
00:00
Erik Schreter
Hey everyone. Welcome. I'm excited to launch this initiative for our membership. Our members are often talking about the fact that they want to hear from their peers. They often don't know what they don't know yet. And we've had a lot of roundtables and other member led conversations and the feedback for us has been that while the content's been amazing, most of us consume these conversations asynchronously. And so today we're taking the opportunity to sort of think through how we can deliver better content for you more asynchronously. And we're doing it through an interview format and I invited one of my good friends to launch this with us. And so we're loosely calling this program Inside Venwise. We're exposing our member journeys, our members journey to the rest of the membership. Things they've gone through, things they've learned, best practices. 

00:55
Erik Schreter
And so I'm excited to hear your feedback as we go through this. We have discussions all the time in Venwise, they're in POD meetings or during one to ones and so we can really tease out the topics that are most trending in the membership. And as companies have start to scale, Mid Management has been one of those topics. Whether it's when to implement middle management, how to think about doing it, companies who are scaling up and needing to delegate responsibilities, especially the leadership level. It's been a big topic for our membership. So all the questions you'll hear today have been submitted by our members. If you have additional questions for us, we'll provide you an opportunity to do that. At the end of this, we can always come back and do a follow up conversation if that makes sense. 

01:41
Erik Schreter
Without further ado, I'd like to welcome our guest. Hi Mike. 

01:44
Mike Bufford
Hi, how's it going? 

01:46
Erik Schreter
Mike Buford joined Venwise in 2017. January 2017. So almost seven years ago, very close to seven years ago. It's really been quite the journey. I met Mike in 2017 when he joined our membership as a CTO of Greenhouse. Today he's the co founder and CEO of ADI and I was hoping Mike can give just 30 seconds on who you are, your background before we get into some of the questions. 

02:12
Mike Bufford
Sure, let's see. I did many things in my life including being a frog catcher and paperboy, supermarket bagger, all kinds of different things. But probably the main claim to fame was being the founding engineer at Greenhouse, writing the first lines of code and scaling it up to big successful company over time. So I got to do lots of scaling and now We've founded Audi, so me and my co founder John Entrader, who's a design leader, we've been building software to help solve actually a bunch of middle management problems. And just to give you like the mini narration, as I was scaling up the team at Greenhouse, eventually you start getting to the size where you can't be the super manager anymore, where you know everything that's happening with every single person and you're able to make good judgments. 

02:56
Mike Bufford
And so you start layering in more and more people and you maybe have managers and then eventually you have directors and maybe eventually you have like VPs and directors and managers. And as you get more and more distant, it becomes harder to figure out ways of operationalizing good management practices across the team. So that's kind of what we're solving for, making sure that managers are all able to have the right types of conversations with their people and give visibility over what's happening, what conversations are taking place, whether they have high alignment or low alignment with people on their teams. And yeah, that's kind of what we're doing. All right, Eric, I will let you ping me off if I can quote. 

03:34
Erik Schreter
One of my favorite, most important people, Mike Buford. He once said, no one ever wakes up wanting more management, but there will be a time that this will be something to solve for. And so I thought that was an appropriate quote to start us with, Mike, because I don't think anybody wakes up with thinking through how many more people can I put in leadership roles at the company? But certainly there's a time for it. And so if you could just start us off and talk about timing. Like the first question that came our way was I think I need more leadership, more management in the company. But I'm not sure if this is the right moment for us. 

04:07
Erik Schreter
And so I wonder if you could just speak a little bit to what you know, when to when is best to implement a mid level management structure of the business. 

04:15
Mike Bufford
Sure. So in general, like why do we end up hiring people? We hire people because we see unmet needs. And so when to add middle management, I think is often when there are unmet needs of the people on your team and you need to start focusing your attention somewhere else. So for instance, when I decided at Greenhouse, I needed management for the first time, I'd kind of been like the engineering manager over the team and had been the programmer before that obviously didn't need to, you know, to manage me and the one other engineer. It was a small team, but once I got to let's say eight engineers. And I was responsible for a bunch of recruiting and scaling stuff and figuring out the technical strategy and spending time with customers and doing all of these other things. 

05:00
Mike Bufford
I quickly found that I was doing a worse job of supporting all the people on my team. And so you can start looking at the cost and you say, okay, well the cost of me not being able to get into the technical details with everyone, provide code reviews, do the level of like career development or support or interpersonal conflict resolution that might have been required, the level of collaboration with product management, those are all sort of needs that became strained over time. Like, you know, less I could meet them less and less. And so that was the first time I introduced management. And I think every time that I introduced another layer, it was because of that same reason there were needs that I could not meet anymore. 

05:40
Mike Bufford
And so I needed to figure out how to give myself the space to focus on what's most important for the business that I'm uniquely capable of doing and then ensure that everyone else's needs, including the needs of the business are still being met. 

05:55
Erik Schreter
So really the cost of your time not doing those other things that you were uniquely positioned to do really was one of the signals, if you will. It was the. So, so if you look at signals, if you were to like just, and you think back to your experience with greenhouse and the size of that team, could you name three or four of these? Sort of, there's, these are starting to break or these observations like that you had where, okay, they start to, let's start pushing. And so clearly your time being spent and your focus of your time was one, are there others that come to mind? 

06:27
Mike Bufford
I mean in our case, because it was an engineering team, a lot of it was sort of technical work coordination and you know, we had new people coming on board. This is also a thing that I think is probably applicable to anyone who's in like a fast scale up period, whether right at the beginning or really any other time. The ratio of new people who don't know what they're doing to the ratio of people who have experience and do know what they're doing starts to plummet, right Precipitously. All of a sudden you're like, okay, I've got eight new people and I have two people who actually know where all the bodies are buried. And you know, I'm one of them. So how do I make sure that there's someone available to answer all of the questions that they have? 

07:09
Mike Bufford
So we don't Create a bunch of waste throughout all of the engineering ranks because no one can find anything or whatever it is. And management is like one of the tools you use to solve it, just to call out. You also end up doing things like writing stuff down and making sure there's better documentation and maybe cleaning up organization. And you do things like formalizing onboarding processes so it's repeatable. New person comes on. How do you make sure they get oriented? How would you know whether they were successfully ramping up all of those types of things Support it outside of just people. But you still need the person that has been designated as the door to go knock on when you have questions of Type X. Now I'll just bridge as well. 

07:50
Mike Bufford
There were certain things that I put into scope of the very first managers and other things that I retained early on. So, you know, the idea that you want to empower your managers fully, I think is generally good advice over time. I know there's been some tension about whether that's good advice, you know, with founder mode and I can see, you know, the arguments for where it can go wrong. But I tried to take the things that I thought I was again like uniquely positioned to be good at and helpful at and then make sure that I delegated other things. So instead of creating like an engineering management layer where they were fully responsible for every aspect of the engineer's success, they were responsible for more of the project execution work. So we called them tech leads at first. 

08:35
Mike Bufford
And so they were providing technical leadership, they were providing mentorship, day to day guidance, they were orienting them in the code base. But I was still doing a ton of super manager stuff. I was still doing Skip level one ones regularly with everybody on the team. And the things I would focus on were mostly people in process problems because I thought I was well positioned to go try to first of all establish and build process with low friction because I was in charge of my little fiefdom and I was able to ask the questions to try to understand what was happening culturally where people were feeling bottlenecked. And those emotional conversations I think I thought were one of the things that I felt like I was pretty good at early on and that I didn't want to give up. 

09:18
Mike Bufford
And so if anything, I might have held onto that for too long. I kept doing Skip level one ones till I was well into dozens of people throughout the organization. All of a sudden half my calendar was Skip level one ones. But that was my point of leverage. Whereas I thought, you know what I'M going to provide equally good or maybe even worse technical advice, especially over time as you get more distant from the code base as some of the other people who were in the technical management roles. 

09:42
Erik Schreter
So, so just based on how you describe that, you know, the next question for me is really around how you source it, how do selecting the right people to bring in those roles. And the question from the membership was really around do you focus on internal individuals or do you think about external hiring? I heard you talk a lot about the skeletons and I heard you talk a lot about the internal knowledge of the business as you thought about the role. So I'm curious if you have an opinion there and maybe some lessons learned or best practices as you thought about filling those roles. 

10:16
Mike Bufford
Yeah, just like everyone else, I did it wrong at the beginning and the two people that I turned into tech leads were both software engineers who I knew didn't want to be managers and didn't actually want to do that stuff. And they were both actually really good day to day at the work, but they didn't actually feel like energized, inspired by it. They often found it like really stressful in order to do it, but they were successful in doing it for some period of time. And so the probably the. I don't know if I can cleanly say it was a mistake because it was probably the best available choice at the time. 

10:50
Mike Bufford
And I think a lot of people run into that, they're like, you know what, this person may not actually be like the perfect manager for this team because while they can meet needs A, B and C, I know they either won't want to do it or they might not be able to meet needs X, Y and Z. And so they're not who I would hire. That said, because of their asymmetric advantages of caring about your business, being super engaged in it, sometimes it is worth taking a risk. I would say that the way that I handled it was to say this is kind of like a temporary gig for you. And that was how I got away with it. 

11:25
Mike Bufford
And so if you're dealing with someone who maybe doesn't want to be a manager, that's the thing to suss out and maybe set expectations appropriately. Be like, I know that this is not something that you're super enthusiastic about. There's a business need around these things. Are you willing to sort of like, you know, suffer through helping in this way for this period of time with the eye towards like, if we succeed, we get to the next level, we start hiring people who help fulfill this role. And, and so I think that was probably the best choice at the time and still felt like a mistake. When I started hiring for an external manager for the first time, I wound up hiring someone who actually, I think he might be in the Venwise universe. 

12:07
Mike Bufford
Aaron Gibraltar, who's a VP of engineering and just like incredib, you know, thoughtful, deep person who I really always valued as a. As a thought partner in many ways. And so he was the first real external engineering manager to come in. And when I was interviewing him, the biggest questions I had, in addition to, you know, technical conversations and understanding his, you know, relative level of sophistication on different things, was like, why he cared, like, why did he want to be a people manager? Because if you're going to be a people manager, if you don't want to do people management, you're going to do a bad job of it. And that's sort of like a catalytic effect of bad things happening, right? It's like, you don't. You don't actually care about the people on your team. You just want to get the work done. 

12:49
Mike Bufford
You know, all of those people are going to be made a little bit more miserable by you. And instead, if you really do care and you're like, you know what I love, like, developing people. I love helping to solve their problems. Like, I feel good by providing sort of service and support to others. And it's not about, you know, feeling like you're, you know, top of the org chart and powerful. And instead it's more about, you know, the gratification of support. I think that was the thing that really impressed me about him early on and made me feel like, you know, this is in line with the culture that I want to create. 

13:22
Mike Bufford
And this is someone who will, like, run towards the types of problems that other people might find the stressful ones that they don't necessarily want to engage in, that are in the role today. And I think. I think there was this huge sense of relief, honestly, when he landed. I remember, like, the tech leads were kind of like, oh, okay, like, there's someone who wants to do this who's now taking care of a bunch of these things. And I thought that was huge. So kudos to Aaron for helping build the company early on. 

13:50
Erik Schreter
Nice shout out to Aaron Gibraltar by Aaron. He is. He is also part of the membership, which is great. CTO and VP of Engine, another company within the membership. Mike, as you think about. Well, you know, two things you said were really interesting to me. The first is without using the words like the best ICs don't always make the best managers. And, and there's something about that. So as you're promoting internally, that's certainly something we've seen at Venwise. How did you. Or maybe the question is did you think about surrounding yourself by people at the company who can help you build this out? Like did HR and or people operations, I guess the Greenhouse story in particular, how involved were those teams in helping you think through? 

14:34
Erik Schreter
We'll get to structure in a minute more just the recruitment of these individuals and how to select them. 

14:39
Mike Bufford
Yeah. So for Greenhouse's story, you know, early on I think this is probably true of a huge number of startups. We didn't even have an HR person. You know, we had someone who is knowledgeable about HR because Dan Chait, the CEO, he actually led an HR function beforehand. But we didn't really have like a full time HR staff. And so much like a lot of other companies I found out engineering becomes the biggest team at the beginning of a company. A lot of times if you're building software because like you're in the product development phase, you're shipping more and more features. That's where the early investment dollars go is to like getting the capabilities so that you can spin up the go to market machine and have it really hum. 

15:20
Mike Bufford
And so because we end up being the biggest team early on, we end up defining processes before everyone else because we wind up bumping into those. And so I think really early, if I'm talking like 2014, I was defining a ton of processes, you know, for the first time like no one else had quite solved it yet in the company. And some ways when I was solving those became like the first draft of a company policy even though I didn't really intend them to be. Shortly thereafter we wound up working with Maya Joe Bachvili Skinner who I not even sure exactly what her job is at Stripe now, but something extremely important. She had been head of people at Stripe and then head of M and A and I think now it might be like enterprise product or something. 

16:01
Mike Bufford
But incredibly smart person who is a friend of Dan's. Early on we I think did a lot of collaborating. She became head of people, Greenhouse's first set of people. She helped introduce concepts like employee lifetime value out there into the world and comes from like an engineering background so is also really methodical and thinking through what are all the different ways that we do these things. I'll just give you an example. Like I remember whiteboarding with her were talking about the first time we tried to run a slightly more formal compensation process. And I was always like an HR nerd and kind of wanted to talk through like how are we going to do this policy and like how is it going to affect people and how are they going to feel about it and what are the different effects that it has? 

16:41
Mike Bufford
And were looking at things like, okay, well let's draw a chart on the wall of well you could sort of optimize for fairness and evenness and you know, you might have like a relatively flat line with, you know, just a little bit of extra performance, you know, being rewarded at the top. Or you could choose a culture where you say, you know what, we only reward top performers because that's the most important thing. And you have a really steep curve, you know, and almost all of the dollars that you might have under the curve go to the top performers. And so those types of early debates and discussions about like what is the culture that we have, what are, how are people going to feel about it, how do we want it to evolve? 

17:17
Mike Bufford
They're so affected by the policies that you end up creating in HR around people practices that it is really worth paying attention to them. I think just doing whatever everyone else is doing is kind of like a miss when you think about the potential leverage over how people feel about working at your company that you get from being thoughtful about those processes. So Maya was a really good thought partner early on. 

17:41
Erik Schreter
So, so if you think about how my helped you at that time implement the sort of policy on the HR side at the very least if you could like maybe just bullet point them for us where you thought like if you were doing that all over again, the thing, the policies on the HR side that you would focus on as you start to implement a mid level, a mid manager layer there. Comp. Sounds like one. 

18:03
Mike Bufford
Yeah. I mean and that's one that's infrequent. Yeah. So performance. Right. How do you create a culture where people have identified what the expectations are in the first place? So this is actually a thing. I think it's surprising. Number of companies, including really good companies, don't end up prioritizing until it's a burning fire, which is, are people clear about what's expected of them in their job? And that comes at many different levels. Right. You might have a job description, you might have some like competencies you've laid out in a career ladder or copied from someone else off of the Internet. But then there's often These unspoken expectations that end up influencing whether or not they actually end up delivering value day to day or are seen as successful or they perceive themselves as capable of succeeding at a company. 

18:47
Mike Bufford
I'll just give you an example of something that's often hidden. It's like the manager takes a look at some work product someone did and they have an unspoken value difference where they're like, you know, what really matters to me is like quality and you know, this person focused on quantity. And so when they review the work they kind of think like, this isn't very good. Right. And they make a sort of summary value judgment over what that person did and they say nothing about it. And then like nine months later maybe they have implemented a formal sort of annual review process and they go have a conversation, they say, I think your work's okay because you know, while you produce a lot of stuff, it's not very good. And that's the first time the employee hears it. 

19:30
Mike Bufford
Now they've been working in that way the entire year. They've probably been having one one conversations with the manager. The manager might even know they name of their dog. But they have not actually clarified what they're thinking. They're keeping it inside of the black box because they want to avoid conflict. And so I, I point this out because I think it's like a cultural expectation thing. Do you early on make sure that managers know part of what's expected of you is to transparently share what you're thinking with the employees. And so the way that I would actually control for that early on was through skip levels. And the way that I would do it is I'd ask fact based questions of people like what was the last piece of feedback you got from your manager? 

20:13
Mike Bufford
Something like that is, it's not like how do you feel about Jim? Right. There's just like answer to it. It's like I, I can't remember. Actually I haven't gotten any feedback recently. Oh, it was this. And it was really helpful. Oh, it was this. And I kind of felt bad. There's some story that's going to come out of it. And so trying to figure out how not to make the person feel on the spot is like a bit of like a subtle art. But if you can do that at the asking some of these more specific questions to take the list of things you might expect of a manager, do they care about this person's growth and have they like created a plan for how they're going to grow over Time, have they provided them with feedback? 

20:49
Mike Bufford
You know, have they create an environment where they're able to walk into work and feel like, you know what, there's the level of harmony required for me to feel happy here long term? Do they feel like they can make changes or things are stuck? All of those types of things might be expectations you have of your manager. Often they're not clear from your level as well as like a leader. Have you told your management layer what's expected of them and then, you know, are you able to figure out ways to go check and make sure those things are actually happening through other mechanisms? Yeah. 

21:20
Erik Schreter
And on that line of thinking, maybe as the senior leader who implemented the structure, how do you ensure it's working or it's effective in achieving what you know, there's a reason to set it up. We talked about that earlier. How do you know it's working and being effective at those things you tried to achieve? 

21:39
Mike Bufford
Well, I think as, let's say, super skip level manager and I had like 30 people. I felt like I was just about in control of it because through skip levels I was getting enough feedback. And then that scaling system totally broke because, you know, by the time I left Greenhouse, I think I might have had 185 people or something. Right. So you can't do Skip levels with 185 people and get good sign. Eventually you go to skip levels and it's like, okay, I've never talked to this person. I've worked here for a year and they're like four levels above me in the org chart and I'm terrified. And I just want to get out of the conversation like that's not a good environment for getting candid communication like you would when you were smaller. So I started focusing. 

22:15
Mike Bufford
First of all, you still want to do skip level, you know, from your level. So it's like, you know, I had VPs reporting to me and I would want to make sure I understood what was going on with directors and occasionally with engineering managers, but not possible for everyone. And I started assessing team health in different ways as opposed to individual health because the team got so much bigger. So, you know, you might see individual health through things like engagement survey results. People are providing specific feedback on things like the, you know, Project Oxygen questions from Google that end up in like, you know, the culture app survey or something. Right. It's like, you know, eight or ten manager behaviors that you're responding to. Are those things happening? You can see the pockets within teams where it's going well or not going well. 

22:56
Mike Bufford
So that's one way of getting maybe individual sentiment for teams. I actually created a process that I first did the wrong way and then I think got refined by the team over time, which is called the quarterly management review, which is, you know, a flavor of quarterly business review. And so what are the types of questions? It's like, well, how'd you do against your goals in the last quarter? What's your plan for the next quarter? But we added in things like, you know, stakeholder sentiments like what do your stakeholders think about how things are going? And when I first rolled this part of the process out, people were saying things like, who are my stakeholders? I'm like, this is a thing you should know. 

23:34
Mike Bufford
You should know who your stakeholders are and then you should know what they're thinking and you know what they're asking about. And so that led to both the better manager behavior and a place where I could close the loop and understand what those things were. Same thing with like team metrics or KPIs. Like when you're spinning up, I'm going to spin up six new teams this year there, what's the basic infrastructure or scaffolding you expect a manager to create for their team to make sure that they can operate effectively? And so it might be, you have KPIs, you know who your stakeholders are. You had a plan and you tracked whether you did it or not. You know you have a plan for the future, right? Like did you learn any insights? 

24:13
Mike Bufford
This was another thing that we had like on the slide deck, like did you learn insight? So what did I do wrong there? Just because I think like the overall structure of like ask a bunch of those questions and it's helpful is probably good. What I did wrong was I made it initially a deck template and then I made everyone fill it out and they found it like really stressful to have to fill this thing out. The reason they found it stressful is not just because it went to me, but because in the interest of transparency I made it a giant day long meeting where every single one of like two dozen managers and started with like eight. So it wasn't as painful at the beginning but got more and more painful as the team scaled. 

24:48
Mike Bufford
Had to present in front of everyone else in the team about all of these things. And certainly if you like with the goal, like you're getting up and you're feeling shame in front of a large group of people and you know there's parts of the experience that were that I think I was not sensitive enough to about how the managers felt about it because I was just happy that, like, good operational practices were happening. So, you know, one of the ways that it evolved was I eventually handed it off to a VP of engineering on my team who is also, I think, a Venwise member, Andy Lister. And so, you know, Andy wound up making some changes. And so I think this is maybe one of the most important things I'm going to give the meta comment and then the specific comment. 

25:30
Mike Bufford
So the meta comment was, I always wanted everyone on the team to feel like if you see something that's not working well, like, don't ask for permission or forgiveness, just, like, change it. And so, you know, when I made it someone else's responsibility, you know, at first they often think, like, let me run all of the changes that I want by this person to make sure that they're bought in. And so as a leader, given that's the default that a lot of people are going to have, you might have explicitly encourage them to make change and not ask for permission and then see how it goes and figure out how to de risk appropriately for whatever the thing is. And so when I put it in his hands, he wound up changing it into a document. 

26:06
Mike Bufford
And the document had a lot of the same types of sections, and certain things, you know, didn't need to be a document. It could just be a dashboard you looked at and was linked. And it wound up taking people like a couple hours instead of several days because it was no longer a presentation and it became less stressful and only the people who are interested in it wound up reading it. And a lot of the same stuff still ended up happening, but without so much stress. And so I tell that story in part because, you know, you might have an idea about how to structure something in management that does get at ends you care about. 

26:37
Mike Bufford
Like, teams have goals, teams have, you know, metrics that they're looking at, but the exact way that comes to mind for you about how to implement it might not actually be the way that is most effective. And so I would say do implement things like that, but make sure that you focus on, like, the actual spirit of what you're trying to accomplish and not all the implementation details and allow those to evolve. There's something painful like fix the pain. 

27:00
Erik Schreter
Totally. That's a great story and probably very helpful to a few folks who are doing this now. So maybe in that spirit, the unexpected challenges, right? You put something in place like this, you Build some systems and tools. But, you know, if you had to, you know, we'll come back at the end, probably to some overall lessons learned. But just what are the unexpected challenges you might or might not have seen at the beginning? And in the spirit of anybody here listening who's going through the process or maybe starting to see the signs it's not working the way they want to, or they might be experiencing some of the challenges you would have faced when you did this in Greenhouse. 

27:38
Mike Bufford
Yeah, I think probably the biggest one managers of managers or managers of managers would face. So let's say, like, you know, series B plus leaders are going to run into, at different levels, the pain of indirection, where it's like, you might have a clear vision of something that should happen, which might actually include things like, that person shouldn't work here anymore. But when they're like, two levels removed from you in the org chart, you run the risk of either being perceived as, like, bullying to get to that result, because the other person might disagree. They're like, no, they're actually valuable in ways that you don't see or value enough, but they are valuable. Or you might keep it to yourself and realize, like, you know what, these people are empowered. I trust them. 

28:24
Mike Bufford
And so if they don't think they should go, then they shouldn't go. So I think that was probably an unexpected challenge of, like, how hard it would be to indirectly manage parts of my org in the ways that I wanted without, you know, without feeling like I'm too far in one direction or the other and I won't tell the story of. And here's how exactly I solved it, because I think that's actually just a hard problem. And so you almost have to pick, like, where are we on the cultural spectrum? Is it that I'm going to, you know, convince the person that, like, no, they have to go, or am I going to hold them accountable for the results of the people in their team? 

29:02
Mike Bufford
This might be tricky because it's like, well, this person's a high performer, but the person that reports to them who's not been let go is doing a bad job. Now, I think the important thing that maybe I would note is, like, you have to listen to. Is that a contradiction? And are you know, what was the actual thing you control? It's like, well, you might be able to control the accountability of that person who reports to you, who has the other person reporting to you. And you might need to hold them accountable for the results, but not necessarily for the decision of whether or not to let someone go. It's like if you see, oh, system's falling over all the time and it shouldn't be or whatever it is. 

29:38
Mike Bufford
And so you think that person in charge is not succeeding, focus on the fact system's falling over and say, you know what, you're accountable for getting this done. And that can often cause them to change their perspective sometimes in line with, you know, what your expectation might be that like this, we need to do something about this problem and then they own the out getting to the outcome and not just translating, you know, your perspective about how it should be done. 

30:03
Erik Schreter
Yeah, I imagine there's lots of people out there who are navigating this type of a, a dilemma. And to your point, I think every circumstance is slightly different and culture at the company is very much an indicator of how you approach these things. So that resonates in a big way. 

30:20
Mike Bufford
I, I have another one by the way. 

30:22
Erik Schreter
Do it. 

30:24
Mike Bufford
So this one is, I don't think I realized how ossified teams would get automatically. It's like, okay, I'm going to create teams and when I create a team I'm going to say, okay, you own this domain of things and you're accountable for it. And each year when you think about your teams, you often end up with, let's say, you know, you're in a venture backed startup and it's going well. It's like, oh, I've got another $3 billion or $8 million I can go spend on this, you know, some new teams, that sounds great. And you start thinking about, you know, what shopping you can do. 

30:56
Mike Bufford
So it's less likely that while distracted by the $8 million that you can now spend, that you'll go look at your existing team and say what's working or not working as well here with all these things I've already built and should I change any of them or you know, do any surgery? And so I think early on I made the mistake of adding and adding without thinking about how valuable. Well, not think, not that I wasn't thinking about, but not thinking enough or deeply enough about how valuable everything was in its current configuration and whether I should have dealt with the suffering that comes with change and you know, forcing change on the organization. Rather than allow a status quo that was meh to keep going in certain cases it'd be like, let's change the status quo. 

31:44
Mike Bufford
Like I think regularly, not so regularly that it's whiplash, but like once a year when you're doing budgeting and you're thinking about your teams, like it's not crazy to make sure it actually really aligns with what you're trying to get to. And if you can do it without spending more money, that's better. And so, you know, automatically spend more money just because you get it. 

32:05
Erik Schreter
Okay, so two quick, last, quick questions for you on this topic. The company culture. People talk about culture all the time. And as companies scale, it goes from a small, tight knit group to of course, more people. And the larger company becomes, the harder operationally, the harder it becomes to maintain culture. And so I just wonder if there's a comment you want to make or based on your experience, how did you think about maintaining Greenhouse's culture as the company scaled in people? And maybe this goes outside engineering as well because you're on the leadership team there. So you might have seen different ways you guys did that across the board. 

32:49
Mike Bufford
So I mean, culture has like so many different layers, so certain things were able to be preserved and certain things were not. So, you know, I think that's to be expected. So things that could be preserved from my spot in leadership where like I'm going to be transparent with you about what I'm thinking or what's going on to whatever degree is reasonable and like, you can expect that of me, you know, that when we're having, you know, I think advocacy is an important thing, especially as an executive. You're, you know, you're behind the scenes and you're representing your team and the company as part of the executive organization. How do you make sure that you're, you know, looking out for both interests that you represent, both the interests of the company and the interests of all the people on your team. 

33:32
Mike Bufford
And I think it's important that they trust that leadership is looking out for them. You know, even behind closed doors. I think it's really important to make sure that if you're valuing like results that you're celebrating those things as you go. Other things, like there was an in office culture at Greenhouse, which I think was super fun in many ways and I think still exists to some degree. But it all got blown up during COVID and so that wound up changing a bunch of the relationship dynamics in the team. So do you try to get it back or do you try to build something different? 

34:07
Mike Bufford
And I think at that time that was probably a moment of reckoning where you had to think about how are we going to build a new culture that is more distributed, friendly Given that everyone's going to be distributed for a while, I think that's more about recognizing which parts of the culture, while good and were good and appropriate at the time, might need to change based on the new conditions that you're facing. And so yeah, that's my answer that there's kind of a mix. Some things are going to go away and some things hopefully you can maintain. 

34:40
Erik Schreter
Yeah, I think culture changes with time too. Right. Like I think as the outside world changes, there are these moments where companies stand up and say this is who we are and this is how we belong. And there are some times where it evolves and changes. And I think the COVID example is a good one. I guess the last question you've talked about a lot of. Maybe this is a summary question to be to our conversation, right. 

35:01
Erik Schreter
Where if you take yourself back to Mike in 2014 or 15 and when you start to think about going beyond you and a bunch of direct reports, building a piece of technology and bringing in mid management, what advice do you wish you would have had then that you can give yourself if you go back there and then, you know, position that for those out there who are looking for that same advice now? 

35:25
Mike Bufford
Yeah, I mean I think one of the things I look back and have the most mixed feelings on was I felt, and I think a lot of startup people probably feel this way to some degree. I felt so much that there is nothing that I could possibly allow for that might lead to failure. Like I was so certain that, you know, anything I can control, I must control to prevent failure. And that didn't necessarily result for me in terms of micromanagement within my team because I thought empowerment was like the best way to manage within my team. 

36:00
Mike Bufford
But when I was dealing with a growing and varied set of stakeholders across the company over time, I think I made the mistake of dying on every hill and I thought, you know, every one of these battles must be won in order for us to succeed. And I think that was not true. And I don't know that I had enough self awareness to realize how often I was doing that and what the costs were. I was only focused on the outcome. And I think, you know, building the company is a, is a team sport and you've got to have great relationships with everyone on your team. And so if I had one thing to give myself as advice would be like, just choose which hills to die on. Doesn't mean you shouldn't die on any hills. You should probably die on some. 

36:44
Mike Bufford
But like don't die on every hill. 

36:46
Erik Schreter
That's a great way to end it. I really do appreciate your time. The membership appreciate your time also. Mike, thanks for that. If you have just a note to the group, this is for internal use only within the membership, so if you have additional questions, Mike can be reached at mike m I k-e t t I.com or send us more questions that we can also direct to the wider membership as well at community@venwise.com Mike, I appreciate the time. This has been fantastic. Any last closing thoughts from you and then we'll wrap. 

37:22
Mike Bufford
Well, so much of this was about Greenhouse and I grew a bunch from Venwise. So I wanted to say thank you to Venwise for being part of my sort of leadership and growth journey and wanted to thank all the people I collaborated with at Greenhouse, including a couple that were mentioned, and to Dan and John, the founders Greenhouse, for putting faith in me to go die in every hill and try to make it work. 

37:46
Erik Schreter
Mike, thanks so much. We appreciate it. We'll do this again soon. 

37:49
Mike Bufford
Thanks. See you guys. 
