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Business Decision Makers 
Do Not Understand Engineering

Technical leaders face a unique challenge that can become a source of real 
frustration;  The fundamentals of software development are often misunderstood 
by key decision-makers. Board members, CEOs, and department VPs often 
evaluate engineering organizations (and their leadership) based on a limited 
understanding of how such technical organizations operate. Generally speaking, 
they’re usually the only leaders on the executive team with a purely technical 
background. 

Because of this, there is an unspoken responsibility in engineering leadership to 
translate  engineering into the language that other business leaders speak. When 
executives think engineering isn’t moving as fast as it should, it falls on senior 
engineering leadership to explain why. It’s also on engineering leaders to educate 
their peers on the fundamentals of software development while convincing them 
that they’re making the right leadership decisions along the way.

We compiled a list of the most common questions that engineering leaders hear 
from their board members, their CEO, and their leadership peers. In this guide, 
we’ll unpack each question to better understand the intention behind the questions 
and discuss how to best answer them. Engineering leaders who can address these 
questions correctly, or avoid them altogether, will be well-positioned to establish 
confidence in their leadership.

We consulted with Andrew Lau, 
Co-Founder, CEO, and Chief CEO 
Translator at Jellyfish, to help us  
understand how to navigate the  
difficult conversations that arise as  
an engineering leader.

https://jellyfish.co/blog/7-questions-ceos-ask-engineering-leaders/
https://jellyfish.co/blog/7-questions-ceos-ask-engineering-leaders/
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Questions 
from your 
Board

Questions during a board meeting can be particularly tricky to yield because 
board members have little to no exposure to the daily operations of your 
company. Many board members sit on several boards but only understand the 
basics of how each engineering organization operates. Your board could be 
making assumptions about your engineering organization based on trends they 
are seeing at other organizations. For better or worse, your board often evaluates 
your engineering team based on other engineering organizations that they 
consider as “high-performing.” 

The good news is that there are ways to get ahead of these questions and 
position yourself as irreplaceable for the team. Boards make assessments 
about the status and health of engineering based on how leaders respond to 
certain question types. They need to be reassured that engineering leaders think 
about these questions in the right way. They want to ensure this leader (you) 
will continue to be successful during the next stages of the company. With just 
a little bit of focused preparation, you can help your board better understand 
engineering at your company and why you’re the person to lead it.



“What are you going to be 
doing that is innovative 
next year?”

“What’s the next 
big thing?”
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What are you going to be doing that is innovative next year? 
What’s the next big thing?

Boards meet with many companies that fail or lose momentum after a period of initial success. 
Like it or not, it’s in the company’s best interest for board members to hold teams accountable for 
continuing to drive innovation. If innovative projects are not popping out in your board presentation, 
you’re likely going to receive this question. In short, the board member that asks this question 
might not believe that you’re prioritizing work on innovative features as much as you could. 

The innovative features your teams are building need to be at the tip of your tongue given this 
question can come at any time. The best scenario is to prevent this question entirely by having it 
covered early in your presentation.

In your board meetings, it’s important to break out engineering work into easy-to-digest categories 
with one of those categories dedicated to “innovation.” Other categories to include could be 
marketable features (for your go-to-market teams), customer support, and/or other work necessary 
to sustain engineering in the future. Show your board firsthand that you’re investing resources into 
innovation. You can do this in two ways. One way to do this is to prepare a short demo to show 
the progress live. You can also quantify how much work is going into these areas through a metric 
called Allocation. 

With this structure in place, you might just avoid the innovation interrogation or turn what were 
once subjective sentiments (ex: “I feel you’re not being innovative enough”) into logical data-driven 
conversations about where we need to dial-up or dial down work on certain fronts. 

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 

https://jellyfish.co/blog/what-is-allocation/
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Example of How to Show Work Allocation Visually



“Why do we spend 
so much time on 
customer support 
work?”
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The board might be worried that they have a services company; not a product company. They’re 
worried that if you continue this trajectory, you’re engineering team will grow linearly with customer 
count. Software companies are great because of leverage; build it once and sell it a million times! 
If they’re asking this question, they may perceive your product as potentially too custom and not 
scalable.

Your customer work may or may not be too high, but this is the opportunity to talk through the work 
that you’re doing now to allow for leverage in the future. You could be focusing on feature work 
that will remove the customization from regular customer engagements. This example response 
is a story worth telling, because it positions engineering work in alignment with the highest-level 
business priorities. In reality, this is an opportunity to position yourself as forward-thinking, and quell 
any notion they have that you’re a reactionary engineering org. 

Why do we spend so much time on customer  
support work?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 



“How’s hiring going?”

“Why is your headcount 
not growing when sales 
is growing?”
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These questions are grouped together because they communicate a similar concern: your board 
thinks your team should be growing faster. No matter how much hiring you’ve already done, they’re 
likely to continue asking these questions. In one simplistic framing, as long as revenue is growing, 
your engineering team should be too. They’ll ask you to push your teams to build more, move 
faster, innovate more, etc. And there will always be those that believe that the ONLY way to achieve 
these unicorn outcomes is to hire more engineers.

Similar to the discussion around your CEO’s questions, it’s important to hire when you’re given the 
green light to do so. You don’t want to lose the budget when you have it, and your executive team 
is going to expect certain outcomes associated with those hires. 

It’s also important to showcase the hiring you have done. It’s easy to forget to show headcount 
growth once you’ve already done the hiring. As a hiring manager, the hard work is finding, 
evaluating and closing candidates. But your board is not with you through the process, and they’re 
unlikely to assume the hard work has been done already unless you show them.

How’s hiring going?  
Why is your headcount not growing when sales is growing?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 



“When are you going 
to triple the size of 
the team?”

“Who are your 
directors?”
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In the previous question, their perspective is that hiring equals growth. This question is about 
evaluating what your plans are to scale the team, and if you’re the right person to lead them during 
this phase when you should be scaling.

When they ask this, the board perceives your company to be at an inflection point, and they don’t 
want to miss the opportunity to capitalize on it. They likely understand that your success is not just 
about hiring more. In a way, they’re evaluating whether you, as the leader of the team, have the 
right plan, mindset, and strategy to scale your engineering team in the future.

We’d recommend talking about what the org structure is going to look like as you grow from 25 
engineers to 100, to over 300 engineers. Discuss where you will need managers, team leads, and 
directors, and what they will be chartered with. You may already have a vision for your team as you 
approach certain hiring thresholds, but this question is signaling that you might be overdue to show 
it to your Board.

When are you going to triple the size of the team?  
Who are your directors?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 



“Have your teams 
considered outsourcing 
engineering work?”

14



15

The board members might be seeing other companies outsourcing or contracting specific 
engineering work. They may perceive this as having cost benefits, or they might think that it will 
enable your engineering teams in some way. Ultimately, like some of the previous questions about 
hiring, they see this as a potential solution to help scale the engineering team. 

Outsourcing some engineering work may or may not be right for your team at the time this 
question is asked. The key is to articulate that you know the perceived benefits of outsourcing 
certain engineering work, and communicate why you’ve made the decisions you have. It may or 
may not be right for specific types of work, or at a particular point in time. Frame why outsourcing 
engineering work will help or hinder your team’s ability to achieve business objectives.

Have your teams considered outsourcing  
engineering work?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 



“When’s that big 
launch coming?”

16
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Some board members get anxious when there is too long of a gap between marketable feature-
based announcements. From what you have discussed so far, they’re concerned the current 
roadmap will not help the go-to-market (GTM) teams sell more. They’re not immediately seeing the 
next big marketable feature that’s going to significantly grow company revenues. 

When you present the list of projects in progress, you need to filter them through two lenses: 1) 
what is most important and/or time-sensitive, and 2) what will help the GTM sell more products 
or services. In the explanation of your engineering priority list, talk about how you’re factoring in 
the GTM team as your team builds software for the future. It’s okay if you need to prioritize non-
marketable work first, but explain the importance of that in the context of the next marketable 
features. How are your next products, features, and services going to be better from the work that 
you’re doing now? 

A strong partnership with your head of product should help when answering these types of 
questions regarding roadmap or feature prioritization. If you’ve already had the conversations about 
what it will cost the engineering organization to prioritize certain feature work, you’ll all be on the 
same page in terms of why you’ve made the decisions that you have. 

When’s that big launch coming?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 

https://jellyfish.co/blog/head-of-product/
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Questions from your CEO
Unlike your board, your CEO is more directly involved in the daily 
operations of your company. They have a better idea about when the 
next big product/feature launch is coming. They know how much your 
team has grown. Depending on the stage of your company, they may 
even have strong relationships with some of the early engineers that 
were hired into the company. But CEOs usually have more background 
in the go-to-market side of the business. 

As a result, the questions you receive from CEOs are a product of their 
more hands-on nature. If you’re able to decipher the subtext of the 
questions properly, you will better understand your CEO’s perceived 
weaknesses of the engineering team. The difficulty in answering 
their questions comes from the difficulty of translating engineering 
initiatives into the strategic objectives of the business. 



“Get me a list of what 
every engineer is 
working on!”

19
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This question is more common at smaller companies, but it’s one that signals your engineering 
team is at a critical juncture. Your CEO believes that your team used to be faster, and is signaling 
that they believe the reason you’ve slowed is that you have assigned people to work suboptimally.

From their perspective, when the company was smaller, the engineering team appeared to be 
outputting more or moving faster. Your CEO might have a rapport with many of those core founding 
engineers. According to their memory, engineers would frequently ship marketable features, 
sometimes coding over the weekend to get it done if necessary. When making this request your 
CEO wants to get the most productive engineers working on only the most important tasks. 

Your CEO may not trust that you’ve chosen the right organizational model for the team. Initially, this 
might mean working directly with your CEO to help them learn “the fundamentals.”  Give them an 
overview of the various team structures that you considered as you grew. What were the pros and 
cons of each approach? Why among all options is your current approach the best for your team? 
Bring up an example of an early engineer who joined the company. Why did their role need to 
change over time to fit the current needs of the team? What were some of the challenges that you 
faced as your team grew?

While time-consuming at first, if this is done properly, your CEO will have renewed confidence in 
your ability to think strategically and structure your team appropriately.

Get me a list of what every engineer is working on!

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 
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Andrew Lau discusses how to answer this question and others in our  
CEO Translator video series. Watch Episode 1: What are the engineers working on?”

https://youtu.be/a9JOfjz-GBs


“What’s Sandy working 
on? She’s a 10xer – she 
can’t be wasted!”

“Can’t she do this 
thing over the 
weekend?”

22
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This question usually comes from hands-on CEOs that want to see progress moving faster. At 
some point your CEO began to associate engineering moving quickly with a specific 10x engineer - 
or an engineer that’s perceived to bring 10x the value to the business as compared with her peers. 
On the surface, this might seem to be a question about 10xers and how to manage them, but your 
CEO is indirectly signaling their lack of understanding of a few concepts.

Engineering leaders cannot manage engineering teams of 100 the same way they managed the 
first 10 engineers. As your companies become more complex, as your products and platforms 
become more complex, your software and systems will naturally become less reliant on one person 
coding overtime. You also won’t know all the details of what every individual contributor is working 
on, despite your best efforts. Your role as a leader has changed, and your time needs to be used 
differently. 

As with your team structure, your CEO needs to understand why your team operates as it did in 
the earlier stages of the company and why that’s had to change. Many companies are fortunate to 
have numerous 10xers, but your CEO needs to trust in the structure of your team, your engineering 
operations, and how work is assigned on your team. 

What’s Sandy working on? She’s a 10xer – she can’t be 
wasted! Can’t she do this thing over the weekend?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 



“When’s that fifth team 
coming online (when you 
only currently have two)?”

24

“How’s hiring going?” 
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Your CEO is signaling that you are not hiring fast enough. You may be growing as fast as you can, 
but it’s not at a pace that your CEO expects. Part of this question is voicing a bit of frustration. 
From their perspective, they’ve done the hard work of securing the necessary budget to grow your 
team. If the hiring budget is not used in the fiscal period for which it’s designated, it’s possible that 
your team will lose the opportunity to use it. They also see hiring as directly impacting the speed  
at which your team works. 

You want to hire the best talent possible for your team, but you also don’t want to lose your 
designated hiring budget because hiring is taking longer than anticipated. When they ask these 
types of questions, it’s important to reiterate that you are focusing on hiring those team members 
as fast as possible.

It’s also important to explain another important principle so that you manage the CEO’s 
expectations: ramp time. It’s important to provide even rough estimates for expected ramp time  
of new hires. Just because you’re going to have that new team online next month, that does  
not mean that they will initially be outputting code at the same rate as other more experienced  
team members.

How’s hiring going? When’s that fifth team coming online 
(when you only currently have two)?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 
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Example of How to Visually Show Your Hiring Progress



“Have we tried that 
other process that I 
read about recently?”

27
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This question signals that your CEO does not understand why you organize differently than another 
team structure they’ve heard about. They likely do not understand the detailed pros and cons of the 
various ways you could organize your team. It’s possible that they’ve heard about this model from a 
peer that speaks highly of their high-performing engineering team. 

The source of this question is the same as the questions about 10xers. Oftentimes, as a leader you 
may feel it is inappropriate to show how you arrived at the team structure that you did; but when 
CEOs start asking these types of questions, it’s important to educate them. Let them know about 
the options that you considered. The goal is to help them arrive at the same conclusion that you 
did: you picked the best approach for your team.

Have we tried that other process that I read  
about recently?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 
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Questions from 
your Head of Sales

Engineering provides new marketable features for Sales 
to position to their target prospects. In some cases, these 
new features can even open up entirely new types of 
customers. When new marketable features are constantly 
shipping, it relieves pressure on the head of sales to try to 
sell the product as-is to the same target customer base. 
When marketable features are not shipping, you can 
expect to hear some tough questions to answer from your 
head of sales.
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“When are we going to 
build THAT feature? / 
Why can’t we get this 
feature out?”
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This question actually isn’t usually about that one feature. Regardless of what the feature is, your 
head of sales needs to relieve pressure put on his organization. In most cases, your head of sales 
is signaling that they’re under pressure to sell more, and that the new feature will help alleviate 
that pressure in some way. In a similar vein as your Board, they want to ensure that your team is 
not getting stagnant, or as some heads of sales might put it, pushing as hard as the other team 
members.  

In most cases, the best way to answer is to discuss what your team is working on, and what your 
priorities are. Is there mutual agreement on the priority list? If not, there’s a huge opportunity for you 
as a leader to understand the sales leader’s perspective. Are they not fully understanding the value 
of the infrastructure work that your team is trying to finish? Is there additional competitive or market 
intelligence that’s creating a new sense of urgency around certain feature work? It’s also entirely 
possible that they need a reminder on what the priorities are.

For any of these conversations, it’s important to bring in your head of product who can help you 
navigate (and hopefully complement) the rationale for your team’s current work priorities. 

When are we going to build THAT feature? / Why can’t we 
get this feature out?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 



“When are we going to 
ship that thing I saw in 
the Hackathon?”
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Your sales team gets excited when they see a preliminary version or concept of certain features that 
solve a current customer challenge. Your engineering team probably does too! But it’s important 
to set realistic expectations across the teams for when these visions can become a reality in your 
product. 

First, share that you were excited for the Hackathon idea too. Unfortunately, in this situation you 
need to be the one that tempers that excitement with rationale planning. Similar to the way you’d 
answer the previous question, it’s important to stack rank this new idea against current team 
priorities. Even if this were to become higher priority work, it’s important to reiterate that there will 
be unforeseen complexities as you build this out past a concept phase. 

Having said that, your openness to discuss roadmap priorities will be welcomed. To the Head of 
Sales, it shows that you are responsive, open to change, and a collaborative partner in moving the 
business forward.

When are we going to ship that thing I saw in the 
Hackathon?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 
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Questions 
from your 
Head of 
Finance



“We’re starting annual 
budget planning, can 
you pull together a list of 
everything you need for 
next year?”

35
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While this question isn’t cryptic in nature, it’s the one frequent and vital question you will work 
with finance on. You want to enable your team going into the next year. You want to achieve your 
strategic business objectives. The difficult part of this exercise is the back and forth with Finance 
regarding what is a “nice to have” vs. what is a “need.”  

Going into this question, it’s important to submit the full wish list that makes you feel confident that 
you will achieve your goals for the coming year. You’ll need to submit this list fully knowing that 
there will be a negotiation. The follow-up question you will receive from your Head of Finance is, 
“Do you really need this?” or, “Do we need to hire a whole new team to work on that?” The short 
answer most likely is yes, you do. 

When answering questions about specific budget line items, put each item in the context of the 
business strategic objectives. Address how not having certain resources will put a specific goal at 
risk. Your company is always going to ask you to output more, innovate more, and/or work faster 
regardless of the amount of resources you currently have or can obtain. Even factoring in engineer 
ramp time, not receiving those resources will always hinder your team’s ability to deliver on the 
business’s strategic objectives in the long-term. 

We’re starting annual budget planning, can you pull 
together a list of everything you need for next year?

Unpacking this 
question:

How to respond: 
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About Jellyfish

Jellyfish was founded by former engineering and product leaders to help their fellow 
engineering executives make informed, strategic management decisions. 

We give engineering executives the tools they need to be great leaders—to be part of the 
strategic conversation, drive the company and product direction, and execute the operational 
components of that strategy. 

Jellyfish is forging a path to better engineering leadership—elevating executives to their 
deserved seat at the strategic table. 

For more information about us, visit jellyfish.co.
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