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MXit Lifestyle is a world-leading
mobile social network, rapidly ex-
panding its userbase with over 16

million users currently. | joined

MXit as CTO in May 2008.

It’s been a fantastic experience

being part of this team, and a
rare privilege to work with so

many extremely gifted people. A couple of
months ago though | decided that come
end October | will finally take a long-overdue
sabbatical.

During my time at MXit we permanently
addressed all scaling issues that so often
plague companies which is expanding rapidly.
We thoroughly implemented agile development
processes throughout the company. Our pro-
prietary protocol was open-sourced and we
created a developers zone encouraging out-
side developers to become involved by writing
their own MXit apps. We released clients on
the iPhone, Blackberry and Android platforms.
We built a skinning toolkit allowing our users to
use their creativity to customize the look and
feel of MXit on their handsets. Finally, there’s
some very exciting web widgets that will soon
be released.

With all this done, I’'m taking a feather out
of Naspers CEO Koos Bekker’s cap, and tak-
ing a few months sabbatical to travel, think,
get some flying and climbing done, learn some
more and spend more time with the people
close to me.
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Himalayan climbing
and cancer support

To start off, I'll be leaving
) for the Himalayas within the
* % next week, where I'll attempt
three 20 000 ft peaks. Island
Peak, Lobuche East and Mt Parchamo are all
located in the Everest region. It has been a
dream of mine for a while to climb in the Hima-
layas, but | thought it even more worthwhile if |
could give some exposure to a worthwhile
cause while doing it. My good friend Eldré runs
a charity called People Living with Cancer.
Their cancer buddy system provides awesome
support to anyone who is faced with this dis-
ease. As with most difficult things, friends are
sometimes hard to find when a difficult situa-
tion like cancer crosses your path. People
diagnosed with cancer want to talk to some-
one their own age and gender, who’ve been
through it all, and who can assure them that
there is light on the other side.
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With the help of satellite technology, I'll be
blogging directly from the Himalayas as | at-
tempt each peak. You can follow this online at
www.plwc.org.za from 11 November onwards.
PLWC could really use your help also. My ex-
pedition is entirely self-sponsored, but PLWC is
a non-profit company, and your donations to
them will ensure that a lot more people get the
support that can be so scarce in times of need.
Make use of PLWC'’s

secure site at
GivenGain to
make a donation.

User Experience and Design

I’'m a big fan of the two design companies
Adaptive Path and IDEO. All the really success-
ful product and social networking companies

givengain

have long ago realised that user experience
and design are what distinguishes great prod-
ucts and companies from mediocre ones. You
only have to think “Apple” to know what I'm
talking about. Adaptive Path published one of

my favourite books, “Subject to Change”, and
IDEO released a really good open source guide
to UX called the “The Human Centered Design
Toolkit”. Over the next couple of months I'll be
exploring more of their principles, specifically
as it applies to the developing world.

Agile methods and venture capital
investing

Some of the more progressive VC firms
have realised that a huge amount of value can
be derived from optimizing the management of
a portfolio company and the way the company
is being run. Applying agile methods to the
management team of a tech start-up can have
some incredible results in building value, fast. It
focuses the management team, yet allows
them the freedom to change tack when
needed. In the next few months | intend to
spend some time in the US shadowing some of
these firms and their portfolio companies to

understand better how they operate.

Final thoughts

Randy Pausch, a computer science pro-
fessor at Carnegie Mellon University, got diag-
nosed with pancreatic cancer a few years ago.
In 2007, with only a few months to live, he gave
his last lecture with the title “Really achieving
your childhood dreams”. It became famous,
resulted in an appearance on Oprah, as well as
a book. The lecture made many people realise
that our childhood dreams are within our grasp,
and that we shouldn’t waste time in pursuing
them. More importantly, live your life properly,
and your dreams will come to you. We all make
mistakes along the way, but it’s important to
say you’re sorry, acknowledge when it’s your
fault, and the part most people don’t get to -
asking what you can do to make it right.

Successful people so often have dismal
private lives. Prof Pausch showed us how you
can have it all. In the end success and money
means nothing unless you've put it to some
good use for the benefit of others.

Pre-flight in the Ceres Karoo

Pieter Nel is a technology executive spe-
cializing in the managing of impossible
projects, technology turnarounds and
ground-breaking innovation.

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 a member of
the Institute of Electrical and Electronics

Engineers (IEEE) and the Institute of Direc-
tors of Southern Africa (IoDSA). He is cur-
rently pursuing an executive certificate in
Strategy 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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