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My lessons learned from GitLab that 
are valuable regardless of the culture.





GitLab Culture is Strong - CREDIT



Public handbook

Public merge requests

Public livestreams

GitLab Culture



Every employee knows 
how to open an issue, 
make a merge request, and 
edit YAML and markdown

GitLab Culture



Largest all remote company 
pre-COVID

Async first

Reinforced by CEO and execs

GitLab Culture



Lessons

01.
Leadership & 

Strategy Matter

02. 03.
Transparency is 

Powerful

People and tools 

matter



Simple lessons that are easy to 
say but hard to practice.

Each of these are essential,
but they are not sufficient.



Let’s set the stage
/It’s 2018/

I’m sad to report that 2018 was, in fact, half a 
decade ago 💀



● DataEngConf, not Data Council
● dbt was in version 0.9.1
● Snowflake valued at $1.5B

○ Bob Muglia still CEO
● Data Startup Landscape was 

very Different

2018 Facts



● Just raised Series C

● ~200 people

● All Remote

2018 Facts



● 6x headcount

● Data Team < 10

● IPO in late 2021

2021 Facts



Level (People Manager/IC) Example(s) Scope of impact Expected Behaviors

CEO Chief Executive Officer GitLab Global Organization Champions

Executive Chief People Officer and Chief 
Technology Officer

Division Champions

VP/Fellow VP of Global Channels Department(s) Drives Change

Senior Director Senior Director, Engineering Sub-department(s) Develops the framework 
and strategy

Director/ Distinguished Director of Customer Success 
Operations

Sub-department/multiple 
teams

Drives the framework, 
strategy and plans

Senior Manager/Principal Principal Engineer Across Sub-departments Fosters

Manager/Staff Engineering Manager Across Teams Implements

Senior Senior People Connect 
Specialist

Cross functional work Models

Intermediate Intermediate Backend Engineer Work within team Grows/Acts

Associate Business Development 
Associate

Own work Learns/Develops

https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/chief-executive-officer/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/people-group/chief-people-officer/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/engineering/engineering-management/#chief-technology-officer
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/engineering/engineering-management/#chief-technology-officer
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/sales/vp-of-global-channels/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/engineering/development/management/senior-director/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/sales/director-customer-operations/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/sales/director-customer-operations/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/engineering/development/management/principal-engineer/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/engineering/backend-engineer/#engineering-manager
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/people-group/people-connect/#senior-people-connect-specialist
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/people-group/people-connect/#senior-people-connect-specialist
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/engineering/development/backend/intermediate/
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/marketing/sales-development-representative/#business-development-associate-bda
https://about.gitlab.com/job-families/marketing/sales-development-representative/#business-development-associate-bda


CFO

Sr. Dir, Data & 
Analytics

Data Engineer

Level (People Manager/IC) Scope of impact Expected Behaviors

CEO GitLab Global Organization Champions

Executive Division Champions

VP/Fellow Department(s) Drives Change

Senior Director Sub-department(s) Develops the framework and 
strategy

Director/ Distinguished Sub-department/multiple 
teams

Drives the framework, 
strategy and plans

Senior Manager/Principal Across Sub-departments Fosters

Manager/Staff Across Teams Implements

Senior Cross functional work Models

Intermediate Work within team Grows/Acts

Associate Own work Learns/Develops



Level (People Manager/IC) Scope of impact Expected Behaviors

CEO GitLab Global Organization Champions

Executive Division Champions

VP/Fellow Department(s) Drives Change

Senior Director Sub-department(s) Develops the framework and 
strategy

Director/ Distinguished Sub-department/multiple 
teams

Drives the framework, 
strategy and plans

Senior Manager/Principal Across Sub-departments Fosters

Manager/Staff Across Teams Implements

Senior Cross functional work Models

Intermediate Work within team Grows/Acts

Associate Own work Learns/Develops

CFO

Data Engineer



Level (People Manager/IC) Scope of impact Expected Behaviors

CEO GitLab Global 
Organization

Champions

Executive Division Champions

VP/Fellow Department(s) Drives Change

Senior Director Sub-department(s) Develops the framework 
and strategy

Director/ Distinguished Sub-department/multiple 
teams

Drives the framework, 
strategy and plans

Senior Manager/Principal Across Sub-departments Fosters

Manager/Staff Across Teams Implements

Senior Cross functional work Models

Intermediate Work within team Grows/Acts

Associate Own work Learns/Develops

CFO

Managed, Data 
& Analytics

Data Engineer Data Analyst



The Director Gap
was a /problem/



So was reporting
into /Finance/



1. Lack of leadership (lack of power)

2. Lack of situational awareness

3. Under-serving Product, Marketing, 
Sales, CS, Engineering… Everyone but 
Finance

Combination lead to suboptimal outcomes



Strategy 
without 
leadership

Leadership 
without 
Strategy

Leadership & Strategy Stories



Some Strategy
No /Leadership/







Marketing

��
● Solved their problems

● Marketing leader used it before

● Contract ready to go



Data

☹ 
● Not open source

● Unclear data access and control

● Data team not consulted or informed



VS



● Likely over-promised as a small data team

● Would better org visibility led to a different 

outcome?

● Not sure we made a ton of friends



1. Hunger for data doesn’t stop at your 
capabilities

2. Have representation at Director level 
and above

3. Don’t report into Finance



Strong Leadership
Minimal /Strategy/





● Driven by CEO, relatively large investment

● Too focused inward on our own tooling

● Costing us time, therefore money



A lacking broad data strategy was 
holding us back.



1. You have to know what you’re trying 
to do

2. You have to focus

3. You have to say no to distractions



● Helps you have more context and influence

● Enables you to know what to focus on

● Should help you be more efficient

Leadership and Strategy Matter



Lessons

01.
Leadership & 

Strategy Matter

02. 03.
Transparency is 

Powerful

People and tools 

matter



GitLab Culture is Strong - CREDIT



Public handbook

Public merge requests

Public livestreams

GitLab Culture



Solve Problems

Distributes Power

Is Efficient

Transparency



1. What was the definition of that metric?

a. It’s in the handbook

2. What happened in that meeting?

a. There was an agenda and it was recorded

3. What’s our policy on X?

a. It’s in the handbook

Transparency solves problems





1. Extreme visibility on policy and definition 

changes

a. Visible merge request

2. Visible roadmaps and backlogs

a. Made priority conversations easier (not easy)

3. If you could see the code, you could make 

proposals

Transparency distributes power





1. Invites people into the process

a. Increases collaboration

2. Makes changes easier

a. Diffs are lovely

3. Enables async communication

a. Not blocked by others

Transparency is efficient



How did this manifest
in the /Data Team/?



I want to version control all the things.



I want to version control all the things.

I want ever change to happen in via a 
pull request.



Change Control ALL the things



Data Team Handbook



Change Control ALL the things

postgres_pipline (pgp)



Story Time



Story Time



Story Time



Solve Problems

Distributes Power

Is Efficient

Transparency is Powerful



1. Commitment to transparency requires 
discipline, but it is so valuable

2. It forces conversations and shares 
power

3. Power structures still exist (strategy 
and leadership still matter)



Lessons

01.
Leadership & 

Strategy Matter

02. 03.
Transparency is 

Powerful

People and tools 

matter



Best Thing I Did as a Manager

Emilie Schario

Thomas La Piana



● Can do the job

● Can talk to other people

● Match the stage of company

● Eager and want to learn/grow

Hire Great People



/People/ reinforce the /culture/
in every moment



/Tools/ reinforce your /people/
every time they’re used



Story Time - MRR

Engineering Sales Finance



Story Time - MRR

Engineering Sales Finance

Customers DB 
tied out actual 
license key

Defined Account 
Hierarchy and how 
everything rolls up

Subscription 
and SKU data 
over time



This is where a data team shines.



Engineering
Sales Finance

Data







Subscriptions were a DAG



1. Helping to standardize SFDC account 
hierarchy

2. Standardizing Zuora subscription linking
3. Identifying bad database practices in 

Customers DB
4. Multiple metric updates and definitions
5. Cleaning a ton of bad data

Improvements from this Project



Data



People reinforce the culture in 
every moment



Use tools that support your values



● People matter - they reinforce culture

● Tools matter - they support your people

● Great people + great tools solves real problems

People and Tools Matter



Lessons

01.
Leadership & 

Strategy Matter

02. 03.
Transparency is 

Powerful

People and tools 

matter



● Consider how they apply for your org and 

team culture

● Keep them in mind when facing problems

Take these lessons



Simple lessons that are easy to 
say but hard to practice.

Each of these are essential,
but they are not sufficient.



Thank you!
Twitter: @tayloramurphy

Email: taylor@meltano.com

Links: https://meltano.com/data-council-2023


