(much) worse by failing to respond.

The second benefit to building a better customer service 
experience is the opportunity to improve your product. 

THE RESEARCH 
BAER AND
EDISON DID 
FOR HUG YOUR 
HATERS INDICATES 
A FULL THIRD OF 
COMPLAINTS GO 
UNANSWERED.

HOW BIG IS THIS OPPORTUNITY?
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“The most overrated thing in business is praise,” Baer 
says. “Praise doesn’t teach you anything. What actually 
makes you better is negative feedback and criticism. 
That’s the petri dish for operational improvement.” 
While Baer acknowledges that it can be frustrating and 
expensive to deal with customer complaints, the truth is 
there aren’t enough of them.

“Research from Fred Reichheld found that only 5% of 
unhappy customers ever complain via channels (phone, 
email, Facebook, etc.) that allow a business to find the 
complaint,” Baer says.

“That 5% — the haters, if you will — are not your biggest 
problem. Your biggest problem is the mass of dissatisfied 
customers who never tell you they’re dissatisfied. They 
just don’t renew.”

This “meh in the middle,” as Jay calls it, can kill a SaaS 
company. Silently unhappy customers leave you with 
a high churn rate that you can’t explain, putting your 
company in a vulnerable position. The solution: solicit 
more complaints.

Baer illustrates this strategy with a favorite anecdote 
about Belgium-based restaurant chain Le Pain Quotidien. 
When Erin Pepper signed on as the company’s Director of 
Customer Experience, she set a goal to triple the number 
of complaints. “It may seem crazy,” Baer says, “but she 
understands the principle of complaints being the petri 
dish of improvements. She knows that if you can increase 
the percentage of accessible complaints from 5% to 10, 
15, or 20%, it gives you a lot of raw material for making 
your company better.”

Pepper’s strategy had two parts. To start, she analyzed all 
the customer service interaction points and found ways 
to use those “marketing moments” to nudge customers 
into providing honest input. She trained cashiers and 
wait staff to solicit feedback, produced table tents and 
window signage that invited comments, and added 
requests for reviews to bills. The message was simple: if 
anything was less than 100% perfect, Le Pain Quotidien 
wanted to hear about it via whatever communication 
channel the customer preferred. The result was an influx 

of valuable data that empowered Le Pain Quotidien to 
make critical changes to their operations.

The other piece of the strategy is something Baer says 
is particularly applicable for software companies. “Le 
Pain Quotidien answers all negative comments, like a 
one- or two-star review, in public. As I recommend in Hug 
Your Haters — every complaint in every channel every 
time. That’s the formula.” In addition, Pepper takes the 
conversation further. “She waits about two hours and 
messages the customer again via private message,” Baer 
explains. “She says, ‘Hey, I just answered you in public 
over here. Hopefully you saw it, but I’ve been thinking. 
You’re a particularly perceptive customer. You see things 
other customers miss. What I’d like to do (with your 
permission) is send you two gift cards each month and 
invite you to visit a different Le Pain Quotidien location 
and then fill out this detailed survey of your experience. 
You really understand what we’re trying to achieve and 
we can get to where we want to go with your assistance. 
Will you do that for me?’ and now she has about 200 
people doing really detailed secret-shopper exercises. 
Total cost of the program: gift cards.”

CUSTOMER SERVICE FOR THE WIN

With Hug Your Haters, Baer hopes to convince readers 
that customer service is much more than a necessary evil. 
He wants to show companies how it can be a game-
changer. “Customer service can be, and frankly should 
be, one of the most important differentiators you have,” 
he says. “This requires putting additional resources and 
emphasis on customer care. Don’t tell me you don’t have 
the resources. That’s bull@$%. You have the resources, 
you just choose not to deploy them that way.”

“If there’s any industry in the world where this principle 
makes the most sense, it’s SaaS,” he adds. “Without 
retention, you literally have no company. So, next time 
you’re thinking about spending money on a podcast 
sponsorship, tradeshow booth, or f!$*%@ golf balls, stop. 
Don’t spend another nickel on marketing until you’re sure 
you’re best of breed at customer service. Otherwise, 
you’re just filling a leaking bucket. And, I say that as a 
marketing consultant.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/future-of-customer-success/#.V-6YUpMrKL9
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HOW TO FIX YOUR 
CONTENT MARKETING
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy
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ALLEN GANNETT
Founder & CEO
of TrackMaven
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A llen Gannett has been immersed in data-
driven marketing since his college days when 
he launched and sold a small lead generation 

company that collected student leads via online apps 
and delivered those leads to traditional colleges. This 
early experience provided Gannett with a valuable crash 
course on data-driven marketing, how to cost-effectively 
acquire traffic, and how to convert that traffic through an 
efficient sales funnel. Today, as the founder and CEO of 
TrackMaven, the integrated marketing analytics platform 
for digital marketers, Gannett is delivering much more 
sophisticated solutions to savvy marketers across a wide 
variety of industries.

You might say that Gannett’s TrackMaven journey 
started right after he finished college and was working 
simultaneously as the CMO for a venture-backed startup 
and co-founder of Acceleprise, a B2B-focused accelerator 
fund. He approached both jobs with a very data-driven 
mindset, so it wasn’t surprising when he started asking 
elephant-in-the-room questions about exactly why so 
many content marketing initiatives fail. According to the 
2016 Benchmarks, Budgets, and Trends report for North 
America from the Content Marketing Institute, only 30% 
of marketers believe their organizations are effective at 
content marketing (down from 38% in 2015). Gannett 
thinks that’s crazy.

DEFINING WHERE CONTENT MARKETING BREAKS 
DOWN

“I realized early on that although there’s all this 
technology and potential, all the marketers I met were 
really struggling,” Gannett says. “Over and over again, 
they failed to hit their campaign objectives. I became 
fascinated with figuring out why there is so much failure 
in marketing.”

It didn’t take Gannett long to pinpoint where the content 
marketing process was falling short in his own campaigns 
and those of his peers. “The way marketers were coming 
up with new ideas was by sitting around a conference 
room and brainstorming blindly,” Gannett says. 
“Someone asks, ‘What should our next whitepaper be 
on?’ and someone else says, ‘Let’s do it on social media 
compliance,’ and someone else says. ‘Great idea,’ and 
then $50,000 or $100,000 later you’ve spent all kinds 
of time and resources to write, design, edit, proofread, 
publish, and promote this thing; and then — six months 
later — people are surprised that it didn’t work.”

The missing piece, Gannett says, is that marketers didn’t 
have a scientific way to identify what their audience 
actually cares about. “As marketers, we’re incredibly 
reliant on our gut — on what we feel and think and hope 
— but this gut-driven, creative genius model of marketing 
is fundamentally broken,” Gannett explains. “I wanted to 
build a different model that was super data- and math-
driven, something that allowed marketers to process 
and synthesize large amounts of data so they could 
understand what it really meant, thus enabling data-
driven marketing decisions.”

BUILDING A BETTER WAY

Gannett started exploring the concept using his own 
marketing content, competitors, and audience. “I started 
consuming all the data I could get my hands on and 
found some really interesting insights,” he recalls. “For 
example, I ran an analysis on my competitors’ blog post 
topics and social shares to determine which topics were 
consistently outperforming the others. Then, for a month, 
I refocused my blog’s content strategy on those topics 
and delivered the best performance we’d ever had on 
the blog.” Gannett’s approach worked. It was predictive 

“I BECAME FASCINATED 
WITH FIGURING OUT 

WHY THERE IS SO 
MUCH FAILURE IN 

MARKETING.”  

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/trackmavens-allen-gannett-fix-content-marketing/#.WD3kQ6IrLOR
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and efficient and boosted the success of his content 
marketing efforts exponentially, but he wasn’t about to 
stop there. “The results were really valuable,” he says. 
“But I didn’t want to have to spend four to five hours each 
week doing the research manually.”

Long story short, Gannett looked for a software platform 
that would automate tracking the performance of his 
competitors’ content, but couldn’t find anything that 
suited his needs. He launched TrackMaven in June 2013 
and the company has been thriving since. Clearly, he 
wasn’t the only marketer who needed this kind of tool. 
In 2015, revenue was up 170% and the team landed 
approximately $25 million in capital. From a fairly 
modest initial idea, TrackMaven has evolved to become 
a powerful predictive analytics platform for marketers.

“We want to consume all your marketing data, but not 
just give you reports and visualizations and dashboards. 
We want to actually tell you what you should be doing 
differently based on the data,” Gannett says. “We 
provide the next layer — a machine version of a data 
analyst who can tell you which content you should write, 
which ads you should run on social, and all kinds of other 
actionable details.”

GETTING CLEAR ON THE KEY TO SUCCESS: 
DATA-DRIVEN

“Marketing tends to move in trend waves,” Gannett says. 
“A few years ago we had the social wave, now I’d say 
we’re ramping up on the influencer wave, and we’re 
also starting to see a decline on the content marketing 
wave.” But, that doesn’t mean Gannett believes that 
content marketing is going away. “We tend to over-

“YOU’VE SPENT ALL KINDS OF 
TIME AND RESOURCES, AND 
THEN SIX MONTHS LATER, 
PEOPLE ARE SURPRISED 
THAT IT DIDN’T WORK.”

associate with these trends,” he explains. “Right now, 
there’s huge tension in the industry over whether or not 
content marketing is predominantly a paid or organic 
tactic. I tend to think more practically and pragmatically. 
We need to worry less about the labels and acknowledge 
that there’s a lot of gray area.”

That said, the one position on which Gannett is black-
and-white is that gut-driven marketing doesn’t work and 
data-driven marketing does. “Data-driven marketing has 
historically proven itself to work,” he says simply. “I’m 
constantly amazed by how many gigantic companies 
still rely on a gut-driven marketing methodology. Sure, 
they ascribe to all the best practices about testing and 
optimizing your content, but that’s just a nice way of 
saying you’re going to try random stuff and hope it works 
— not much better than throwing spaghetti against the 
wall.”

Instead, Gannett is on a mission to convince marketers 
that there’s a better way. “What I’m suggesting,” he says, 
“is that marketers need to make a fundamental change 
to their approach: before you write or design anything, 
look at the data first to understand who the audience is, 
what they want, and what they care about right now.” 
Gannett likens this shift in perspective to the old adage, 
measure twice, cut once. “Don’t just cut a random line,” 
he says. “It’s an important nuance to understand. This isn’t 
about running a campaign based on your gut and then 
optimizing it. This is about looking at the numbers first to 
create truly data-driven campaigns that are tailored to 
your audience’s exact needs.”
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MAKING STRIDES & LOOKING AHEAD

Currently, TrackMaven consumes data from about fifteen 
different channels. “We have all the major social channels 
and can pull in your LinkedIn content, your blog, some 
web traffic/SEO data, and any earned media mentions 
your company is getting,” Gannett says. “But then we 
use the tool in content discovery to determine which 
topics are outperforming in the market right now. We can 
also look at things like seasonality to see which topics 
were performing well this time last year. And all of this 
happens in literally a matter of seconds.”

Perhaps what excites Gannett most is the breadth and 
depth of the data sources companies can use to build 
their data-driven marketing methodology. “We obviously 
focus on first-party data and competitive data,” he says. 
“But you can also look at things like audience data (what 
your audience is looking at) via social media listening 
or pull in large-scale demographic trends.” As Gannett 
points out, many of the most successful marketers — 
companies like the Procter & Gambles of the world — 
already employ these kinds of data-driven strategies to 
define their marketing messages and content.

Looking ahead to the future, Gannett anticipates that 
machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI) will 
become more widely applied in the marketing industry, 
but not as a silver bullet. “Marketers have to be able to 
consume large amounts of data, synthesize it, and make 
decisions about their content and creative strategy,” he 
says. “Obviously, the more inputs you have, the more 
accurate and precise you can be. I don’t think, however, 
that you’ll ever be able to just click a button and have all 
your marketing happen.”

Instead, Gannett suggests that the role of these 
technologies will be to make data more accessible to 
marketers by giving them the tools to consume and 
analyze millions of data points in an efficient and 
actionable way. “My hope and belief is that predictive 
analytics will usher in the next wave of marketing: data-
driven marketing,” Gannett says. “I don’t think it’s a 
replacement for what we have now. I think it’s something 
that will enable marketers to be more creative and more 
human because — armed with actual data insights — 
they’ll have higher odds of success.”

http://openviewpartners.com
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MARKETING 
TO DEVELOPERS 
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

ASHLEY SMITH
CMO
at GitLab
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Ashley Smith has always 
been fascinated with the 
idea of building things out 

of words, numbers, and equations. 
Though her early education didn’t 
include programming, she dabbled 
in HTML when she was a kid, and 
eventually graduated with a degree 
in biomedical engineering. After 
college, she was hired by the San 
Francisco-based cloud software 
company Twilio, where she played 
a key marketing role helping the 
company reach, engage, and 
convert its developer audience.

Smith followed her time at Twilio with 
several similarly pivotal marketing 
roles at other companies serving 
developers: Director of Marketing at 
Parse, Product Marketing Manager 
(for Parse) at Facebook, and 
Head of Developer Marketing for 
Google Maps at Google. Today, 
she is the CMO at GitLab, a SaaS 
application that enables developers 
code, test, and deploy together. 
The company’s software is used by 
more than 100,000 organizations 
including RedHat, NASA, Intel, Uber, 
and VMWare, just to name a few.

Smith’s direct engineering 
experience and years spent working 
with and marketing to developers 
has made her a specialist in the 
unique challenges of successfully 
plugging into and communicating 
with this customer community. Over 
the years, she has learned a lot 
about what works and what doesn’t 
when it comes to building successful 
relationships with developer 
audiences, software marketing 
teams, and technical CEOs.

to voice their ire. “If you aren’t 
truthful, your audience will call 
you out,” Smith says. “Just look at 
the Twitter feeds of any of the top 
developer companies and you’ll 
find hundreds and hundreds of 
people complaining about things 
they felt were done improperly.” 
Smith adds that, in most cases, the 
causes of such outcries are not the 
result of “bad marketing” as much 
as they are the result of innocent 
oversight.

Clarity

Being clear and direct are two 
attributes that are highly valued by 
the developer set. “With developer 
marketing, you have to be very 
clear. It’s almost like you need to 
speak a different language.” Smith 
says. “There’s a different way of 
writing when you’re addressing a 
developer audience. It’s very direct, 
almost like technical writing. Think 
about a lab report — you don’t add 
extra words, you just say exactly 
what you’re trying to say — no 
sugar coating, no fluff.”

Usefulness

Finally, as problem solvers, 
developers naturally value things 
that are inherently useful — including 
marketing.

“You have to make sure that the 
marketing materials you’re putting 
out into the world are actually 
helpful,” explains Smith. “Engineers 
are naturally curious people who 
will be far more interested in content 
that teaches them something rather 
than just trying to get them to buy.”

CORE VALUES: GETTING IT 
RIGHT WITH DEVELOPERS

“Most engineers are really smart. 
They realize when someone’s trying 
to trick them,” Smith says. “Some 
people think of traditional marketing 
like a form of tricking people into 
doing something. I don’t think 
that’s the case, but it’s definitely the 
perception.” To create an authentic 
and sustainable connection with 
developers, Smith makes sure her 
marketing efforts avoid any trickery 
by adhering to a few core values.

Honesty

“Honesty is the key,” Smith says with 
conviction. “You have to respect 
your community. If you try anything 
that’s the least bit shady, they will 
immediately know it.” Whether 
you’re addressing known issues, 
changing your infrastructure, or 
considering new features, being 
open, honest, and transparent 
about your plans is of paramount 
importance. “Say you’re building 
some sort of software, and you want 
to promote the fact that it scales,” 
Smith offers as an example. “When 
you’re writing copy for a developer 
audience, everything you say has 
to be actually true because the first 
thing someone is going to do when 
they read it is test the product. You 
can’t lie.”

Clearly, the phrase truth in marketing 
is not a sarcastic concept when 
marketing to developers. Highly 
engaged developer communities 
and social media channels up 
the ante by giving disillusioned 
developers platforms upon which 

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/marketing-to-developers/#.WD3kKqIrLOR
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For this reason, marketing initiatives that include tutorials, 
lunch-and-learns, and so forth are usually a good fit for 
this audience.

At GitLab, Smith includes many such events in her 
marketing plan, often partnering with other companies 
to expand the depth and breadth of information she 
delivers to her audience. She’s also launching a lunch-
and-learn roadshow that will take her team to meet with 
developer communities in New York, San Francisco, and 
London. “It’s not just to teach them about GitLab,” she 
says. “It’s also about giving back to the community by 
teaching them something valuable about DevOps or 
whatever other topic is most relevant. Almost everything 
we do is about teaching.”

BIG PICTURE TACTICAL TIPS

In addition to helping her develop these strategic core 
values, Smith’s career experience has provided her 
ample opportunity to hone her in-the-trenches tactical 
skills. Here are just a few of the real-world marketing 
lessons she’s learned while managing hundreds of 
successful campaigns:

Stop Saying Yes to Everyone

Smith’s first piece of advice is as applicable to life as it 
is to marketing. “When you start a new job, it’s human 
nature to want to say yes to everyone,” she says. “You 
want to make everyone happy, but at some point you 
have to realize that you can’t do that.” Instead, Smith 
recommends starting the process by talking with people 
in order to identify the points of alignment within the 
organization. Then, you can step back and create 
a strong plan. Just don’t, she warns, “fall into the trap 

of making promises you can’t keep during those initial 
conversations. Keep your perspective.”

Know Your Community

As an open source product, GitLab has to be especially 
aware of their community; but understanding the 
people who use your software is important for any SaaS 
company. “The community is everything,” Smith says. “If 
they are unhappy and stop contributing, your product 
is done.” She adds that many marketers don’t realize 
just how much is involved in successfully establishing 
and maintaining a strong community relationship. “If 
developers don’t like you, they won’t use your product,” 
she says simply. “So, you need to always stay on top of 
the relationship.”

Stay Focused on Your Audience

While events tend to be a popular tactic when marketing 
to developers, Smith cautions against any marketer 
over-focusing on any one channel. In her experience, 
successful marketing uses a combination of channels 
and is optimized based on which channels perform best 
for the specific audience. Using events as an example, 
she points out that whether or not they are a good 
idea is not a yes or no question. It all depends. Some 
people love events, and some people hate them. The 
point is to stay focused on your audience. “Events can 
be great when they’re done right,” says Smith. “They’re 
good for the community and for getting face-to-face. It 
makes sense from a sales perspective. But, you have to 
make sure it’s a developer-focused event because you’re 
selling to developers. You can mix in some of the stuff the 
sales team wants to talk about, but only on top of the 
core tutorial, developer content.”

“ENGINEERS ARE NATURALLY 
CURIOUS PEOPLE WHO WILL 
BE FAR MORE INTERESTED IN 
CONTENT THAT TEACHES THEM 
SOMETHING RATHER THAN JUST 
TRYING TO GET THEM TO BUY.”
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Maintain a Regular Internal Communications 
Cadence

One of the interesting things about the GitLab team is 
that they work remotely. This emerging model might trip 
some marketing teams up, but the team has a strong 
system to keep everyone in sync. While individuals 
are usually heads down on their own tasks, the team 
engages in quick ongoing conversations via Slack and 
adheres to an established schedule of regular meetings. 
In addition to company team calls every Monday 
through Thursday, Smith’s marketing team has a quarterly 
summit for planning, a monthly meeting to review active 
campaigns, a twice-weekly standup meeting to get 
tactical about who’s doing what, and a monthly town 
hall at which they present to the whole company. In 
addition, Smith has one-on-one conversations with each 
of her team members on a bi-weekly basis.

Though it may sound like a lot of meetings, it’s a process 
that works well for the organization. “Everyone is on the 
Slack marketing channel and GitLab issue tracker every 
day, so you can tell what everyone is working on based 
on that,” Smith says. “We all work pretty asynchronously, 
so the meetings are really just a reinforcement to ask if 
anyone needs anything. Generally, they go pretty quickly 
because we’re all moving along together in GitLab and 
Slack.”

Insights on Working with the Technical CEO

Working with technical founders is, Smith has found, not 
all that different from working with developers — direct 
without sugar coating — and she likes it that way. “They 
tell you exactly what they want,” she says. “At other 
companies, marketing often ends up answering to non-

technical people who don’t understand the product fully 
and are much more ‘fluffy.’ I don’t enjoy that.”

In addition to getting used to direct communication, Smith 
also finds that technical CEOs tend to expect marketing 
initiatives and performance to be data-driven. In other 
words, prepare to know your numbers. “You need to 
frame your marketing conversations in terms a technical 
person will understand,” she explains. “You can’t just say, 
‘We’re doing a giant campaign and someone’s going 
to be happy,’ you have to actually tie what you’re doing 
back to metrics. You need to connect the dots between 
the brand’s touchy-feely stuff and the numbers.”

Finally, Smith comes full circle back to the concepts of 
honesty and transparency. “If something goes wrong, just 
say it’s gone wrong,” she says. “I’ve found that technical 
founder CEOs are very dialed in to many different parts 
of the business. They’ll find out if you’re not telling the 
truth.” At the end of the day, successful partnerships 
with technical CEOs are built on the same values as 
relationships with developers: getting stuff done, being 
honest and direct, and building something useful.

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/marketing-to-developers/#.WD3kKqIrLOR
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ARE IDENTITY-BASED 
NETWORKS THE NEW 
CONTENT MARKETING?
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Gina Bianchini is on to 
something big, something 
that’s changing individual 

lives and also beginning to change 
how some forward-thinking 
companies are engaging and 
building affinity with their customer 
audiences.

Since 2004, when she co-founded 
Ning with Marc Andreessen, 
Bianchini has been a digital 
community pioneer with a special 
expertise and interest in creating 
niche networks. Under Bianchini’s 
leadership, Ning became the largest 
social platform for communities, 
giving 90 million monthly unique 
visitors a place to connect across 
300,000 active specialty networks. 
After the team sold the company to 
Mode Media Corporation, Bianchini 
partnered with Matteo Melani, 
formerly a senior engineer at Twitter, 
to found Mightybell.com, a software 
platform that enables people 
and companies to create their 
own network-based communities 
around members’ shared identity. 
Built for entrepreneurs and business 
innovators, the Mightybell platform 
is the first service that enables its 
users to create a community and 
community-based business on 
mobile.

GINA BIANCHINI
Founder & CEO
of Mightybell
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such a network will have a critical 
advantage over the competition. 
“If you’re not building the identity 
network for your target market,” 
Bianchini warns, “there’s a high 
probability that someone else will, 
and then it will be doubly painful for 
you to compete going forward.”

In addition to the potential for 
community dominance with a first-
adopter strategy, owned networks 
provide a way to get out from 
under the monopolistic thumb 
of mainstream social networks 
that can change the rules of the 
game overnight and send you 
scrambling to make up lost ground 
with expensive pay-to-play options. 
“Fundamentally, the way content 
marketing (blogs or other kinds of 
publishing scenarios in which you’re 
trying to get people to discover and 
share your content) is set up today 
makes it really hard to succeed,” 
Bianchini says. “Unless you hit the 
algorithms of third-party social 
networks totally spot on, you’re at 
their mercy.” And, as most brands 
have experienced, those social 
brands can be merciless.

Networks also alleviate a substantial 
amount of the content creation 
burden. “Instead of relentlessly 
posting, you are facilitating 
conversations between two nodes 
in the network,” Bianchini explains. 
“You introduce them and get them 
talking to each other, which then 
creates its own network effect and 
gets more people engaged and 
contributing. Those contributions 
then trigger notifications to other 
people, drawing them back into the 
conversation to make contributions 
of their own.” The difference 
between content marketing and 

Since launching Mightybell in 
2010, Bianchini has had first-hand 
experience and ring-side seats 
from which to witness the power 
of networks in action. In 2013, she 
co-founded LeanIn.org with Sheryl 
Sandberg and Rachel Thomas. 
Inspired by Sandberg’s book, Lean 
In, the team built a global network 
that grew to include more than 
700,000 women and men. More 
recently, Bianchini has enjoyed 
watching networks like OwnIt 
(103,000 small business owners 
and self-employed people) and 
Hairbrained (the community for 
craft hairdressers founded by Randy 
Taylor and Gerard Scarpaci) thrive 
on her Mightybell platform.

The idea of building prospect and 
customer communities is not entirely 
new to B2B businesses like SaaS 
companies, but the concept may 
be about to reach a pivotal tipping 
point. In fact, Bianchini goes so far 
as to predict that identity-based 
networks represent the next stage in 
the evolution of content marketing.

THE NETWORK ADVANTAGE 
(BETTER THAN CONTENT 
MARKETING)

Bianchini believes that as content 
marketing matures and evolves, 
it will be less about PDFs, landing 
pages, blogs, and other inbound 
tactics and more about building 
communities to bring people 
together around a shared identity 
that is relevant to the brand. A 
recruiting software brand might, 
for instance, create a community 
for HR professionals; or a demand 
generation brand might build a 
network for data-driven marketers. 
The companies who are first in 
their vertical markets to establish 

networks is the difference between 
being stretched way too thin in 
the role of a one-way, always-
on publishing engine and being 
efficient by using the network effect 
to organically increase your shares, 
referrals, and the value you provide 
to your audience.

THE BOTTOM LINE: 
THERE SHOULD BE A 
DEFINITE SENSE OF 
URGENCY AROUND 
STAKING OUT YOUR 
NETWORK TERRITORY.

“If you don’t create a valuable 
community network for your target 
market and someone else has, you’ll 
be left dependent on the dominant 
third-party networks and potentially 
blocked from ever building out your 
own identity network,” Bianchini 
says. “That’s a very bad place to 
be.”

THE IDENTITY-BASED NETWORK

Bianchini’s community-building 
journey has covered a lot of 
territory, but always comes back 
to a very specific mission: How do 
we create the absolute best way for 
people who share an identity or an 
interest to meet each other? “It’s a 
fundamentally different challenge 
than building a social graph of 
people who already know each 
other professionally, personally, or 
by reputation,” Bianchini says. “It’s 
not unlike the premise behind user 
conferences. Why do you have 
those? You have them so that you 
can bring a particular group of 
people together around a shared 
identity — B2B recruiters or demand 
generation experts or whatever 
other group is relevant to your 
product.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/identity-based-networks-the-new-content-marketing/#.V-6aX5MrKL8
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Networks built around identity 
help people connect with and 
learn from each other. As Bianchini 
saw firsthand with the LeanIn.org 
network, it’s member-to-member 
connections that bring a community 
to life. Empowering a group of 
like-minded people with shared 
interests and goals to meet and 
organize with each other is a 
very effective way to activate an 
audience around an idea or goal. 

Emphasizing the potential of a self-
organizing community and the 
advantage such a network has 
over one-way content marketing, 
Bianchini says of the LeanIn.org 
experience, “If we had stopped 
at content marketing alone, just 
having Lean In stories for instance, 
the community wouldn’t have had 
nearly the same impact or inspired 
such a spectacular grassroots 
movement. The excitement we saw 

 » What do they need?

 » What’s important to them?

 » Who do they want to 
meet?

 » What sort of challenges 
do they face that can’t 
be solved via a Google 
search?

 » What sort of questions do 
they have that they don’t 
want to ask on Facebook 
or LinkedIn?

 » In short: How do I create 
the single most valuable 
network for these people?

was generated because we were 
clear that LeanIn.org was about our 
members meeting and organizing 
with each other around the world.”

HOW TO BUILD COMMUNITY 
AROUND IDENTITY

Once you’ve established the 
common identity of your network 
members, it’s time to ask some big 
questions:
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obvious or easy answers and which 
you can’t search for on Google. 
Come together to learn and grow 
with other people just like you.”

Promotion channels for your 
network can include a variety of the 
usual suspects — content marketing, 
Facebook ads, etc. — but you 
should also leverage the network 
effect to build your community. 
“Sometimes, the best tactic is simply 
asking members to recruit three new 
people to help make the network 
stronger,” Bianchini explains. “You 
built a network because you weren’t 
satisfied with having followers. 
You wanted to bring people into 
a community in which people are 
talking to each other and building 
relationships. That same relationship 
dynamic applies to building your 
network. Get people talking.”

THE RIGHT NETWORK FOCUS 
(HINT: IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU)

The number one thing to remember 
about an identity-based network 
is that it’s about the members’ 
identity, not your product. “It’s 
a really important distinction,” 
Bianchini says. “You actually want 
customers and prospects talking to 
each other about how they deliver 
on their profession. It’s sharing 
stories, experiences, and practical 
ideas.” Focus on creating the 
space and facilitating conversation 
around how your members can be 
successful in their profession. That’s 
your number one role.

“Always start with the identity of 
your market,” Bianchini says. “It’s 
not about posting articles that you 
just want people to read and share, 
it’s about facilitating identity- and 

practice-related conversations 
around topics and questions that 
they can’t find easily in Google 
searches.” Once you’ve established 
this very specific type of dialogue 
you can thoughtfully and tactfully 
start conversations that are more 
directly related to your product. But 
always remember that the network’s 
primary purpose is to connect 
people, not promote your product.

Once again highlighting the 
difference between content 
marketing and identity-based 
networks, Bianchini adds, “The 
network gets more and more 
valuable as more members join and 
contribute and those contributions 
trigger notifications and return visits 
from other members. Now you 
have something. Now it’s not about 
trying to relentlessly post 500-word 
articles every day (which is not 
that effective), it’s about people 
introducing themselves and having 
conversations.”

As a final note, Bianchini points out 
how even as people are starting to 
grasp and implement the identity 
network concept, mobile is already 
upping the game. “My mission to 
help people with shared identities 
meet and converse is only getting 
more and more interesting as we 
move to a world with three billion 
people on smartphones,” she 
says. “These people spend 86% of 
their time in native apps — a third 
in games, a third in messaging 
and networking, and a third in 
everything else. This is a world in 
which the opportunities to create 
networks around shared identity are 
only going to get more exciting and 
more powerful.”

To populate your network, Bianchini 
recommends a direct approach 
that gets very specific about who 
your audience is and what you’re 
offering. “Join our network of 
middle-market HR professionals 
who are coming together to create 
the largest collection of practical 
ideas, forays, and experiences 
of people like you,” she says as 
an example. “Navigate together 
through topics that don’t have 

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/identity-based-networks-the-new-content-marketing/#.V-6aX5MrKL8
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HOW TO USE 
DATA TO WIN AT 
ACCOUNT-BASED 
PROSPECTING
Interviewed by Liz Cain

T odd Caponi is a self-proclaimed geek for sales 
methodology and buyer psychology. As the Senior 
VP of Sales for PowerReviews, he is responsible for 

building and driving the sales organization behind the 
growing SaaS company. “When I started two years ago, 
we had seven reps,” Caponi says. “Now, we have thirty-
eight, and out of that number there are eight who are 
focused on enterprise sales to companies with $1 billion 
or more in revenue.”

Prior to signing on with PowerReviews, Caponi was part 
of the sales leadership team at ExactTarget, and before 
that he held a similar role with Right Hemisphere. Both 
companies had successful exits — ExactTarget to the tune 
of $2.5 billion in a deal with Salesforce.com.

Caponi has grown the PowerReviews sales team quickly 
and effectively by implementing and iterating upon the 
many insights he has gained over the years. Part of 
his strategy is expanding PowerReviews’ capacity for 
account-based sales and marketing.

START WITH THE RIGHT PHILOSOPHY: 
MAKE YOUR CUSTOMER SMARTER

“At scale, account-based prospecting is really hard,” 
Caponi admits. But that doesn’t mean he isn’t committed 
to making it work. Caponi knows from experience that 
a successful account-based strategy requires a tailored 
approach that’s all about the customer.
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“When I first arrived at PowerReviews, the team was 
using the same ‘we-we’ deck to present to every client,” 
Caponi recalls. “This is the standard deck that we’ve all 
seen — about what we do, the products we sell, our 
locations, our clients, awards we’ve won.”

“The problem is,” he adds, “the client doesn’t care. They 
don’t care that we’ve got an office in the UK or that Crocs 
is one of our customers. All the person you’re pitching 
cares about is how he feels when he’s sitting in his cube, 
hating life because it’s so hard, and he wants to know 
what you’re going to do to make it better.”

Caponi suggests that his team members think of 
themselves as personal trainers. “We were going in to 
pitch a new prospect, and the first half of the deck was 
all about us,” Caponi recalls. “I encouraged our CEO 
and the rep to scrap that and instead figure out a few 
key things our prospect could be doing better. From 
there, we would build our whole presentation around the 
idea of making the prospect smarter and helping them 
be better at what they do.”

This is an approach that Caponi recommends for almost 
all initial meetings. “The good news, in our business, is 
that you can go to a website and see how they interact 
with their consumer to a point where your prospecting 
can actually get account-based,” he says. “One of 
the exercises we do with our reps, for instance, is to 
give them a list of five things to look for at a brand or 
retailer site, and then we challenge them to find one 
to three things the prospect could be doing better. We 
can then lead with those insights when we’re doing our 
prospecting. We might say, ‘We noticed a couple of 
potential opportunities based on how you’re interacting 
with consumers, and we’d love to talk with you about it.’ 
This makes the conversation very specific to the account.”

SALES AND MARKETING ALIGNMENT IS KEY

While his primary focus is on his sales team, Caponi works 
closely with PowerReviews’ Senior VP of Marketing, 
Theresa O’Neil, in order to cultivate and maintain a 
strong alignment between the two departments. His 
approach begins with the structure of the sales team and 
prioritization of accounts.

“From a sales perspective, each of the reps has a 
named account patch or a named prospect patch,” 
Caponi explains. “The number one reason for this is 
to provide focus. We want them to know their turf so 
that our marketing team can market more effectively 
to the prospects.” Each salesperson is responsible for 
researching the makeup of prospects in their patch.

TODD CAPONI
SVP of Sales

at PowerReviews

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-powerreviews-uses-data-to-win-at-account-based-prospecting/#.WATkX5MrJE4
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Accounts are selected using a predictive analytics tool 
called SalesPredict. “We run algorithms around where 
we’ve had success in the past, where we’ve had the least 
friction, and where we’ve achieved the most substantial 
ACV,” Caponi says. “Then, we match that up against 
industries, level of individuals whom we know, and other 
criteria to come up with the final list.”

Prioritizing accounts is the next step. “We give new reps 
a list that’s a little bigger than what their focus list will be 
along with the SalesPredict data and ask them to whittle 
the list down,” Caponi says. “We want our enterprise 
reps to be focused on penetration strategies for their top 
15 or so accounts. We want them figuring out who we 
know in the account, who we can refer through, which 
partners might provide an introduction, what’s the in-
house ecommerce platform, whether we know anyone 
there who can get us an audience.”

While the enterprise sales reps are focused on getting 
in front of the right people at their top priority accounts, 
the lower priority targets are channeled to other teams: 
second tier accounts to the business development group 
and the bottom tier to marketing for nurturing.

The marketing team uses a variety of tactics — outbound 
marketing, web pages, field marketing, webinars — to 
reach prospects by vertical and sub-vertical categories. 
“For example, we have marketing programs that are 
focused on the apparel space, but within that space we 
can also drill down to the shoe space,” Caponi says. 
“We gain really actionable data from these campaigns, 
which marketing can then share with our sales reps who 
tackle each account on a one-off basis.”

EMPLOYING OUTSIDE-THE-BOX TACTICS

In addition to standard types of marketing campaigns, 
the PowerReviews sales and marketing teams also 
employ some less-traditional and less-ubiquitous methods 
to reach prospective clients.

“We do some really high-touch campaigns,” Caponi 
explains. “For one, we sent drones to our top 15 
prospects and landed 13 first appointments as a 
result.” The marketing team also has a number of data 
initiatives that provide the sales team with deep and 
often proprietary insights. “Marketing sponsors research 
studies with Northwestern University, which give us a lot 
of really good data to inform individualized, vertical-

focused conversations,” Caponi says. “This helps the reps 
out quite a bit.”

The reps also benefit from analysis of internal data. 
“We can pull a lot of network data as a result of having 
beacons on the websites of all our brands and retailers,” 
Caponi explains. “We have a data scientist who looks 
at genericized data by industry and provides marketing 
with a ‘here’s the message’ spin, which the sales reps can 
then use in their prospecting efforts.”

Finally, Caponi & O’Neil have also recently kicked off an 
initiative to have each sales rep identify the executive 
sponsor and day-to-day person for each of their target 
accounts. “We set these up as roles in Salesforce and 
are currently working to compile as complete a ‘watch 
list’ as possible,” Caponi says. “This makes it easier for 
us to manage conversations by vertical, but it’s also 
an important way for us to stay really on top of what’s 
happening.”

ACCOUNT-BASED PROSPECTING IS A LONG GAME

“We measure something called client interactions,” 
Caponi says. “After a rep has a meaningful interaction 
with a client, they document it and measure those. Then 
we waterfall it down like everybody else would and look 
at how many opportunities are being developed as a 
result of those interactions, how much pipeline, and how 
much we are converting to ACV.”

Caponi acknowledges that finding the right balance 
between interactions and more traditional measurement 
and projection tactics is an ongoing process. “It took us 
a little while to figure out what’s the best ratio between 
those two,” he says. “We’ve gotten to a point now where 
we can be really proactive around the individual reps 
and are able to forecast our business based on a lot of 
those waterfall metrics.”

The good news for Caponi’s sales team is that they have 
a lot of opportunities. “This is not a crowded space. 
There are only two companies that can really serve the 
enterprise market,” Caponi says. “Last month, over a 24-
hour period in New York, we met with 4 major prospects 
in one day. We get lots of at-bats and really good client 
interactions.”
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LOOKING AHEAD TO BETTER DATA & MORE 
TAILORED MESSAGING

Account-based marketing and prospecting takes 
patience and perseverance. “Many of our enterprise 
account prospects are very long term plays,” says Caponi. 
“As such, we have regular educational discussions to 
continue to update them on our product, share industry 
data and so forth. These interactions also gives us the 
opportunity to look for any chinks in the armor that 
might give us a way to move into a competitor’s turf.” 
Meanwhile, Caponi and his team continue to explore 
other opportunities. “We are investing in building out 
a broader data strategy to ensure we are creating 
actionable insights for our team,” Caponi says.

“Consumers are coming to your website and pouring 
their hearts and souls out to you with their products and 
services. We’ve got to be able to leverage that data 
better through building out the insights and data portion 
of our business.”

“We’re also continuing to work really hard with both 
our reps and marketing to create even more tailored 
messages,” Caponi adds. “There’s a lot of status quo we 
need to dislodge at the enterprise level. There’s not a ton 
of green field at the highest level accounts, so we need 
to stay focused on taking that personal trainer approach 
to show them how they can do better and how we can 
help get them there.”

“That’s what our reps are doing all day long — figuring 
out the account-based prospecting message that’s really 
going to resonate, and then working with marketing to 
figure out how we scale it down to the lowest level,” 
Caponi says.

“WE ARE 
INVESTING IN 
BUILDING OUT 
A BROADER 
DATA STRATEGY 
TO ENSURE WE 
ARE CREATING 
ACTIONABLE 
INSIGHTS FOR 
OUR TEAM.”

SIMPLE, RIGHT?

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-powerreviews-uses-data-to-win-at-account-based-prospecting/#.WATkX5MrJE4


HOW TO NAIL YOUR 
PRODUCT LAUNCH 
WITH PRODUCT HUNT
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Part of what makes working in 
the SaaS industry so exciting 
is how quickly the technology 

and market change. And, it’s not 
just the software that’s evolving. 
The way SaaS marketers get their 
technology solutions into the hands 
of their audiences is evolving, too— 
and companies need to adapt 
quickly if they don’t want to get lost 
in the shuffle. 

Dave Gerhardt has spent the last 
five years in the trenches, helping 
Constant Contact, Privy, and 
HubSpot navigate this marketing 
evolution. Today, he is the Marketing 
Lead at Drift — a messaging app 
that makes it easier for businesses 
to talk to their website visitors and 
customers, which in turn helps these 
businesses generate more leads, 
learn about their customers, and 
deliver an enhanced customer 
experience — and he’s definitely 
ahead of the curve when it comes 
to building successful launches that 
use non-traditional strategies to 
reach the right audience.

HOW TO BUILD A SUCCESSFUL 
PRODUCT LAUNCH: GO WHERE 
THE PEOPLE ARE

In the past, SaaS product launches 
were typically led by PR campaigns 
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that ran through traditional media. 
Marketers primarily relied on a 
limited number of outlets, old-school 
press releases, and an address 
book filled with journalists to garner 
attention. Today, the tired PR game 
is losing ground to a new approach 
that uses an entirely new kind of 
network — the influencer network. 
Gerhardt focused on the influencer 
effect as he prepared to launch Drift 
2.0, a release that was a challenge 
to promote since people could 
easily consider it more of an update 
than a new product launch.

One of the key tactics Gerhardt used 
to hit the Drift 2.0 launch out of the 
park was a site called Product Hunt. 
Product Hunt bills itself as a place 
where product-loving enthusiasts 
share and geek out about the latest 
mobile apps, websites, hardware 
projects, and tech creations. As 
Gerhardt had guessed, it’s also a 
great place for companies to launch 
influencer-driven lead generation 
campaigns.

“One of the reasons Product Hunt 
is so powerful is because it’s used 
by such an influential group of 
people,” Gerhardt says, noting 
that even bigger B2B companies 
should think about using it to reach 
their audiences. “All the early 
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adopters — the people Seth Godin 
calls ‘sneezers’ — are there, and 
those are the people you want 
talking about your product,” he 
explains. “A hundred signups from 
Product Hunt are super valuable 
on launch day because those 
people are more likely to have 
bigger online followings. They 
might be journalists, bloggers, or 
just generally influential, but getting 
them in your product — even just for 
free to play around and show your 
stuff off a little bit — can give you a 
huge boost.”

In addition to being a place where 
all the cool kids hang out, Product 
Hunt provides an efficient and 
effective way for those cool kids to 
share their favorite finds directly to 
people’s inboxes. Each time a new 
product is posted, Product Hunt 
automatically generates an email 
that gets delivered to everyone 
following the person who published 
the post. So, if someone with a 
large Product Hunt following posts 
your product … you can see where 
this is going. Based on his successful 
experience launching Drift 2.0 on 
Product Hunt, Gerhardt offers up 
some solid, actionable tips on how 
to use the platform to rock your 
launch.

Find Your Influencers

“The number one thing you need is 
an influencer who will post for you,” 
Gerhardt says. “We’re lucky to have 
Hiten Shah as an advisor. He has a 
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big online following, especially in 
the SaaS/Product Hunt crowd, but 
even if you don’t have that kind of 
influencer on your team, you can 
still use this strategy. Product Hunt is 
actually what traditional press used 
to be. Now, instead of trying to find 
a reporter, you’ve got to find your 
influencer.”

Gerhardt recommends creating a 
target list of about ten influencers 
who are relevant in your space and 
active on Product Hunt. “You need 
to find people who are actively 
posting,” he adds. “It won’t do you 
any good to connect with someone 
who is influential, but not posting 
on the platform. My advice to 
other companies is to dig through 
the small circle of people posting 
on Product Hunt and find people 
who are a good fit. Bonus tip: Don’t 
overlook people who have posted 
about your competitors.”

Nail Your Outreach

Just as with pitching traditional 
journalists, your outreach to 
influencers needs to have a great 
“hook.” For starters, make sure 
you’re launching something that 
people care about. “It doesn’t 
matter if you’re a big company 
or a small company,” Gerhardt 
warns, “you can’t just say, ‘Hey, we 
changed the color of our brand to 
dark blue.’ No one will care.”

Once you have your story, focus 
on presentation details like setting 
up a comprehensive and engaging 
landing page to share with your 
target influencer and traditional 
journalists. Even if you’re focusing 
most of your efforts on an influencer 
platform like Product Hunt, 
conventional PR still has a part to 
play. For the Drift 2.0 campaign, 

“ONE OF THE REASONS 
PRODUCT HUNT IS SO 
POWERFUL IS BECAUSE 
IT’S USED BY SUCH AN 
INFLUENTIAL GROUP OF 
PEOPLE.”

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/product-hunt/#.V-6cYJMrJR0
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DAVE GERHARDT
Director of Marketing

at Drift

“WITHIN 
THE FIRST 
2 HOURS, 
WE HAD 
ABOUT 10 
COMMENTS 
AND 20 
TO 30 
UPVOTES.”

too easy for people to game the 
system, and the company with the 
biggest email list would always 
come out on top after soliciting their 
audience for upvotes. However, 
because Drift earned a spot on the 
Product Hunt homepage, Gerhardt 
was able to direct people there to 
upvote his product. “The second 
we saw our post get to the top of 
the home page, we sent an email 
to our list,” Gerhardt explains. “We 
told them we’d launched Drift 2.0, 
shared our blog post, and invited 
them to head to Product Hunt and 
throw us an upvote. The timing was 
super important and saved us a 
ton of praying and hoping that our 
audience would happen to go to 
the site and upvote.”

Get Everyone Involved

“The other thing we did that was 
unique was we added our entire 
product and design team as 
‘makers’ on Product Hunt,” Gerhardt 
says. “We’re a small company, so 
this was only ten people, but this 
made it possible for every person 
at our company to chime in and 
answer questions on the Product 
Hunt thread.” Not only did this 
strategy increase engagement, but 
it also enabled the team to provide 
detailed responses to specific 
questions. “If someone asked about 
the design, one of our developers 
hopped in. If someone asked a 
technical question, one of our 
engineers would answer,” Gerhardt 
says. “And if someone asked a 
more strategic question, our CEO 
would respond.”

Circle Back to Traditional 
Media

“Midway through the day, when 
we probably had more than 500 
upvotes and were the number one 
product in tech on Product Hunt, I 
used that as a hook to go back 
out to the press,” Gerhardt says. “I 
let them know that the product I’d 
emailed about earlier that morning 
was now number one and was 
obviously something that was 
getting people’s attention, and 
then asked if they wanted to have 
a conversation.” So, while Product 
Hunt definitely played a central 
role in the launch strategy, it also 
integrated nicely with traditional PR 
by giving Gerhardt valuable social 
proof that helped generate interest 
and land interviews.

Using this Product Hunt strategy, 
Gerhardt and his team landed 
nearly 800 new signups in only 
a few hours and 6,500 unique 
visitors the two days following their 
launch on the site, more than half 
of which came directly from Product 
Hunt. When you see it laid out in 
steps, it doesn’t really seem like 
rocket science. It just makes sense 
to promote your launch in a place 
where your audience is already 
looking for the latest, greatest finds 
by tuning in to hear from influencers 
they respect. Combine that platform 
with a great story “hook,” the full 
engagement of your team in the 
conversation, and smart integration 
with your email and traditional PR 
tactics, and how could you not nail it?
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Gerhardt emailed a number of 
media outlets about the upcoming 
launch. (Read on to see how he 
made that email do double duty.)

Have Your Influencer Post

“We sent the landing page and 
additional product shots over 
to Hiten along with a little blurb 
because the key is to not to just have 
an influencer post it, but to have 
them contribute the first comment,” 
Gerhardt says. “While you don’t 
want to be overly promotional, you 
should provide the influencer with as 
much context as possible. It makes 
it easier for them to say something 
nice about the product and why it’s 
interesting.”

For Drift 2.0, Shah posted on Product 
Hunt early EST on the morning of 
launch day. “Within the first two 
hours, we had about ten comments 
and twenty to thirty upvotes,” 
Gerhardt recalls. “One unexpected 
thing that helped is the fact that we 
posted so early (7 A.M. EST). Most of 
the Product Hunt audience is on the 
west coast, so there weren’t a lot of 
products being posted that early in 
the morning. As a result, we were 
able to land on the homepage as 
the number one product.”

Email Your List

This prominent homepage 
placement was critical to Drift’s 
success because the platform does 
not allow posters to send direct 
Product Hunt URLs via email. If 
mass emailing a Product Hunt link 
was possible, that would make it 

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/product-hunt/#.V-6cYJMrJR0
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WHY CREATIVE 
INTELLIGENCE IS THE 
FUTURE OF MARKETING
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Some people say that money 
makes the world go ‘round, 
but savvy marketers will tell 

you that data is what keeps their 
world spinning. Jonah Lopin, co-
founder and CEO of Crayon, would 
agree with those savvy marketers. 
As the sixth employee at HubSpot 
and a member of the management 
team for six years, Lopin contributed 
greatly to the inbound marketing 
giant’s stellar growth by leading 
the team that built the brand’s 
customer retention programs, 
Customer Happiness Index, Tech 
Support group, Professional 
Services offerings, and Account 
Management team. After spending 
the better part of a decade helping 
customers understand and optimize 
their own sales funnels and 
marketing campaigns, Lopin is now 
helping companies gain critical 
insights into what’s happening in the 
larger market.

“Marketers today tend to have 
an incredibly deep and nuanced 
understanding of everything that’s 
happening internally in terms 
of traffic, conversion rates, and 
campaign performance,” says 
Lopin. “But few marketing teams 
have a strong understanding of 

what’s happening outside their 
four walls — what’s happening with 
the competition, with customers, 
and with partners. The external 
environment is the great untracked 
frontier for today’s marketing 
teams.”

This reality provided the inspiration 
for Crayon, a competitive 
intelligence product that uses data 
to helps professional marketers 
keep up with what’s happening 
in their markets and easily identify 
their best opportunities.

COMPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE: A 
KEY ADVANTAGE FOR EARLY 
STAGE COMPANIES

To be successful, SaaS companies 
need a marketing outlook that 
encompasses customer, prospect, 
and competitor data. Crayon helps 
marketers collect and analyze 
competitive data in order to gain 
this broader perspective. “We think 
about a company in terms of its 
digital footprint,” Lopin explains. 
“Crayon detects and classifies the 
meaningful changes across that 
footprint to help surface competitive 
marketing opportunities.” Crayon 
looks at data from many sources: 
the company’s primary website, 
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peripheral sites, blog, digital 
resources, CRM platform, customer 
forums, help documentation, etc. 
as well as third-party data from 
sites like G2 Crowd and Capterra, 
review sites, publishing platforms, 
and various social profiles and 
discussion sites. There are two 
primary ways that a company 
can use this intelligence: sales 
enablement & product marketing, 
and content marketing.

Sales Enablement & Product 
Marketing

“If you’re an early stage company, 
and you’re bumping up against 
larger and more established 
companies, it’s useful to understand 
how your strengths compare to your 
competitors’ weaknesses,” Lopin 
says. “This allows you to position 
your emerging sales team well and 
ultimately win more deals and boost 
revenue.” As an example, Lopin 
explains how Crayon might turn up 
G2 Crowd reviews that highlight a 
recurring issue with a competitor’s 
product. With this information in 
hand, marketing and sales teams 
can easily identify viable messaging 
opportunities to exploit such a 
weakness by emphasizing their 
product’s corresponding strengths. 
Applying competitive intelligence 
data helps agile newcomers level 
the playing field by arming their 
sales teams with relevant and timely 
insights into competitor shifts, speed 
bumps, and vulnerabilities.

Content Marketing

It was a lot easier to rise above the 
noise when content marketing was 
still a relatively new tactic, but as the 
practice has evolved, it’s become 
harder and harder to capture 
attention and create engagement. 
Today, content marketing success 

depends in large part on finding the 
sweet spot in terms of both topics 
and tactics. 

“EARLY STAGE 
COMPANIES NEED TO 
KNOW WHERE THERE’S 
AN OPPORTUNITY 
TO DO SOMETHING 
DIFFERENT, TO CREATE 
SOMETHING THAT’S 
GOING TO CATCH A 
SPARK AND TAKE OFF,” 
LOPIN SAYS. 

“To do this, they need to be able to 
identify the white space by looking 
at an aggregate overview of what 
competitors have published across 
the major content platforms.” Using 
competitive intelligence to unearth 
differentiated content opportunities 
enables up-and-coming companies 
to hit the target with their content 
on the first try (a valuable skill, 
considering the typically high cost 
and effort associated with content 
marketing).

DATA-DRIVEN MARKETING: AN 
ALL-ENCOMPASSING PRACTICE

“Marketing is not about arts and 
crafts anymore,” Lopin says. “It’s 
about experimentation, running 
tests, and being data-driven.” 
Though Crayon keeps Lopin’s 
primary focus on competitive 
intelligence, he takes a data-driven 
approach to pretty much every 
aspect of marketing, and believes 
that being analytical is one of the 
key characteristics of tomorrow’s 
most successful marketers.

An example from his days in 
Customer Success at Hubspot is 
how he dealt with the age-old 
question of whether it’s smarter to 
invest resources in reengaging the 

least-satisfied 10% of your customer 
base, or up-selling the most-satisfied 
10%. “It’s like anything else,” Lopin 
says succinctly, “you’ve got to test 
it.” Once you get past the first hurdle 
of determining which customers 
fall into your top and bottom 10% 
respectively, it’s about collecting 
the data that will help you measure 
the ROI of your efforts. “Say you’ve 
identified twenty customers who are 
at risk of canceling service in the 
next six months,” Lopin suggests. 
“You run a test to connect with five 
of them and look at your success 
rate. What’s the cost to get them 
back on track? How long do they 
stick around? Is what you’re doing 
an ROI-positive activity?” Test. 
Measure. Act.

Whether you’re segmenting your 
prospect audience by intent and 
industry, gathering competitive 
intelligence to uncover content and 
positioning opportunities, or making 
decisions about which customer 
groups warrant more of your 
attention and marketing dollars, 
data will always help you make 
a smarter decision. It will provide 
you with the answers to your most 
pressing marketing questions so you 
can act with certainty and bank on 
predictable results.

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/creative-intelligence-future-of-marketing/#.V-6cGpMrJ-U
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A CUSTOMER’S FIRST 
FIVE MINUTES CAN 
MAKE OR BREAK YOU
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

“If you’re selling a SaaS 
product, you really need 
to think about what 

you’re actually selling,” says Asaf 
Yigal. “You have to remember that 
you’re not only selling software, 
you’re selling a service.” It seems 
like an obvious truth (after all, 
they are called software-as-a-
service products), but many SaaS 
companies lose sight of the service 
side of things. “A lot of SaaS 
companies strive toward the goal 
of a no-touch sales organization,” 
Yigal explains. “They want the 
product to stand on its own and be 
self-sufficient so they don’t need to 
talk to customers. But, at the end 
of the day you’re selling a service, 
so your goal needs to be making 
your customers and end users 
successful.”

SUCCESS HINGES ON THE FIRST 
FIVE MINUTES

As the co-founder and VP of Product 
for Logz.io, Yigal puts a lot of focus 
not only on creating customer 
success in general, but on creating 
it right away. “The first five minutes 
someone spends on your product is 
critical,” Yigal says. “I can’t tell you 
how much time and energy we’re 
focusing right now into making 
sure that those first five minutes 
deliver the best experience we can 
create.” While Yigal acknowledges 

that some customers are happy to 
do things on their own, he’s found 
that many of them appreciate 
the helping hand — especially in 
the beginning. “Thinking about 
customer success starts with 
onboarding,” he says, “and making 
sure that the initial experience is 
amazing. You want people to feel 
like they’re getting real value. That’s 
what you need to focus on when 
you’re building a SaaS platform.”

Yigal and his team are looking at 
every aspect and detail of a user’s 
first interaction with the product to 
be sure that they are optimizing 
the experience from every angle. 
Over the course of this process, he 
has identified three steps that have 
been instrumental in their success 
thus far:

Hire a Customer Success Lead

“We didn’t hire our customer success 
lead early enough,” Yigal admits. 
“And the first customer we lost was 
lost because he wasn’t using the 
service. He bought the product, 
but didn’t know how to use it and 
didn’t reach out to ask questions. 
Eventually, he left.”

Even though Yigal had to learn the 
lesson the hard way, the end result 
was positive. “We knew all along 
that we needed to recruit someone 

who would own customer success 
— someone who would make sure 
that onboarding is great and be in 
touch with customers,” Yigal says. 
Today, the customer success lead 
works to improve every aspect 
of those first five minutes, from the 
speed of the system to the interface 
screens to the copy on the page. 
“Having this customer success point 
person has helped us maintain a 
lot of focus in engineering on the 
first five minutes of a new customer 
logging in,” Yigal says.

Go Ahead and Ask Questions

Another key element of Yigal’s 
success is asking questions. “A lot of 
companies are afraid to ask people 
questions,” he says. “But, it’s very 
important to know your customer, 
and we’ve found that asking a few 
direct questions is very beneficial.”

Though Yigal and his team can 
learn a lot about a customer based 
on product usage, organizational 
role, and use case, they take the 
conversation a step further. “In our 
onboarding process, we ask the 
customer about their experiences 
with different products and for 
specifics about use cases,” Yigal 
explains. “This conversation serves 
two purposes. First, we’re learning 
directly from the customer what it 
is they’re trying to do (which helps 
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us to help them); and, second, 
we’re educating them about what’s 
possible with the product, exposing 
them to features that they might not 
have thought about.”

The ultimate goal of this process 
is to help a new user understand 
the potential. “The process of 
onboarding isn’t only about getting 
someone into the product quickly,” 
Yigal says. “It’s about getting 
them to a point where they’re as 
educated as possible about what 
they’re going to see on the other 
end, and you’re as educated as 
possible about what they’re trying 
to do on the other end.”

Measure, Measure, Measure

“You’re not doing yourself justice if 
you’re not measuring everything. 
One of the benefits of being a SaaS 
product is that you can collect a 
lot of metrics because you have all 
the data. So, measure the things 
you care about. That’s how you 
improve.” For Logz.io, the things 
Yigal’s team cares about most during 
those first five minutes include how 
long it takes a new user to access 
the system and how long it takes 
for a new user to start shipping logs 
once they have signed up for the 
product. “A lot of customer success 
is about speed,” Yigal says. “When 
we first started out, we had to set up 
a new environment and index for 
each customer. Everything was built 
in a shared environment, but the 
process required some back-end 
work that took approximately five to 
ten seconds. One of the first things 
we did to help improve the first five 
minutes was change over to using 
an already-made environment so 
that the moment someone clicks 
to enter the system, they are in the 
system — no waiting.”

Once someone is in, Yigal looks at 
tasks performed to help measure 
customer success. “We measure 
the percentage of users who are 
sending logs,” he says. “Whether 
or not the customer starts shipping 
logs provides valuable feedback on 
system usability, so we set goals for 
ourselves and then work to improve 
our performance against those 
goals by providing wizards, demos, 
videos, and guidance to make sure 
we’re helping users successfully 
complete their tasks.”

The combination of these steps — 
hiring a customer success lead, 
asking questions, and measuring 
everything — ultimately gives 
Yigal and his team more insight 
into customer needs and goals. 
“Looking at all the data has brought 
us to a point where we better 
understand each customer. We 
can help them through the process 
more effectively,” he says. “We also 
know by the data that we collect 
throughout the onboarding process 
which trial customers are more likely 
to convert into paying customers. 
We can even anticipate the velocity 
of the deal.”
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ASAF YIGAL
Co-Founder & VP of Product

of Logz.io

But, despite the wealth of data 
available to his team, Yigal’s 
attention never strays from the 
ultimate goal. “Our goal as a 
company is to have customers 
who are happy, who are using the 
product, and seeing the value it 
delivers,” he says. “That’s a never-
ending task, which is why we’re 
always measuring and always 
improving.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/a-customers-first-5-minutes-can-make-or-break-you/#.WD3jraIrLOQ
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THE IMPORTANCE OF 
REALLY KNOWING 
YOUR CUSTOMERS
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

EARLY CAREER WAR STORIES

Sometimes, the “hard way” is 
the best way to learn a lesson. 
Take it from Alex Rosemblat, VP 
of Marketing for Datadog, a 
monitoring service that aggregates 
data from disparate sources to 
provide Dev and Ops teams with 
a unified view of large-scale 
application infrastructure typically 
running on a public cloud. Long 
before Rosemblat joined Datadog, 
he and a classmate at MIT’s Sloan 
School of Management partnered 
to create their first software product. 
Though the product solved a 
legitimate problem they each had 
encountered in their respective 
careers, it wasn’t proving viable in 
the market. Something was missing.

“In our previous companies, both 
my co-founder and I had struggled 
to find ways to efficiently leverage 
existing information rather than 
continuously searching for needles 
in a haystack,” Rosemblat recalls. 
“We both had experienced pretty 
big knowledge management 
problems, so we attempted to solve 
the issues we had encountered 
by creating a self-organizing 
knowledge management system 
that would turn any set of documents 
(including attachments in an email 

account) into the equivalent of a 
Yahoo! front page with categories 
that had to do with documents in a 
company’s file share.”

While his partner focused heavily 
on the technical side, Rosemblat 
coded components of the product 
while also setting out to find beta 
testers. Unfortunately, they couldn’t 
get anyone to sign on for a trial. 
Not even a free trial. “It was 
really frustrating,” Rosemblat says. 
“Everyone we talked to said, ‘Wow, 
this is really interesting. This could 
totally solve a problem for me,’ 
but then they’d say they had to get 
approvals from this person or that 
person when we would try to get 
them to actually try the product.” 
In the end, though people were 
interested and Rosemblat and his 
partner were talking to some big 
companies, the negotiations always 
fizzled out.

A conversation with an angel 
investor brought the problem into 
focus. “We were talking to an angel 
investor and he said, ‘You guys have 
a really interesting idea. It’s really 
cool that the prototype works for 
something so technically complex, 
but if I was to give you guys a 
million dollars right now to try and 

get customers, what would you do 
with it?’ My partner and I looked 
at each other and shrugged,” 
Rosemblat says. “We had no idea 
what we would do. It was only then 
that we figured out that we didn’t 
even know who specifically we 
were selling to.”

CAREER-CHANGING 
EPIPHANIES

After briefly exploring the idea of 
adapting their product to serve 
recruiters (a niche they weren’t 
excited about, but which seemed 
to be genuinely interested in their 
product), the two partners decided 
that it wasn’t the right time for them 
to start a company. But, something 
about the experience stuck with 
Rosemblat. “It really irked me that 
we’d missed something as basic as 
knowing who we wanted to sell to 
and why our product was of value 
to them,” he says. “It hadn’t even 
occurred to me that that was the first 
thing we needed to do.”

In retrospect, Rosemblat saw 
his mistake and realized it was 
something that happened all the 
time in the tech world. “It seems 
really straightforward,” he says, 
“But I’ve talked to a lot of people 
who have tried to start something 
and failed for this same reason. 
They get so enamored with an idea 
and think it’s important just because 
it solves a problem for them. They 
assume everyone else will see the 
same value, and their enthusiasm 
propels them to invest a great deal 
of time developing a product that 
they don’t even know if anyone is 
willing to pay for.”

A week after Rosemblat and his co-
founder hung up their company, 
Rosemblat was recruited by the 

CMO for VKernel, a VMware 
monitoring solution that was 
acquired as part of Dell’s Cloud 
and Virtualization product family. 
Both the CMO and CEO of VKernel 
had a great deal of experience in 
sales and marketing. “If I joined the 
company, they would teach me 
everything they knew,” Rosemblat 
says. “An engineer might say that I 
crossed over to the dark side, but I’d 
felt the pain of trying to sell someone 
on something, and failing.”

As a result of his time working with 
and learning from the VKernel 
team, Rosemblat’s perspective 
changed. “Now, if you were to 
offer me a really good product with 
a so-so sales and marketing team, 
or a fantastic sales and marketing 
team with a so-so product, I would 
choose the latter.”

APPLIED KNOWLEDGE

Today, in his role as VP of Marketing 
for Datadog, Rosemblat brings 
all his experience to bear on how 
the company brings its product to 
market. “Datadog is a really, really 
technical product,” Rosemblat 
explains. “We sell to developers and 
admins who are deeply steeped 
in technology. If we make even 
the smallest mistake in the blog or 
some other collateral, people start 
tweeting about it. That’s not a joke.”

In addition to being hyper vigilant 
about accuracy and detail, 
Datadog’s audience is also savvy to 
typical marketing ploys. “If they see 
any hint of sales-y-ness or that you’re 
trying to serve them something fluffy 
that’s not descriptive and more in a 
B2C tone, they turn off and won’t 
trust you ever again. You’re done. 
You’ve burnt the bridge,” says 
Rosemblat.

“THEY 
ASSUME 
EVERYONE 
ELSE WILL 
SEE THE 
SAME VALUE, 
AND THEIR 
ENTHUSIASM 
PROPELS THEM 
TO INVEST A 
GREAT DEAL 
OF TIME 
DEVELOPING 
A PRODUCT 
THAT THEY 
DON’T EVEN 
KNOW IF 
ANYONE IS 
WILLING TO 
PAY FOR.”
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So, how do you reach this kind of 
audience? You really get to know 
who they are and what they need, 
you speak their language, and 
you get super specific with your 
marketing. “You need to really 
understand the challenges that your 
audience is facing,” Rosemblat 
says. “This is a very savvy group of 
people who have specific needs. 
The tone and content employed 
in a lot of marketing campaigns 
aimed at main market users actually 
have a negative impact for these 
people. What has enabled me to 
have success at Datadog in terms of 
marketing is combining my previous 
technical background with the 
marketing knowledge I’ve acquired 
over the past years.”

A big part of Datadog’s sales 
process is demoing the product. The 
product is complex and supports 
integrations with more than one 
hundred different technologies. 
The team at Datadog needs to 
understand, in detail, why customers 
need each piece of technology 
and what problem each piece of 
technology solves. Rosemblat gets 
similarly “deep” with his marketing 
approach. “Every single marketing 
action that we take has tons of 
details associated with it,” he says. 
“Whether it’s Google AdWords or 
ranking for SEO terms, we get very 
granular for each technology and 
for modifiers of the technologies and 
the kinds of problems we’re solving 
for. We really drill down to the 
specificity of every single problem 
— and spec each one out, giving 
it detail and putting that detail into 
our demand-gen programs.”

That same level of granularity has 
to carry over from the marketing 
campaigns to the way salespeople 

talk to prospects. “If a generic 
phrase like ‘things of that nature’ 
comes out of any salesperson’s 
mouth,” warns Rosemblat, “I say, 
‘Stop. Stop what you’re doing.’” 
There’s no place for gray area 
or generalities in Rosemblat’s 
marketing approach. “If a 
salesperson can’t be specific, it’s 
better for them to admit that they 
don’t know and let the prospect 
know that they’ll check up on the 
answer,” he says.

Brand continuity is another 
important element of Datadog’s 
marketing. “We make sure that 
the messaging that’s being put in 
an ad, blog post, or some other 
demand-gen program is what we 
use to train the salespeople working 
our trade shows,” Rosemblat says. 
“We also make sure that that same 
messaging is what prospects hear 
when they talk to salespeople 
on the phone. It creates a linear 
connection across the whole sales 
experience.”

Ultimately, Rosemblat’s goal is 
to align the entire company with 
the technical perspective that’s so 
important to Datadog’s audience of 
developers and admins. “It’s about 
using our internal conversations 
with our dev team to inform the 
way everyone in the company 
— technical and non-technical 
— sounds to our customers.” As 
an example of how this concept 
translates into on-the-ground tactics, 
new sales and marketing team 
members at Datadog go through 
an intensive training process for 
non-technical hires that culminates 
in a demo certification test. Each 
candidate is assessed by support 
engineers who determine if the 
individual is ready to represent the 

company by presenting demos to 
prospective customers.

If the company’s growth is any 
indication, Rosemblat’s approach 
is working. He’s come a long way 
since his first foray into marketing 
a software product, and his 
experience has served him and 
Datadog well. “You can have the 
best product in the world,” he says, 
“But if you can’t make the value 
clear to the audience that’s trying to 
find you, or you can’t put yourself 
in front of the person looking for a 
product like yours, you are never 
going to sell.”

Know who you’re selling to: 
understand their motivations, speak 
their language, and pay attention 
to the details that matter to them. 
This is how you build the bridges 
that a prospect wants to cross to 
become a customer.
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ALEX ROSEMBLAT
VP of Marketing

at Datadog

“YOU CAN 
HAVE THE BEST 
PRODUCT IN 
THE WORLD, 
BUT IF YOU 
CAN’T MAKE 
THE VALUE 
CLEAR TO THE 
AUDIENCE 
THAT’S TRYING 
TO FIND YOU, 
OR YOU CAN’T 
PUT YOURSELF 
IN FRONT OF 
THE PERSON 
LOOKING FOR 
A PRODUCT 
LIKE YOURS, 
YOU ARE 
NEVER GOING 
TO SELL.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/importance-of-knowing-your-customers/#.WD3jWqIrLOR
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HOW TO SCALE 
YOUR HIRING 
Interviewed by Carlie Smith

From the back of a cocktail napkin to a $2.7 billion 
exit — ExactTarget’s story is a SaaS fairytale that 
most technology companies would love to emulate. 

Launched in late 2000 before email became a standard 
tool in the marketing arsenal, founder Scott Dorsey and 
his team built a software company that was perfectly 
positioned at the bleeding edge of relationship 
marketing. Today, as Salesforce Marketing Cloud, 
Dorsey’s creation helps businesses create scalable 
and personalized email, mobile and social marketing 
campaigns that create a powerful 1-to-1 customer 
experience.

While there were many factors that contributed to 
ExactTarget’s success and eventual acquisition by 
Salesforce, one of the key factors was the scale and 
quality of the company’s team. As ExactTarget’s Senior 
Director of Global Recruiting during the critical years 
prior to the acquisition, M.T. Ray, now High Alpha’s VP of 
Talent, was up-close and personal on how the company 
scaled their internal recruiting operation from 5 to 45 
and used those resources to grow the company from 
fewer than 500 employees when she joined ExactTarget 
in 2010 to more than 2,800 at the time of acquisition in 
2012.

Ray joined ExactTarget as their first sales-focused recruiter 
and almost immediately teamed with the company’s 
new senior leader for sales. “I look back and think, 
‘Wow, that was like a dream come true,’” says Ray. “He 
was someone who really understood the value of great 
talent, and the fact that we needed the best talent in 
the seats to sell our software.” This strategic partnership 
proved to be critical to the success of Ray’s recruiting 

efforts. Building on this foundation, Ray was able to 
build and scale a progressive recruiting effort that was 
based on a sales model. Her holistic approach expertly 
leveraged tools and tactics from Jobvite to LinkedIn, 
created a clearly defined and internally-driven incentive 
plan for in-house sourcers and recruiters, and ultimately 
enabled ExactTarget to reduce their recruiting agency 
fee to zero.

ELEVATING THE HIRING FUNCTION

“100% — THE KEY TO SUCCESS IS A 
SALES LEADER WHO REALLY TRUSTS 
YOU,” SAYS RAY. 

She adds, “Including me as the sales recruiter in 
leadership meetings, showing me respect at the table 
with other company leaders was really important.”

In addition to showing support, it was also critical 
that leaders on the business side played an active 
role in defining expectations and holding everyone 
accountable. From the start, there was no doubt that 
Ray’s partner on the sales side was taking recruiting 
seriously. 

“The message from the top down was clear: It’s 
important that you are engaged as leaders in finding 
talent, interviewing talent, assessing talent and hiring 
talent,” says Ray. “Just as important, people were made 
to understand that it wasn’t just the recruiting team’s job, 
it had to be a partnership between recruiting and the 
business.”

To help make this point, Ray changed her team’s job titles 
from “Recruiter” to “Recruiting Partner.” It may seem like 
a small thing, but it helped hammer home the nature of 
the relationship that Ray and company leadership were 
trying to build with the internal groups.

Beginning with the sales group, Ray initiated weekly 
meetings to create a consistent cadence of communication 
about headcount as well as an opportunity for Ray’s 
team to work collaboratively with leaders to define hiring 
profiles. “Once we got the profiles defined by function in 
the sales world and knew what we were looking for, we 
could really get the machine rolling with the sales team,” 
says Ray. “We hired more than 60 people that first year.”
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STRUCTURING RECRUITING LIKE SALES

After doing some field research on internal recruiting 
models by studying the successful practices of Silicon 
Valley giants like LinkedIn, Facebook and Salesforce, Ray 
returned to ExactTarget with a plan to build an internal 
recruiting model that mirrored the sales function.

“The idea was that we’d have an internal team 
sourcing candidates, basically doing lead generation 
for candidates,” Ray explains. “We’d have recruiters 
handling the process with managers from start to finish 
and closing the deal. We’d have an ops team to schedule 
interviews and ensure that each candidate’s experience 
is a positive one, and that our brand is well represented.”

EARNING STREET CRED TO CREATE BUY-IN

The transition from an agency-based recruiting model 
to an entirely in-house function was not without it’s 
challenges. “It was a bit of a Wild West scenario 
before recruiting was positioned as a bigger player in 
the process,” Ray recalls. “Managers would have no 
problem reaching out independently to an agency, 
and then terms would be horrible.” Eventually, with 
the proactive support of sales leadership, Ray and her 
team were able to wrangle rogue recruiting efforts and 
consolidate everything under a highly successful and 
cohesive team and process.

As with any cultural or operational change, Ray had to 
build trust with her internal counterparts not only in sales, 
but also in services and product. “Being able to show 
what we could do was a turning point,” she says. 

“IT TOOK SOME PUSHING, BUT 
ONCE WE HAD RESULTS WE WERE 
ABLE TO GAIN THE CONFIDENCE 
OF KEY PEOPLE ACROSS THE 
ORGANIZATION.” 

“It was uncomfortable at times, but with Scott Dorsey, our 
CFO and my leader in HR as advocates for what we 
were doing, everyone eventually became a believer.”

IMPLEMENTING THE RIGHT TOOLS AND TACTICS

When Ray joined ExactTarget, the company was spending 
a lot of funds outsourcing all their recruiting to various 
agencies. The company didn’t even have a LinkedIn 
presence. To eliminate the company’s dependence on 

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-to-scale-hiring/#.V-6V9JMrKL8
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agency providers, Ray knew she had to implement the 
right tools and build ExactTarget’s employment brand 
by getting more involved in social media and social 
recruiting.

Building a Passive Candidate Database

“I knew we had to go after passive candidates ourselves 
versus paying agencies to do that,” Ray says. “There 
were too many instances where someone would make 
an introduction to a great candidate, but we didn’t know 
what to do with them because they weren’t really an 
applicant.”

Ray used Jobvite to create a candidate CRM to track 
those passive prospects, market to them, and keep them 
warm. “The focus was on ensuring that the pipeline was 
always full,” says Ray. “And, it was actually fun.”

The Jobvite database became one of the recruiting 
team’s most valuable assets. “It took us a while to figure 
out how to categorize people and use the system,” says 
Ray. “But we were able to put most of our contacts into 
the database and then cultivate those relationships. The 
person in charge of sourcing used a content strategy to 
stay in touch, and profile tags to segment. Eventually, we 
had a nice, robust database to utilize.”

Establishing a LinkedIn Presence

Initially, ExactTarget didn’t have a LinkedIn presence, but 
Ray knew it was a mandatory tool for posting jobs and 
finding candidates. “We set everyone on the team up with 
a LinkedIn Recruiter seat, and then each team member 
could add candidate names to the Jobvite database,” 
Ray explains. “Each candidate was associated with a 
team member for compensation purposes.”

While Ray says that some team members were naturally 
better than others at prospecting and running campaigns 
on LinkedIn, the overall effort was a success. From having 
no LinkedIn presence in 2010, ExactTarget expanded 
its presence to include nearly unlimited postings by the 
time they were acquired by Salesforce in 2012. Ray also 
credits the team’s LinkedIn activity with playing a big role 
in cutting agencies out of the recruiting process.

Setting Goals and Ground Rules

In addition to giving her team the right tools, Ray also 
made sure that everyone knew how to play the game. 
“We were very clear what the sourcers were paid on 
and what the recruiters were paid on,” she explains. 
“We made sure that if someone tagged a candidate 
with their name they had actually talked with them and 
had a relationship. We ensured that everyone kept 
cultivating good people by having conversations and 
providing updates. If there wasn’t any activity on a 
particular candidate for an extended period of time, that 
candidate kind of became free game.”

Overall, Ray’s team focused less on the numbers and 
more on being an actual team. In addition to various 
individual competitions, she ran team spiffs once in 
awhile that rewarded the entire group for working 
together. “On a quarterly basis, it was more about 
trying to cultivate passive candidates and build our own 
internal database,” Ray says. “We always wanted that 
to be the first place anyone looked to find a candidate 
— not to take the search to an agency, but to try to find 
the perfect candidate amongst the passive people we 
were cultivating.”

BUILDING A PARTNERSHIP TO BE PROUD OF

“The way we set things up created an environment 
where people were motivated to keep the recruiting 
function in-house, and we were proud of that,” says Ray. 
“It was gratifying to be able to say that we had reduced 
agency usage dramatically, and that we were able 
to do it internally with a progressive recruiting model. 
To have support from leadership to take risks, try new 
things and be innovative in how you build out a team 
internally doesn’t happen very often. I’m so appreciative 
to have had that support and very proud of what we 
accomplished.”
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M.T. RAY
VP of Talent

at High Alpha
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HOW TO RECRUIT 
ENGINEERS IN 2016
Interviewed by Blake Bartlett

Earlier this summer I had the opportunity to sit down 
with two amazing product & engineering leaders — 
Yoav Shapira, Engineering Manager at Facebook, 

and Craig Daniel, VP Product at join.me. Combined, the 
two have decades of experience building out product 
practices at companies including Jana, LogMeIn, 
HubSpot, CarGurus and others. Our conversation 
covered everything from maximizing productivity to 
retention and recruitment — the latter of which I’ll cover 
here.

WHAT WORKS TODAY

To build a great team, you have to hire great people. 
And often times — especially when recruiting engineers 
— that’s a lot harder than it might seem. Yoav Shapira 
notes that, “Any kind of quick shortcuts just don’t work. 
People try to do a variety of, ‘Oh, maybe if I just have 
the perfect recruiter then they would send me an infinite 
amount of candidates that fit my position and I can just 
cherry pick.’ But, sadly, that hasn’t been my experience 
— especially when it comes to developers.”

Craig Daniel agrees. “The only time recruiters have 
worked well is when they’re internal recruiters and 
they’re part of the culture already. They live and breathe 
what we’re looking for. But at a startup, you don’t often 
have that luxury.”

“What does work,” Shapira says, “is getting to know your 
audience. You have to develop a clear understanding of 
who exactly you want to recruit and then learn where 
they hang out, what they care about, and how you can 
get that share of mind.”

Meetups

To gain that visibility, Shapira has found meetups 
particularly helpful. But not just any generic meetup or 
conference — Shapira zones in on a particular technology 
or framework specific to his tech stack. “Odds are there’s 

a meetup for it,” Shapira says, “And if there’s not, you 
can organize it. You’re probably only going to get 10, 
20, 30 people, but each person who attends is going to 
be a viable candidate.”

At Jana, where Cassandra and Angular are both part 
of the tech stack, Shapira sought out meetups specific to 
those frameworks. 

“IT’S A LOT OF HOODIES, NOT SUITS 
— PEOPLE YOU WANT TO CHAT WITH.” 
AND MOST IMPORTANTLY, WHO 
MIGHT ONE DAY JOIN YOUR TEAM.

And, if you’re looking for a specific in, Shapira points 
out that these smaller groups are constantly looking for 
presenters. “You do a ten minute presentation about 
the cool stuff your company is doing — it’s the perfect 
recruiting pitch. You don’t have to pay for it. It’s free. In 
fact you usually get dinner out of it.” ROI positive in many 
ways.

Network Referrals

In addition to presenting and attending smaller meetups, 
Shapira has long relied on referrals from his network. 
“Regularly canvass your engineers, product people, 
designers, sales and marketing,” he says. “Ask them 
who’s the best engineer they’ve ever worked with. And 
then, ‘Why aren’t they here?’ and ‘How can I contact 
them?’”

That last bit is a tip Shapira picked up from Paul English 
and so far he’s seen great success. So much so that it 
became part of Shapira’s quarterly review process at 
Jana. “I would ask, ‘Did you refer anyone this quarter? 
Do you have anyone in mind now?’ It really scales as the 
team grows.”
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For Daniel, networks have served him extremely 
well, especially at smaller companies. “When I was 
at a startup, the hardest thing was getting one or two 
awesome engineers in the door. But once you’ve 
established that talent and you’re keeping them happy 
with hard problems and a good environment, they’ll 
refer other great people.”

Authenticity Above All

Regardless of the tactic, Shapira notes that above all you 
have to be authentic. “I’m a big fan of authenticity. If it’s 
an engineering meetup, send an engineer, not recruiters 
or HR folks. If you’re trying to recruit designers, send 
designers.” A simple rule of thumb? Send the same kind 
of function that you’re trying to recruit. It’s going to be 
better networking and better connections for everyone.

And, when it comes to competing with the Googles of the 
world, Shapira again recommends authenticity. “Don’t 
claim to be something you’re not. You’re not going to 
have the brand of Facebook, Google or Amazon. And 
that’s fine. You’re not going to out-pay them either.”

So how do you compete in that case? “Be honest about 
what you do, who you are and what you care about,” 
recommends Shapira. “And emphasize that unlike at 
those other companies where there are thousands of 
engineers, new recruits won’t just be a small cog in a big 
machine. Engineers that go to smaller companies have 
the opportunity to make a real impact. Show and tell 
them how.”

When it comes to recruiting engineers, Craig Daniel takes 
the authenticity factor one step further. “Engineers want 
to see where they might one day work. Like Yoav, we’ve 
found meetups to be very impactful, but when we host 
them in our own space, they’re even more successful.”

“When I was at a smaller company, we were able to host 
about 30 people and sometimes we would even check 
in on developer status meetings during these events. 
Literally open up the laptop and show potential recruits 
the stuff you’re working on. It goes a long way.”

SETTING EXPECTATIONS

Once you’ve gone to great lengths to recruit the best and 
brightest, it’s important to set and maintain expectations, 
especially for younger team members. So, how do you 
avoid shiny object syndrome and keep young engineers 

focused on the task at hand while maintaining creativity 
and ambition? Walking that fine line is tricky, but not 
impossible.

Shapira and Daniel agree that maintaining transparency 
around goals and the product roadmap is extremely 
helpful. “Treat young team members like adults,” Shapira 
elaborates. “You have to explain the company’s priorities 
and show the team how they’re being set. That tends to 
work really well as long as your team understands.”

As for creativity? That’s where hackathons and ‘FedEx’ 
days where code is shipped in one day come in handy. 
But Shapira notes that maintaining creativity might not 
be that challenging after all. “I’ve found that — and 
hopefully I haven’t tried too hard — you can’t kill creativity 
or ambition. If you do, you probably hired the wrong 
people to start with. You don’t actually need to worry 
about it too much.”

Recruiting great team members is just the first step to 
building a productive team. But it’s perhaps the most 
important step. It’s not an activity that can be brushed 
aside or taken for granted. Being authentic and open 
with potential recruits will go a long way to your team’s 
ultimate success.

“YOU CAN’T 
KILL CREATIVITY 
OR AMBITION. 
IF YOU DO, YOU 
PROBABLY HIRED 
THE WRONG 
PEOPLE TO START 
WITH.”

http://openviewpartners.com
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HOW DATADOG 
TRANSFORMS 
NON-TECHNICAL 
SALES HIRES INTO 
‘ALMOST ENGINEERS’
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

During college Alex Rosemblat spent a fair amount 
of time in programming and database classes, 
but ultimately earned a business degree with a 

specialization in IT. Today, he is the VP of Marketing for 
Datadog, a monitoring service that aggregates data 
from disparate sources to provide Dev and Ops teams 
with a unified view of large-scale applications typically 
running on a public cloud. 

Although he realizes that some might say his transition 
from programming to marketing qualifies as crossing 
over to the dark side, his early experiences working with 
a variety of tech startups schooled him well in the value 
of good marketing. “My perspective changed,” he says, 
speaking of what he learned about marketing while at 
VKernel (a VMware monitoring solution that was acquired 
by Dell). “You can have the best product in the world, but 
if you can’t make the value clear to the audience that’s 
trying to find you, or you can’t put yourself in front of the 
person looking for a product like yours, you are never 
going to sell.”

Once you do have a prospect’s interest, you do however 
need to know how to best communicate with them, 
answer questions and match their problems to your 
solution. To this end, Rosemblat, has developed an 
onboarding process to transform non-technical hires 
into “almost-engineers.” Pairing a strong product with 
sales and marketing professionals who can speak the 
language of their highly technical audience has proven 
to be a powerful combination.
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BUILDING THE UNICORN HIRE

Rosemblat has always worked on highly technical 
products, and Datadog is no different. To sell effectively, 
he needs a team of marketers and salespeople who 
are fully versed in the lingo, the product use cases 
and the customer needs. Finding people with the right 
background for these roles can be a challenge. “Top 
sales or marketing candidates that are also highly 
technical are essentially ‘unicorns.’ You won’t find many 
in the market and our team members need to have a 
solid understanding of technology to be successful.” 
Rosemblat overcomes this challenge by ‘building’ the 
unicorn hire with in-depth, continuous training.

Rosemblat’s training philosophy is based on pages he 
borrowed from the playbooks of companies like Epic 
Systems Corporation, which invests a great deal of time 
and money into up-front employee education. “We went 
through three months of training, nothing but training,” 
Rosemblat recalls of his early-career experience at Epic, 
now the leading healthcare software company. “The first 
month was training on the specific products we’d been 
assigned to, the second on how to do the different parts 
of your job. I even had a half-day training on how to 
run an effective meeting. That’s the kind of thing I don’t 
think a lot of companies really invest in, but a year after 
I started at Epic, I was a twenty-four year old involved in 
multimillion dollar sales and had been handed a great 
deal of responsibility. At Epic, that was not an unusual 
scenario, and I think the reason we were able to do it 
was that we all had undertaken so much training. It takes 
a lot of time and a lot of effort, but that amount of training 
gives people a huge boost to help them effectively do 
jobs that they had never done before.” 

Based on these experiences, Rosemblat understood 
that the company could hire the best non-technical 
candidates available and help them become the team 
members they needed through specialized training.

ONBOARDING ON STEROIDS

“The first thing that happens within a week or two of a 
non-technical new hire joining is that they go through our 
extensive new-hire training curriculum. We run these each 
month and actually synchronize start dates so we can 
coordinate the training.” This may not seem to be such 
an innovative approach to onboarding non-technical 
hires, but it’s just the beginning of Rosemblat’s process.

“IT TAKES A 
LOT OF TIME 
AND A LOT OF 
EFFORT, BUT 
THAT AMOUNT 
OF TRAINING 
GIVES PEOPLE 
A HUGE BOOST 
TO HELP THEM 
EFFECTIVELY DO 
JOBS THAT THEY 
HAD NEVER 
DONE BEFORE.”

http://openviewpartners.com
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For instance, he encourages people to attend the initial 
training twice. “Most people are usually really quiet 
in their first training,” he explains. “There are so many 
concepts and so much new terminology being thrown at 
them that I think that only a percentage of the material 
gets thoroughly digested. But after a month of being on 
the phones and immersed in the company, new hires 
have the foundation to start asking a ton of questions in 
their second training. This,” Rosemblat points out, “helps 
not only the returning recruits, but also first-timers who 
can piece things together more quickly based on the 
context of the questions being asked.”

In addition to that initial training, Rosemblat provides new 
hires with a series of on-demand videos and a weekly 
sales and marketing update in which the team covers not 
only new campaigns (so people know where their leads 
are coming from and how they should address them), but 
also deep dives into other market topics. “Every single 
week, our people get topped off with new knowledge 
about different kinds of technologies, new features in our 
products, or a change in the market,” Rosemblat says. 
“All of this helps them in their job.”

DEMO CERTIFICATION

After someone has been with the company for a few 
months, they are ready for Rosemblat’s comprehensive 
demo certification training. Compressed into several 
hours of intensive training, this course pairs new hires 
with support engineers and product marketers. The goal 
is to walk new employees through the standard demo in 
great detail so that they don’t just learn what to say, but 
also why each element is there to begin with.

“At this stage, new hires have the foundation. They get 
it. They’re able to start connecting a lot of the dots,” says 
Rosemblat. “Now it’s on them to practice every day until 
they can not only do the demo in their sleep, but also 
answer common questions, respond to less common 
questions elegantly, and tailor the demo to the prospect 
based off of details provided in a role play.”

The pinnacle of this training is becoming demo-certified. 
The process is tough. “Each person has to do a persona-
based demo with one of our support team leads. They 
do a discovery process and then slant the demo based 
on what’s most important to the prospect’s persona. The 
support team lead gives the candidate a qualitative 
thumbs up or thumbs down on the practical part of the 
test, which is followed by a written portion.”

THE RESULTS

Once someone has been demo-certified by the support 
team, they are cleared to do fly-by demos such as you 
might see at a trade show where prospects are kicking 
the tires. “Getting demo-certified is a pretty big deal,” 
Rosemblat says. “They get a certificate, and for our non-
technical reps, this is a huge milestone.”

While certificates and milestones are great, Rosemblat’s 
onboarding and training program is about a lot more 
than that. Rosemblat recalls visiting Datadog’s sales team 
in Boston and hearing a couple of sales reps debating 
about which new Datadog-supported technologies were 
their favorites. “They were giving really solid technical 
reasons for their choices,” Rosemblat says proudly. “They 
sounded like engineers.”

This newly acquired technical acumen also translates 
outside of the company. “Once someone gets demo-
certified and is comfortable with the process, we put them 
at a trade show to demo the product and take questions 
from engineers,” Rosemblat says. “Almost every single 
time we’ve done that, the people we’re demoing to 
think that our salespeople are engineers. They have no 
idea that only a year or two earlier, the person doing the 
demo had likely not heard of AWS.”

Ultimately, Rosemblat would like to offer master classes 
for employees who are six to nine months into their 
careers with Datadog. “I have a list of about ten topics 
that come up and which are too technical for the sales 
team to be fully comfortable with,” Rosemblat says. “I’d 
like to go very deep into these topics so they can own 
them and talk to them like one of our support engineers.”

These kinds of scenarios — the ones he’s seeing in the 
field and the ones he aspires to create — reflect the 
ultimate outcome Rosemblat hopes to achieve via 
robust onboarding and training for non-technical hires. 
“It’s so important to have everyone on the same page 
with a shared set of knowledge and speaking the same 
language,” he says. “The faster that you’re able to fully 
enable a new hire, the sooner they’ll be able to reach 
the potential they exhibited during the hiring process.”
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“THE FASTER THAT 
YOU’RE ABLE TO 
FULLY ENABLE 
A NEW HIRE, 
THE SOONER 
THEY’LL BE 
ABLE TO REACH 
THE POTENTIAL 
THEY EXHIBITED 
DURING THE 
HIRING PROCESS.”

http://openviewpartners.com
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MARKETING 
CADENCE, 
HIRES, 
VISION 
& FOCUS
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

Doug Bewsher’s professional experience has given 
him unique insight into what it takes to run and 
market software companies. He has led marketing 

for some of the best known (and most emulated) brands in 
the social and mobile spaces, including Salesforce.com 
and Skype. As CMO of the former, Bewsher launched 
Salesforce Communities and Chatterbox, which made 
critical contributions to the company’s incredible growth. 
In the same role at Skype, his efforts helped grow the 
company’s user base to an impressive 750 million. Now, 
as the CEO of Leadspace, Bewsher works with leading 
B2B brands like Microsoft, Oracle, RingCentral and SAP 
to transform their lead generation, applying the power of 
predictive analytics to Big Data to improve engagement, 
boost lead conversions and ultimately drive more 
pipeline.

MATCHING MARKETING CADENCE TO 
COMPANY SIZE

Bewsher’s first CMO role was with a company called 
mig33, a social gaming platform backed by Accel and 
Redpoint. From there, he was recruited to join Skype, and 
after that he stepped into the CMO position at Salesforce. 
With each transition, Bewsher’s team and budget scaled 
as the overall size of the company — from 50 people 
at migg33 to 1,000 at Skype to 10,000 at Salesforce 
— grew. One thing Bewsher noticed as he progressed 
to increasingly larger companies was the corresponding 
change in the cadence of operations.
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DOUG BEWSHER
CEO
of Leadspace
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“When you’re running marketing at a smaller company, 
you have to be a very hands-on operator,” Bewsher 
says. Describing his level of his involvement in day-to-day 
marketing tasks at mig33 he recalls, “I had to be very 
conversant in all the core growth marketing tactics, and 
I was literally doing things like changing landing page 
designs and editing lines on core content assets.”

In addition to having broad knowledge and hands-on 
expertise, Bewsher emphasizes the importance of agility 
and organizational skills in a CMO at a smaller company. 
“You have to be incredibly good at prioritization,” 
he says. “The most important difference for this size 
marketing team is the speed at which you have to 
consider things and make decisions.” The cadence of 
operation, Bewsher explains, is extremely fast, almost in 
real time. “If there was a marketing tactic I wanted to act 
on, I had to make the decision and act on it right away,” 
he recalls. 

“THERE’S NO REAL LONG-TERM 
PLANNING AT A COMPANY THIS 
SIZE. YOU THINK OF SOMETHING, 
GET IT DONE TODAY, AND MOVE ON 
TO THE NEXT THING.”

At his subsequent positions at Skype and Salesforce, 
the cadence of marketing activity stretched to a month 
and then to three months, respectively. But, even with 
this slightly longer-term view, Bewsher says it’s always 
critical to complete tasks and keep the whole operation 
moving. He does note, however, that you have to work 
in a way that is suited to the size of the organization. 
“That cadence of thinking about the timeline and how 
you operate is very important,” he says. “A marketing 
person from a larger company may have an awesome 
skill set and really know what they’re doing, but if they’re 
used to building quarterly plans and try to use that same 
approach in a smaller company, it just doesn’t work.”

While at Salesforce, Bewsher worked closely with the 
company’s CEO, Marc Benioff. “I learned many things 
from Marc,” Bewsher says. “He always said that tactics 
dictate strategy. So, for instance, if you’re a marketer in 
a smaller company you need to think about your plan 
in terms of getting things done. This might mean moving 
quickly in the right direction using agile marketing rather 
than building a big, long-term plan and then a waterfall. 
The tactics you use dictate the larger strategy. It’s an 
interesting concept.”

Something else Bewsher recognized is the distinct 
differences in the CMO role depending on the size of the 
company. Smaller companies, Bewsher points out, don’t 
have CMOs, they have VPs of Marketing. “Even though 
we tend to give everyone at a startup a C-title, for me 
a CMO’s role is really about the coordination of multiple 
stakeholders, product lines, and marketing programs into 
a cohesive whole,” he explains. “Whereas the role of a 
VP of Marketing is simply to deliver brilliant marketing 
and take day-to-day ownership of marketing tasks.” 
These two different roles require very different skill sets, so 
understanding which one you actually need is important 
for successful hiring.

DECIDING WHEN TO MAKE CERTAIN KEY HIRES

Building a great team is one of a leader’s most important 
responsibilities. It can also be one of the most challenging, 
particularly for the CEOs of expansion stage software 
companies who have to make a lot of strategic decisions 
about how and when to bring in certain players.

For instance, there’s a lot of conversation in the SaaS 
industry right now about how to balance marketing and 
customer success. Which role should be given priority? 
When is the right time to hire a CMO or a VP of Customer 
Success? Bewsher has some strong opinions on the topic. 
“In general, I think that the CMO is one of the last roles 
you need to fill on your management team,” he says. 
“A lot of companies hire a CMO too early when all they 
really need is a Director of Marketing. The time to hire 
a CMO is when the company is big enough that you’re 
doing lots of events and evangelizing, and then you need 
to hire a sufficiently senior person who can handle that 
stage of growth. Though there are always exceptions, I 
completely buy that customer success needs to happen 
before you focus on generating more marketing leads.”

“The question you need to ask is what does a VP of 
customer success really look like, and what does this 
person do,” Bewsher says. “I joined Skype because 
most of the company’s growth comes from viral word 
of mouth. Salesforce grows in the same way — people 
like the product. And I joined Leadspace for the same 
reason.” 

“I BELIEVE THAT MOST OF OUR 
GROWTH IS COMING FROM 
REFERRALS. THAT’S CUSTOMER 
SUCCESS.”
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As with many other linchpin decisions, the hiring question 
comes down to a matter of timing. “Operationalized 
customer success is a sophisticated process,” Bewsher 
explains. “If you hire a VP of customer success too early — 
like when you’ve only got three customers — you’re only 
filling a very generalized kind of account management 
role. So, while it’s important to have somebody who 
can ensure customer success, the job description will be 
different depending on how many customers you have.”

BUILDING AROUND A VISION

Bewsher also has some actionable advice for early stage 
CEOs. “When I was starting out, somebody told me that 
the three core things you do as a CEO are set a vision, 
make sure there’s money in the bank, and hire great 
people,” he says. If pressed, however, Bewsher adds 
that the one thing the CEO needs to focus on is product 
market fit.

“Your product market fit is, in a sense, your vision,” he 
explains. “And, you have to have that vision. Vision is 
what separates brilliant entrepreneur CEOs from others 
— they have an idea and they know where they’re 
going.” Bewsher is a strong believer that you either have 
that vision from the start, or you don’t. “A vision usually 
starts with a story,” he says. “It’s a bit like when I was at 
Salesforce. Three days into my job as CMO, I looked at 
the challenges of lead generation for complex B2B sales 
cycles and said, ‘Somebody needs to solve this problem.’ 
A year later I left to run a company that is solving that 
very problem.”

On the topic of building a great team, Bewsher says he 
looks for fellow evangelists who “get” the vision and 
embrace it. “The first thing I look for when I’m hiring is 
whether the candidate really believes in what we’re 
trying to do,” he says. “At the end of the day, if they don’t 
believe in where we’re going — not based on facts, but 
in their gut — we shouldn’t be hiring them.”

GETTING BACK TO THE BASICS

Whether you’re a CEO, CMO, VP of Marketing or Director 
of Customer Success, Bewsher believes that marketing is 
evolving to a state where all efforts align around product 
market fit. “What we’re seeing is a shift back to the core 
of marketing, which is customer insight,” he says. “For a 
while, we had growth hackers and marketing became 
focused on how to get the product into people’s hands. 

But, that’s changed. Now it’s more about understanding 
the customer, figuring out their needs, and building 
a really great product that solves for those needs. 
That’s what really matters when you’ve got so much 
competition.”

Bewsher is excited by this shift. “While a lot of the cool 
companies of the 90s were founded by product guys, now 
that we have resources like Amazon Web Services and 
Leadspace finding people and building your products in 
the cloud, all of a sudden it’s actually become quite easy 
to build products again. So, the magic of the guys who 
can build a product is much less important than getting 
the right product market fit. Marketing is back on top, 
and I think the role will continue to evolve and become 
more important.”

“VISION 
IS WHAT 
SEPARATES 
BRILLIANT 
ENTREPRENEUR 
CEOS FROM 
OTHERS.”

http://openviewpartners.com
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THE ROI OF 
EMPLOYER 
BRANDING 
Interviewed by Sarah Duffy

“Your employer brand is what people say 
about you as an employer when you’re not 
in the room,” says Dustin Clinard, Managing 

Director of the Americas for Universum, a global leader 
in employer branding data and strategy. But, don’t be 
fooled by that simple definition. Your employer brand 
— and how you choose to manage it — can have a 
big, bottom-line impact on your business’ success and 
profitability. After all, companies are made of people, so 
what people say about your company matters.

A strong employer brand can also give your company 
an edge in competitive employment markets and play 
an important role in retention. “If you have the right 
employer value proposition, then when push comes to 
shove your employees will work harder to get the job 
done and ride out the rough times because they value 
their position at the firm,” says Clinard.

Clearly, a strong employer brand is a huge asset to 
any company. But what exactly does it take to build a 
brand that attracts and retains top talent? Based on his 
experience working with companies around the globe, 
Clinard has some specific tips and tactics that will help 
any company get started on the right foot.

GETTING STARTED WITH EMPLOYER BRANDING — 
WHEN AND HOW

When it comes to employer branding, size doesn’t really 
matter. Clinard notes that even if you’re a startup with 
only five people, you still technically have an employer 
brand. It may not be widely known, but it exists. But, just 
because it exists doesn’t mean it’s the right time to spend 
a lot of money on it. “The scope is probably limited,” 
Clinard explains. “At that stage, the cost of managing 
your employer brand — if you’re going to invest in 
social media and branding campaigns, etc. — Probably 
exceeds the value of a hire or two.”

That said, research shows that there’s a lot of value in 
finding the right employee-employer fit. “The right person 
can be 25%, 50%, or even 200% more productive, so 
that has to be part of the decision of whether it’s worth 
it to invest in employer branding,” Clinard says. “This 
usually applies when you need a highly skilled person 
to fill a role where productivity really matters to your 
business.”
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If you decide that it’s time to move ahead with an 
employer branding initiative, Clinard has these tips to 
offer:

 » Don’t assume you have to spend a lot of 
money.

“Managing your employer brand doesn’t have to be 
expensive,” Clinard says. “You don’t have to do media 
campaigns like the TV ad series that GE ran to appeal to 
computer science graduates. That’s a pretty expensive 
way to go, but for GE it was worth the expense since 
computer science grads are a critical link for them in the 
future.”

 » Do pay attention to the career component of 
your website.

“For smaller companies — like a startup looking to hire 
twenty people — you can do a lot through your web 
presence,” Clinard says. “The career page is arguably 
one of the biggest lost employer branding opportunities. 
Many career pages are just a listing of job openings, 
when they should be a place for companies to talk about 
the components of their employer value proposition and 
how they want people to remember them.” Increasingly, 
people and culture are critical differentiators in 
the employment markets, so make sure that you’re 
highlighting those elements appropriately.

 » Do consider paid social media.

While Clinard acknowledges that you can, for instance, 
start a Facebook Careers page for your company for 
free, he doesn’t think that’s always the right way to 
go. “The most effective social media efforts we see do 
include a sponsored component that is paid,” he says. 
“That’s really the best way to cut through the clutter.” 
Cutting through the clutter is key if you want to reach 
your target audience and be able to test social content 
based on your research.

 » Do focus on delivering a consistent message.

“One of the key things that we see come up, especially 
for candidates who are interested in smaller companies, 
is that these people really care about consistency,” says 
Clinard. Similar to consistency in brand messaging, 
it’s important for your company’s credibility to have a 
consistent employer brand message across all your 
media and channels: the career section on your website, 
your Facebook page, your LinkedIn page, Twitter, 

Snapchat… wherever you are talking to your audience. 
“Imagine you’re a candidate and you have a brief 
conversation with a recruiter about a job. Later, when 
you look at the Glassdoor page and the career site, and 
then you have an interview with the founder about the 
employer proposition — are there four or five consistent 
themes coming through?”

“What we find is that it doesn’t matter who you talk to, 
people just want to have honest conversations,” Clinard 
says. “Aligning your content and entire team around 
a consistent message about why your company is a 
great place to work represents a big opportunity and 
something you need to get right. You need to know 
what you’re going to focus on and talk about. You need 
to know your priorities, or you’ll end up talking about 
everything. Stick to the smaller subset of things that are 
true to your core and intensely differentiating.”

GETTING YOUR EMPLOYEES INVOLVED

Employer branding is, by its nature, a collaborative 
activity — whether you want it to be or not. Many 
companies take advantage of this aspect of the process 
by intentionally engaging their employees in their 
employer brand efforts. “The first thing to remember 
when engaging employees is that employer branding 
is not a sleight of hand trick or marketing concept,” says 
Clinard. “It’s not a project, something you do once and 
see what happens. It is designed to be a reflection of 
who you are as an employer and requires a long-term 
commitment.”

With that context in mind, Clinard recommends 
encouraging employees to talk about what it’s like to 
work at your company, whether through Glassdoor or 
some other channel. Just know that you’re not always 
going to hear what you expected or what you hoped 
for. “Sometimes, you’ll see things you don’t want to see,” 
Clinard says. “You’ll see that people don’t like certain 
things or value different things than we, as leaders, think 
they should value.” Clinard recommends that companies 
allow their employees to comment and encourage 
honest input that they can then use to prioritize their 
employer brand efforts. “We find that the companies that 
are looking to create happy employees are the ones 
where the employees feel like their voices are being 
heard,” Clinard says. 

http://openviewpartners.com
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EMPLOYER BRANDING IN THE FUTURE — TRENDS 
TO WATCH

“Employer branding is becoming more important,” 
Clinard says without hesitation. “It’s increasingly difficult 
to see what a company is really like on the inside, and 
given the increased number of startups and interest in 
entrepreneurial careers, it’s even more important that 
people are able to understand a company’s culture. The 
talent market used to be thrilled just to be working for a 
startup, but now they want to make sure they’re working 
for the right one.”

Driven by the talent market’s interest in startups, there’s a 
trend of large companies trying to replicate the startup 
experience. “In general, the world is becoming more 
entrepreneurial,” Clinard says. “And big companies are 
fighting back by offering entrepreneurial environments 
within the protection of a larger firm. Our data shows 
that stability is actually a fairly valued driver for someone 
who’s graduating from college with a whole lot of debt. 
For these people, the combination of entrepreneurial 
environment and corporate stability can feel like a safer 
place to start.”

Another trend Clinard sees is an increased level of 
authenticity in employer branding. “Employer branding is 
becoming more real and is more about the people,” he 
says. “This is important to remember with both messaging 
and imagery. If you’re using pictures on a website or 
social channel, for instance, try to make the imagery 
reflective of the actual people. And don’t be afraid of 
an employee posting an iPhone selfie of the team doing 
something like random balloons on a Friday. That kind 
of thing might not help people understand a great deal 
about your employer brand, but it’s human. It’s about 
people.”

Ultimately, Clinard urges companies to be purposeful 
about their employer branding. “Employment choices 
are largely about people, about asking whether these 
are the people you want to slug through the mud with 
every day, the people you want to celebrate with,” he 
says. “The companies with the strongest employer brands 
combine data with human authenticity to purposefully 
drive their employer brand. They make sure every word, 
every piece of content has a specific purpose, whether 
that purpose is to reinforce, test, or change an idea. 
Nothing about the process is random.”

“IT’S NOT ABOUT LEADERSHIP 
CREATING A MESSAGE AND THEN 
DEMANDING THAT EVERYONE FALL 
IN LINE. IT’S ABOUT ENCOURAGING 
EMPLOYEE PARTICIPATION, BUT NOT 
FORCING IT.”

At the end of the day, the potential benefit of direct 
employee participation far outweighs the risk. “Sometimes 
we have to reframe a conversation, but sometimes 
we have an employee jump in when a prospective 
candidate asks a question. For instance, someone might 
ask about whether the company’s system is really cutting- 
edge, and an employee might respond by sharing their 
experience working at other firms and why this system 
really is cutting-edge. That kind of response is more 
powerful than any kind of paid media you could buy 
because it’s authentic.”

MEASURING THE ROI OF YOUR EMPLOYER 
BRAND

There’s no getting around the fact that measuring the 
ROI of your employer brand is hard. Instead, Clinard 
recommends focusing on a recruitment-focused, cost-
per-hire type of metric and looking at the satisfaction of 
the person doing the hiring.

“One piece to look at is whether it was cheaper, faster, 
and/or easier to recruit someone,” Clinard says. “So, 
for example, if my typical recruiting cycle is 45 days, 
but a tweak I made to make my employer brand more 
internally and externally relevant reduced the cycle to 35 
days, that means we had to spend less time convincing 
someone to come on board.” Because recruiting 
exercises have very real time and money resources 
behind them, this is one way to measure ROI.

Measuring the satisfaction of the manager who made 
the hire is another way to track long-term ROI. “You can 
survey your managers three, six, or nine months after 
someone has joined the firm and ask if they would 
hire that person again if they had the choice,” Clinard 
says. “This simple exercise can help you establish a 
benchmark quickly and easily, and then you could do 
some calculations to try and further define the ROI.” 
Usually, however, Clinard points out that because most 
of the employer branding work doesn’t cost much, the 
ROI will be there.

TH
E R

O
I O

F EM
PLO

Y
ER

 B
R

A
N

D
IN

G

“EMPLOYMENT 
CHOICES ARE 
LARGELY ABOUT 
PEOPLE, ABOUT 
ASKING WHETHER 
THESE ARE THE 
PEOPLE YOU 
WANT TO SLUG 
THROUGH THE 
MUD WITH EVERY 
DAY, THE PEOPLE 
YOU WANT TO 
CELEBRATE WITH.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/roi-of-employer-branding/#.V-6ccZMrJR0
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GROW YOUR BUSINESS 
WITH OUTCOMES, 
NOT ACTIVITY
Interviewed by Natalie Diggins

Right from the start, Melanie Ziegler knew she 
wanted to work in engineering. Straight out of 
college, she began her career journey, moving 

rapidly through the ranks of innovative engineering 
teams, first at Texas Instruments and soon thereafter at 
expansion stage startup Merit Technology in Dallas. 
Later on, she took on VP roles with a number of software 
companies including Advanced Visual Systems and VFA 
,at which she led engineering and product development. 
In 2011, she brought her expansive experience to a new 
audience when she launched her own consulting firm, 
MSZ Consulting, LLC, to provide high-impact advisory 
and leadership services to early-stage and expansion-
stage software companies.

The latest in Ziegler’s long list of impressive 
accomplishments is founding VPE Forum to provide 
Engineering VPs & CTOs at rapidly growing software 
companies with a high-caliber peer environment where 
they can collaborate on solutions and share best practices. 
“I saw early on that CEOs gained many benefits from 
having the opportunity to participate in peer groups,” 
Ziegler says of the inspiration behind VPE Forum. “I felt 
there was an opportunity to help Engineering VPs by 
providing a trusted and confidential environment where 
they could get honest insights and advice into how to 
solve the very real business issues and challenges they 
were facing.” Since its launch in 2014, VPE Forum 
has been thriving and consistently helping executive 
engineering leaders learn and evolve so that they can 
make important contributions that help the companies 
they work for grow faster and achieve greater success.

One topic that is continually raised by Engineering 
leaders Ziegler works with in the VPE Forum is how to 

MELANIE ZIEGLER
Founder & CEO

of VPE Forum
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overcome the challenge of crafting relevant and useful 
engineering metrics that the business can use to evaluate 
success.

THE CASE AGAINST PRODUCTIVITY METRICS

“Everybody struggles with this,” says Ziegler. CEOs often 
ask their engineering leaders to report productivity 
metrics in order to assess Engineering’s contribution to the 
business. “At the same time, engineering leaders know 
they can’t accurately measure productivity, their teams 
know it, and even if they could, they know it’s largely 
unrelated to the contribution engineering is making to 
the business.” 

“One of the main challenges I see is around what I would 
call activity-based metrics — which, at the end of the day 
don’t tie back to what’s really important for the business.” 
The problem stems, Ziegler explains, from the fact that it’s 
nearly impossible to measure engineering productivity. It’s 
an age-old problem. Years ago the industry established 
a precedent where VPEs would report on lines of code 
(LOC) as a performance measurement. Thankfully, the 
industry has evolved beyond that simplistic and irrelevant 
metric, but vestiges of that mentality persist. Today, instead 
of asking for LOC, executives might ask engineering 
leaders to report on Agile metrics like velocity and story 
points to measure how much value has been delivered.

All too often engineering leaders deliver these metrics 
nonetheless because “Story points and velocity metrics 
are easy to produce, but they are not terribly meaningful 
in terms of measuring team productivity. And they 
convey little about delivered business value. With 
regards to productivity, the problem is that things shift. 
The team’s skills make up, size, engineering consistency, 
and availability are not constant within a team, never 
mind across teams. Vacations happen.” The benefit 
engineering organizations can bring is not about how 
many story points they delivered or their velocity, it’s 
about how agile they can be in meeting the changing 
needs of the business and the customer.

ENGINEERING METRICS THAT MAKE SENSE

So where should the focus be if it’s not on productivity 
metrics? Ziegler says the focus should instead be on 
business outcomes. “Frankly, the types of metrics CEOs 
should focus on for engineering are the same types they 
use to measure the success of other functional areas, 

be it marketing, sales, or finance — business outcome 
metrics.” says Ziegler. After all, she points out, “You 
don’t grow a business on increased activity. You don’t 
generate revenue by selling story points. You grow a 
business on outcomes, such as new features delivered 
that are valued by your customers.”

To determine the most appropriate and meaningful 
metrics, CEOs and engineering leaders should 
collaborate to identify and articulate what the business 
actually cares about that engineering can impact. Is it 
subscription renewals, international support, features 
for a new vertical market? Understand the business 
goals and then define the metrics accordingly. Consider 
tagging stories in the backlog to the business impact 
they are intended to serve to make it more visible to all 
involved.

“Story points delivered do not equate to economic 
value,” Ziegler says. “Features delivered to enable entry 
into a new vertical market? That delivers economic value. 
That’s business impact.” Another important element of 
developing sound engineering metrics is to ensure that 
there’s a strong collaboration between the engineering 
team and the product team. “Truly great delivered 
product is the result of a team, a true partnership between 
product and engineering,” Ziegler explains. “It follows 
that great metrics are derived from a similar partnership.”

Another challenge lies in balancing the often opposing 
goals of your development and operations teams. While 
developers are focused on deploying as much business-
enhancing code as possible, the operations team is 
focused on maximizing up-time, and — conversely — 
minimizing the risk of breakage and failure that can 
accompany deployment. To close the gap between 
these two groups, you have to ensure that both teams 
are working toward a shared set of outcomes, ones that 
are based on calculated risk and which serve a shared 
audience and support the overall business strategy.

While Ziegler advocates strongly for this unified and 
outcome-driven approach, she doesn’t suggest that VPEs 
throw activity-based metrics out the window. Activity-
based metrics are, she says, useful in managing and 
leading engineering groups. Measuring the team’s 
velocity, for instance, helps the team determine how 
much they can take on in an upcoming sprint. The key is 
to tailor the use of these metrics on a team-by-team basis. 

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/engineering-metrics/#.WD3hwaIrLOR
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“All teams are not created equal,” Ziegler explains. “One 
team might need to focus more on improving quality, 
while another might really need to focus on turning up 
the dial on more effective user interfaces. The metrics you 
put in place for each of those teams are different.”

Even as she acknowledges the benefit of using activity-
based metrics to manage workflow and assess team 
performance, Ziegler warns against letting those metrics 
find their way into other parts of the company. “What 
we don’t want to see as an engineer,” she says, “is the 
executive leadership looking to measure the engineering 
organization based on the activity-based goals that the 
VPE uses to plan the team’s work and drive continual 
improvement.”

To provide a different perspective — to the engineering 
team as well as to executives — she recommends 
evaluating the engineering team’s performance using 
“big,” outcome-focused questions like:

 » Are you delivering value for the customer?

 » Are you delivering results each quarter that will help 
grow the business?

 » Are you mitigating risk?

 » Do you know the ROI of the features you’re 
building?

 » Did you ship when you said you would ship?

These are the kinds of questions that get the engineering 
team thinking in the context of what their work means to 
the business.

EXAMPLES OF OUTCOME-BASED METRICS

So, while activity-based metrics have their place, it’s not 
to help the C-suite measure engineering performance. 
What kinds of metrics, then, help the engineering team 
report on productivity and quantify the value they deliver 
to the organization? Ziegler has several suggestions:

Feature Usage

“One of the best practices I see amongst the collaboration 
between engineering and product is around defining 
the metrics that will be used to evaluate if a feature is 
successful, is being adopted, as was anticipated. After all, 
wasn’t there an ROI anticipated for the feature?” Ziegler 
says. “Before the feature is developed, they identify the 

measures that define what success will look like for that 
feature.” In addition to putting focus on the outcome, this 
future-looking approach also gives the team the ability 
to engineer in a way to measure its usage. It gets them 
thinking about who is going to use the feature and for 
what benefit, about how the customer will define the 
success of the feature. Thinking about results in these 
terms helps eliminate situations in which a team has 
worked hard to develop ten new features, but no one 
cares: a situation that would demoralize the engineering 
team. “The resultant data also has the benefit of providing 
functional areas across the company with the insight they 
need to maximize the business benefit after initial release 
— whether it’s additional development that is required, 
more training or promotion, or any number of other 
paths.”

Product Scorecard

While Ziegler acknowledges that scorecards can be 
more qualitative than quantitative, she does see their 
value when the questions asked tie back to business 
goals. “Some companies in the VPE Forum use a 
product scorecard to review the business outcomes of 
the engineering organization,” she explains. “By having 
stakeholders from different parts of the company such 
as Customer Support, Sales, and Professional Services 
provide inputs, you put emphasis on the results of what 
has been developed.” Questions that serve well in this 
capacity focus on things like how easy the feature is to 
implement, how easy is it to support, how competitive it 
is, how is the quality, how satisfied are customers, and 
how complete is it compared to where it needs to be.

Cycle Time

Cycle time measures from the time work starts until the 
time it’s finished, and Ziegler finds it a great measure of 
how quickly an engineering team delivers value to the 
customer. “I don’t really view it as a velocity metric,” she 
says. It does measure velocity, but instead of looking 
only at speed, Ziegler looks at speed in the context of 
customer value. For instance, if you’re building out a new 
vertical area for the product, or if you need to work on 
stats for how quickly you can get something back to the 
customer — those are the types of things to look at in 
order to evaluate engineering performance.

Lead Time

The lead time metric measures from the time a feature is 
added to the backlog to the time when the engineering 
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team has the capacity to start working on it. It’s essentially 
how long the feature is aging in the backlog. “In addition 
to addressing the organization that feels engineering 
never gets to anything, measuring lead time can provide 
a lot of insight into engineering team capacity and other 
ways to attend to a roadmap,” Ziegler says. There’s 
value, too, in identifying features and functionality that 
have aged out because that can help the team recognize 
misaligned priorities. “Looking at lead time can provide 
insights that generate executive conversations about 
how investments are being made in the company and 
what’s really important,” Ziegler says.

DELIVERING THE RIGHT METRICS

Whichever metrics you use, make sure you consider 
the energy you’ll need to expend tracking them. Can 
the data you need be collected easily? Make sure that 
the return you’re getting warrants the effort. And even 
more importantly, make sure that the metrics you choose 
ultimately tie back to growth. As Ziegler rightly points out, 
“If it’s not about increasing the revenue, achieving high 
customer satisfaction and growing the business, then 
why track it?”

“If you’re an engineering leader, my advice to you is 
think about the business strategy and make sure you 
develop metrics that tie back to that,” Ziegler says. “If 
you do that, it will crystallize your thinking around the 
decisions you make each and every day with your team. 
It engages your team and visibly ties their efforts directly 
to the company’s success.” 

Ziegler also recommends that the VPE market the 
engineering team to the rest of the organization. 
“Engineering simply can’t be heads down in their 
group, doing all the right things for the business, but not 
letting the business know about it,” she says. “The more 
visibility and sharing you have, the more the rest of the 
organization will know that engineering is producing 
really great things for the company and the customer.” 

Whether it’s in a newsletter, company meeting or an 
internal promotional video about a new feature, Ziegler 
pushes the teams she works with to establish a presence 
of success within the organization and a palpable sense 
of things getting done. “When the company is happy 
with delivered results, with the business outcomes,” she 
says, “the CEO’s first question to engineering won’t be 
about their productivity metrics.”

“IF IT’S 
NOT ABOUT 
INCREASING 
THE REVENUE, 
ACHIEVING 
HIGH CUSTOMER 
SATISFACTION & 
GROWING THE 
BUSINESS, THEN 
WHY TRACK IT?”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/engineering-metrics/#.WD3hwaIrLOR
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SKIP THE HAPPY HOUR. 
RELY ON REFERRALS.
Interviewed by Kyle Lacy

As the founder and CEO 
of TrackMaven — the 
integrated marketing 

analytics platform for digital 
marketers — Allen Gannett isn’t 
one to make off-the-cuff comments. 
He’s an analytical thinker with a skill 
for reverse engineering his way to 
innovative solutions. In addition to 
creating a platform that enables 
companies to replace gut-driven 
marketing with truly data-driven 
marketing, he also has advice to 
share on the most effective ways 
to make good hires and how to 
engage in networking efficiently so 
you don’t wind up wasting a lot of 
precious time.

ON HIRING AND THE POWER 
OF REFERRALS

“My goal when I’m interviewing 
candidates is to be saying ‘yes’ to 
80% of the people I meet,” Gannett 
says. Even during periods of intense 
growth, the TrackMaven team keeps 
its focus on this goal. “Sometimes, 
as we’ve been growing, we’ve had 
to pull up when we realized that 
our talent pipeline wasn’t delivering 
what we needed,” Gannett says. “If 
my candidate acceptance rate falls 
to 50%, for instance, then we know 
there’s an issue and we need to 
rebalance the system. Consistently 
making small refinements over time 
has been really effective.”

The TrackMaven team’s recruitment 
and hiring process includes all 
the usual best practices: clearly 
defining the personality traits of 
winning candidates (intellectual 
curiosity ranks higher than past 
experience of even hard skills), 
an interview-driven process that 
includes approximately seven 
separate interviews (including the 
in-house recruiter, hiring manager, 
potential teammates, peers from 
a different team, etc.), intense 
reference checks (both listed and 
off-listed), a detailed scorecard in 
Greenhouse, and then the final 
review with Gannett. But, there’s 
one key element of the TrackMaven 
hiring process that may be a little 
different than the norm.

“The majority of the people who 
work at TrackMaven came to us via 
referrals,” Gannett explains. “That’s 
been the number one insight we’ve 
discovered about our process. 
Whether they are internal or 
external, we now really optimize our 
process around referrals.” Looking 
back at past executive searches, 
Gannett saw that when they relied 
on posting a job description on 
the website, a mere 1% of the 
candidates who responded were 
viable. By contrast, when the team 
identifies candidates via referrals, 
the viability rate climbs to 20, 30, or 

WHEN 
THE TEAM 
IDENTIFIES 
CANDIDATES 
VIA REFERRALS, 
THE VIABILITY 
RATE CLIMBS 
TO 20, 30, OR 
EVEN 40%.

even 40%. The team has embraced 
the referral approach so fully, in 
fact, that the company no longer 
engages external recruiters for 
executive searches.

“If, for instance, I need to hire a VP 
of Operations, I’ll ask 100 people 
to recommend someone for the role 
and I know I’ll get the names of 30 
to 40 really great people.”

In the example above, Gannett is 
leveraging the power of second-
degree networks, a strategy that 
he feels is grossly underutilized. 
“The power of a referral is amazing 
whether you’re talking about sales 
or marketing,” he says. “And most 
people dramatically underestimate 
the value of networking with friends 
of friends. That’s been one of the 
biggest lessons we’ve learned. 
Whether we’re getting referrals 
to customers or candidates, it’s all 
about who we already know who 
might know the people we want 
to know. Think about it — if you 
know 100 people who know 100 
people, that’s 10,000 people. 
Pretty shocking.”

ON STARTUP HAPPY HOURS 
AND NETWORKING VALUE

On a tangentially related note, 
Gannett has some pretty strong 
opinions about the value (or lack 
thereof) of typical startup-focused 
networking events. Though he 

“WE’VE FOUND THAT 
THE MOST EFFECTIVE 
APPROACH FOR OUR 
EXECUTIVE SEARCHES 
IS TO USE IN-HOUSE 
RESOURCES & FOCUS 
ON LEVERAGING OUR 
NETWORK,” GANNETT 
SAYS. 
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does speak at some such events 
for recruiting purposes, he no 
longer attends them for any other 
reason. “When I was a first-time 
entrepreneur, I probably attended 
three or four startup happy hour 
events each week,” he recalls. 
“In retrospect, it’s a pretty bizarre 
phenomenon. You go and drink 
mediocre beer in some weird venue 
in order to feel like you’re meeting 
people, hustling, and making 
progress; but none of these things 
actually drives business success.”

What these happy hour and pitch-
off events do drive, according to 
Gannett, is social fabric; but that’s 
not really what the industry needs. 
“What the startup industry needs,” 
he says, “is more people building 
successful businesses.” Once 
Gannett realized that the successful 
CEOs he’d met were never at 
these types of events, he took a 
look around and realized that the 
most effective startup founders 
were spending their time engaging 
with people in the industry their 
companies serve.

“So, for instance, if you’re building 
a small-business event-marketing 
software company,” Gannett says, 
“you need to spend time with people 
in the event space like meeting 
planners and event marketers. 
Those are the conferences you 
should attend and the happy hours 
you should go to — the ones where 
your customers are.”

Gannett also realized, to circle back 
to the concept of referrals, that 
every time he had the opportunity to 
meet the CEO of a larger and more 
successful company, it was because 
a mutual friend had made an 
introduction. “That’s how you build 

real and valuable relationships with 
other CEOs,” Gannett says. “Not at 
a happy hour, but by having a more 
focused one-on-one discussion.”

Bottom line: Gannett says that 
98.5% of startup happy hours are 
a waste of time. “If you’re looking 
at that invite right now, you should 
decline,” he says, “Time is one of the 
assets that cannot be replenished. If 
I have an extra two hours in my day 
and a choice between calling some 
customers or attending a happy 
hour, I’ll call the customers every 
single time. Or, maybe instead of 
spending so much time at happy 
hours, you should spend some time 
on the beach and clear your head.”

“THAT’S HOW 
YOU BUILD REAL 
AND VALUABLE 
RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH OTHER CEOS,” 
GANNETT SAYS. 
“NOT AT A HAPPY 
HOUR, BUT BY 
HAVING A MORE 
FOCUSED ONE-ON-
ONE DISCUSSION.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/hiring-skip-the-happy-hour-rely-on-referrals/#.WD3hpKIrLOR
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HOW TO RECRUIT 
PRODUCT MANAGERS 
IN 2016
Interviewed by Blake Bartlett

This summer I sat down with 
Facebook’s Yoav Shapira 
and Craig Daniel of join.me 

to discuss product & engineering 
best practices. Over the course of 
their careers, they’ve built and led 
product teams at companies like 
HubSpot, CarGurus and LogMeIn. 
But, regardless of the company, one 
challenge they faced throughout 
was recruiting and retaining high-
performing product managers. 
Here, Shapira and Daniel provide 
insights on how to find, develop 
and motivate top talent.

RECRUITING VS. DEVELOPING 
TALENT

Put simply, “Recruiting product 
managers is hard,” says Craig 
Daniel. “We’ve had better luck 
starting with internal team members 
who are either developers or Scrum 
Masters who show an interest in the 
product owner or manager role.”

While interest is a good first signal, 
Daniel must identify the qualities of a 
successful product manager before 
anyone can step into the position.

“From a DNA standpoint, you need 
someone who is super smart with 
the ability to consume a ton of 
information. They need to take data 
from so many different stakeholders 
— the customer, the boss, the CEO 
— and distill that down and use 
their judgment to figure out the 
next priority.” That, Daniel notes, is 
precisely why it’s so hard to recruit 
them.

“The unique skillset required for a 
successful product manager is hard 
to assess in an interview. You have 
to look through their history and 
walk through real-world scenarios,” 
he adds. “That’s why I find it a little 
easier to go through this process 
internally if you already have 
really great people on your team. 
The product manager role is a 

unique one that is different in each 
organization. So, even if someone 
has done it before somewhere else, 
they might not be a perfect fit at 
your company.”

Daniel’s ‘grow from within 
philosophy’ is one that’s becoming 
increasingly popular. In fact, Drift’s 
David Cancel no longer recruits 
product managers for the precise 
reasons Daniel points out. Cancel 
goes one step further saying that, 
“Even if you can find [someone] 
externally who happens to meet 
your definition of a great product 
manager, the experience they bring 
is something that you’ll most likely 
want to retrain/untrain them of. 
You want them to use your special 
sauce, your differentiator.”

Another controversial point Cancel 
brings up is whether or not product 
managers need MBAs. “Back in the 
day, all of the product managers at 
my companies wanted to leave to 
go get their MBA. Today, everyone 
wants to go to business school 
to leave and become a product 
manager.”

But, Daniel has his own ideas when 
it comes to evaluating the usefulness 
of a professional degree. “I don’t 
have an MBA, but we have a 
couple of people on our team who 

YOAV SHAPIRA
Engineering Manager
at Facebook
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do and they’re incredibly helpful 
for modeling and forecasting,” he 
says. “So maybe at a startup you 
don’t need to do this as much, but 
at a public company like LogMeIn, 
the product manager needs to 
be able to say, ‘The reason we’re 
doing item A instead of item B is 
because it’s forecasted to bring in 
$1 million next year based on all 
these mechanics.’ I don’t need an 
MBA to do that, but it certainly helps 
when you’re going to the Board 
and executive team and discussing 
these points.”

“That being said,” Daniel adds, 
“I tend to value creative thinker-
types who can make decisions and 
iterate and move the ball down 
the field.” But, like most things, he 
also points out that there’s simply no 
silver bullet when it comes to finding 
the perfect product manager. “It’s 
a grind. It’s all about due diligence 
and organization and focus and 
prioritization and continuing to 
knock things out.”

THE RIGHT TIME TO RECRUIT

Yoav Shapira is on the same page 
as Daniel when it comes to recruiting 
product managers, especially as 
it relates to younger talent that 
hasn’t necessarily come up through 
the rank and file. Today, there are 
many fresh-out-of-college grads 
looking for product manager jobs. 
They’re no longer looking to work 
at Goldman Sachs, but instead are 
hoping to land product manager 
positions at startups and tech 
companies. So, how does Shapira 
feel about this influx of interest and 
talent?

“I haven’t hired a product manager 
out of school ever, not because 
of a philosophical opposition to it. 

The bar is just so high to be a good 
product manager. Many of the skills 
that Craig mentioned take years to 
develop and communication skills 
are a huge part of any product 
manager’s success. You need 
to be able to explain not just to 
engineers what to do next, but also 
to salespeople. You’ve got to show 
them you understand how product 
decisions impact sales and other 
stakeholders. That takes a lot of 
time. I haven’t seen people out of 
school who can do it.”

The role is simply one that is too hard 
for recent graduates to grasp. “The 
product manager role is a parallel 
function to engineering. They don’t 
usually manage engineers; they 
help to decide what to do, but they 
don’t actually manage them and 
do their reviews. That’s a really hard 
position for a young person, not 
that it’s impossible, but it’s hard. Like 
Craig, I much prefer that they have 
functional expertise.”

And as for hiring new grads with 
huge aspirations, Shapira says, “If I 
get a whiff of someone who thinks 
they’re Steve Jobs and has that 
kind of ego or they want to be a 
product manager because they 
mistakenly think product managers 
make all the decisions and manage 
everyone, we stop the interview 
process cold.”

The argument Shapira makes is 
a classic nature versus nurture 
scenario — not a lot of people will 
come out of the womb knowing 
how to do all of the complex 
prioritization required of a product 
manager. You might have the DNA, 
but there is a lot of maturity that 
you learn on the job a younger 
employee would lack.

And Daniel agrees. “It seems like a 
glamorous job because blogs might 
write about a hot new product 
or something, but it’s not very 
glamorous. If you want to go be 
a junior product manager at Slack 
right now, you’d be working on 
really boring things.” He imagines 
that role might entail choosing the 
next ten emojis for the company’s 
emoji library. “It’s just not really 
sexy,” he adds.

But do Shapira and Daniel have 
advice for younger employees 
determined to make it into product 
manager roles? Sure, patience is 
key. “I generally advise younger 
people to go deep before going 
broad,” says Shapira. “It just helps 
so much. They end up adding so 
much more value. The younger you 
are, the less you know what your 
career trajectory is going to be. So, 
don’t bucket yourself to only be a 
product manager.” Explore all of 
your options first, work your way 
up and one day you might just be 
that elusive silver bullet we’re all 
searching for.

CRAIG DANIEL
VP of Product

at join.me

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-to-recruit-product-managers/#.WD3hKqIrLOQ
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create an environment that the best people would be 
proud to work in. Orange became a powerful vehicle 
for the company, evolving in a very grassroots way as 
employees took ownership of the concept — so much 
so that the entire process, from start to finish, eventually 
became known as “Hire Orange.”

To ensure that the employee experience started off on 
the right foot from the very beginning, Ray and her team 
connected the dots from the existing culture to the hiring 
process. 

“ORANGE WAS BASED ON HOOSIER 
VALUES. IT WAS ABOUT DOING THE 
RIGHT THING, MAKING CUSTOMERS 
LOOK LIKE HEROES AND TREATING 
EACH OTHER WITH RESPECT,” 
SAYS RAY. 

“That was what we wanted to show our candidates as 
they went through the recruiting process.”

AN INTERVIEW EXPERIENCE TO REMEMBER

Candidates coming to interview at ExactTarget were 
treated with respect and enthusiasm. From a welcoming 
pre-interview email containing detailed meeting-day 
instructions to a personal, onsite greeting from the 
recruiter, each element of the interview experience was 
designed to put candidates at ease.

“To me, candidates are customers, and we need to 
treat them that way,” says Ray. “From start to finish, we 
wanted to them to feel welcomed and appreciated.” 
The ExactTarget interview experience was also physically 
branded with special touches like nicely presented 
agendas and iPads preloaded with relevant company 

A GAME-CHANGING 
CANDIDATE EXPERIENCE
Interviewed by Carlie Smith

Sometimes, a software company is as much about 
people as it is about technology. ExactTarget, 
now Salesforce Marketing Cloud, helps businesses 

create scalable and personalized email, mobile and 
social marketing campaigns that create a powerful 1-to-
1 customer experience. It’s fitting, therefore, that when 
the company successfully scaled up from 500 to 2,800 
employees (2,000 of whom were hired during a three 
year time frame prior to the Salesforce acquisition), that 
they did it in a similarly personalized and authentic way.

As ExactTarget’s Senior Director of Global Recruiting 
during those critical years, M.T. Ray, now High Alpha’s 
VP of Talent, was deeply involved with every aspect of 
how ExactTarget built their team, including the design 
and implementation of a stellar candidate and new 
employee experience. “Once we got the hiring machine 
going, we wanted to build out an amazing experience 
for our candidates,” Ray explains. “The ultimate goal was 
that every candidate would love ExactTarget…whether 
they were hired or not.”

There were two key considerations driving the 
development of ExactTarget’s candidate experience. On 
the one hand, Ray wanted to ensure that ExactTarget’s 
employment brand wasn’t vulnerable to social media 
attacks. “People are so technically savvy — they can 
tweet about you or rip you to shreds on other social 
media channels in a heartbeat,” says Ray. “We had a 
very strong brand at ExactTarget and it was too important 
to us to risk.”

On the other hand, Ray was inspired by ExactTarget’s 
existing company culture. Dubbed “Orange” in 2009 
by ExactTarget founder Scott Dorsey, this internal brand 
embodied the company’s core values and helped 
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information. Candidates from out of state were welcomed 
to Indiana with personal car service at the airport, 
Orange branded bottled water, branded hotel keys and 
a personalized welcome package in their room.

Perhaps most important, however, was Ray’s work to 
ensure that each candidate was treated with the utmost 
respect. “It was important to keep the interviews on 
schedule so candidates would know that their time was 
valued,” says Ray. “We made sure managers were there 
when they were supposed to be, and our Ops team 
made sure that the process moved smoothly for the 
candidate.”

Finally, continuing on the theme of respect, Ray’s 
team instituted SLAs to track how quickly ExactTarget 
responded after an interview. “Follow-up would happen 
immediately,” she says. “We’d get feedback from 
the interviewers and then reach out right away to the 
candidate. If someone didn’t get the job, we would 
always make sure we contacted them and let them 
know in a respectful manner. The positive feedback we 
would get from candidates was amazing,” Ray adds. 
Truly Hoosier Hospitality at its finest.

ONBOARDING WITH AN EXTRA PERSONAL 
TOUCH

Continuing on the employee journey, once someone 
was hired the onboarding team took the baton and 
handled new employee orientation (NEO) with the same 
attention to detail and personal touch. “NEO took place 
every two weeks. We flew everyone in, no matter where 
they were — Japan, Brazil, London — and brought them 
to Indianapolis to experience headquarters and really 
feel the Orange love.”

Each NEO session was split between HR/culture/getting 
to know the company and learning the product. At the 
end of the week, each NEO participant was tasked with 
creating and sending a bio email to the ExactTarget 
team using the ExactTarget platform to share relevant 
background, links, surveys and photos. “The bio emails 
were a great way for us to really get to know people,” 
Ray recalls. “You often received emails from people that 
you might not otherwise have met, but they were just 
intrigued by something in your background (maybe 
you’re both Red Sox fans or something), so they reached 
out.”

The bio emails were distributed to the whole company, 
including ExactTarget’s CEO. Though some newcomers 
may have been slightly intimidated by this at first, it 
was really just one more way for company leadership 
to reinforce the Orange culture and ensure everyone 
understood the ExactTarget product.

MORE THAN A COMPANY — A FAMILY

Today, many ExactTarget employees are part of an 
amazing culture that lives on, even after the company’s 
acquisition. A Facebook group launched by one former 
ExactTarget employee grew to 1,179 members only 
three days after the group was created. And, in those 
three days, members uploaded more than a thousand 
photos. “It’s family,” says Ray fondly. “We talk about 
that as former employees. There’s a special bond there; 
if anyone needed something, you could reach out to 
anyone. That’s just the culture we built.”

And the team built that culture one person and one 
excellent employee experience at a time. “We wanted 
to attract the type of people who wanted to be part of 
what we were building and doing,” says Ray. “We did 
an awesome job with our employment brand and with 
how we treated our candidates by showing who we 
really were. It was real.” 

“ONCE YOU JOINED 
EXACTTARGET, YOU 
REALIZED THAT 
WHAT YOU SAW 
IN THE INTERVIEW 
PROCESS & DURING 
ONBOARDING WAS 
EXACTLY HOW IT 
WAS TO WORK 
THERE.”

http://openviewpartners.com
http://labs.openviewpartners.com/exacttarget-created-game-changing-candidate-experience/#.WD3fiKIrLOR
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SCALE YOUR 
TEAM BEFORE 
YOU REACH 
PRODUCT 
MARKET FIT
Interviewed by CeCe Bazar

Over the six years Mark Roberge served as 
HubSpot’s SVP of Worldwide Sales and Services 
(2007 — 2013), he grew the revenue run rate 

from $0 to $100 million and expanded the team from 
1 to 450 employees. Today, HubSpot helps more than 
16,000 companies in 90 countries attract, engage and 
delight their customers with personalized experiences.

In 2006, when co-founders Dharmesh Shah and Brian 
Halligan invited Roberge to join HubSpot as a member 
of the founding executive team, Roberge was a first-
time VP of Sales and the team was still learning how to 
harness their diverse personalities to build a company 
that would last. Fairly early on, at a point when the team 
was bringing on approximately 30 to 40 new customers 
each month, the executive team came to their first 
major crossroads. Would they continue forward with the 
typical startup mindset and focus on doubling or tripling 
down on top-line revenue growth, or would they take 
a step back and focus instead on unit economics — “oil 
the machine,” as Roberge puts it, to ensure a strong 
foundation built on sound numbers.

At that time, the team followed Halligan’s lead and 
began hiring one new salesperson each month to 
support the company’s more aggressive sales goals. 
Though everything clearly worked out well for HubSpot, 
Roberge still wonders if that was the right decision. “I’ve 
been using a similar situation as my opening case for a 
class I’m teaching at Harvard Business School,” he says. 
“I like to highlight this debate for the students because the 

right answer is not black and white. I can tell you that if 
we were to do it again, I think we would have put less 
focus on the top-line sales and a lot more focus on the 
unit economics.”

Roberge got a kind of second chance at this challenge 
years later when HubSpot entered the software arena 
with its sales product, which included a totally different 
tech stack, brand, financial system and a new team. 
This time around, Roberge adopted a different strategy: 
starting with a small team of specialized salespeople 
who were perfectly suited for the product market fit 
phase, and then challenging those salespeople to get 
creative to drive revenue growth without increasing sales 
headcount.

THE RIGHT KIND OF SALESPEOPLE

To best serve the company while they were still seeking 
product market fit, Roberge sought out a very particular 
kind of salesperson. “The type of salesperson you 
want at that stage is very different from the type 
of salesperson that you hire to scale after you’ve 
established the product market fit,” Roberge explains. 
“A lot of startups miss this. They may turn to a proven 
sales operation like EMC or Oracle to find a 24-year old 
with really good training. However, that person is likely 
not the ideal profile for this stage.” Roberge goes on to 
explain that those salespeople haven’t had the kind of 
experience that will enable them to accelerate critical 
learnings at this stage. “When these kind of salespeople 
joined those companies, they were handed a blueprint 
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that told them exactly what to do. They were exceptional 
at following the blueprint, but may struggle when they 
have to create it.”

Roberge points out that at the product market fit stage, 
revenue and customer acquisition are just a happy 
byproduct of your sales team’s activity. At this stage, you 
need to focus on learning as much as you can about 
your customers and how your product fits into their 
lives. Based on this objective, Roberge recommends 
taking a more consultative approach, and that requires 
salespeople with a different mindset and skill set from 
those who have been trained to go to market armed 
with their pitch deck and focused only on getting a yes 
or a no.

“The product market fit salesperson goes to market with 
a theory and approaches customer conversations almost 
like market research,” Roberge says. 

“THEY FOCUS LESS ON THE 
SOLUTION THEY HAVE IN THEIR 
POCKET AND MORE ON THE 
PERSPECTIVES AND PRIORITIES 
OF THEIR TARGET BUYER WITH 
REGARDS TO THE PROBLEM 
THEY’RE TRYING TO SOLVE.” 

In addition to having an innate ability to navigate these 
kinds of in-depth and off-script conversations, the most 
successful salespeople for this stage are also able to 
accurately translate what they’ve learned for the rest of 
the team. “That’s not your everyday salesperson,” he says.

In addition to their research and communication skills, the 
salespeople who are best suited to this kind of challenge 
also share another attribute — they are more motivated 
by innovation than by compensation. When Roberge 
was putting together his initial team of four, he looked for 
people who were genuinely more interested in figuring 
out the vision for the product than they were in blowing 
out 200% of quota. 

SCALING THROUGH OPTIMIZATION INSTEAD OF 
HEADCOUNT

Once Roberge’s initial team of consultative salespeople 
had nailed down the product market fit, he found himself 
facing some pretty aggressive revenue targets and also 
the assumption that, in order to meet those targets, he 
would immediately hire additional salespeople.

“I told our finance team that I’d sign up to the revenue 
targets and take the expense they’d allocated for new 
hires,” Roberge recalls, “But then I said that I’d take the 
plan back to my team and challenge them to hit the 
numbers without increasing headcount.” Roberge’s team 
accepted the challenge.

To reach the much larger sales figures without adding 
staff, Roberge encouraged his team to think outside 
the box. “I told them that I wanted to try to invest in the 
demand generation side of the formula and see if they 
could get creative about how they used technology, 
process improvement and skill development,” he says. 
“I wanted to see if they could drive their individual 
productivity high enough so that we wouldn’t have to 
hire additional salespeople.”

To support his strategy of growing sales without also 
growing headcount, Roberge put together a customized 
incentive plan worthy of the gauntlet he’d thrown down. 
“I framed the challenge in such a way that there was 
ample financial reward for success,” he says. “Obviously, 
if I’m asking them to drive a productivity of x to a 
productivity of 1.5x or 2x, that’s got to put more money 
in their pocket.”

Roberge and his team rose to the challenge with a 
wide variety of tactics and processes. They increased 
conversion rates by further segmenting potential buyers 
into micro-personas and personalizing the experience 
to those personas. They launched, tested and refined a 
nurturing process specifically tailored for lower quality 
potential buyers. Each week, the team held three 
film reviews that helped them analyze and iterate on 
exploratory calls, demos and so forth. They also worked 
extensively with the product team in order to optimize 
in-app experiences designed to automatically progress 
buyers through their journey.

Roberge’s non-traditional approach was a bold move, 
but one that paid off. Roberge can’t disclose the exact 
details, but public announcements about sales traction 
during that period tell the story well enough. Today, 
the company boasts more than 250,000 sales product 
users. “It was a really beautiful experience because 
everyone was trying to do the same thing. The company 
wanted it. I wanted it. The salespeople all wanted it for 
slightly different reasons,” says Roberge. And in the end, 
everyone got what they wanted.

http://labs.openviewpartners.com/how-to-scale-your-team-before-reaching-product-market-fit/#.WD3fbKIrLOQ



