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Is Staff Engineering 
Valuable at a Small 

Company?



It depends



Yes



Yes*



Yes*



*



Do I need Staff Engineers at 
a Small Company?

No



Yes

Do I need Staff Engineering 
at a Small Company?



CTO Head of 
Engineering

Principal 
Engineer

Senior II 
Engineer

Senior II 
Engineer

Senior 
Engineer

Senior 
Engineer

Senior 
Engineer

Senior 
Engineer

Intermediate 
Engineer

It's not 
about titles*

*sometimes it is



So what is 
it about?



According to Tanya Reilly

• Big Picture Thinking

• Execution of Projects

• Levelling up Engineers



According to Will Larson
• Setting Technical Direction

• Mentorship and Sponsorship

• Providing Engineering 
Perspective

• Exploration



Being Glue
https://noidea.dog/glue
Tanya Reilly



Big
Company
Thinking



Engineering 
for 
Company 
Success



10. Find out what's important

20. Find a way to make it better

30.GOTO 10



Not Resume Driven
Not Promo* Driven
Not Cool-Tech Driven
Not Fashion Driven



What does 
SmallCo Staff 
look like in practice?



Remaining 
part of a 
Dev Team



Effectiveness = W × N
W = waste ratio
N = number of people
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Managing an 
Inventory of 
Spinning 
Plates



Avoiding 
Specialisation



Shaping 
the 
System
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Architecture

Also known 
as...



Architecture

Also known 
as...



Fighting the 
FAANG FOMO

Focus on Problem Definition



Problem 
Definition



Problem 
Definition



What is the problem?
Why is it important?

What should we do about it?



What is the problem?
Why is it important?

What should we do about it?



SmallCo Exclusive 
Staff+ Behaviours



Things that 
don't scale



Talk to everyone

EVERYONE!



Talk to everyone

EVERYONE!



Visualise your 
entire system



Follow the 
change feed



Follow the 
change feed



Making room
for Senior Engineers



Is Staff Engineering 
Valuable at a Small 

Company?

I think so



Is all that stuff you talked 
about really Staff 

Engineering?
Probably



Engineer for 
Company Success
*and take your cut



Thanks
Glen Mailer

@glenjamin@hachyderm.io


