
    
      
        [image: Cover Page for Flash Teams]

      

    
  
    
      Flash Teams

    
  
    
      The MIT Press’s publishing mission benefits from the generosity of our donors, including Robert Pozen.

    
  
    
      Flash Teams

      Leading the Future of AI-Enhanced, On-Demand Work

      Melissa Valentine and Michael Bernstein

      The MIT Press

      Cambridge, Massachusetts

      London, England

    
  
    
      The MIT Press

      Massachusetts Institute of Technology

      77 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02139

      mitpress.mit.edu

      © 2025 Melissa Valentine and Michael Bernstein

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used to train artificial intelligence systems or reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the publisher.

      The MIT Press would like to thank the anonymous peer reviewers who provided comments on drafts of this book. The generous work of academic experts is essential for establishing the authority and quality of our publications. We acknowledge with gratitude the contributions of these otherwise uncredited readers.

      This book was set in ITC Stone Serif Std and ITC Stone Sans Std by New Best-set Typesetters Ltd.

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

      Names: Valentine, Melissa (Melissa A.) author | Bernstein, Michael S., 1984– author

      Title: Flash teams : leading the future of AI-enhanced, on-demand work / Melissa Valentine and Michael Bernstein.

      Description: Cambridge, Massachusetts : The MIT Press, 2025. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

      Identifiers: LCCN 2025001994 (print) | LCCN 2025001995 (ebook) | ISBN 9780262049849 hardcover | ISBN 9780262383868 pdf | ISBN 9780262383875 epub

      Subjects: LCSH: Teams in the workplace | Crowdsourcing | Online social networks

      Classification: LCC HD66 .V353 2025  (print) | LCC HD66  (ebook) | DDC 658.4/022—dc23/eng/20250530

      LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025001994

      LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025001995

      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

      EU Authorised Representative: Easy Access System Europe, Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia | Email: gpsr.requests@easproject.com

    
  d_r0

    
      To the talented students who were true collaborators and made this research possible

    
  
    
      
        Contents

      
      Part I: Building Your Flash Team: Experts Are Everywhere, All the Time

      1 Building Flash Teams

      2 Experts Everywhere, All the Time

      3 The Forgotten Power of Role Clarity

      4 The Tactics of Hiring and Onboarding in a Jiffy

      5 Get the Conditions Right, and the Team Behaviors Take Care of Themselves

      6 Adaptation Is a Flash Team Imperative

      7 Enabling Flash Team Adaptation through Software

      8 Mobilizing Hierarchy for Dynamic Adaptation

      9 Mobilizing Hierarchy as a Network for Change

      10 Practice the Art of Collaborative Repair

      11 Navigating Worker Voice and Client Voice

      Part II: The Future of Flash Teams: Supercharging Your Teams with AI

      12 Getting the Right Team in a Flash with AI Hiring

      13 Designing Flash Teams with AI in the Loop

      14 Using AI to Improve Your Teams

      15 AI for Flash Team Simulations

      16 Predicting Flash Team Outcomes with AI

      17 Building a Healthy Ecosystem for Flash Teams

      18 Conclusion: A Bridge from Here to There

      Acknowledgments

      Notes

      Bibliography

      Index

    
  
    
      
        I

        Building Your Flash Team: Experts Are Everywhere, All the Time

      
    
  
    
      
        1

        Building Flash Teams

      
      To begin, Mark had nothing but an idea. Then, within a few weeks, the idea had become a working app—one that solved a major problem at his job.

      He brought that app to life with a team of more than thirty designers, user researchers, and software engineers from around the world. You might guess that, to turn his idea into a functional, user-tested piece of software in just weeks, Mark had the ability to divert a top team from his company onto the project. But, no—there was no team at the outset. Instead, Mark started from scratch and assembled those thirty diverse experts as the project demanded them, each one joining within minutes in response to his call.

      Mark is not a startup founder or a high-powered executive. If you push him on it, Mark will admit that he actually has no engineering or product background at all. He’s a doctor in the emergency room, and he decided to create an on-demand team when he noticed a concerning but solvable issue at the hospital where he works: until the back doors of an ambulance opened, the emergency room staff had no idea what was coming their way.

      Like many of us, he saw a problem and had an idea for how to solve it: “Surely we shouldn’t be waiting until the ambulance actually arrives for the E.R. to spring into action? What if first responders could let the hospital know in advance what is coming in the ambulance?” Mark envisioned a mobile app that ambulance drivers could use to report trauma cases while en route to the hospital, and a paired wall display in the E.R. that visually displayed incoming cases.

      

      Mark didn’t stop at the idea, though—and this is where the story of this book begins. Instead, using tools and techniques that we developed in our research labs at Stanford University, Mark assembled and led an on-demand team that produced a fully functional, user-tested prototype of the app and a paired display for the hospital, all within six weeks.

      Mark’s a doctor, so he didn’t know how to hire or manage software developers on a new product. He also didn’t know what to do when the feedback on his first prototype revealed that he would need to dramatically redesign the application. Or what to do when he realized that he needed to ensure compliance with HIPAA around medical data privacy. Or even what to do when he realized that he needed marketing materials to help funders and users know about the app. But still he began, using an approach that we developed to quickly adapt and collaborate with a global team of experts to achieve his goal.

      
        On-Demand, Computationally Powered Teams

        We call these on-demand, computationally powered teams flash teams, and they hold lessons for every manager and for the future of work. Until now, problem-solvers like Mark were accustomed to working with teams that are overly constrained, resistant to change, and slow to learn. We recruited Mark as an entrepreneurial user who wanted to learn flash teams, and like him, we now similarly aim to show you in this book how to take advantage of a global remote workforce and artificial intelligence (AI) to create teams that are the exact opposite: flexible, rapid, and adaptive. Flash teams:

        
          	•	Recruit exactly who is needed, within minutes, from a global remote workforce

          	•	Pivot rapidly when contingencies inevitably arise

          	•	Apply AI to help recruit the right people, evolve, and manage the team

        

        The two authors of this book are professors at Stanford University, where we’ve brought together the bleeding edge of management science with computer science to create opportunities for flash teams like Mark’s to achieve these goals. Melissa Valentine is a management scholar: she studies what makes teams work in the digital age. Michael Bernstein is a computer scientist: he builds platforms that bring people together. We were both young assistant professors when an enterprising PhD. student named Daniela Retelny Blum heard separate research talks from the two of us and realized that we really ought to be talking to each other. Those initial conversations launched us on a path that has reshaped how we think about the future of work, and we have a hunch that it will change your perspective too.

        The flash team from Mark’s story, as well as the tools and skills that he mastered, are rapidly emerging as the future of teams and teaming. Gone are the days of static organizational charts and staffing based on the manager’s own rolodex. AI, remote work, and online platforms are transforming how teams work. You can recruit any expertise you need from a global online network: an on-demand, on-the-spot expert at the exact moment that you need their help. You can right-size each person’s involvement: some of those experts offer a second opinion or a moment of brainstorming, while others join as full-fledged team members for a sustained collaborative effort. You can craft an organizational chart that reshapes itself and adapts based on data.

        A decade of our research has exposed the aging, creaky old infrastructure, assumptions, and adages about how to hire, how to onboard, how to collaborate, and how to manage. Lessons from flash teams invite us to reconsider: what can we create today? How can we manage teams more effectively? And what role do new technologies play in enabling these teams of the future?

        This book is a story about flash teams and the cutting edge of management. It’s also a story about the lessons that we learned as we built some of the world’s first flash teams, including the software that powers them. But this book isn’t an ad for the software we built to enable flash teams. Instead, this book distills the lessons that any manager can learn about what it means to hire, assemble, collaborate, adapt, manage, and learn in an age of on-demand, remote, global experts and AI.

      
      
        Visions of Better Teams

        As assistant professors with our eyes on tenure, we focused on our research. That research was written up in the New York Times and led to presentations to thousands of people over the following years. As our work reached larger and larger audiences, people kept coming up to us afterwards and telling us what they would build if they had flash teams themselves. The ideas were varied, inspirational, and just plain cool. These people’s stories inspired us to write this book.

        An employee from the Minneapolis Department of Motor Vehicles described their idea to use a flash team to develop a new digital system for one of their main pain points in managing appointment times. A female entrepreneur suggested that flash teams could help female founders address well-known disparities in venture capital funding by making it cheaper to get to first prototypes. A therapist from Australia imagined creating flash teams of mental health professionals to help with different situations, overcoming the problem of the great physical distances and limited mental health workforce in Australia. Graduate students envisioned convening teams of immigration lawyers and experts to help people who were getting stuck at the airport because of travel bans. One of our founder friends, after a successful exit with her first company, envisioned how a flash team would enable her to start to prototype her new consumer packaged goods from home. After Valentine1 appeared on a podcast called “The Future of Everything,” CEO Anna Shpak in Germany reached out to say she had created her own flash team during the pandemic to create a software system for tracking environmental regulations and compliance.

        The visions came from large companies, too. Valentine gave a talk to executives at a professional services firm called EY, where leaders immediately expressed excitement about creating flash teams of auditors to do their complex and distributed audits. We met someone from inside Google who had basically bootstrapped a similar idea, assembling on-demand teams from among the available internal consultants in her department. We received an email from a contact in the military who saw the opportunity to experiment with flash teams models drawing together teams from their internal workforce. A vice president at J.P. Morgan talked about how venture capitalists could help their founders use flash teams to bring down the cost of creating the first minimum viable product. In fact, one of our first collaborators worked at an advanced technology lab at Accenture, where they created their flash team to build a workshop portal that integrated with Accenture’s enterprise systems and branding.

        This movement isn’t restricted to just our research: since we began our work, we’ve seen other companies and communities also innovating in this space. We worked with the founders of Gigster, who were creating flash teams of designers and engineers convened and guided by smart software systems. We met the founders of HourlyNerd (later wisely renamed Catalant), which created flash teams of MBAs to create business plans. We met founders of a community called Artella that curated a large network of animators, designers, artists, and engineers that had coordinated software that allowed them to create movies together. People can see the potential of what’s starting to be possible now, and we want to help you understand what is possible and how you can be a part of it.

        When discussing flash teams, people quickly recognize their potential applications. It’s inspiring to hear how both technical and formal leaders envision using on-demand teams of experts across various contexts. They readily identify the problems they could solve with the right opportunity, skills, and resources to lead a flash team.

      
      
        What Flash Teams Mean for Organizations and the Future of Work

        You can win a Nobel Prize by explaining why flash teams might spring into existence. Economist Ronald Coase did.

        In the 1930s, Coase posed a now-famous question that founded an area in economics known as “theory of the firm.”2 Why, he asked, do we have organizations instead of just hiring whoever we need out of a marketplace of contractors? Coase foresaw, decades before we wrote this book, that a single global marketplace could give you access to whatever expertise you need. He reasoned that, to the extent that markets are efficient, it should always cost less to contract work than to hire someone. But—aha!—Coase reasoned, the literal cost of the work is not the only cost that you bear. You have to go search for a good person in the marketplace, and you need to spend time securing a contract with them. These search and contracting costs aren’t zero, because they take you time and effort. These costs can, in fact, be huge. So, Coase argued, we have organizations because it’s cheaper to have ongoing employment contracts with a huge group of employees than to search and contract for every new thing you need done.

        Today, those costs have shifted with internet and data technologies: searching and hiring is much less time, effort, and money. That shift is the fundamental reason why flash teams could not exist before and can exist now. Suddenly, search can be nearly free and instantaneous: online marketplaces provide search features that match you with workers given just a description of what you need. Contracting can also be nearly free and instantaneous: these same platforms allow workers to advertise their rates, and the platforms provide contract guarantees. The platforms offer application programming interfaces (APIs), which allow employers to write programs to search, contract, and hire at blazing speeds. When search and contracting are cheap, Coase’s theory tells us that people will begin to use marketplaces where they previously used organizations.

        We are of course already seeing these shifts. Management scholar Jerry Davis of the University of Michigan has been reading these tea leaves for over a decade. In The Vanishing Corporation, he writes about the following key trend:3

        
          	•	Between 1996 and 2015, the number of American corporations listed on US stock exchanges declined from 8,000 to a bit over 4,000.

          	•	In 2015, “The combined workforces of Facebook, Yelp, Zynga, LinkedIn, Zillow, Tableau, Zulily and Box were smaller than the number of people who lost their jobs when Circuit City was liquidated in 2009.”4

        

        Davis argues that the larger reduction in traditional corporations is related in part to newer digital technologies such as online labor markets and related organizing models such as flash teams. Large sprawling corporations such as Sears, US Steel, and General Motors made sense under old technological assumptions. But the changing technology landscape is changing the nature of organizations. As Coase’s work suggests, the costs that made it natural to bring people into organizations permanently may be shifting to favor alternative forms of organization such as flash teams.

        As is common, the first actors to move on this insight and trend have been individuals, small organizations, and startups. They are scrappy and open to new ideas. We have personally seen startups draw on online labor markets for business plans, designs, and engineering. It can be a compelling picture: imagine your small local business elastically growing to ten or more contributors when needed in crunch times.

        Slower though they may be, larger organizations are recognizing this opportunity as well. Freelancing platform Upwork advertises that Microsoft, Airbnb, Bissell, and Nasdaq all have enterprise contracts with their platform, enabling them to hire from Upwork’s freelancers. Our own employer, Stanford University, has such a contract. The enterprise contract that Stanford lawyers hammered out with Upwork lawyers ensures that Stanford remains compliant with California labor laws as it hires freelance work through the platform. Our executive education program, our alumni office, and several other professional and administrative groups at Stanford have hired freelance workers through this effort.

      
      
        Out of Reach?

        While people have inspiring visions of flash teams, they also face a clear barrier: they don’t know how to go about it. Valentine was recently on a work retreat talking with some mid-career professionals who were incredibly impressive, thoughtful, and innovative in how they approached their organizations and careers. On her turn, when she talked about flash teams, one of these CEOs, who had been in the newspaper for her innovative approach to funding a coworking space, said, “That’s really cool . . . but I wouldn’t know how to do that.” We kept thinking back to that moment: it had not occurred to us that tactical understanding might be a barrier for people using flash teams—even among people who in general liked to try new ways of organizing.

        Likewise, a friend of ours was complaining about her custom-designed website not integrating with her Shopify or her Toast point of sale software. She struggled to carve out hours each week to try to figure out this problem. Our immediate response was, “There is no way you should be spending your time on that! There are experts who can help.” We showed her how to search an online marketplace for the first time. We quickly found profiles listing people within her budget with experience with Shopify, Toast, and custom websites. She was shocked: “How did I not know about this? How have you not told me about this before?” This is how we learned that, unlike most professors, we should talk about our work at dinner parties.

        Because flash teams have been part of our lives for a decade now, we can readily put them to use, but there’s a missing instruction manual: there’s a gap between people’s visions of flash teams on one hand and the skills and confidence needed to actually run a flash team on the other hand. Even though not everyone needs a large, cross-functional on-demand flash team like the one we described at the start of the chapter, everyone can pick up some new tricks and techniques from flash teams.

        Flash teams have even changed our own lives. Today, Bernstein is working on a research project developing a new social media platform. On-demand software engineers have been part of that project nearly since day one, filling in his Stanford team’s experience and time gaps. Another research project involves collaboration tools for online artists. So, Bernstein and his PhD student began hiring online artists to playtest the tool every week. Flash teams have helped us learn new software tools, fix bugs, and implement features.

        We wrote this book to help. We want to help you, like Mark the doctor who wanted to use flash teams to save lives at the hospital, become an expert in this new form of management. This book represents our sense that flash teams are a key to the future of work and that they exemplify key capabilities that every manager can learn from and apply, no matter the size and maturity of their project, their company, or their teams. A globally networked workforce can be a powerful lever for your ideas.

      
      
        Software: The Flash Teams Foundry

        Flash teams may be powered by online labor markets, but you can’t just bring people together and then assume that you’ll have a successful project: you need to coordinate and collaborate. Over our decade of work in this space, we found that flash teams coordination software is what really supercharges flash teams. Traditionally, teams have mostly collaborated offline: you’d tap your teammate on their shoulder, you’d see each other in the lunchroom, or you’d meet in person regularly. But, because all the flash team coordination and management happen through the internet, those interactions aren’t available. Flash teams aim to turn this lemon into lemonade: since the interaction is all happening online, software can support every single leg of the flash team’s journey. In this book, you’ll hear us describe how we use software to intelligently hire, design, and manage flash teams in ways that you never could offline. Many of these tools draw on recent advances in artificial intelligence.

        Because we were among the first in the space, we had to build this flash team coordination software ourselves. Throughout this book, you’ll see us refer to our software, called Foundry, because we had to create it in order to enable flash teams. You’ll see how we used Foundry as a layer on top of online labor markets to enable many flash teams superpowers: hiring quickly, pivoting rapidly, designing and redesigning the team structure, and selecting team members using AI. In our research, some of these tools went by other names too, like Huddler, Dream Team, and Hive. They are all a suite of tools. We’ll call them all Foundry in this book, to keep things simpler.

        Since we built Foundry, the major companies that use flash teams today have also created software tools that echo many of the same goals:

        
          	•	Catalant developed tools for creating and supporting collaboration for teams from among a curated marketplace of business consultants.

          	•	Gigster, A.Team, and Manuel Pistner’s Flash Hub all created internal tools for automatically staffing teams and managing their projects.

          	•	B12 created software for team assignment, collaboration, and many teamwork processes.

          	•	Artella created tools for collaboration on the team’s creative assets.

        

        Some of these tools are used internally only; Gigster, for example, uses its tools to support its internal flash team staffing. Google DeepMind organizes AI researchers into strike teams and frontier teams. Other tools are available open source, like B12’s tool called “Orchestra” that supports collaboration. You can build or buy, as your organization’s requirements dictate.

        But if you’re looking to just dive in and get started, you can make it happen without any special software. When we started building flash teams, we collaborated with the team at Accenture Technology Labs. One of their talented engineers, Taurean Dyer, realized they could approximate our software using freely available project management tools. He recently told us,

        
          “What was revolutionary about Foundry was that it was like the blueprint. And I saw that you could take that blueprint and apply it to so many different combinations of work tools, and that’s why it was really impactful.”

        

        At the end of his work leading a successful flash team, Dyer reported to the company’s leaders that he could use other platforms to mimic parts of Foundry’s functionality as a base, and displayed images of Basecamp, Trello, Freelancer, Accenture’s internal Digital Talent Broker platform, Sharepoint, and Box. We agree with his conclusion: you can get very far with these tools as long as your teams use them appropriately. Software changes fast, but as of our writing, Asana or GitHub Projects can help you track tasks, Slack can help you keep everyone communicating, and even plain old spreadsheets can help with hiring sometimes. If you’ve really adopted the flash teams mindset, you can make it happen with these off-the-shelf options and without learning new tools. Then, as you settle in, you can start exploring more advanced or custom software like we did, to supercharge your efforts.

        As we proceed through the first half of the book, we’ll share our advice on what software we think you ought to use. We’ll ground it all in our Foundry software, and what it enabled us to do. Foundry itself was research software, which means that it was good enough for our deployments but not a product that can stand up to widespread use. So, we’ll share the software that we would use today.

        Then, in the second half of the book, we’ll turn a corner and show some of the software superpowers for flash teams that aren’t widely available in products yet. These superpowers include automatically building teams based on your description of what you want, adjusting the team management over time based on observations on how the team is proceeding, enabling early warning systems that predict when a flash team might not work out, and presenting tools for team members to self-organize.

        If you start building with flash teams today, our argument is that you are going to be incredibly well positioned to take advantage of these incoming superpowers. In the short term, you can either use freely available general tools today, or dive into some of the tools that other companies have started publishing. In the medium term, if you’re building a larger organization around flash teams, you might follow B12 and Gigster’s leads and build some custom tools internally to help. And in the long term, we’ll paint a picture of what is coming down the pike with software.

        Regardless of the infrastructure you use, flash teams will change the world. They will be used to create, to build, and to inspire. They will offer opportunities to entrepreneurs who need rapid expertise, to large businesses that seek to be nimbler, and to anyone else who has an important problem to solve.

      
    
  
    
      
        2

        Experts Everywhere, All the Time

      
      Pat Petitti needed a team. His client was closing their retail stores but wanted to figure out how to keep selling their brand’s beloved toy truck in a new model each year. As the founder of Catalant, which uses technology to form, manage, and empower on-demand teams of consultants and business professionals, Petitti turned to his company’s network to convene the team he needed. He found:

      
        	•	An expert who had been an associate partner in retail at McKinsey, the management consulting firm,

        	•	An expert who had worked at Toys R Us on corporate development, and

        	•	An expert who had worked at Amazon on the supply side.

      

      The perfect team for this problem. The client hired that team, which then knocked it out of the park—to the point where the client asked Petitti, “Can we just keep the team on to manage all of the execution of the work as well?” They rehired the team to do just that. Those three experts exceeded all expectations—despite never having met before, and never being in the same room as each other.

      

      Understanding flash teams starts with this simple mindset shift: experts are everywhere, all the time. In the traditional US labor market, we have been trained to adopt a mindset of expert scarcity: there are very few experts your company can hire, and if you need another one, it will take weeks or months of time and piles of red tape to hire them. Understanding flash teams means turning that perspective upside-down to a mindset of expert abundance: that whatever the expertise or skill is that you need, it’s probably available, and you can probably get access to it quickly.

      In the same year that we published our first flash teams study, it took a typical firm in the United States 14 to 25 days to fill a new hire.1 Our research asked: What if those 14 to 25 days could become 14 to 25 minutes? Suddenly, leaders could start making different decisions. And if those hires could offer deeper skills than what firms could get through a traditional hiring process, those decisions will start looking very, very different indeed.

      We’ve both demoed this idea in our classes. Valentine would introduce a flash teams lecture by saying to the student teams, “You need to get a professionally sourced team logo by the end of this 80-minute class.” She would then show them how to search and hire in an online labor market that had millions of contractors. Going from idea to an expertly produced team logo within a single class period seemed crazy to the students at first, but in the years that Valentine did this exercise, every team of students easily hired a graphic designer who created a team logo for them (using class funds) before the end of the class period.

      Bernstein does another demo. He decided to use Cameo, an online marketplace where anyone can hire actors and celebrities to record short custom videos, to hire actor Chris Diamantopoulos to record a personalized message for the class. Chris played billionaire investor Russ Hanneman on HBO’s show Silicon Valley, and Bernstein hired him to record a video comparing his fan interactions on social media versus Cameo for the class. It was ready the next day.

      These demos, which convene only single experts, are intended as fun illustrations of the speed with which experts can be found, but in this book we’ll show you how the truly exciting potential of these technologies comes when you can convene teams of specialized experts.

      
        Online Labor Markets

        We can start with a deep dive into online labor markets as a source of experts for flash teams, and then distill some key takeaways for managers. Let’s get started with a brief tour of these online labor markets. Think of online labor markets as website platforms that connect workers and employers. Workers post their resumes and their availability for work, and employers post projects. Workers apply to work on projects, employers select a worker, the two agree on a wage, and away you go. While many bells and whistles can be added to the marketplace, including the ability to track time, choose between hourly and fixed-price contracts, demonstrate skill through scores on platform-provided tests, and assign ratings to workers, the basic recipe is about matching workers and employers.

        These online marketplaces relate in some ways to the gig economy platforms that you are probably familiar with, such as Uber or DoorDash. But modern online labor markets provide access to far more varied kinds of expertise for many different kinds of projects. Here are a few examples:

        
          	•	The Upwork online labor market, which has over 12 million registered freelancers, connects clients with a diverse range of experts, including freelance writers, graphic designers, web developers, translators, virtual assistants, marketers, and many more.

          	•	Fiverr specializes in creative expertise including graphic design, writing and translation, digital marketing, programming, video editing, and music production.

          	•	Catalant, featured at the beginning of the chapter, curates an online labor market for business consultants.

          	•	A.Team organizes a team-driven network of tech developers, product managers, designers, marketers, data scientists, and senior operators.

          	•	Artella, an online creator community created by ex-Pixar employees, hosts freelancers with the skills to create Pixar-quality animated films.

        

        How do these online labor markets work? They offer features that allow millions of freelancers and clients to offer and apply for jobs, negotiate and monitor work contracts, and transact internationally compliant payments, all at scale. Typically, the platform provides a template contract, a set of rules, and dispute resolution procedures. When you create a project, you describe it and specify the expertise you require, the rough hourly or total compensation for the project, and any other constraints such as level of experience, language skills, time zone requirements, and the level of independence you expect. If your company has specific riders for contracts—for example, required non-disclosure agreements—platforms can often facilitate that as well.

        Once you post your job, workers will apply online. This typically happens within hours. We also recommend searching the platform and explicitly inviting a few well-suited candidates to apply to the job, since the best workers may not otherwise see your project. Workers will vary in their backgrounds, locations, and how much they charge. Their applications may respond to the specific job requirements or show off their relevant portfolio elements.

        
          [image: A search page on the Upwork online labor market includes relevant profiles and many possible filters.]

          
            Figure 2.1

            Upwork’s search interface allows you to search for any expertise and find workers who match that expertise.

          
        
      
      
        Key Services That Help with Online Marketplaces

        One of the key services these platforms provide is a set of signals to help you make an effective decision in who to hire. The most important signal is typically a reputation score, similar to a five-star rating that you’d see on Yelp or Amazon. Many different statistical and client feedback signals can enter into this score, making it the platform’s secret sauce. It might integrate ratings from previous clients, or factor in whether the projects were completed successfully; it might more heavily weigh feedback from clients who have been on the platform longer and are better at comparing contractors; it might automatically adjust to focus on more recent work rather than ancient history. More on ratings in chapter 11. In the meantime, platforms make lots of other signals available as well. So, if you search for an AI engineer, you’ll typically see:

        
          	•	Their name, hourly rate, and rating,

          	•	The number of hours they’ve logged on the platform,

          	•	A selection of feedback reviews from previous clients,

          	•	Their resume, and

          	•	Platform-assigned badges to qualify the worker in a specific area of expertise or as a top-rated worker on their platform.

        

        We encourage you to try making a client account on one of these platforms and searching around for expertise in your area. You might be surprised by what you find.

      
      
        The Experts You Can Find in These Global Networks

        The diversity of skills that can be hired through online labor markets can seem overwhelming at first. Fear not. We will take a tour through the online labor market mall, laying out the kinds of work that we can (and can’t) commonly find through these labor markets. It’s important to emphasize that not all of these platforms yet have the required components for the flash teams software that we describe in this book—for example, some cannot enable hiring through an API (a software interface that lets you hire using a program instead of using a website), which means that our flash teams Foundry software can’t hire them automatically yet, and you’ll need to manually post the job and hire on the website yourself. However, this tour should give you a taste of what current and future platforms may offer. We’ll tell you about our various experiences working with these kinds of on-demand experts.

        

        Software development. The first stop on our tour is software engineering. Strong software engineers are all over online labor marketplaces. Name any modern software platform, or nearly any ancient software platform, and the marketplace has someone who can work with it. Upwork, Gigster, CloudDevs, We Work Remotely, Workana, Freelancer, and others have many fine-grained categories of software experts.

        We have been fortunate to collaborate with many talented software engineers in on-demand and extremely helpful ways over the years. As a simple example, Bernstein often works with Stanford undergraduates who are extremely skilled—but who are not yet professional engineers, and who do not yet know modern software toolkits. Expert engineers from Upwork can help. In one project, Bernstein and a team of undergraduates were developing a tool that required a React web application, but the students were still earning their sea legs in programming with React. Bernstein hired an Upwork contractor who had hundreds of hours of experience with React web applications to support the development team. This skilled engineer, named Lokesh Bansal, performed code reviews to help teach the undergraduates good style and engineering practice, and he took on features and bugs that were urgent or beyond the current abilities of the team. He answered questions and gave advice. Over the course of several months, he was one of the core pillars of the group’s success. Bernstein also learned from him, brainstorming together to think through particularly confusing parts of the design.

        Hiring in this area highlights one of the major requirements of using an online labor market: you need to know what you want. Telling a software engineer to “make me an app” is no more informative than telling an architect to “make me a house.” We keep learning this lesson. More than once, we have posted a software engineering project that we quickly learn is too open-ended. “No, wait, I wanted you to implement the algorithm that I told you about, not one that you think is better!” “Wait, why did you add a login system?” The more details you can specify in the contract, even to the level of specific example behaviors or user interface mockups of the software, the better. But describing what you want in enough detail is hard! More on this in chapter 6, titled “Adaptation is a Flash Team Imperative.”

        

        Design. The next stop in our tour is design. Often upstream of software development, if you need user interface design, logo design, graphic design, or any other form of software-based design, you are likely in luck. Many skilled designers offer their services through platforms such as We Work Remotely, Upwork, and Freelancer.

        Once, a group of designers helped Bernstein quickly learn that one of his ideas was not actually very good. He had wondered if social media might be more engaging if users could develop custom templates for certain posts. He thought, “What if users
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