
OPENING STORY
- In 2011, my company was one of the largest marketing automation companies 

around. We had a great product, a great team, plenty of cash but we were at risk of 
losing our momentum. I want to tell you how we turned this around, ignited the 
after burners, and sold it to IBM last year.

- I am Bill Nussey, the CEO of Silverpop and most recently the VP Strategy at IBM

- I’m passionate about the science of scaling an organization
- I’ve come at this from many different perspectives
- Venture capitalist with Greylock
- Sat on dozens of boards
- Acquired 30+ companies
- CEO 3x, 60, 3000 and 500 people
- Taken one public
- Now I help IBM’s exec team set the company’s strategy – 450,000 people
- Spend a few minutes sharing a few things I’ve learned
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AUDIENCE QUESTION: How many of you are in companies of 25 of less? 25-
125? 125+
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STORY:  used  to  run  a  public  company  in  the  professional  services  space  with  
almost  two  dozen  offices  across  the  world.  Some  offices  were  doing  great.  
Some  were  struggling.  We  couldn’t  crack  it.  Eventually,  we  put  all   the  
information  on  a  spreadsheet  and  the  answers  jumped  out.  The  differences  
between  those  succeeding  and  those  failing   were:  1)  management  teams  that  
had  worked  together  for  a  year  or  more,  and  2)  nearly  every  office  that  grew  
to  150  people  stumbled  big-time  for  a  few  quarters  or  more

SIDE NOTE: The self-management craze, including things like Holocracy, has a lot 
of benefit. It’s a variation on a set of ideas that have been around for decades. It’s a 
novel way get through tribe but the number of instances where it works at the Town 
stage are very, very rare. Be careful not to invest too much energy in this approach if 
you plan to grow to several hundred people.
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STORY: Years ago, I worked with a close friend and a key executive on our team. He 
was brilliant, visionary and a key reason our company had been so successful. He 
was widely respected because he never hesitated to jump in and do whatever it took. 
He never said, “that’s not my job”. As the company grew, those strengths turned into 
liabilities. He was so passionate about getting stuff done that he struggled to hand off 
work to the growing team under him. Even more challenging, he always had a very 
clear idea of HOW their work should be done. In short, this dedicated, brilliant exec 
turned out to be micro-manager as the company scaled. Eventually he left the 
company. In my experience, there is nothing harder in business than when one of the 
people most responsible for your success in the past turns out to be the biggest 
liabilities for the company’s future.
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STORY: At Silverpop, we did the typical annual planning and assigned cascading 
goals. Many execs had a dozen and one exec even had 25 goals. Guess how many 
she got done? Answer: I’m not sure – it was a mess – it was so much trouble to track 
that we just put things back in auto-pilot and lost most of the value of our planning.

Why?
1. Forces simplicity and focus – there will always be too much going on so this forces you 

to identify what’s most important
2. Forces alignment – ironically, it can actually set strategy
3. Forces delegation – by restricting the number of goals for your CEO and other execs, 

important projects must be delegated to other team members. In my experience, this is 
one of the best ways to overcome people’s natural reluctance to hand off projects they 
feel strongly about.
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STORY: As you get past the Family stage, your instinct is to invest every resource 
and every bit of energy into accelerating your growth. But, like the large companies 
covered in The Innovators Dilemma, small companies also need to be placing 
strategic bets outside their main business.  One of my favorite examples at Silverpop 
was the creation of a group we called Emerging Apps. This group was run by a few 
of Silverpop’s most talented and entrepreneurial people and it was chartered directly 
and actively by me. To let this group by truly agile, we removed many of the 
constraints required of other parts of the business. They had higher flexibility on 
hiring, spending and coding requirements. This wasn’t entirely popular but the 
impact was undeniable. Within a year, they had reached nearly a million dollars in 
sales and were paying for themselves. As we grew, this group brought their super-
agile approach to some of the most important initiatives in the business. 
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As Horowitz says in the “Hard thing about Hard Things”, A mission puts everything 
else in context

STORY: If you doubt for a second that it’s OK to change your mission every few 
years, just look at Salesforce.com. The company started with a mission of “no 
software” and has shifted it time and time again over the years. I believe their ability 
to re-invent themselves is one of the key reasons they’ve been so successful. But, it’s 
not just about inventing a new marketing slogan. My experience with Salesforce.com
over the years is that they are deeply, almost religiously, committed to each new 
mission they come up with. Their CEO, Marc Benioff is masterful at getting his ever 
growing company aligned and agile.
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Mark Zuckerberg made ones of the boldest mission statements ever made – right in 
the middle of his companies IPO filing.

“We frequently make decisions that may reduce our short-term revenue or 
profitability if we believe that the decisions are consistent with our mission”
“Simply put: we don’t build services to make money; we make money to build 
services.”
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PAUSE – purposefully blank
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Today’s short talk didn’t let me cover one of the cooler aspects of scaling your 
business – the technology. 

When I joined IBM last year, I expected to find a company that ran at unprecedented 
scale. I was not disappointed. But I was also surprised to learn how much investment 
IBM is making to bring their experience in technology scale to start ups. If you have 
the chance, go by our booth to hear some of the stories about our global 
entrepreneur, catalyst, and smart camp programs.
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