
Key Takeaways:

1. Embrace Systems Thinking: As the company scales, it's crucial to shift from a hands-on founder approach to a systems-thinking CEO mindset that focuses on building scalable systems and processes.
2. Hiring and Managing an Executive Team: Transitioning to a CEO role often requires building and managing a top-notch executive team, focusing on leveraging their skills to manage the company's strategic direction more effectively.
3. Role Evolution: Founders need to evolve their roles as they scale the company, transitioning from operational to strategic focus, which requires letting go of day-to-day management to focus on long-term goals.
4. Dealing with Market Changes: Effective leadership during market uncertainty involves staying adaptable, making tough decisions quickly, and leading the company through transitions without losing sight of the overarching business goals.
5. Importance of Learning and Adaptation: A key aspect of transitioning from founder to CEO is the ability to learn continuously and adapt one's leadership style and business strategies as the company grows and market conditions change.
6. Understanding the Business as a System: CEOs must view the business as a system with interconnected parts and focus on how changes in one area affect others, ensuring alignment and efficiency.
7. Maintaining Company Culture and Vision: Despite the shift in roles and responsibilities, maintaining the core company culture and vision is crucial as these elements are key to long-term success.
8. Communication and Transparency: As CEO, enhancing communication strategies and maintaining transparency with both the team and external stakeholders are vital for managing expectations and fostering an environment of trust.
9. Navigating Personal Growth: The transition also involves significant personal growth, requiring founders to enhance their emotional intelligence, management skills, and ability to handle stress and uncertainty.
10. Systems Over Individuals: While the contributions of individuals are crucial, the focus should shift towards building systems that ensure the business can operate efficiently without dependency on any single individual.


Transcript:


00:08
Speaker 1
Hi everyone. You're listening to the Vanwise roundtable. I'm your host and facilitator of this roundtable, Maya Dolgen. And in today's episode, we'll be talking about transitioning from a founder to a CEO mindset. This roundtable is led by Michael Katz, CEO of m particle. In this roundtable, we touched on a few topics. Michael talked about the shift that's needed as the company scales from c to a to b and beyond what it takes to be a systems thinker and how to hire and manage a top notch executive team. What the attendees found particularly helpful was the systems thinking piece. 

00:43
Speaker 1
There were a lot of great follow up questions about that, and they pressed him for real life examples and applications, and he was able to bring some really great examples from executives that he has hired who have demonstrated systems thinking and those who haven't and how do you teach it, and how do you talk about it? So you will hear all about that in just a moment. So let's get started. It's great to see you all here today and really glad that we have Michael Katz, who joined us today as our guest speaker on this roundtable, Toleda, in what I'm sure will be a very interesting conversation about this transition from being an entrepreneur and a founder to being a CEO and an executive. 

01:30
Speaker 1
And we'll hear a little bit from Michael about that experience and that he has gone through now a few times. And, well, actually, before I introduce Michael, let's go around and have everyone introduce themselves. And the question for today will be, what about this topic resonated? Why are you taking an hour out of your day to come and be a part of this? I'll also ask everyone to rename yourselves as well when you have a moment to have your company's name in it. And I'll do that also. So we'll go according to my screen here. So, Paolo, Adam Thomas, first three. 

02:08
Speaker 2
Awesome. 

02:09
Speaker 3
Thank you. 

02:09
Speaker 2
So, Michael, thanks for your time today. 

02:11
Speaker 3
Really appreciate it. 

02:13
Speaker 2
Of greatest interest to me because I've never been a founder, but I have worked with maybe ten or eleven. I should count this out one day. I'm very interested in getting into the mind of the founder, obviously the person who founded the organization, I've since demoted, promoted to chairman, whichever one makes sense for you. And I'm always looking for insights into what a founder looks for. And frankly, as a founder steps back from having been a CEO to a chairman, what that looks like as well. 

02:42
Speaker 3
Awesome. Hello. 

02:44
Speaker 4
What resonated with me, I suppose, is I don't know the difference between a founder and a CEO in this sort of context. So that was really interesting just because I was always an individual contributor at three large companies prior, and were profitable pretty early on at revive. So I feel like I was only day one CEO. I could only spend what I knew I could get back, and then the vision of the company almost came later. So I'm very curious to be in this sort of group where I'm always, I feel like I'm stuck in the beginner's mindset, and I could get educated in a lot of ways, and this is a good one, to have a friendly face. 

03:31
Speaker 3
Give me that education. Good to see you. 

03:35
Speaker 5
But, like, this topic resonated the Guan. Always love to hear insights from Michael, given your experience, having done this a few times. But second, it's more like how to transition. Like founder doing everything every day. You're high and low. You're all over the place to kind. 

03:53
Speaker 3
Of, like, how to take that step. 

03:56
Speaker 5
Back and how to, like, let the team and the leadership team, like, really kind of drive the company. That's. That's something that I'm working on and succeeding on it, like, 50% of the times. 

04:09
Speaker 1
Let's go, Nick, Joel, and Danielle, next. 

04:14
Speaker 3
This topic really resonated with me because I've been so, for the last handful of years, so focused on the operational details of what it is we do here. And I'm looking forward to figuring out how to take a bit of a step back from the extreme day to day focus and really perform the role of CEO instead. 

04:41
Speaker 6
The interesting thing for this combo, for me is really thinking through that transition. It's been very top of mind the past couple years, and in particular, I've been obsessed with this idea of there's a founder CEO and then there's a hired gun CEO, and the differences between the two, there's some beauty in either, and there's some challenges in either. And so getting obsessed with how can you take the best of founder CEO and then the best of a higher gun CEO and then so very excited to listen and learn and get some more perspective. 

05:19
Speaker 1
Great. Danielle? 

05:20
Speaker 3
I was curious about this topic for a variety of reasons. Number one, like, I feel like all the concepts here are probably also helpful to a lot of other executive roles, and I wanted to hear what some of those concepts actually were and how they can help me in my day. 

05:35
Speaker 5
To day as well. 

05:37
Speaker 3
I've also been through a unique situation where, like, I've built down a team from scratch. And I kind of started with myself and I've scaled up to many more people now. And I feel like a transition for myself is also kind of related here. I also work with quite a few startups as well as, like, have worked well. A lot of founders and CEO's in different startups. And I feel like a lot of, like, concepts here might also be good things to either provide feedback on for others or look for ways that I can be more impactful to those folks. 

06:08
Speaker 1
Don't think we missed anyone. 

06:10
Speaker 3
I think we're good. 

06:11
Speaker 1
All right, good. So, Michael, why don't you go ahead and introduce yourself, and while you're talking, I'm also organizing these into kind of themes and buckets while you introduce yourself and you start talking and we'll get the conversation going, okay? 

06:24
Speaker 3
Yeah, sure. So, Michael Katz, I am one of the co founders at Mparticle, also the CEO. We've been around for about ten years at this point. This is the second company that I've started. My co founder in both companies is my brother Andrew. So I have a bit of an unfair advantage in the sense that I have a younger brother who's a brilliant technologist. So in some ways I get to be, like, the dumb business guy while he keeps me out of trouble. It worked really well the first time where Adam and I met this company called Interclick. Really unconventional path. Let's see, where do I start? We fell into this space. We weren't advertising or media executives or really even had like, any industry experience, but we found ourselves building in ad network around like, 2005, 2006, and learned, just learned a ton. 

07:37
Speaker 3
I think, like, as our learning curve started to, like, flatten out, our growth curve started to steepen. And I think we did a number of things right, primarily around, like, just hiring and an awesome team and continuing to kind of push the limits of, like, what we felt like we needed to do to deliver value market and just to set a little bit more context, were a late entrant into a crowded space where were underfunded and kind of like a bunch of nobodies. And we just, like, out executed everybody ended up taking it public. And then Yahoo bought us back in 2011. We had an amazing team. The executive team was like four or five people. And I actually think that I became somewhat spoiled in the sense that we met in beat, Wall street expectations. 

08:43
Speaker 3
And even prior to that, every quarter was like a new high watermark. So, like, for the vast majority of, like, the experience, it was just like, up and to the right. And were never, like, really kind of battle tested. And part of it was, like, luck. Part of it was skill. I think we made a big bet that could have paid off or it could have failed, but it paid off and so stayed at Yahoo or so for like a year. And it was there that, like, I saw just like, the stark contrast in, like, culture and organizational dynamics between, like, this, like, very tight knit group of people who were, like, committed to the mission and proving everybody wrong and doing all the things that you want to see out of a highly motivated team. 

09:46
Speaker 3
And then getting into an.org that had been dysfunctional for a really long time and was used to losing. It was eye opening and it was good, though I wish I was probably a little bit more mature back then to really embrace the lessons versus, like, just being frustrated at the time, in the fullness of time. It was an amazing experience because it was a really important reminder of how not to do things. So it gave me insight into a fair bit of the negative space in terms of organizational dynamics and company building. Anyways, stay there for like a year. Got the band back together to start emparticle. It was like my core executive team. 

10:36
Speaker 3
So there was myself and my brother and my head of product there and then my head of like, basically my coo and particle has been a totally different journey in the sense that I think kind of right out of the gate we knew that this was going to be a lot tougher of a business to build. It took us longer. It took us about six months longer to get v one of the product into market. And while in hindsight that doesn't sound like a huge difference, as we all know, six months of sleepless nights is a long time to not be well rested. So it was a long and painful six months. We got through that, hit our stride and didn't really look back. 

11:30
Speaker 3
But I realized that along the way I had to be a very different CEO the second time around versus the type of CEO I was at Interclick. So it was one of the first times I realized how to be a CEO is very context specific. And then we had like a four or five year great run where it was again like just up into the right and then 2019 hit and we made a bunch of mistakes. We didn't evolve to like a changing market dynamic. And I had to do a round of layoffs for the first time in my career and it was like pretty jarring. And I was definitely in unchartered territory. And so that was probably the second real time I had this gut check where I was like, how much do I really want to do this? 

12:33
Speaker 3
Why am I doing this? What kind of leader do I want to be? And we got through it, and I'll share some of the learnings in terms of, like, how we got through it and how I've changed my thinking in terms of being a very operationally minded CEO. And then I would say, like, through COVID, were again, like, up and to the right for, like, three straight years. We raised or two and a half, I guess we raised a pretty sizable series e about a year or so ago. It was like $150 million, and we lost our way again. Still doing a whole bunch of things right, but scaled up a little bit too fast. And, like, most companies out there just did a around layoffs and are kind of recentering the company around lessons learned from last year. 

13:35
Speaker 3
But, you know, really, throughout the ups and downs, I think, Joe, you would put it perfectly. Like, you have to embrace the fact that, like, what got you here won't get you there. And that was actually one of the first things that I realized early on at Interclick. But what I didn't realize heading into emparticle was that, like, the inverse of that is also true. Like, sometimes the people that get you from, like, point c to d are not the same people that are going to get you from a to b, right? So sometimes it isn't. But there's not, like, this implied, like, transitive property. And so I don't know, like, for me, and I'll stop talking in a second. I've never wanted to just be, like, the founder inventor type. 

14:31
Speaker 3
I've always taken pride in, like, seeing things all the way through and embracing the opportunity to grow professionally and personally, because I do think that leadership is an amazing opportunity to do both. Being a CEO gives you that canvas to be a better person and to be a better leader, because better people make for better leaders. And through the art of leadership, you can become a better person. And I would like to think that I'm on that journey, and, yeah, maybe I'll stop there. 

15:14
Speaker 1
Yeah, seems like a good place to pause for a second. On that note, who wants to jump in and ask Michael a question about the opening, the story that you just shared? 

15:25
Speaker 4
I can jump in. Michael, you said, what gets you here won't get you there. And there's the inverse of that. It went too fast for me. I need that explained a little bit more, if you don't mind. 

15:38
Speaker 3
Yeah, well, I guess if you break it into very simple terms, there's this startup phase going from zero to one. Then there's the scale up phase where you go from one to n. And, like, some people are great at helping you scale up once there is, like, the bones in place, but a lot of the times, those people can't deal with, like, the complete white space, the ambiguity of everything. Right? Like, there needs to be a bit of a path that's been chartered already, and so that's ultimately, like, what. What I was referring to. There are the right people, the right processes, the right systems that you put in place for the right times at the company and the journey that you're on, if that makes sense. 

16:31
Speaker 4
I suppose I'm trying to get that makes sense, and I'm going, well, what's the inverse of that? But maybe I'm just. I'll shut up and not asking. 

16:44
Speaker 1
No, don't shut up. Adam, what's the invert? Tell us a little bit more what you mean by that. What's your struggle right now in that space? 

16:52
Speaker 4
Oh, what do I mean by asking? What's the inverse of that? I suppose it's just I really get that concept because I'm definitely going through. I love the last line you said, michael, about better people equal better leaders. I'm in that stage, but also thinking about, I need to transform as, like I said in the beginning of the call, I was, I feel like I was always just a CEO because a lot of the founding, if, you know, product market fit before and the business is already running on day one, then you're always just CEO and trying to create efficiency from my perspective. So then it feels like every year I have a new role, a completely new role. So what he's saying is absolutely resonating. 

17:37
Speaker 4
I just heard the comment on the inverse of that and was like, well, what do I have to think about beyond just always kind of transforming into that next stage? But I think I've had a problem already with benwise of asking bad questions. So I'm like two for two on bad questions. 

18:00
Speaker 3
No, it's not a bad question at all. I mean, I think the inverse of it is just being present and doing what you have to do in that moment in time. And I think a big part of it comes from us as CEO's providing the direction. My view on leadership is, like, we have to fundamentally reject the idea of command and control structures because it's not healthy for anybody. Now, you have certain situations, definitely, like times of crisis, where you have to be very deliberate and you have to make decisions and not waiver on them. 

18:46
Speaker 3
But the vast majority of time that you spend building the company, your job as CEO is to provide context and to provide resources and to provide people with the understanding of where you are going and why, so that they feel empowered to do the things that they need to do in order to be successful. And so the big lesson that I learned in 2019, which was, like, pretty transformative in terms of my leadership style, is that businesses are systems, right? And you have to embrace and almost become obsessed with systems thinking. I have yet to meet an executive that I've seen be successful that isn't a systems thinker. And the reason for that is organizations are a collection of people and information and processes and incentives that come together to create nonlinear outcomes. 

19:56
Speaker 3
When those things are out of alignment, you're going to see nonlinear outcomes to the downside. But when everything is aligned, things just kind of work, and it gets a lot easier. And so, like, the old saying is, like, a bad system beats great people every time. So you have to think about, how do you have you continually, like, systematize the business? How do you think about maintaining and optimizing a healthy system? One thing that I think is, like a source of conflict is when you do start to outgrow people, I think part of it is they don't want to do the job that the system requires of them at that point in time. They feel like the job belongs to them and not the inverse. 

20:59
Speaker 3
Every employee in the company, from all of us as CEO's, or most of us as CEO's, and all of us here owning some position, we are just custodians of the position that we own. That position has a set of requirements and demands that is placed on us, and we kind of have to constantly look at, like, are we doing the things that are required to be good custodians of that role? And so another part of it, too, is, like, making the organization aware of the system. Now, that, by itself, won't get you all the way there. It does require maintenance, and it does require optimization. So I think, like, my mental model is, like, good leadership. You're more of, like a gardener, not a firefighter, if that makes sense. Paolo, looks like you have your digital hand raised. 

22:00
Speaker 2
Digital hand, my yellow hand, my Simpsons hand, actually, I'll use that as a segue, as you're saying. I love your point about gardening versus firefighting. Sometimes a garden is on fire, and you got to just. But at the same time, I agree. You're trying to build a garden and plant different plants. I love that analogy. One thing that I've generally struggled with working with founders. So this is as a hired sword, not a gun. So as a hired sword, I keep coming back to, and I apologize for the quick, geeky reference. There's a great futurama episode where Bender goes out to space, and then he has a quality of things growing on top of him, and effectively, he becomes a God. And I hate using that word because it's got its own connotations. 

22:49
Speaker 2
He becomes a God to that colony of things on his body, and it makes decisions and impacts them in different ways. I'm guessing nobody has seen this episode, and I'm completely off base here. 

22:59
Speaker 3
Maybe a little bit, but keep going. 

23:01
Speaker 5
Yeah. 

23:01
Speaker 3
Okay. 

23:03
Speaker 2
It's a deep, philosophical episode. It's wonderful. I highly recommend you watch it. At the end, he actually realizes he's nowhere near to a God, and he's horrendous at what he does. Every action he takes has consequences, nonlinear outcomes, as you put it, or negative nonlinear outcomes. And the end of the episode, not going to spoil it, but one of the interesting sayings is when. 

23:28
Speaker 3
You'Re doing. 

23:29
Speaker 2
Your job best, when no one thinks that you're doing anything at all. The reason I bring it up is as a CEO, and I've seen the opposite in founders. Founders that I've worked with many times feel that they have to do everything they have to do at all times, and they have to be everywhere, whereas hired CEO's, at least my experience has been, take a much more systematic approach. You're responsible for this. You're responsible for that. Let's get the metrics, the goals, let's monitor. Let's put governance in place, risk management, all that kind of fun stuff. 

24:01
Speaker 3
Right? Taking it to one extreme, you could. 

24:05
Speaker 2
Literally say, I'm just stepping back, and everybody's empowered. Everybody does whatever the hell you want, and I'll just generally gently coach back and forth. You see where I'm going with this? 

24:14
Speaker 3
Yeah. Yeah, that's. That's really dangerous. Right. Like, there's a. There's a balance for. For sure. 

24:21
Speaker 1
Thomas, do you want to jump in on this? I know, yeah. It relates to your question also from before. 

24:25
Speaker 3
Exactly. 

24:26
Speaker 5
Because, Paula, like, you coming in as a CEO, I've been kind of the founder CEO, and I think that's my kind of perfect state. And I'm speaking with my executive coach about this. Like, I kind of want to have a control tower, right? I want to kind of sit there in the control tower, like, check how we're doing the marketing and sales and, like, everything just lean back, dive in when there's an issue, help them solve, like, help them kind of coach them how to solve it. But when you have kind of been the founder, like you are, and you have, like, all your stakes into this company, right? You have, like, all your personal wealth and everything, there is so much tied up. 

25:10
Speaker 5
Like, the instinct is to kind of go in and fix it and, like, dive deep and almost kind of being an individual contributor, at least. I'm working a lot on kind of how to take this step out, and I'm kind of keen to hear from you. Like, Michael, how have you. Has that been kind of some revelations as part of your leadership transformation to, like, be in it? But then kind of, no, I'm in the control tower now, and I, to Pablo will be building the systems. 

25:40
Speaker 3
Yeah. So I'll say, like, there are certain times where, like, where you do have to dive in, because as CEO, your responsibility is to kind of help the company be successful by any means necessary, obviously, like, within, like, the confines of the law. I think, like, I hear you on, like, sitting in, like, the control tower, but you don't just, like, inherit access to the control tower because your CEO, co founder, you have to actually fucking build the tower, right? And what I mean by that is, like, when you think about organizations, like, there are layers and layers of these different, like, systems that have to get built. Now, like, my mental model, which maybe not everybody's going to agree with, but, like, the most foundational system that you have to build is, like, your values system, right? Like. 

26:47
Speaker 3
Cause these are, like, almost like, the default operating instructions by which you want people to, like, engage. So that in times of, like, ambiguity or uncertainty, they can default to these things. Everybody is aligned, and the system will move coherently. On top of, like, your values system, you have, like, your information systems. Like, how is the business instrumented so that you can make high quality, predictable, repeatable decisions? Right? On top of that, you have, like, your systems of communication. How do you engage? How do you show up to meetings? How do you eliminate human bias from certain decision making processes? Like, how do you interact? Then you have your people system. On top of that, like, recruiting and hr and just the employee experience. On top of that, you have your production system. 

27:47
Speaker 3
So, like, R and D and the stuff that you build, how do you build it? What's the system there on top of that? Then you have your distribution system, which is, how do you run go to market? How do you commercialize your product or service successfully? And then on top of that, you have your. Your operating system. And when all those things are in place, then. And really only then do you get to sit in, like, the control tower and say, yep, this is working here. 

28:22
Speaker 3
This is not working there, because if the dashboards are wrong or if the business hasn't been instrumented properly and there's gaps in the reporting or, like, say, all that stuff is done properly, but the way that people engage, like, we have a problem sometimes where, like, people will show up to meetings and it feels like everybody's on fucking autopilot, right? Like, nobody's, like, really engaged. Everybody's just, like, reading out, waiting for, like, the half an hour to end so that they can go to, like, the next zoom. And it's super painful, and you have to fight that, right? Because that is your communication system. And even if, like, those things are good, do you have the people system in place? Can you get enough velocity in the way that you build? Can you get enough distribution in the way that you sell? 

29:13
Speaker 3
Can you optimize the business to run efficiently and at scale properly? So all those things kind of ladder up to, I think, where you want. 

29:25
Speaker 1
To be curious if anyone wants to jump in with any thoughts that are coming up as. As Michael lays these layers of the tower out for us. Joel. 

29:36
Speaker 6
Yeah, I have a question tied to that embedded in what you're talking about before Michael. It seems like there's a direct correlation to the quality of your management team, to how great you can become as a CEO. We've been doing this for ten years, and we've traded out our management team a few times now across all the key roles, and I feel like we have the best thing we've had, and because of that, I have more time to be a CEO and more time to do the important things. When I look back, I guess, do you think that, like, how is that true? How true is that? Like, is it possible to be a, quote, unquote, great CEO without having a great management team or leadership team? 

30:17
Speaker 3
Depends what kind of size business you want to run. 

30:19
Speaker 6
Let's say north of 10 million ARR. Like, as you start to scale up. 

30:24
Speaker 3
Yeah, 100 people or more, let's say. Yeah, I think ten is kind of like 10 million in ARR is kind of, like, right at or close to the breaking point. I would say definitely not beyond 20 million in ARR. It all comes down to team, like, team over everything. Another, like, really important part of our job as CEO's is, again, it's like, it's not to like, put out every fire, to fix every problem is to put the best players on the field from the board all the way down to like the most junior person in the organization. And so I don't know, could you go it alone? Like, maybe, but as, like, we've probably all seen, like, the job can get like, pretty fucking lonely. And so I don't know if that's like, even if it's possible, I don't know if it's healthy. 

31:36
Speaker 5
The system that you outlined, Michael, is that your system, like business experience or is that some kind of theory framework that, because I can kind of see how there's, like, you can kind of dig into, hey, we need to fix this system of communication. Like, do you have any literature or like, references here for us to dive deeper? 

31:53
Speaker 3
I think, like, in terms of, like, classic systems thinking, like, there's three generic components of a system, right? You have, like, elements, you have interconnection, and then you have function. The way I tend to, like, think about that more, like, in terms of like, practical, like business terms, there's like, there's structure, there's context, and then there's like, incentives, right? And so structure of the system is like, what's the goal? Like, what are we trying to do, right? What are our boundaries? How do we. How do we engage the context is what information is needed to make a high quality decision or the right decision. What expectations need to be set? What are the gaps? What are the risks, right? And then, like, incentives are, you know, fairly self explanatory, but it's like, how will we reward success? 

32:54
Speaker 3
Like, what behaviors do we want to reinforce? What behaviors do we want to avoid? And those few things are like, fairly, like, universal in all aspects of business building. 

33:10
Speaker 2
I'm with you, but I guess what I'm missing here, maybe it's implied that the signals and the reaction to the signals within the system. 

33:18
Speaker 3
Yeah. So that really comes down to, like, the instrumentation of the business. Right. Whether you're on okrs or v two moms or you just have like one north star metric, or maybe you're not like that far along, but you do have, like, revenue goals. There are a series of, like, inputs which map to the output, right? And the whole point of systematizing things is to try to make that understanding of how those inputs map to the output as deterministic as possible. So what are the signals like, the signals are kind of highly dependent on like, whatever your goals are. But you do need to find those causal relationships between the things that are happening in, like, the due course of a business and your ability to synthesize that information, disseminate it out, make decisions from it, and continually evolve and optimize. Here's an example. 

34:33
Speaker 3
In my experience, we're a customer data platform. So we work with large consumer brands. It's a b two b company. Our enterprise sales team, they're not just a group of guys who go and have a bunch of customer conversations and try to drum up business like that is a part of it, but they are also like the organizations, like tentacles into the market. And even if we're not winning every opportunity, and no company wins every opportunity, they should be ingesting really important and valuable signal from the market. And so the business instrumentation that I reference is like, what fields do you force your sales team to go and fill out in Salesforce? 

35:29
Speaker 3
Because if you're just checking the box on a bunch of stuff, or if you haven't really thought out end to end, I need to be able to capture that signal that needs to be reported against, analyzed. I need to cut the data these different ways, and then I need to create this standard process or this cadence to be able to congregate this cross functional team to get a readout of these things. Whether it's a weekly, monthly, quarterly basis, whatever, it all depends on the rhythm of the business that you're building. Those dots all need to be connected. And then you have to have like a good decision making process in order to keep evolving the business because the markets that we are all in are ever changing. Does that answer your question? It makes sense, yeah. 

36:19
Speaker 2
Then you type that incentives. Naturally you're going to, right? 

36:22
Speaker 5
Yeah, I just have this book, Michael, on my desk. It's been lying there for about three months now. So thanks for the prompt to read it. 

36:32
Speaker 3
Great book. 

36:33
Speaker 5
I have another question. It's not tied to this concept, so if there's other questions, we can finish that one up first. 

36:42
Speaker 1
I actually wanted to ask a follow up that was connected to your original question, Thomas, and just really see if Michael can help spell this out a little bit more. You asked about the control tower, and Michael, you said you also have to be building the tower before you can sit up there. And how much of that, as the founder, are you? And I open this up to everyone to help answer as well. Are you hiring people who are building the tower with you, as opposed to how much of it are you doing that building and then kind of sticking people in along the way? 

37:17
Speaker 3
As founder, I think you're responsible wholly for the values system which should be thought out ahead of or like shortly after starting to build the company. I say that because at Interclick we built an incredible culture and I think we used it as this asset, weaponized it in a great way to attract awesome talent. Adam, you can attest to this, but I think that my view first time around was this thing that just amorphously formed. And I think you can kind of codify these things and you can define the culture that you want to build. And in fact, like, you need to define it really early on and you have to connect your hiring practices to the DNA of the team across all parts of the organization that you want. 

38:22
Speaker 3
As you start to get into the more functional systems, I think, like, as CEO, like, there's gonna be input that I think that we have probably on all of it, but, like, you can't, like, if you've done a great job hiring, you probably would have hired a chief product officer who's way better than you will ever be at trying to like, pretend that you're a chief product officer. You'll have hopefully hired a chief revenue officer that is way better than however you pretend to show up and run sales. And all of those things have to be delivered to those owners. Now, I think there is that tension of when do I step back? And this is a mistake. I've made a bunch. It's like, how much space do I give? Because you don't want to be like micromanaging. 

39:28
Speaker 3
Like you do want to empower your team, but you can't be so hands off that you say like, well, I hired great people. They just, they got it right. Like, as CEO, you have to be able to build a relationship with the team where you can audit the things that they're doing, that you can have open and honest conversations. I would say, like, there's two kind of deadly sins inside any organization. And these are things that I'm like hyper focused on. The first deadly sin is like conflict avoidance. If you've ever been part of a passive aggressive organization, Adam, I know you have from the time at Yahoo. It's the fucking worst. And where that stems from is just conflict avoids because all debt becomes due. This is just like a form of social debt. 

40:30
Speaker 3
And so conflict avoids is the first one and then the other kind of deadly sin is like delusion where we feel like, and this is like I think people will frame this as, like, toxic positivity. Oh, everything is fine. Everything will be okay. Maybe it will be, maybe it won't. But that doesn't mean that, like, we don't have to address this thing kind of head on. And the two things are like that, opium. The two things are very interrelated and interconnected. So I think, like, the give and take that you have as a CEO, founder, in terms of, like, empowering your team, like, you have to have, you got to have real talk. You can't just say, like, well, they got it. I don't want to, like, I don't want to confront them on things. 

41:24
Speaker 3
Like, there's a way to do it where it's like, call it healthy conflict or it's just like, healthy confrontation of reality, but, like, that has to be a really strong commitment. 

41:39
Speaker 1
I want to get to Joseph's question that's in the chat here. I'll read it out. Can you specifically recount two? 

41:47
Speaker 7
I can voice it over. Okay, I just got baby relief for 1 second. Hey, Michael, I really appreciate this. And a bunch of gems I want to drop, honestly, like, a bunch of questions I want to follow up on, but one specific one is just getting a little bit more personal. And there's low hanging fruit. That's obvious. Like, hey, don't micromanage anymore. As a founder, you can't own everything. Higher grade, etcetera, any, especially atypical or non obvious, like, mental model shifts that made you successful in the founder era. That failed to make you successful in the CEO era. I'm curious, like, just getting personal, if there's two that you could share, if you remember, and then how you specifically changed them. 

42:24
Speaker 3
Yeah, that was mine. 

42:25
Speaker 7
We talked a lot about the systems thinking and things like that, and those are really helpful. But I wonder if there's anything else that you made as a mental model shift. 

42:32
Speaker 3
Yeah, it's a good question. Let me think about the mental model shift. I can talk more about behavioral or mindset shifts that I've made. I think one was in the earlier days of emparticle. I said, hey, I expect to do this for five to seven years. That was just kind of like the mindset that I had. And it was like, okay, I have to be on this, like, on this path to do it for five to seven years. The problem was, like, when we started to hit some of those struggles in 2019, that was like, that was year six. And I had to recalibrate to say, like, shit, is this the thing I want to be doing? Do I actually love what I'm doing? And am I excited to get out of bed every day, every week? 

43:32
Speaker 3
And so much of I think what we all have to do is manage our own emotions and, in effect, manage our energy. One big shift that I've had to make is the investment in how I manage my energy and how I manage my expectations. Like, if I have to do this for another ten years, great. I don't have a timetable on this thing. I'm not looking to sell the business by a certain time. I'm not looking to get out or do something new. I have fallen in love with the process of. Of doing. People will always say, like, they'll talk about, like, the pursuit of happiness. I think that's, like, slightly dangerous. I think you have to embrace this notion that, and I credit this to one of my friends who said this. 

44:37
Speaker 3
He said, the pursuit is happiness, and you really have to take that to heart. Like, you have to truly love even the things that you fucking hate about the job. You have to embrace all of it as part of this journey. The other thing I would just say, like, the thing that I'm always kind of constantly struggling with is when I feel really strongly about something. Look, I think any leader, like, their words, our words have a fair bit of gravity to them, but certainly, like, at the top of the top is, like, the CEO and CEO, founder. And so I think it's, like, really understanding the true weight of, like, the words that we write and we speak. And so one of the things is, like, making sure that I'm clear in terms of how strongly I feel about something. 

45:47
Speaker 3
I will often say I don't have very strong views, or I'm not married to this perspective, but this is how I think about things. Or if I do feel really strongly, I will say this is something I feel really strongly about. So there's no, like, there's no ambiguity or uncertainty, because I do think, like, at least for me, like, I'm super passionate, I'm super competitive, I want to win. But sometimes that means I come into situations a little bit hot, and I feel like you can still do that. And this probably has evolved over time just based on me maturing as a person. You can still kind of do that. You don't have to, like, let go of that fire and passion, but you can approach conversations much more methodically. 

46:44
Speaker 7
I appreciate that. 

46:46
Speaker 1
So I'm keeping my eye on the time here, and I know that we have to start wrapping up and I see two hands up and I want to hear the questions, but I'm going to ask. There have been a lot of great gems and a lot of powerful things that have been said in this conversation. So I'm going to ask everyone to put a takeaway in the chat as we start to wrap up. So everyone take a moment. I want to be sure to be respectful of everyone who's going to have to hop in. Michael, I don't know if you have to hop in exactly four minutes. 

47:14
Speaker 3
I don't. I can go a few minutes over. 

47:16
Speaker 1
All right. But I want to make sure that we can cut and let people go. Thank you. Thomas. Embrace system thinking to further scale as the CEO. Joel, take away how important systems are and to constantly go back to them to think about the health of the business. Paolo, happiness is the pursuit. Make sure to announce your conviction level of thoughts and communication you have with your team and or gather conversation in our pod last night was about that. 

47:44
Speaker 3
Also a little bit. Yeah, you just want to make the implicit explicit as it often as possible. 

47:52
Speaker 1
Yeah, it's a good looking point. All right, we'll see a few more as they come in. Joel, let's hear your question. 

48:00
Speaker 6
Yeah, so I'm very curious and thank you, Michael. It's been really great. I'm really curious how you think about managing the board and board dynamics. It's one of the things I'm personally struggling with. So as an early stage founder and kind of as a younger person ten years ago, you kind of look up to the board. Theres this patriarchy relationship. We took on private equity money. And what became clear to me a couple of years ago is theres a good chance im going to get fired if I dont do my job. The odds are I would. 

48:30
Speaker 6
And so knowing that dynamic, but also kind of thinking about how do you manage the board instead of letting the board manage you, being more of an adult at the table, knowing that youre probably best suited to know the business, they have a lot of good insights. Im just curious how you think about board dynamics as you make this shift from founder to CEO. And if there's any kind of tips you can give in terms of. 

48:55
Speaker 3
Yeah. 

48:56
Speaker 6
How the board dynamics start to change or if they change or how you approach it. 

49:00
Speaker 3
Yeah. Well, as I think, just like, as a matter of, like, technicality, the board only exists to hire and fire the CEO. So, like, I think we're all kind of in that same spot now. Like, the practicality of that, I think, varies I think, look, the board meetings are like, they're a little bit of this, like, kabuki dance. If people are finding out information for the first time in the board meeting, probably haven't done your job as a CEO. The way I like to do it, I like to try to interact with. I mean, we have, like, a decent sized board now just because we're ten years old, but, like, so not all board members. I kind of treat equally the ones that, like, I really like and value their perspective. 

49:56
Speaker 3
I'm trying to get ahead of the conversation and set up time probably as soon as, like, early as, like, two or three weeks in advance of the board meeting, so that by the time the board meeting comes, I've solicited enough feedback to structure a very smooth conversation. But, like, it is your job as CEO to manage the board. Like, they. They shouldn't necessarily be managing you, so you have to come prepared. We do. We evolved from this, like, for a few years, were doing these, like, 70 slide decks with, like, every different chart and bullshit SaaS metric. We got rid of that and we just moved towards. Towards a memo. And it has sections on go to market product engineering and, like, and customers. And. And then I have, like, a final section for. 

51:00
Speaker 3
For me in terms of, like, how I'm feeling as a CEO. And it's probably like a six page document each time. It's at least a few thousand words, but it goes into real detail in terms of what's going on in the business. And then when we do engage, the expectation is, like, everybody's done the homework, read the brief upfront, and then we have a discussion. Now, we don't necessarily just leave the discussion completely open ended. I'll set forth, like, a pretty loose agenda, like, usually, like, three or four bullets in addition to, like, all, like, the kind of general housekeeping shit. But, like, that's. That's the way that we do it. And it feels like that's been really well embraced over the past few years. 

51:52
Speaker 1
Joel, I'm going to send you after we did a roundtable with Vinvakanti from Yipa data on board relations. So we did that, and we have a follow up scheduled in March before the end of Q, one that he agreed to do a second round. So I'll send. I don't have the Luma link for it, but we'll get it out there. 

52:09
Speaker 3
So you can go somewhere next. 

52:11
Speaker 6
He's in my pod. He's great. 

52:12
Speaker 1
Oh, excellent. Great. All right, anyone who has to hop, I want to make sure that you can. But, Thomas, I also will give you the floor. 

52:20
Speaker 5
Yeah. So I want to hear how you thought about this. Michael, transition. Early days founder. You kind of. You're in everything you're doing, like pr 1 second and then product and then sales and then marketing. Like, you're just kind of. You kind of context switching so much in the early days of a company, how this kind of has that transition for you. How have you thought about that as. 

52:46
Speaker 3
The company grows and, oh, Thomas froze. 

52:52
Speaker 1
Thomas, we missed the last few words. 

52:56
Speaker 5
Early days, transitioning into CEO. Are you context switching equally as much, or how do you think about that transition? 

53:06
Speaker 3
Yeah, I mean, totally. Totally. I think as the business grows and there's more heuristics, I think that you can tend to focus on the things that are most important. There's always going to be a bit of context switching, because our job is not to do any one single job or to be the best in any one single function. It's to maintain balance and equilibrium and to make sure that context is getting out. So for me, if I am jumping in and having to do something, I want to make sure that I'm not just doing it, but that I'm doing it. 

53:51
Speaker 3
And that, like, the way I'm thinking about doing it is like, that knowledge is documented and industrialized out to the team, so that over the course of time, you can do that less and less, and you can build up this knowledge base of the how and. And why. But, like, there's no. There's no avoiding context switching. No, no. 

54:19
Speaker 5
Okay. 

54:20
Speaker 3
Yeah. 

54:21
Speaker 7
Hey, Michael, do you need to jump? 

54:22
Speaker 3
If you need to jump, then no worries. I'm good till 210. 

54:26
Speaker 7
Okay, cool. I had one question, and I apologize if you cover this kind of implicitly. 

54:32
Speaker 3
But you said this quote, and I'm. 

54:34
Speaker 7
Paraphrasing, but it's like, hey, the best executives I've ever worked with are great system sinkers. As CEO, your job is to make them aware of the system. I get that, by the way. But, like, how do you actually tactically do that? And I'm a particle, I'm assuming it's more than just like, hey, think about the business holistically. Like, think about these interfunctional relationships. Like, what are you actually doing to embed the awareness of the system, like, deep into their psyche? 

54:58
Speaker 3
Well, employees success starts in the hiring process, right? So, like, first off, like, making sure that you're hiring systems thinkers, right? Like, I've had leaders who. 

55:13
Speaker 7
How did you test for that? Sorry to cut you off. But how did you test for that in recruiting? 

55:19
Speaker 3
There's a few different ways. If you start talking about systems thinking and organizational dynamics, and ultimately, it's how well do they connect the dots and how strong of an appreciation for how important it is to connect those dots. Like, I was interviewing somebody who I think is widely considered, like, a world class chief revenue officer, and one of the reasons we didn't hire him is like, he's like, well, I just want to come in. I want to be left alone. I want to run autonomously, and I'll bring in my people. Like, I got it. And it's like, that's not how things work, right? Like, no team can be successful independent of other teams. And I think, like, the non system thinkers just think about their jurisdiction within the business. 

56:16
Speaker 3
The systems thinkers understand that every team, especially their team, is reliant on a number of other teams, and they have a number of teams relying on them. And that the quality of those connections, the accuracy of the information, the kind of, like, thoughtfulness in terms of the level of engagement, all those things are ultimately what dictates the outcomes. So in terms of, like, making them awareness of the. Sorry. Making them aware of the system. You know, I've done things in terms of, like, working with certain executives to try to, like, map out the system. Like, you create, like, these, like, system maps. I've. I've gone. And, like, we had brought in a CMO for a bit, and she was, she sounded great. Like, she had amazing experience, had a ton of, like, well thought out perspectives. She. 

57:28
Speaker 3
Kim highly recommended, like, all the things that you would want to check the box on. When she came in and I started talking about the system, and I was like, how do you think about the system of marketing? Like, map it out? Like, let's collaborate on a virtual whiteboard or, like, in a slide presentation. She couldn't do it, and I ignored it because I was like, oh, maybe she's just not. A system sank her. Guess what? She fucking sucked. She was horrible. And that was, like, for me, that was kind of the final straw, because I've seen that. To me, it was like, now I know. I've seen what great looks like, and they can connect the dots, and they can articulate the connection of those dots. 

58:10
Speaker 3
And if you can't, how do you know how to get from, like, point a to point c to point b to point c to point d? Because it's. It's. It's almost never this, like, direct, very linear path. 

58:25
Speaker 7
Mm. Super helpful. Maybe you did double click just one last time. I guess this is the triple click at this point. Like, interpolating just very quickly on the spot from your, like, your notes. Like, what I hear is there's stuff around. Do they have appreciation for the executive team as the first team? Do they understand? And you, I would actually, in an interview, ask them, like, hey, what are the teams that depend most on you? 

58:46
Speaker 3
Why? 

58:47
Speaker 7
Like, what are the teams you depend on most and why at your last company? Like, those are the basic ones, obviously. What are other good questions you typically actually like to throw in there? I like the idea around, like, hey, create the flow diagram or the systems diagram in an interview. Anything else that you think should be embedded as part of that process? Are there like, two or three eye signal questions you typically like to embed that help pull that out? 

59:08
Speaker 3
Well, I think you can. Like, it's all kind of dependent on the role, but you can talk about, like, an expected outcome and see how they would map the inputs to the output. Like, what are the dependencies? Ask them to map the dependencies to drive to certain outcomes. Or you can take one step back before that and say, okay, what are the leading indicators that you tend to look for? Now, the problem with that is leading indicators can become memorized a little bit, so you definitely want to press on that further. But if they can clearly articulate with, like, a fair bit of expertise in terms of, like, how those inputs connect to drive the output, then, like, you'll know there's probably no, like, necessarily, like, fully quantitative way of determining their level of, like, system syncing. But you'll either know or not know. 

01:00:08
Speaker 7
Super helpful. So grafting this onto your CMO example, this is like, hey, we need to generate 50 million in pipeline through marketing next year. Reverse engineer that outcome. Tell me what assumptions need to hold in order for this to work. Help me understand what leading indicators are. 

01:00:22
Speaker 3
Going to tell you. 

01:00:23
Speaker 7
We're off track, lagging indicators that tell us we're off track and so on. Is that directionally correct, at least? Am I on the right track here? 

01:00:31
Speaker 3
To me, yes, that's the first step. I think the difference between just an okay executive and, like, a great one is that the okay one will list everything out, and they will treat all the elements in the system as just like a checklist or a list of things. The systems thinkers understand the list, but they understand how those things on the list actually connect. 

01:00:59
Speaker 1
And probably also organizationally how they connect to other things outside of the world of the CMO. Back to what you were saying about the CRO before as well. 

01:01:06
Speaker 3
Exactly. 

01:01:08
Speaker 7
For sure. 

01:01:09
Speaker 1
All right, Michael, I know we're at the max of your max time, so thank you so much. And thank you, everyone who's with us today for your great questions and looking forward to seeing you at some of the upcoming roundtables. Everyone. 

01:01:25
Speaker 3
Amazing. Thanks, guys. 

01:01:27
Speaker 1
Adam, welcome to the community. And Joseph. See you guys soon. I hope you enjoyed this Benwise roundtable. If you want to be in touch with the speaker or if you have a request for a future roundtable topic, reach out to us at community@benwise.com. I'm Maya Dolgen. Thanks for listening. 

