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USS Pampanito

HELPING TO NAVIGATE AND GROW imDG &

the South African mobile instant messaging phenomenon

Cape Town, South Africa

MXit Lifestyle is rapidly expanding its
userbase with over 12 million users cur-
rently. | joined MXit as acting CTO in May
2008.

| took the photo above on a recent visit to
San Francisco. The USS Pampanito is a com-
pletely restored Fleet class submarine from
WWII. It operated in the Pacific during the war,
at one point rescuing the Australian crew of a
sunken destroyer. Being involved in the man-
agement of a fast-moving technology company
sometimes has many parallels to being at gen-
eral quarters in a submarine under attack from
enemy depth charges!

Background

MXit (pronounced “mix-it”) was founded
by Herman Heunis in 2005 in Stellenbosch,
South Africa. With high SMS costs, Java-
enabled phones becoming more wide-spread,

and with GPRS becoming affordable, an instant
messenger on a phone was a killer app. Sud-
denly users were able to communicate with

groups of friends, at about 1/100th the cost
of an SMS. By January 2007 MXit had over
1 million users and global media giant
Naspers bought a share in the com-
pany. By 2008 the company had out-
grown the back-end software it had
been using up until that point, and it
was necessary to rewrite this en-
tirely. With this crucial project long
overdue, | was asked to join to help
bring it back on track. In a Harvard
Business School case on social
networking company Friendster, their
CTO summarized his strategy when
faced with a similar situation as:

“Choose the right people,
put some process in place,
then let them get on with the job”
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http://www.maritime.org/pamphome.htm
http://www.maritime.org/pamphome.htm

The Right People

Most fast-growing companies get to a
point where some people simply don’t fit the
culture any longer. This could be due to pres-
sured hiring, or simply some people prefer the
chaos of a 3-man start-up and struggle to
adopt to a slightly more organized way of
working. The key is for all parties to realize
this. In software in my view it’s ALWAYS bet-
ter to find the RIGHT person, rather than mak-
ing a hasty appointment - especially when
you’re a small company. So in MXit's case
some people got off the bus, excellent ones
joined, and we had the right people on board
for the next phase in the company’s history.
Software is a meritocracy, and smart people
want to work with other smart people. By
graciously keeping known underperformers
around, you’re doing everyone an immense
injustice - including the underperformer who
may be far more productive in an environment
matched to their skills.

Agile Development Processes

In the fast-moving world of Web 2.0
software, agile development processes are
absolutely crucial to ensure success. The old
paradigm of writing tombs of requirement
specifications, and then letting developers
disappear for a couple of months until they
bring back something completely different
from what was expected, is simply doomed to
failure. It’s essential to have flexible software

development process, which embraces

MXit
teambuild
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change, and where frequent feedback and
short development cycles is encouraged.

SCRUM is one such process popular
with companies such as Google, Nokia and
Yahoo, and over a couple of months, | con-
verted MXit’s development department to this
way of working. (I used a number of excellent
consultants to help us accomplish this, and I'd
be happy to pass on their contact details.)

Having a good time and getting on
with the job

Work is where we ultimately spend the
largest portion of our lives. L. Ron Hubbard in
his book “The Problems of Work” describes
how any job is just a game, and when ap-
proached with the same viewpoint as playing
a game, is so much more enjoyable.

So at MXit we try and have some fun in
between the hard work. Our most recent
team-building event involved an “Amazing
Race” of which part was flying a combat mis-
sion in an authentic Vietnam Huey helicopter!
(photo below)

Malcolm Gladwell summarizes meaning-
ful work well in his latest book “Outliers”:

“Those three things - autonomy, com-
plexity, and a connection between effort
and reward - are, most people would agree,
the three qualities that work has to have if
it is to be satisfying. It is not how much
money we make that ultimately makes us
happy between nine and five. It’s whether
the work fulfills us.”


http://www.officesnapshots.com/mxit
http://www.officesnapshots.com/mxit
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| attended the MIT Sloan School of
Management’s “Building, Leading, and

Sustaining the Innovative Organization”
program in November. It was presented,
among others, by MIT’s Prof Eric von Hippel.
Democratizing
Innovation

Below are some of the key take-away ideas
from that course.
ERIC YON HIPPEL
\ Lead user innovation
Von Hippel argues that one can often
anticipate future innovations by identifying
what he calls “lead users,” that is, users
whose needs today foreshadow the needs of
the general marketplace tomorrow.
Countless examples exist of how lead
users are leading innovation. In the aircraft
industry it was homebuilders of experimental
aircraft who introduced the use of composite
materials in fuselage construction. Today it’s
widely used by aircraft companies even on the
giant Airbus 380.
The onus is on companies to find these
lead users and learn from them.

User innovation through
ﬁ toolkits
g -
ogy is enabling users to develop

The improvements in computer
and communications technol-
their own products and services far

more easily than previously possi-

available on Amazon.com

ble. Lego Mindstorms became one
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MANAGING STRATEGIG INNOVATION

notes from a course attended at the MIT Sloan School of Management

of Lego’s most successful products ever
because Lego allowed users to design their
own robots and freely share these designs
with others through the Lego website. Lego’s
own designers would never have been able to
come up with the thousands of innovative
designs from all these users - and the avail-
ability of all of these is a big part of the appeal
of Mindstorms.
In a similar fashion, Apple’s ex-
tremely successful iPhone
relies on the AppStore
and thousands of users
willingly writing applica-

tions

for the device. Apple’s excellent
iPhone development kit is crucial in enticing
developers to write for this platform.

The experience is the product

The book “Subject to Change” describes
the importance of the key competencies of
design and customer empathy, those things
Apple does so well. Tim O’Reilly in comment-
ing on this book summarizes the importance
of this best:

“Software is no longer a product. It is a
process, a dynamic service that evolves as

it responds to constant interaction with its
users. The essence of Web 2.0 design is to

create a dynamic framework that har-
nesses the collective intelligence of cus-
tomers in such a way that the software

becomes almost alive.” - Tim O’Reilly


http://www.amazon.com/Subject-Change-Creating-Products-Uncertain/dp/0596516835/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1233605717&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Subject-Change-Creating-Products-Uncertain/dp/0596516835/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1233605717&sr=8-1
http://web.mit.edu/evhippel/www/democ1.htm
http://web.mit.edu/evhippel/www/democ1.htm

LEARNING, GIVING BAGIC, BALANGE:

Web 2.0 Summit

| was privileged to be invited to attend the
Web 2.0 Summit in San Francisco in November
2008. Furthermore, it started the day after
Barack Obama was announced as the 44th
president of the US, so
very interesting times.
According to most com-

mentators Obama’s ex-
tensive use of Web 2.0
technologies was key in securing his historic
win. The economic crisis will mean tough times
for some companies, but again mobile tech-
nology in the emerging markets is an excellent
place to be in at this point in time. All bodes
very well for MXit’s future.

The economic downturn is indeed caus-
ing havoc in Silicon Valley though. In order to
survive, start-ups will have to offer business
models that are built around saving users
money. | predict that there will be a number of
smaller players in the social networking space
that is not going to see 2010.

Finally, Al Gore gave the closing speech
reminding us all of the critical need to pay
attention to the environment and the role inter-
net and technology companies can play to
create a better world for all.

Cape Leopard Trust

| started supporting the Cape
Leopard Trust in early 2008

and I’m extremely impressed
with their work. The leopard is the apex preda-
tor in the Western Cape, but has always been
in conflict with farmers in the region. The CLT
runs a project on what used to be our family
farm in the Little Karoo, and the camera trap
that was set up with my contribution already
captured its first leopard. | hope to see this
conservation effort continue to prosper. Visit

the CLT at www.capeleopard.org.za
On Balance

In the past year both my flying partner
Prof George Lindsey, and MXit colleague
Darryn Foster passed away unexpectedly.
George was flying, and Darryn was diving, both
doing the things they loved. We miss them
both very much.

As they say, on your death-bed, you're
not going to wish you had spent more time in
the office. May we all keep that in mind and
lead fulfilling and balanced lives.

Pieter Nel is a technology executive spe-
cializing in the managing of impossible
projects and technology turnarounds. He is
currently the Chief Technology Officer of
MXit Lifestyle in South Africa.

Pieter holds a Masters degree in electron-
ics engineering (cum laude) from the Uni-
versity of Stellenbosch, South Africa where
his research was focused on computa-
tional linguistics and computer speech
recognition. He is a graduate of the Wits
Business School’s Management Advance-
ment Programme (MAP), and holds the
Project Management Professional (PMP)
credential. He is a member of the Institute

Al Gore

Camping in leopard country

of Electrical and Electronics Engineers
(IEEE) and the Institute of Directors of
Southern Africa (loDSA). He is currently
pursuing an executive certificate in Strat-
egy and Innovation at the MIT Sloan
School of Management.

Pieter is a licensed pilot, yacht skipper,
scuba diver and mountaineer.

Contact details
pwnel@pwnel.net

www.pwnel.net
Mobile: +27 83 277 6930
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