Episode 70: In Conversation with Yakaira Nuhez

Elizabeth Ames (00:11):

| am here with Kai Nunez. It's so great to have you here. I'm delighted to be able to
have this conversation with you.

Kai Nufez (00:20):

I'm so glad to be here. Thank you so much for the invitation.

Elizabeth Ames (00:23):

Yeah. So | thought it would be helpful to start today by just talking a little bit about
the group that you run, what you guys do, the role that you play within the
ecosystem of Salesforce, just to ground people on

Kai Nunez (00:38):

All. Certainly. So, hi everybody. I'm Kai Nunez. My full name is Ja. | go by Kaiand | lead
a team of researchers, analysts, and data scientists at Salesforce, specifically in the
product organization. The products that my team support are, they run the gamut, so
they run the gamut from Al platforms to our data cloud services to infrastructure,
cloud technologies, privacy, security, marketing, marketplaces. It's a lot. My team
works on the really gnarly bits of our product landscape. We enjoy the more complex
arcs of work in particular, and the research that they do is product and user and
market research and service of providing our executives the right data points so that
they can make decisions, business decisions and product decisions that are informed
by our customer's feedback and our product feedback.

Elizabeth Ames (01:35):

So | want to dive into that a little bit because my experience is that getting people to
really look at the data or really look at the research or even do the research upfront
sometimes is a challenge. So tell me a little bit about how you have and your group
have kind of developed that appreciation within others to utilize the research, to
pursue it, to look for the insights and to rely on you guys to deliver that.

Kai Nunez (02:11):

Sure. So | do say oftentimes that it depends on the culture that you're in. So every
product organization has a different culture. The culture of Salesforce is very much
driven by selling shocking called Salesforce, but relationships. And so leaning into the
culture helps us gain engagement with our leadership. Now, arguably, the individuals
usually who are the more junior our most interested in gaining and taking advantage
of insights and the ones that are at the top of the food chain tend to have other
sources that they can lean into in order to feel equipped to make the business
decisions they need to make. So what we're doing is effectively trying to understand
where each individual is in their engagement with the landscape of the data that
they're acquiring to make decisions so that we can show up effectively,
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what does this actually look like? We do research on the people that we're providing
insights to.

| strongly recommend it, right? We will send out surveys, we'll find out where are
they getting their data, who are they talking to, how do they figure out what they're
going to do next with their products so that then we can slide in and provide them
the right information at the right time. That allows us the opportunity to gain trust
and become a trusted advisor. That is the most important step. So understanding
your customer's needs and then giving them the data that they need and showing
up as a trusted advisor has helped us create this sort of a shared responsibility for the
success of our customers. And so then we can truly show up as respectful truth
tellers on behalf of our employer, which is Salesforce.

Elizabeth Ames (03:49):

| really love this expression, and you brought it up earlier when we talked before this
about trusted truth tellers, and | want you to elaborate on that a little bit because
truth tellers aren't always bringing news that people want. And so how do you
navigate that, right? And how do you deliver those stories and the data in ways that
people can hear it can absorb and also have respect for you and keep coming back, |
guess, or not dismiss it?

Kai NUunez (04:33):

Precisely. Yes. All of those things are very, very hard. What we found is that we can
give people big numbers. We can say our NPS scores are dropped, what three points
are. The NPS score is negative three or negative four, but the big round shiny number
doesn't have meaning unless you actually have storytelling that's a matched to it and
placed with it. So if you say that you have these NPS scores that are going down and
that your customers are feeling like they lack trust in the product and there's a
specific reason why they've had some negative experiences with your product, that
then really moves the needle because you are honing into empathy and you're
honing into the visceral reaction that one might have to this big shiny number. It is a
little extractive, and there's a phrase that I've used in the past to sort of
weaponization of empathy. You'll see that often done with research teams. It's hard to
walk the line between being accurate and precise with data that is coming from
various sources and being triangulated and also telling the story that evokes an
emotional response and that is the responsibility and it's an art that the research
teams have to learn in order to be taken seriously.

Elizabeth Ames (05:51):

Yeah. | want to make a little detour here because you hit on something that | think is
really important and it connects to your background. You are one of those wonderful
anomalies in the tech industry because your undergraduate degrees in rhetoric and
Spanish. So talk a little bit about how that unusual background has helped you and
helps you in your job or has drawn you to this area and made you effective at



it. Kai Nunez (06:27):
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| love it. Thank you for the question in two ways, and we talked a little bit about this.
When you're in a creative discipline, you have to put yourself out there. You have to
be able to express yourself and have others critique you. And so a part of the rhythm
of being a researcher is that you have to be able to create the story of the narrative,
the arc, which comes with short story narrative, which is my focus, helpful, and you're
creating decks and you want to weave and take people down the journey of the story
of the experience of your customers and your users and your product, but also being
able to put your stuff out there and getting that critical feedback so that you can
make changes so that you can pivot, so that you can then maybe find how it lands
better with a different audience.

| will say that much of the work that we do, we actually have to craft different stories
and different narratives from it. So one data collection experience, one large survey
might actually be reconstructed for five different audiences because of the
magnitude of information that we've collected. So as a consequence of that, you tell
the story five different times because you have five different audiences. So that's a
little bit of it. Also, | think it's a bit of the human experience. If you don't tell the
human story, people don't connect to it. And so technology has a tendency of
separating ourselves from the human experience. | find that it's imperative for us as
researchers to bring us back together to say, this is the technology and then thisis a
human that's engaging with that technology and this is a shared value that they
bring together.

Elizabeth Ames (07:55):

This is kind of a line of discussion that is near and dear to me as | shared with you
because my undergraduate degree was in fine arts, and | really feel like having those
diverse backgrounds brings more to the table. And you also touched on this thing
about essentially being able to listen to what other people are saying about your
work, incorporate that, understand it. And | think that requires a lot of not getting too
hung up on perfection as human beings. None of us are perfect. And so listening to
that human narrative and connecting that with the experiences that people have
really requires you to be able to let go of that perfection. Yes,

Kai Nunez (08:43):

Yes. You have to be a bit selfless. It is not about you, it's about the story that you're
telling. It's about the data that you're presenting. And | do find that that is another
way that we can equip other researchers and analysts the ability to be able to be
respectful truthtellers. Because if they are able to step away from the story and the
narrative, then it's not contentious. I'm just sharing what I've learned and you do with
it what you will, but now you know the truth or at least this version of the truth.

Elizabeth Ames (09:13):

So now you mentioned that you do a lot of work with ai. There's a lot of Al stuff going
on within Salesforce and within the Al environment, because we're still pretty early in



that cycle. There's definitely this push to move faster all the time to be refining
things, to be building new things to this whole development side of things. So how
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do you and your group play in that stream of things? How do you balance that need
to move fast? | think we had this discussion about the phrase move fast and break
things. | don't know how much braking, how much moving fast.

Kai Nunez (09:54):

No kidding. No kidding. And | would say on top of that, there is a perception that if
you have to do research, if you have to slow down and ask users what they think, first
of all, they may not have the right answer. That's always an adage that | hear, and
that's a possible outcome, but that you're slowing down the process if you're actually
leaning in to identifying what might work and what might not work. One of the
things that | find that works to our benefit as researchers is really embedding
ourselves in the product development lifecycle from the outset. And so what that
looks like is from soup to nuts, from the moment you start doing ideation, that that
ideation is actually sort of informed by research and that when you're going through
rapid iterative development, that you have any way to capture feedback from your
ecosystem so that they can tell you when you're off base, you don't necessarily have
to take all of the signals, but at least having the signal so that you have the data to
make decisions to go forward can only serve you.

And then through the life of the deployment process, with respect to capturing
feedback and beta and AB testing, and then post launch, oftentimes people will just
drop something and be like, okay, it's done now. It's not done now. And particularly
when it comes to generative ai, it just started. Now the entire process has to change
so that we have this feedback loop built into the experience from the outset. We have
talked about at Salesforce, making things like ease of use and usability testing a part
of the definition of done so that you have an obligation if you're building a product
that it's inserted, that puts some accountability on everybody who's building the
product to ensure that they're building something that's safe.

Elizabeth Ames (11:37):

And elaborate a little bit more because on this idea of trust and safety, because these
are big and important terms around Al at many, many levels. So how do you see the
research and insights kind of playing a role in building those in legitimate ways? |
guess because there can be sort of trust and safety that maybe isn't actually earned,
but

Kai Nunez (12:07):

It's a good question. | do believe that researchers are obligated to a certain degree,
and not that we're often empowered to do this, but that we're obligated to ensure
that the data that we're collecting is primary research, which effectively is what could
potentially train our models that we are inclusive in the way that we recruit, that you
recruit for unintended users and intended target markets because then at the
outset, you have shared and representative voices helping you to build your product.



That's one real simple way to help move the needle to creating something that may
not do as much harm because you're casting a broader net to capture more
feedback from the audiences that may or may not be using your product. A lot of the
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most amazing innovations that we've seen have been from individuals that were
using our product in a whole new way or our user groups that we didn't expect them
to use a product in one way, and then we found that that was extraordinarily
advantageous.

So that is one way. | also have a rubric that was co-authored by me and a collection of
amazing smart people at Salesforce and at the World Economic Forum effectively
was a rubric to help build safe products for children. So | presume that if you're
building something for children that would be safe, that potentially that would also
be safe for adults. So the framework is called first, and you can find it online. First is

an acronym. So the Fis fair, | is inclusive, the R is responsible as safe, and then T
transparent. | think a lot of us already know what transparency means, but what | was
just talking about is how do we include the |, right? How do we make sure that we're
inclusive in the way that we're capturing information, and then the people who are
shaping the content and the product are also representative.

Elizabeth Ames (14:06):

And that leads me to kind of go back and talk a little bit or ask you a little bit more
about frameworks and stuff, because we talked a little bit earlier about frameworks
that you really love to use, and so maybe you could talk about those a little bit and
how you use them in the work that you're doing.

Kai Nunez (14:24):

Yes, indeed. And | probably should get a kickback for the number of times that | use
this framework and mention it in public. However, it's the jobs to be done framework.
| am a huge fan. My team has created jobs to be done for all of our core products. On
the platform side, what this affords us is effectively a way to understand an agnostic
understanding of all of our products. So say for instance, you take a platform product,
what you would do is effectively craft a survey that is product agnostic to identify
what are the top pain points across all platforms that work, that don't work
effectively, and then what are the biggest opportunities, meaning what products
don't serve that top pain point? And so then you get effectively a clear number, an
opportunity score that then can determine where you need to focus your energy as a
product maker that allows you to target a new market that allows you to target new
products and bring it to the field effectively, that jobs to be done.

Rubric. We also use for prioritization so that we're not prioritizing blind. We have a
clear understanding of what are the top opportunities, and then those are stack
ranked, so then we can burn down that list. These top opportunities tend to be fairly
static unless they are delivered and served. And so the intent of course is that can
you be first to market to serve those top opportunities? So that's a framework that
we use pretty often on my team. I'm a huge fan. | recommend it across the board.
There are other analysis styles that you could use like acano analysis, et cetera, but



jobs be done tends to be a slam dunk. Yeah,

Elizabeth Ames (16:03):
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There you go. Awesome. So | want to kind of wander off into a different area here. You
are a very proud Latina woman. | am. And | want you to talk about what it's like to be
a Latina working in tech and in particular working in research and on sort of leading
edge products and stuff. How has that served you and where have the challenges
been for you?

Kai Nunez (16:34):

That's a great question. So for those of you who are curious, | am Dominican
American. | was born in New York City, lower East side, and lived in Washington
Heights, so I'm very typical. But then we moved because my parents were
academics, so we moved every four years. I've lived in every major city in the United
States as a consequence of that. | don't have an accent. And I'm also of the ilk of an
individual who was raised in a household where they were told not to speak Spanish
because you need to speak the mother tongue so that you're accepted. That has
served me, but it also has done me as a disservice. And the services, obviously, | can
show up in spaces where | don't look like everyone else, but | can speak everyone
else. Where it has disserved me is that because of my desire throughout my life to
show up in spaces and be accepted, because that's what you do as a good Latina.

You don't create other networks. You don't lean into these networks that can be
amplifiers of your worth. So I've learned the hard way that that is so important to find
people who are similar to you so that you feel like you have a community, even if you
might be the only person in the room, you can have that to lean back into help shape
you and support you. That has been a very recent learning. So we're learning all the
time with respect to being a Latina in tech in particular. The advantage, of course, is
that | can often say, did you make this for everybody? | don't see myself reflected in
this product, so | can effectively be sort of like the expression of the voice of a
customer base that might not be in the room. It is a heavy burden to wear, but it's
one that | am particularly willing to lean into because of the deep lack of
representation in the space, and | feel that it's my responsibility to be representative,
even though | might be the only one in many places in spaces.

Elizabeth Ames (18:42):

Do you find that that helps you to be more representative of other underrepresented
groups? Do you think that Yeah.

Kai Nunez (18:53):

Yeah. Most assuredly. So because I'm a woman of a darker complexion, | code as
black, and so | will lean into those spaces as well. If there's no equivalent
representation manifest effectively, it does feel a little disingenuous because | am not
of that culture. I'm not African American, I'm Dominican American, and that's very



distinct. But | will do what | can to lean in to represent my diaspora of Afro-Latinos as
| possibly can without trying to feel like I'm overdoing it effectively. That's the most
important. | want to be respectful.

Elizabeth Ames (19:32):
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Yeah. Yeah. So | also, because | have you here and I've gone down this path, | want to
ask you to talk about what you recommend or what experiences you want to share
with other Latinas out there in terms of showing up, being in the field, career
aspirations, et cetera.

Kai Nunez (20:03);

Don't let your Latin hold you back. Oftentimes we're told that we have to not talk
with our hands, not be expressive, not talk too loud, don't lean in, don't wear the bold
colors, et cetera. Don't let your hair go gray.

Elizabeth Ames (20:21):
Don't wear the bold colors, right? God,

Kai Nunez (20:22):

Lesson on that. You be you. Boo is a bit of my adage. Be bold. Be willing to lean in.
Talk to people. They're your family. They'll respect you. | don't censor myself, and |
would rather be in an environment that understands that I'm not going to censor
myself than be in an environment that penalizes me for censoring myself or not for
censoring myself. Better stated, | think that that is something that we as Latinas
need to own. We have the diaspora. We're not a monolith. So what I'm saying
obviously is not going to resonate with everybody, but we do have this reputation for
bringing light and humor and being a bit bombastic, and | think that the tech world
needs

Elizabeth Ames (21:10):
That.

Kai Nufez (21:11):
We need some spice and so bring it.

Elizabeth Ames (21:14):

Yeah. | think the thing that | really notice in the conversations that we've had about
your work and you as a person is that you bring yourself to the table, but you don't let
yourself be trapped by wanting to be likable, right? And you're respectful of other
people, but you're not like, oh, | need you to like me, right? Yeah. There's this line
there. That's

Kai Nunez_(21:49):



True. | mean, I've grown into that. | think becoming a little older helps being a little
bit more accepting of oneself. But what | share often and when | speak on how to
show up at work in particular is it's okay if people don't like you. They don't need to.
They literally don't need to you. They need to respect what you bring to the table, but
they don't have to like you. And | have literally learned this from my white male
husband.
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Kai Nunez (22:21):
Exactly. Yeah.

Elizabeth Ames (22:22):

Elizabeth Ames (22:20): '
There you go. Good K WFE:H?E!EE'IJ'

reminder.

So to kind of go back to one of the earlier topics that we were talking about with ai,
and | think that Joanne really talked about this, it's not too late to get in the field.
Don't be afraid to step in. Give me your sense of that landscape and where there are
opportunities and kind of the skills and things that women should lean into. And we
just have a minute here, so

Kai Nunez (22:51):

I'll be succinct. So my guidance is that whatever you do well, think about how you
can leverage artificial intelligence to augment that, and that's going to be your
special sauce. That's going to be your differentiator. Why is that important? Because
you can be like every other engineer and go learn all the things that you need to
learn about Al and deliver against it. But we don't come to this world as a hoard of
individuals that are identical. We come with our own baggage, our own creativity,
our own education, and that can all be compounded and augmented by ai. So what
does it look like to be someone who is leveraging the tools for their own values and
needs and for their own success? And | know that that seems a little hand wavy, but |
believe sincerely that Al is an amplifier. So it can also amplify

Elizabeth Ames (23:44):
We're going to leave it there. Thank you. Thank you.
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