Q&A WITH

ROBERT
WISEMAN
The former CTO of Angie’s List on how he overcame
the challenges of technology transformation with one of
North America’s fastest-growing online marketplaces.
BY SCOTT BECKETT
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Robert Wiseman
preaches the ability of
technology to impact
a company’s culture
during a large-scale
transformation.
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IN ORDER FOR COMPANIES TO
COMPETE, GROW, AND REACH
THEIR STRATEGIC HORIZONS,
TECHNOLOGY MUST PLAY A LARGE
ROLE IN HOW THEY EVOLVE. WHILE
TECHNOLOGY CAN TRANSFORM AN
ENTERPRISE IN MANY WAYS, IT
CAN ALSO STALL AND HANDICAP
COMPANIES ENGAGED IN THE
EXECUTION PHASE OF COMPLEX
ENTERPRISE TECHNOLOGY
TRANSFORMATION STRATEGIES.
The questions are many: How do CIOs, CTOs, and their peers
better work together to ensure momentum and success? How does
technology change impact a company, and what is on the list of things
companies often do not think about once the trigger is pulled on
large-scale tech investments? And with transformational technologies
also changing customer and market expectations, how do companies
resolve the dilemma of what to invest in?
To answer these highly complex questions, we spoke with Robert
Wiseman, who most recently served as CTO of U.S.-based Angie’s
List, a paid-subscription website containing crowd-sourced reviews
of local businesses to help facilitate transactions with nearly 3 million consumers nationwide. He shared his thoughts on these and
numerous other technology-related transformation challenges that
can ultimately lead to a company’s success or failure.
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Insigniam Quarterly: Tell us a
little about your background
and key accountabilities.
Robert Wiseman: I have
spent most of my career driving
technical innovation in the travel
industry, holding CIO/CTO/
SVP IT equivalent roles since
2000. I consider myself a Business
IT partner who has led IT transformations and technology strategy at several major companies
resulting in hundreds of millions
of dollars in cost savings, greater
efficiencies through standardization, and enablement of product
and business differentiation.
My most recent position was
acting as CTO at Angie’s List
reporting to the CEO. I ran all
technology from operations to
development to architecture and
led a technology transformation
effort migrating from a legacy
.Net platform to a new containerized, cloud-based, fully opensource solution built on Scala and
Ubuntu Linux.

I.Q.: Considering your
extensive CTO background
working with enterprise
technology, what are
your thoughts on the dilemma that
big companies face today in making
technology decisions?
R.W.: They are very likely building tomorrow’s headache today. As the ever-increasing
rate at which technology — and also technology providers — comes and goes, almost every technology solution around
today will very quickly become tomorrow’s legacy system and need to be replaced.
Good CTOs get this. They ensure that systems are designed with obsolescence in mind
with clean abstraction layers, and they resist the
temptation to tightly couple themselves to any
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particular technical feature or vendor that might increase the difficulty of switching at a later date. Future competition will inherently
be built on newer technology. If that newer technology provides
them with a competitive advantage that you are unable to leverage
because you didn’t design this way, you may well be putting your
company’s future at risk.

“
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and make sure you have a supported plan
to make it through the bubble.
Nothing beats experience. Everyone
thinks they can do it better than the next
person, but the one most likely to do it
better is the one that has already done it.
They know where the mines are
and what mistakes not to make
again.

Technology has a huge impact on the
culture of a company, and the human factor
is one of the most important aspects to
consider — either when making changes
or as a reason to make changes.

I.Q.: Describe how the CTO and technology team at Angie’s
List previously worked with other C-suite leaders to position
for either ongoing transformation with technology or big
knife-edge decisions?
R.W.: As I mentioned earlier,Angie’s List embarked on a major effort
to replace its legacy Microsoft stack with a containerized, cloud-based,
open-source Linux stack. Similar to a doctor’s Hippocratic Oath (“do
no harm”), our first goal was to make sure that the new platform was
at least as good as the system it is replacing — in addition to ensuring
we delivered on certain Non-Functional Requirements (NFRs) that
guarantee to make it better.Those include faster response times, greater
scalability and resiliency, ease of maintenance, faster time to market, etc.
I.Q.: What are five things that companies underestimate
when it comes to implementing new technology across
the enterprise?
R.W.:
1 Complexity. It’s human nature to think that something will
be much easier than it inevitably is. It’s important to solve the
difficult problems first.
2 User acceptance. Getting buy-in from the end users early on
is key.
3 Safety nets. Assume everything will fail and have a good plan
for what to do when that happens.
4 Bubble cost. This is the cost of supporting both the old and
new technology. Understand the size and duration of these costs
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I.Q.: Talk about your buildfor-failure philosophy. Is that
a difficult topic within most
companies to discuss?
R.W.: Ironically, I think that IT
people seem most surprised by
this. I can’t count how many times
I’ve asked an engineer, “What
happens when this fails?”and been
met by an incredulous blank stare.
Technology fails. It always has and always will.
This is more true now than ever as most companies start to migrate their operations to cloud
providers that are financially motivated to offer
lower-cost and therefore probably lower-quality technologies (hardware, OS etc.). Build your
system right — organic, self-healing, highly redundant, distributed computing, designed for
the inevitability of constant failure that is obvious to IT operations and transparent to end
users — and this shouldn’t be an issue.
I.Q.: Oftentimes the right questions do
not get asked when “the boardroom”
is making broad, sweeping technology
investment decisions. What are some
questions that often do not get asked,
which you recommend every CEO and
their board should answer before a go/
no-go decision?
R.W.:
3 What would you ask if you were in my
shoes?
3 What is the impact to the business and to
our users of stopping the project before it
fully completes?
3 How long and severe is the bubble cost
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(the cost of running both the new and old systems simultaneously) and what is the customer impact?
What are the worst-case scenarios and what are we doing to
mitigate them?
What is the likelihood that this project will surpass the time and
cost estimates, and what can we do to avoid that if it seems likely?
How did you pick this technology? Why is it the best for us?

I.Q.: When a CIO talks with his/her CEO, how do you bridge
tech speak and get buy-in to drive the right decisions?
R.W.: Be able to sell your ideas in each direction.Technical teams will
want to know how this will enrich their careers and/or make them
more productive; your peers will want to know that at a minimum,
they won’t be negatively impacted by this if it fails and, if it’s a success,
they get to share in the upside and glory; but your CEO will mostly
want to know how it will improve the bottom line.
I.Q.: What are some lessons learned? What would you
advise another CIO/CTO on when it comes to leadership,
people, creating change, and being innovative?
R.W.:
3 Lead your teams — don’t try to manage them. Set clear goals
for your leaders to hit and empower them to do so.

“

Cherish it and use that time to understand all
the problems you have adopted and come up
with a plan to resolve them. After six months,
you own any problem you haven’t flagged. Get
independent third parties to help deliver objective expertise.
At the start of any new project, make sure you
have organization-wide support up, down, and
sideways. Each direction will probably require
a different selling point — understand how to
express that clearly and concisely. Respect the
opinions of others.There can be lots of winners
and only one loser, so it’s okay to share.
Make sure you have support to get to at least
a logical stopping point. Stopping halfway may
be worse than not starting.
I.Q.: What are some new, transformational
technologies that companies should
keep their eyes on?
R.W.: An important point to consider is the
trend which existing technologies are following in terms of price per computational unit and how — to
quote hockey legend Wayne
Gretzky — we need to go to
where the puck is going, not
where it is. I’ve begun numerous successful projects without
having the end-state technology available, as I was confident
that by the time we were ready,
it would be available or I could
build it myself. Examples include Cloud Computing,Auto-Scaling, Cloud
Brokering, and Off-Loading Air Shopping
from Mainframe to Linux Servers. It’s important to view the cost-per-performance trends
of foundational computing technologies like

Lead your teams — don’t try to manage
them. Set clear goals for your leaders to
hit and empower them to do so.

Be available to your people at all times. If you aren’t, you
become a bottleneck.
3 Success is often the point just short of failure — the trick
is to get as close as you can without crossing that line.
If you’ve just taken over a project, you have a rare honeymoon.
3

Five things that companies underestimate
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hardware, memory, and network bandwidth. In doing so, we see
that historically each has made huge gains and still show little signs
of slowing down.
Based on what we are paying today versus what we will be paying
for the same horsepower, throughput, etc., computing will appear
to be free. We shouldn’t limit ourselves by what something will cost
because cost is a rapidly shrinking barrier.
I.Q.: How does technology impact culture at a company,
and do you feel that companies could do a better job at
evaluating the human factor of technology changes? If so,
what might be some examples of where this has worked
well in your opinion?
R.W.: Technology has a huge impact on the culture of a company,
and the human factor is one of the most important aspects to consider
— either when making changes or as a reason to make changes. Most
people just want to do a good job.They want to feel that what they
do is important and valued as such. Inadequate tools and technologies
can gut an organization and kill its morale.
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I’ve had hugely rewarding responses by:
3 Automating mundane manual processes
3 Giving people the right tools, laptops, tablets, software, etc., to do their jobs right
3 Creating on-demand test systems to remove forward blockers
3 Upgrading infrastructure to give faster
response times
3 Providing better problem diagnostic tools
3 Establishing rules engines for nearly instant time-to-market changes
3 Allowing people to bring in their own
devices and choose their own tools where
it makes sense
It’s important, therefore, to get continual feedback from your teams. Understand what’s stopping them from being great. Fix it and you’ll not
only improve productivity, you’ll put a spring in
the steps of your teams.
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