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Foreword

I am deeply passionate about communities. I have been ever since my earlier 

involvement in open source and when I started experimenting with building my first few 

communities back when I lived in the UK.

This early interest really culminated when I strapped on my goggles and nose-dived 

into a new project called Ubuntu, tasked with building a global movement around an 

open source operating system. Eight years later I came up for air, and we had built a 

community comprised of hundreds of developers around the world, millions of users, 

local Ubuntu groups littered across the globe, and people actively shaping Ubuntu every 

day by producing documentation, translations, marketing initiatives, testing, and more.

This early experience in my career showed me the true potential for harnessing 

groups of engineering talent and availability, particularly when wrapped around a 

clearly articulated mission.

I didn’t fully appreciate this, though, until I worked at XPRIZE, an organization 

that coordinates and leads major incentive competitions. My first XPRIZE, the Global 

Learning XPRIZE, challenged teams to build an Android app that taught kids how to 

read, write, and perform arithmetic within 18 months without the aid of a teacher. It was 

designed to bring education to the more than 250 million kids who don’t currently get it 

around the world. The prize purse was a whopping $15 million, underwritten in part by 

everyone’s favorite science-reality entrepreneur, Elon Musk.

Working at XPRIZE was at times bizarre. It was an environment where over lunch 

we would talk about how we could solve water sanitization issues, produce vehicles 

to improve goods and services in rural third-world areas, use 3D printing to print 

houses for low-cost widespread housing initiatives, and more. This is what I loved 

about XPRIZE: genuine “moonshot” thinking underlined by the question “How do we 

incentivize people enough to make this reality?”

Unsurprisingly, the Global Learning XPRIZE attracted a wide range of people, from 

educators to startup founders, artists, translators, and more.

Many developers joined, but due to the competitive nature of the prize, their ideas 

and talent were . . . well, rather private. Competitors formed into their own teams and 
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attacked the challenge with steel smiles and open minds, but this innovation occurred 

largely in a private setting, with the exception of some shared foundational projects.

As such, one element that was so compelling and familiar to me about the open 

source developer experience was curiously missing: problem-solving and collaboration 

around tractable solutions, out in the open.

This was entirely to be expected and no fault of XPRIZE. The organization was not 

an open source project, and the whole point of the incentive prize model is that people 

actually compete with each other. However, as Eleanor Roosevelt once mused, “Absence 

makes the heart grow stronger,” and I started to miss the culture of collaborative 

engineering communities, with the broader open source community being one such 

prime example.

This realization was not merely a cultural one. It got me thinking about the 

psychology and driving forces behind developers. What really makes great engineers 

tick? Throughout my career at that point, there were clear differences in engineering 

cultures—such as the difference between a “GitHub generation” startup and an 

enterprise Windows shop—but there were a remarkable amount of consistency and 

common themes too.

This is something that would illustrate itself in droves over the following years. As 

a consultant, I build community strategy and execution for a wide range of industries, 

including technology, financial services, consumer products, entertainment, security, 

professional services, and others. A significant chunk of my work is focused on building 

developer communities and ecosystems where developers either build on top of a 

platform or contribute to a core platform itself.

Across these widely varying clients, it has been fascinating to see these consistent 

themes emerge among these different types of developers, even when the scope, focus, 

culture, and norms of these different organizations vary so significantly. Of these 

commonalities, though, I see one of the most significant as being a desire for mastery.

With any discipline—carpentry, mechanical engineering, chemical engineering, 

biomedicine, robotics, and others—there is a journey from learning to optimization and 

then mastery.

A fundamental principle in converting learning to mastery is not just that we can 

furnish ourselves with the education to deliver good work, but—importantly—that we 

can construct hypotheses for how to execute this work well, and then something or 

or someone validates or rejects our hypothesis. In other words, we need to be able to 

experiment and see whether our experiments work out.
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For many of these other disciplines, this experimentation is limited. If you are 

learning bioengineering, you probably lack the equipment, certifications, and budget 

to do it in your home office. If you are learning chemical engineering, I doubt you have 

a refinery in your backyard. For many software developers, though, these limitations 

largely don’t apply: a computer, an Internet connection, a curious mind, and a giant 

bucket of coffee will get you most of the way there.

There is another critical component in this developer soup du jour, though. Unlike 

many other institutions, code can be shared, improved, refined, and iterated at little 

to no cost. A global patchwork of GitHub and GitLab repositories don’t just contain 

software—they contain our shared understanding and collaboration around common 

interests and problem solving.

With this common tooling, readily available (and normative) peer review, and a 

self-starter culture of learning and collaboration, this has jump-started millions of initial 

curiosities about programming into well-compensated, rewarding, in-demand careers.

The impact of all this has been profound. We have seen entire industries “disrupted” 

and reconstructed by talented developers with the aforementioned, not-entirely-

insignificant bucket of coffee and a bundle of self-motivation. We have seen developers 

able to apply their talents to not just reshaping the world we live in, but to how we effect 

change at both a professional and social level. It is all really quite remarkable.

Tapping into this machine, though, can be a challenge for many, and this is where 

community engagement and Developer Relations play such critical roles. This isn’t as 

simple as marketing and broadcasting targeted messages to developers. Great Developer 

Relations requires someone to not just understand the needs and goals of a developer, 

but to fundamentally understand the fabric of their culture—where it differs and where it 

is the same. Doing this well can result in remarkable results; doing it poorly can manifest 

in developers awkwardly shoeing away such Developer Relations like an unwanted fly at 

a picnic.

Before you delve into Mary’s book, I will leave you with one piece of advice. 

Developer Relations, and more broadly how we engage and build culture in 

communities, is a remarkably nuanced, complex, and context-specific discipline. There 

simply isn’t a one-shot recipe that works well for everyone. You can benefit from others, 

such as the insight from Mary in this book, but consider this guidance as a starting point 

to get you going and then evolve your own approach.

I tell this to my clients all the time: every community is different, and although many 

methods and techniques work well and reliably, the most critical skill of all to learn is 
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observing what is happening in your community and being able to react and optimize it. 

Just like with software engineering: learn, optimize—and then true mastery of your own 

can be accomplished.

This is an exciting journey. Good luck!

Jono Bacon

Jono Bacon Consulting

www.jonobacon.com | jono@jonobacon.com

May 2018

Foreword

http://www.jonobacon.com/
https://jono@jonobacon.com
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Introduction

This book is for anyone who’s trying to figure out what a technical community is and 

why it’s essential for the success of certain companies. It’s for Developer Relations and 

Community Manager professionals, as well as directors, VPs, and C-suite folks who are 

trying to manage those teams within an ever-changing landscape of company goals 

and priorities. It’s for those who are discouraged by the misconceptions of community 

building as well as those who are encouraged by the influx of companies trying to 

hire someone who understands the developer audience. It’s for those who have yet to 

discover the true value of Developer Relations, as well as those who know that it has 

inherent value but struggle to put it into words.

But first, what is Developer Relations? At its foundation, the purpose of Developer 

Relations (or DevRel) is to build relationships with the developer community. DevRel 

professionals act as a liaison between their company and the developer audience, who 

are typically the end users of the product. Whereas most professionals have the best 

interests of the business at their front of their minds driving their day-to-day decisions, 

DevRel professionals have the best interests of the community as their driving factor. 

They, of course, care about the success of the business as well—it is, after all, what pays 

their bills—but they understand that if the community is happy and successful as a result 

of using the product, the business is far more likely to succeed as well.

In order for the DevRel team to succeed, however, they must be fully supported 

by the company. From having a clear set of business goals and expectations to having 

the right tools for the job, they need to know that their work is seen as valuable and 

is therefore not only allowed but actively encouraged by the stakeholders in their 

company.1

Many companies are realizing that it’s not enough to simply have a Developer 

Relations team. The stakeholders must understand the true value such a team provides, 

and the team must be set up for success.

1�You can read more on the items that every company needs to have a successful DevRel 
team in Anil Dash’s post “A Developer Relations Bill of Rights”: https://medium.com/
glitch/a-developer-relations-bill-of-rights-21381920e273

https://medium.com/glitch/a-developer-relations-bill-of-rights-21381920e273
https://medium.com/glitch/a-developer-relations-bill-of-rights-21381920e273
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As such, this book is divided into two distinct sections. These sections, while 

applicable for both groups I’ve mentioned, are geared toward different audiences. Part I 

(Chapters 1–5) is directed toward the decision makers in the company who are trying to 

understand the value of a technical community. Their questions likely revolve around 

whether or not they need to foster their community, what the appropriate metrics are, 

what the difference is between Developer Relations and community building, and how 

to create a successful team.

In Chapter 1, I address the key questions you want to ask before investing in a 

technical community: why do you want one, what do you hope to accomplish, and who 

actually makes up your community?

Chapters 2–4 speak to creating a business case for building a technical community. 

How do you convince the business owners and decision makers that connecting with the 

developer community is an important investment, and how do you agree on metrics to 

ensure alignment and success?

Once we’ve discussed how to build this business case for including Developer 

Relations in your success strategy, it’s time to figure out who’s going to help fill that role. 

Chapter 5 walks through who your first hire should be, what the differences are between 

a community manager, Developer Advocate, and technical evangelist, and where your 

newly founded Developer Relations team should be placed within your organization.

Part II (Chapters 6–10) is geared toward the Developer Relations practitioners—

those who are involved in community building on a daily basis. Their questions focus 

more on the day-to-day tactics, including finding the right audience, walking the 

tightrope between representing the company and building a personal brand (which also 

benefits the company), and doing in-person events.

Chapters 6–8 dive into what you can accomplish now that you actually have a team 

in place, from finding your particular segment of developers to interacting with them, 

both online and in person.

Lastly, I wrap things up by talking about some common issues that can pop up and 

how to prevent them (Chapter 9), as well as what it means to build your personal brand 

alongside the company and community (Chapter 10).

Throughout the chapters, I’m joined by other Developer Relations professionals who 

share their stories and give specific, real-world examples so that you can see a practical 

application of the principles I put forth. It should be noted that there is no “magic bullet” 

to building a community or being successful with a particular developer audience, and 

following the example of another company just because it was successful for them isn’t 
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always the best solution.2 But by using the principles I’ve laid out to walk through your 

company goals and discover where Developer Relations fits within that framework, you 

can formulate a plan tailored to your specific community.

For some, it will make sense to read straight through, following the process from 

start to finish and building out your documents, resolutions, and goals as you go. Others 

should feel free to jump around to solve any problems you’re having right now. I often 

refer back to topics addressed in a previous chapter, so you’ll know whether there’s 

relevant material you should reference.

If you’re reading this in print format, don’t worry about trying to type in all  

the URLs. I’ve created an online resource to make your life a little easier—just navigate to 

marythengvall.com/devrelbook.

I embarked on this writing adventure largely because the essence of the word 

community has impacted me greatly. From launching my career and enabling 

adventures to facilitating lifelong friendships and making my daily job something that 

I love, I am deeply committed to communities both personally and professionally: 

building, fostering, engaging, and loving them. As such, my viewpoint may be a little 

unique and different from the typical “put the company first” mentality. But I truly 

believe that if you put the community first, the company will succeed. On the other 

hand, if we choose to value the product over the community that uses it, we harm both 

ourselves and the company as a whole, setting us up for potential failure at worst, or at 

best, keeping the company from reaching its full potential. It’s my hope that this book 

will not only prove the intrinsic value that exists within developer communities, but it 

will encourage you to place relationship- and community-building at the core of your 

business.

Let’s begin, shall we?

2�https://twitter.com/matthewrevell/status/1003477945707462656
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CHAPTER 1

An Introduction to 
Community
If you run a Google search for “community” you’ll find a wide variety of results, from 

the hit TV sitcom of that name to three different online dictionary definitions, to a 

handful of developer community websites for particular brands, to a company that 

sells loudspeakers. With almost five billion search results, it’s no wonder people in the 

technology industry have such a hard time agreeing on what a community actually is, 

who it’s comprised of, and how to work with them.

BusinessDictionary.com1 says community is defined as a “Self-organized network 

of people with common agenda, cause, or interest, who collaborate by sharing ideas, 

information, and other resources”. Merriam-Webster says2 it’s everything from a unified 

body of individuals to society as a whole, or even a social state of condition. Dictionary.com3 

defines community as “a social, religious, occupational, or other group sharing common 

characteristics or interests and perceived or perceiving itself as distinct in some respect 

from the larger society within which it exists”. But even this implies that everyone within the 

group holds largely the same beliefs and comes from a similar background.

Nothing could be further from the truth when you’re talking about technical 

communities. The only thing that by definition should bring us together is a common 

use of or interest in a particular technology, role, tool, or programming language. Yet 

in my experience, although the starting place may be the use of a particular piece of 

software, that’s not what makes technical communities special. What starts out as a 

simple response to a question can lead to a mentorship opportunity, a collaborative 

project, or the overwhelming success of a product.

1�http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/community.html
2�https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/community
3�http://www.dictionary.com/browse/community

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/community.html
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/community
http://www.dictionary.com/browse/community
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Leveraging these definitions and my own professional experience, the definition that 

I propose for community as it relates to a technical audience is the following:

A group of people who not only share common principles, but also develop 
and share practices that help individuals in the group thrive

It’s important to keep this definition in mind as you work your way through the 

topics in this book—it will come into play in how you define your departmental goals, 

what direction you decide to go in with your team, and how you interact with your 

community.

�Establish the (Flexible) Boundaries
Generally speaking, you’ll want your community to be inclusive—not limiting yourself to 

free or paid customers, or even, for that matter, to only those who are actively using your 

products. You’ll want it to be inclusive in other ways as well: accepting of all (respectful) 

opinions and insights, no matter who they come from or how they challenge the current 

standards. This isn’t always easy! Creating a welcoming, safe environment where 

everyone feels included is a difficult task that requires a lot of empathy, forethought, and 

humility to admit when you’re wrong. But it’s been proven that a more diverse workplace 

results in better products as well as a healthier work environment,4 and this is true in 

communities as well.

We’ll talk later about the importance of getting feedback from a wide variety of 

customers—paid as well as free accounts, end users as well as buyers, and an assortment 

of company sizes, as well as gender and geographic demographics. Without a diverse 

group of customers, you’ll wind up with biased feedback, which at best can result in a 

product that doesn’t meet the needs of particular customers and at worst can actively 

offend the community you’re trying to interact with.

That said, though being inclusive is important, you also need to define whom 

you want to actively engage with as a part of your community, and where the role 

of Developer Relations (DevRel) comes into play. Are you looking to engage new 

customers who may not have fully bought into the product yet? Is your priority to work 

4�https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/why- 
diversity-matters
https://hbr.org/2018/03/5-things-we-learned-about-creating-a-successful-workplace-
diversity-program
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with customers who are already actively engaged, gaining feedback and working with 

the product and engineering teams to improve your product based on said feedback? 

Perhaps you want to build up a community of external advocates who will in turn help 

increase your community support and awareness as you move into new geographic 

locations. Or maybe you’re trying to find folks within the larger developer community 

who may not be using your product but who have the potential to do so.

Each of these questions ties into a concrete business value that aligns with a 

company goal: reducing churn, having a better product roadmap, reducing customer 

acquisition cost, recruiting employees, and more. The real question isn’t whether DevRel 

is capable of contributing value, but which particular value it should focus on at this 

point in time.

Establishing your overarching goals for community engagement helps you define 

what your community looks like and what areas you should focus on. Giving yourself 

an all-inclusive view of community is great, but it can cause problems when your team 

is suddenly tasked with reaching “anyone and everyone who could possibly use or is 

already using our product.” That’s too broad of a task and has too many stakeholders 

in the company, resulting in an overwhelmed DevRel team with too many tasks on 

their plates, struggling to figure out what their priorities are. Suddenly, no matter what 

department DevRel falls under, they’ve got marketing, product, engineering, customer 

support, and sales clamoring for their attention. By understanding the specific value this 

team brings to the company and which segment of the community they should focus on, 

you can prioritize and delegate these overwhelming and sometimes conflicting requests.

So, first things first: it’s essential that you understand your company goals. Once 

those are clear, think about whether or how fostering an active community can help your 

company achieve those goals. Here are some questions you’ll want to ask:

•	 Why do you want a community?

•	 What do you hope to accomplish with a community?

•	 Who makes up your community?

•	 Which segment of that community do you want to focus on first?

And perhaps most relevant to our conversations throughout this book:

•	 Do you actually need a Developer Relations team to accomplish 

those goals? (Hint: the answer isn’t always yes!)
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