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Why?





Tanya Reilly: The Staff Engineerʼs Path



https://levelupsoftwareengineering.substack.com/p/breaking-the-staff-engineer-ceiling



An interpretation



Senior individual contributors

Role models for engineers

Engineering Leadership

No people management

Strive for impact beyond team boundaries

Work on what matters most to the company

Proactive & self-organized

Enable others (teams, streams, units) to be more effective

Own and execute the organization’s technical strategy

What’s a Staff Eng?



Code monkeys

Meeting-free

Always in the zone

Working on “baby projects”

What they’re not



Changing the long-term trajectory 

Itʼs not about personal heroics

Have to create impact vectors, e.g. by
● Influencing
● Unblocking
● Coordinating
● Leading

Actively grow engineers around them

Not a 10x engineer
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Org Chart Positioning is unclear 

Teams have no direct Point-Of-Contact

Ambiguous Responsibilities 

Are they responsible for something?
Maybe even accountable?

Area of Impact Definition 

What are they working on?

Why the change?

Unclear to the outside 

Tech Lead is usually used for the most experienced 
engineer in a team



Archetypes



Soft categorization
● Can be switched
● Can be mixed

Based on their preference and compatibility

4 Types:
● Architect
● Tech Lead
● Solver
● Right Hand

Archetypes



In a product stream with multiple teams

Within the stream responsible for
● Technical direction
● Technical quality
● Technical approach

Combine knowledge of
● Business Domain
● User needs
● Technical constraints
● Org-level leadership

Align teams with the org’s technical strategy
● And help them to execute upon it

Archetypes

Architect



Focus on a specific area of technology

Continuously unblock teams

Create visibility for technical debt

Coordinate work on technical debt

Focused on the execution of building blocks of the 
technical strategy
● Guide and lead teams in their approach and 

execution

Archetypes

Tech Lead



Bounce from hotspot to hotspot

Go deep into arbitrarily complex problems

Work until it’s fixed or an appropriate path forward 
is found

These problems often
● Are organizational priorities
● Lack a clear approach
● Have a high degree of execution risk

Archetypes

Solver



Work closely with members of the wider leadership 
team
● Remove important problems from their plate

Never purely technical problems

Often involve the intersection of
● Business
● Technology
● People
● Culture
● Process

Archetypes

Right Hand



Tanya Reilly: The Staff Engineerʼs Path



Big Picture Thinking
Pillar 1



Advocate & advance the company’s technical 
strategy

Focused on long-term trends of progress
● Topics often span multiple quarters

Work towards a vision
● Build support for that
● Align everything and everyone
● Support until the goal is reached

Detect ambiguous, important problems
● Test different approaches
● Facilitate the decision process
● Pave the way for the teams

○ Documentation, Tooling, Meets

Big Picture Thinking

Setting technical direction



Sparring partners for management
● Often time-sensitive, unexpected, and/or 

important decisions
● Challenging to pull in the right people

Inject engineering context and perspective
● To change critical decisions

Highly impactful, great responsibility

Big Picture Thinking

Providing eng. prospective



Organizational authority is loaned

Need to stay aligned with the organization and the 
business strategy to remain effective

Impact vectors all point in the same direction

Define the technical strategy together with
● CPO
● CTO
● VP of Engineering
● Directors of Engineering

Big Picture Thinking
Staying aligned with authority



Project Execution
Pillar 2



Help coordinate and lead projects
● Find sponsors
● Motivate people
● Plan them in together with their PM

Plan, organize, facilitate a project
● Be its go-to-person

Partner with a Technical Program Manager
● They can help with the managerial side of 

things
● If part of a program, TPM will regularly check 

in to check the alignment

Project Execution
Leading Projects



Static groups, also called communities, are a bunch of 
engineers who are passionate about a part of our technical 
and/or engineering business.

General basic guidelines for communities are:

● Leadership duo
● min. one Staff Engineer
● other role could be an Engineering Lead or another 

Engineering role

● Clear and defined purpose via a charter
● Communities meet at least once during the sprint
● Focused on
● Mastery of the craft (guidance, advise, knowledge 

sharing, etc.)
● improve technical and engineering aspects at 

Staffbase

Communities

Temporary groups, also called Project groups, are a group of 
people working on a technical topic for a certain period of time 
to achieve a pre-defined goal.

General basic guidelines project groups are:

● Clear responsible leadership (single or duo)
● A sponsoring Staff Eng (who can ensure that the 

project work aligns with overall technical 
architecture/direction and can keep Staff Eng 
community appraised of work)

● Clearly defined goal/outcome for the next 36 months
● Group uses JIRA to structure and manage work 

packages
● Group members commit to a certain amount of capacity 

to support the reliable project achievement
● The group is focused on delivering specific tangible 

outcomes.

Project Groups

Excursion: Leading formats



Strive to make teams as successful as possible

Do the needed –often invisible– tasks to keep the 
teams moving forward and shipping work

Work behind the scenes
● Expedite the most important work
● Ensure it gets finished
● Highly impactful

Project Execution
Being Glue

https://noidea.dog/glue



Listen through questions
● Ask with the desire to learn
● Specific. Sharpen the conversation
● Don’t make others have to defend 

themselves

Define the purpose of the meeting

Read the room

Not just let everyone agree on own approach
● But helping the team decide on its own

Project Execution
Drive Meetings



Leveling Up
Pillar 3



Share experience and advice

Build ongoing relationships

Mentor & Mentee work together on problems
● Pairing directly in code
● Talking through and conceptualizing 

different solutions and approaches

Routinely consulted for growth talks
● Their feedback for the engineer
● Help Engineering Lead understand the 

engineer’s work
● Provide resources & ideas to the engineer to 

grow further professionally

Leveling Up
Mentorship



Get to know the person
● Listen to their experiences
● Learn about their skills
● Understand their growth ambitions

Raise up their name to help them
● get to do visible, valuable work
● demonstrate their skills to a new audience

Vouch for them and their work

Feel on the hook to help them get promoted

Leveling Up
Sponsorship

https://larahogan.me/blog/what-sponsorship-looks-like



Move in and out of leader/follower roles

Being open for feedback

Incorporate one’s own worldview into the 
worldviews of those around

Following others means creating leaders

Leveling Up
Leading and following



Time-boxed 
missions



Every Staff Engineer has one:

● Title
● Duration
● Overview
● Objective
● Scope of Work
● Reporting Line
● Success Criteria
● Challenges and Risks (potentially secret)

Alignment to technical strategy or other business priorities

Allows management to influence impact area

Shared with the organization for transparency

Helps tracking progress, success, impact

Time-boxed Missions



Looking back: Last Check-in
● Open actions, open aspects

Wins
● ADRs, PRs, OKRs
● Growth of individuals or teams

Decisions
● ADRs, who owned them, thoughts about it

Technical Debt
● What hinders us from moving
● Potential upcoming blockers

Mentoring & Sponsoring
● Who do you mentor (formal or informal)
● Any sponsoring running

Fearlessly Forward
● What do you want to share, take about, rant about

Time-boxed missions
Quarterly check-ins



Change 
management



Draft the most important and straightforward version of what 
you need to share with your team.
For example:

● (The what) I need my team to know ______.
● (The why) This is happening right now because ______.
● (The who and how) This will impact ______.
● (The when) The timeline for this change is ______.

Craft your talking points per audience

Choose order, delivery medium and communicator

Ask for feedback

Take feedback, share with other communicators

Change Management
The Art of the Tick Tock Doc

https://larahogan.me/blog/the-art-of-the-tick-tock-doc/

CTO (get buy-in)
Weʼll migrate to Tailwind
● Flexibility: Easier to integrate (no 

React Context needed for theming)
● Performance: better for less powerful 

devices, dead code ignore
● Ease-of-use: Faster onboarding
● Faster migration of e.g. feature X
- Engineers need to learn it
- DS must support both for some time

Soft migration: DS by Team A in Q4, 
others only new features, scout rule



Career ladder
About the



Senior is our career level
● Perfectly fine to stay here
● And continuously increase productivity, 

capability and output

Levels up to Seniors mostly visualize their growth in 
autonomy

Levels above increase impact and responsibility 
beyond team boundaries

Very different work
● More coordination, communication, planning
● Less writing of code

Reduced team feeling

Requires more effort to stay connected

Career ladder
Not just a promotion, diff. job

© Axel Ewerlöf



Associates are moved by the team

Regulars move with the team

Seniors move the team

Staffs move teams

Career ladder
Impact radius



Outcome



Staff Engineers are present in management circles and have 
more impact now

Our largest frontend artifact is being rewritten now using the 
Strangler Fig pattern

Quite a few migrations are finished, giving customers a better 
product

Staff Engineers are consistently consulted

> The organization is more aligned

Consequences



Thank You!




