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Strong technical game

You know the tools and know how to produce

But lately you want to be or are getting involved in things that aren’t just technical

● Talking to clients
● Supporting a business goal
● Representing your team in a meeting
● Consulted by business leadership

You Are Here



In this Talk: Growing from Code to Influence

● The right person at right place and time

● Expand your skills

● Sharpen your communication

● Get past your own ego

● Reality is messy



Right Person at the 
Right Place and 
Time



Luck is Preparation plus Opportunity

Leadership doesn’t develop in a vacuum

Someone with responsibility has to identify you might “make it there from here”

You have to demonstrate some skill, some “spark”

● Desire and ability to help others or the organization
● Ability to learn and adapt
● Taking initiative

An empty role is sometimes the catalyst

Get a good mentor (or mentors)



Where I Stood in 2021

This was me in 2021:

● Sole IC on a project, showed some “spark”
● Asked to lead our graphics API capture-replay software project

○ 1 client, 2 other engineers

The shift I wasn’t prepared for:

My job started being about how I got work done through others



Expand Your Skills



Develop New Capabilities

AI Tooling!  

Challenge:

● Enable the engineering organization to use new tools

Resolution:

● Read up on the legal issues (a new skill)
● Research LLM plans and costs (sharpening a skill)
● Drafted and stuck with with AI Policy through legal review,

putting into personnel manual (persistence)



Identify New Business Opportunities 

Challenge:

● We were getting scattered, being driven by our clients 
● Identified new customer use that we didn’t support

○ Doing this identification more art and intuition than science

Resolution:

● Gathered requirements from clients
● Synthesized new aspect of our software
● Got in front of the problem
● More business opportunities



Represent Beyond the Organization

Open Standards!

Communication requires clarity, tact, and firmness

Represent organization’s goals externally

Standards work helps develop logic and skill with language

● Eyes opened by RFC 2119



Strengthen the Team

Some examples:

● Pull Request process checklist
● Software package Architectural Principles document
● Ongoing Product Roadmap spreadsheet

Put knowledge into structures that support the team’s goals



Sharpen Your 
Communication



Know Your Audience

Individual Contributor Tech Lead

Provide detail about a solution Summarize for peer leads and org 
heads

Deep technical understanding Right level for audience

Focus on how it works Focus on how it meets business 
needs



Understand the Reason Behind Strong Emotions

ICs: Avoid being swayed by emotion

● Focus on technical facts, details

TLs: Understand the reason behind strong emotions in meetings

● Fear of falling behind
● Schedule pressure and uncertainty
● Know the why to understand how to respond

Result: Enable addressing the actual issue



Learn Their Language: Communication Styles

Lean into others’ strengths, which may be different from yours - sometimes leap of 
faith

Defend, protect, strengthen people's differences - diverse perspectives make a 
strong team

Learn other people’s communication styles

● (Not endorsing, just illustrating) DISC, Myers-Briggs, SOCIAL STYLE
● Recognize people engage in different ways (direct or evidence-based or 

enthusiastic…)



Get Past Your Own 
Ego



Get Past Your Ego

Your job is not to look smart.  Your job is to get the thing built.

You may feel: “I’m the only one who can solve this”

But:

● You need to be available for lead work
○ Building roadmaps
○ Carving out tasks
○ High-level design

● It is a team member’s opportunity for growth 
● Fixing a thing by yourself is not your contribution



Stop Fighting Fires

It’s tempting:

● Feels productive
● You're good at it
● Immediate results

Why it's wrong:

● Usually symptom of structural problem
○ Solve the structural problem instead

● You may be procrastinating
○ Hiding from leadership challenges and growth



Mentor Others

Providing guidance is a powerful lever

Doesn’t have to be formalized

● Explain “why” in code reviews
● Say how you figured out a problem, not just the solution
● Provide kind and actionable feedback



Reality is Mess
y



No Recipe: Be Patient with Yourself and Be Persistent

Most of this will take time and practice

You will make mistakes and that’s okay

Give yourself room to try things out

Your management has a vested interest in your success



Don’t Take It Personally

Pivotal Client:

● Months of praise
● Suddenly switched to:

○ Not performing
○ Need to step up
○ Maybe time to move on to other providers

What I thought: “My technical ability is in question”

What it was: Opportunity to understand their situation



The View From Here: My Job Today

I interact with business leadership

I work with the engineering team

I interact with clients and synthesize their requests into our roadmap

I focus on architecture consistency and quality

I take a share of responsibility for:

● The team
● The company

It's been worthwhile - I see progress, I see improvement, I see momentum



The Hero’s Journey?

Joseph Campbell’s “Hero With A Thousand Faces” helped me contextualize

● He wrote 17 stages!  (e.g. “Call to Adventure”, “Supernatural Aid”, “The 
Ordeal”, “Return with the Elixir”)

● Okay, it doesn’t have to be that dramatic
● Not a blueprint!
● Instead, a framework to understand every person’s journey through growth
● It often helps me understand where I am in my journey(s)

I recommend it!



Conclusion



What You Can Do

Strengthen your skills, be visible, be open to being selected

Expand your skills

Target communication to the audience

Get past your ego

Don’t be too hard on yourself
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