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bootstrapping an ops team




1. Do you really need an ops team?
2. What makes a good startup ops hire?







the story starts here
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Operations engineering at scale is a specialized skillset.

It is not “software engineering lite”.

It is not someone to do all the annoying parts of running systems for you.




Do you really need an ops team?

or do your software engineers need to get better at ops?

Farse



Do you really need an ops team?

you have hard operational problems




Hard Operational Problems

e Extreme reliability

e High security demands
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So you need an ops team
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What makes a good startup ops hire?
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A good startup ops engineer is broadly literate

and can go deep on at least one or two areas.




All great operations engineers:

e Strong automation instincts

* e Ownership over their systems

e Strong opinions, weakly held

o Simplify, simplify, simplify




Things that do NOT predict great startup ops engineers:

e Great at whiteboarding code
e Any particular technology or language
e Any particular degree

e Big company pedigree




Succeeds at a big company:
e structured roadmap
e execute well on small, coherent slices
e classical CS backgrounds
e value cleanliness & correctness

e technical depth

Succeeds at a startup:
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s this your first hire for the team?
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Your first-hire unicorn:







First, do the job yourself.
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Figure out what strengths you really need

hire for those.




Figure out what strengths you really need

hire for those




Good interview questions: #
e establish technical range *
e probe the candidate’s self-reported strengths *‘k *
e related to your real problems xk ﬁ
e leading questions with many good answers ‘k* *

e ask culture questions. screen for learned
helplessness.

Bad interview questions:




ask culture questions. screen for learned helplessness.

learned helplessness is like startup kryptonite
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£« hipster weight
The irony of companies with "DevOps
Engineer” positions is that they are only

driving away the people they are attempting
to attract.
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How to spot bad ops people

e Tweaking indefinitely & pointlessly

e« Walling off prod from developers

’
e Adding complexity
e \¥on't admit they don't know things 1
e Won't own up fast when they break things

Y

e Not caring about customer experience
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How to lose good ops people

e Allthe responsibility, none of the authority

r
e Give them all the small shit
e Blameful culture f
e No interesting operational problems
(

they will quit
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Treat your people well.
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with thanks to:

Kevin Lacker

Parse CTO

Ilya Sukhar

Parse CEO

Mark Ferlatte

(available for architecture/infrastructure consulting)
ferlatte@tetherpad.com
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