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00:00:00 Ryan Singer
English:

| often use this analogy of if you're doing a home renovation, you can have the most beautiful rendering
of the new bedroom and we're going to have these lamps on the side of the bed that are coming out from
the wall. But if you haven't checked if there's electricity in that wall there or not, it's going to drastically
change the cost and the time and everything. What we need to do in a shaping session is we come out
with some kind of diagram where engineers, product and design, they're saying, "We understand that."
So the first thing is we are not going to start something unless we can see the end from the beginning.
We're not going to take a big concept and then say, "What's the estimate for this thing?" We're going to go
the other way around and we're going to say, what is the maximum amount of time we're willing to go
before we actually finish something? How do we come up with a idea that's going to work in the amount
of time that the business is interested in spending?
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00:00:54 Lenny Rachitsky
English:

Today my guest is Ryan Singer. Ryan was one of the first few hires at 37signals, and through his
experience of building Basecamp and 17 years of building product at 37signals, he wrote a book called
Shape Up, which shares a very different approach to building software. Appetites instead of deadlines. A
big focus on bringing design engine product together into a room to shape the plan versus writing long
PRDs or trying to finalize designs before you start building. I've noticed more and more teams adopting
the Shape Up method, and especially with Al starting to change how we work and build product, there's
this shift coming in how product teams will operate. And so | thought this was the perfect time to do a
deep dive into the Shape Up method.
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00:02:14 Lenny Rachitsky (Sponsor: WorkOS)
English:

This episode is brought to you by WorkOS. If you're building a SaaS app, at some point your customers
will start asking for enterprise features like SAML authentication and SCIM provisioning. That's where
WorkOS comes in, making it fast and painless to add enterprise features to your app. Their APIs are easy
to understand so that you can ship quickly and get back to building other features. Today, hundreds of
companies are already powered by WorkOS, including ones you probably know like Vercel, Webflow and
Loom.
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00:03:33 Lenny Rachitsky (Sponsor: Merge)
English:

This episode is brought to you by Merge. Product leaders, yes, like you, cringe when they hear the word
integration. They're not fun for you to scope, build, launch or maintain, and integrations probably aren't
what led you to product work in the first place? Lucky for you the folks at Merge are obsessed with
integrations. Their single APl helps SaaS companies launch over 200 product integrations in weeks, not
quarters.
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00:04:42 Lenny Rachitsky
English:

Ryan, thank you so much for being here. Welcome to the podcast. | think this is going to be a legendary
episode. There's a lot of interest these days in different ways of working, especially ways that are Agile
and SAFe and Scrum and all these ways that people hear about working. Especially in this world of Al
where everything's just changing. It feels like there's just an increased interest in exploring different ways
of working and specifically it feels like there's been a rise in interest in Shape Up the stuff that you talk
about.
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00:05:38 Ryan Singer
English:

Yeah, | think it's interesting that we're talking now. | mean, the book came out in 2019 and it's, I've been
hearing more and more like, "Oh, we know somebody who's trying it or we're hearing it when we go talk
to other companies." So, | think, it's a wave that's slowly building. And it's funny, when it came out, | even
tried to have an online forum to get everyone who's interested to talk together and what | started to learn
pretty early on is that people don't like to talk about their struggles shipping. Especially CPOs and CTOs
don't like to go on a public forum and say, "Our company isn't shipping or our engineering team is stuck,
or our team is always lost in the weeds." That's not an easy community topic on an online forum.
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00:07:12 Lenny Rachitsky
English:

And there aren't many options for how to build product. All people really read about is Scrum/Agile/SAFe
as they scale and then there's Waterfall, which, "No, | never do Waterfall." Then there's the start up way of
just ship and maybe one or two week cycles and then there's Shape Up, so it feels like it's one of the rare
other options that exists.
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00:08:16 Ryan Singer
English:

Well, | mean, that came as a surprise to me. | mean, when | wrote the book, | had been in Basecamp at
that time, | think 15 years, and | actually didn't even know the outside world. | mean, it was Jason's idea
to even write the book. Because he said, "Look, a lot of people are going to want to know about this. A lot
of people are struggling." And I'm like, "Well, okay." | knew our inside story of we had some growing pains
and we had to be able to formalize the way that we were working and shipping so that as we brought new



people in that they could participate in that and we could stay fast. So, | knew our internal struggles, but |
honestly didn't know anything about the outside world.
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00:09:24 Ryan Singer
English:

Yeah. Well, my wife heard me saying the same thing over and over again on every phone call. And she's
overhearing me and she's like, "You have to make a course, you have to do something. You always are
saying the same thing." So then this led to this course that we made, which is called Shaping in Real Life.
And well, yeah, the idea is the real life part, right? How do | make this work if my designers don't code? It's
very contentious to get engineering time. You know what | mean? When there's all these different
pressures that Basecamp didn't have.
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00:10:07 Ryan Singer
English:

| think the way it's different starts with how the way we were working was a little bit different. So, | started
working with Jason and David on the first version of Basecamp, which was the flagship product of
37signals back in 2003. We were a team of three. And, | mean, | think, it's for any really small team, when
you're just starting out, you don't need a process. You don't need a way of working. It just happens
organically because you're together. You don't have to explain it to other people, it just happens on its
own, right? But there was always this really intense urgency from both Jason and David, "We've got to get
to something we can ship. We have to finish this and move on. We have to get to something that's done."
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00:11:32 Lenny Rachitsky

English:



Let me actually ask about this because this is really interesting. So this is DHH. He was working part-time
when he started 37signals. Was he working on Ruby basically and that whole thing?
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00:11:45 Ryan Singer
English:

Well, Rails came out of the first... So, he told Jason, "I want to try building this in Ruby," because before
they had done some collaboration and David had done things in PHP before that and he had this new
idea, he wanted to try Ruby, this language he fell in love with. And then the framework, Ruby on Rails, he
ended up releasing that after Basecamp was standing. Because it was extracted from the things that were

necessary to give V1 of Basecamp to stand up.
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