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The first question

What is the right thing to do here?”

Looking back, I don’t think I would have had to ask the question if my team hadn’t been so exhausted.

It was June 11, 1999, and I was walking down the hall at eBay when I saw and heard a noisy group of my senior staff in one of our conference rooms. It had been, to put it mildly, a rough day and a half, and most of us still looked like the walking wounded—gimlet-eyed, glum, both wired and tired from stress and coffee and lack of sleep. We had just experienced a twenty-two-hour system outage that had nearly propelled us to a prime spot on the list of the most spectacular business failures of all time. The crisis was far from over still. We had been publicly traded for only a short time but had a market capitalization larger than that of Sears, Roebuck—a fact one news commentator pointedly noted when he explained that our system shutdown was the equivalent of all the Sears stores in the country locking their doors simultaneously and admitting they didn’t know when they might reopen.

Our technical team had at last brought the system back up. Sort of. We’d finally been able to pull down the huge sheets of brown paper that we’d taped over the first-floor windows to avoid the hordes of camera crews from CNN and the local stations. Unfortunately, our system was still unstable, still crashing intermittently, still desperately in need of a thorough overhaul. The even worse reality was that we had thousands of frustrated and angry eBay community members. Our system crash had closed their doors as well.

I poked my head into the meeting room and asked what was going on. The group was discussing our service agreement with eBay sellers—those fine-print details that govern a transaction but which people tend not to read. One of the things spelled out in the fine print was that, under certain conditions, eBay would refund the listing fees on auctions that were disrupted by a system outage. At the time, eBay had more than 2 million active auctions. What did we owe those sellers? According to the agreement, we owed refunds only to the sellers in auctions scheduled to end during the period in which we were down. But we realized that all auctions, not just those scheduled to end during the outage, had been disrupted. The team figured that the difference between adhering to the letter of the agreement and offering a refund to every single seller could amount to almost $5 million—a significant number for a company whose total revenues the previous quarter were $34 million. A full refund to all sellers would mean we would miss our quarterly earnings projection, which could very easily cause Wall Street to lose confidence and the stock to plummet.

Listening to the conversation, it was clear to me that some voices in the group were trying to rationalize the smaller refund.

“What is the right thing to do here?” I asked, and then I left the room.

Rajiv Dutta, who was in our finance group at the time and later became our chief financial officer, subsequently told me that the debate ended immediately. We would refund listing fees to all sellers who had active auctions when the site crashed. What’s more, we decided that going forward, we would refund fees anytime we had an outage that lasted more than two hours. We also sent a letter to our users that said, in part, “We know that you expect uninterrupted service from eBay. We believe that this is reasonable, and we know we haven’t lived up to your expectations.” And we apologized.

“People almost always know what they should do,” Rajiv recalls. “But sometimes they need the leadership to remind them.”

Now, this is a nice story, but it is not a story about the importance of always making the customer happy and worrying about the bottom line later. This is, after all, a book about success in both business and life. The reason I wanted to share this story is that while eBay’s stock price was unstable during this crisis, it did not collapse. After we explained our decision, Wall Street did not panic at the prospect of our missing our earnings targets as a result of the refund. Our users did not abandon us. Instead, and in part due to some other measures we took that I will talk about later in this book, we forged an even stronger bond of trust with our users all over the world, and a better working relationship with our technology partners. We vowed to fix our computer system, and in short order we did that, too.

I believe all this happened because we were a company that had made a clear and deliberate choice to behave according to a set of values.

In the course of the next decade, time and again I found that managing eBay by what might be called old-fashioned, basic values unleashed a remarkable twenty-first-century phenomenon—what I call the Power of Many. A Power of Many company or organization utilizes the communication and networking powers of modern technology to do things that otherwise would be impossible. But the point is to use technology not only to save costs and improve efficiencies but also as a way to engage the energy, ideas, and goodness of people, their desire to team up with others who share their interests and work together to make their own lives and life in general better. It demands a style of management and leadership that emphasizes communication and openness, and when difficult decisions loom, it demands that everybody consider this question: What is the right thing to do?

IN RETROSPECT, I have come to believe that all the career steps I took on my path to eBay prepared me to run and build what we became. From day one, I could see that eBay had all the ingredients of a great company at a remarkably young age. But I will not try to suggest that I had a true sense of the Power of Many when I agreed to take the job.

Early in my career, I worked as a management consultant. I was like a paratrooper, jumping into all manner of difficult and complicated situations in many kinds of companies—banks, cruise lines, high-tech instrument makers, beer companies, and airlines, to name a few. My job was to solve problems. As consultants, we were summoned to help companies that needed to forge a new strategy, reorganize after bad business decisions, or retool to more effectively battle the competition. Later, as an executive with a number of large corporations, including Disney and Hasbro, I worked with some of the most creative marketing minds in the country to develop new products and sell brands that millions of Americans use and rely on, even play with, every day. As the former head of Hasbro’s Preschool Division, I can even say that I was on a first-name basis with Mr. and Mrs. Potato Head.

But eBay demanded all the skills and experience I brought with me and more. The results wildly exceeded our expectations: we turned a tiny start-up into a revolutionary economic engine that now provides a livelihood for people around the world and fuels tens of billions of dollars in transactions.

The “and more” part is what I want to talk about in this book.

There is a myth—at least I believe it’s a myth—that great success demands that we give up, or at least fudge, our relationship to what most of us recognize as decent, commonsense values. Honesty. Family. Community. Integrity. Generosity. Courage. Empathy. As we climb the corporate ladder, the myth tells us, we have to step on people, stretch the truth when it fits our agenda, and make heartless decisions based only on the bottom line. We are not supposed to ask what is the right thing to do, but rather what is best for our careers or to burnish our reputation.

I have never bought into that myth. I respect ambition, but not ruthless ambition. I watched the “greed is good” philosophy of the eighties play out, eventually landing some wheeler-dealer executives in prison. More recently, we’ve seen self-dealing and fraud undermine our entire economy. I’ve seen self-absorbed strivers trample colleagues to get ahead. But what I realized after ten years running eBay was that if eBay had been the kind of company where we held no core values and followed no ethical compass, where we treated our community members and each other like pawns or assets to be exploited, we never would have succeeded at all.

Many companies go through the exercise of creating a list of “corporate values,” invariably featuring platitudes such as “Always put the customer first.” Too often it doesn’t go much deeper than that. But just talking about values doesn’t mean anything. Not long after I joined eBay, the founder, Pierre Omidyar, said something that hit me like a two-ton truck. He said, “We don’t have to invent values. This community already has values. We need to align ourselves with their values or it’s not going to work.” Pierre sat down and wrote out what he thought those values were. They happened to deeply reflect his own personal values. From then on, eBay employee name badges carried these statements:


We believe people are basically good.
We recognize and respect everyone as a unique individual.
We believe everyone has something to contribute.
We encourage people to treat others the way they want to be treated.
We believe that an honest, open environment can bring out the best in people.



These values resonated deeply with me. They reflect the optimism and open-mindedness that I see in my most treasured friends. They are the values I saw in my parents’ friends, who worked together, played together, volunteered together, prayed together, and treated one another with respect and compassion. There is nothing complicated or fancy about these values. But don’t mistake their hopefulness or simplicity for naïvete.

Values-focused management is not the only way to lead a company. There are many different approaches to motivating and empowering employees. Andy Grove successfully ran Intel for many years with the mantra “Only the paranoid survive.” Jack Welch became one of the nation’s most respected business leaders with an informal but highly combative style designed to break down bureaucracy and banish what he called “superficial congeniality.” Other successful organizations reflect the unique sensibilities of an iconic founder, such as Steve Jobs, Oprah Winfrey, or Michael Bloomberg.

But by the end of the twentieth century, the Internet had created entirely new possibilities. For the first time, businesspeople began to routinely talk about “transparency,” as the secrecy around certain kinds of transactions or activities fell away. Technology drove this: information that used to be difficult to obtain or communicate, or reserved for a chosen few, was suddenly available on every computer screen and could travel around the globe in seconds. It became easy to provide detailed information about products and services and invite users to share information and issues with one another. Investor chat rooms suddenly featured leaked memos and internal rumors about companies and pending deals.

This transparency not only accelerated the flow of information and streamlined many of the traditional relationships between businesses and their customers but also began to suggest entirely new kinds of business relationships. Almost single-handedly, for example, eBay created a global mechanism to value secondhand goods by creating transparency in what collectors were willing to pay for certain items. It leveled the playing field. A shrewd collector had to bid against other knowledgeable collectors in the open on eBay, even if the seller was not an expert in the true value of an item being listed. Sellers had to fully and accurately describe their items or risk negative feedback that would hurt their reputation and discourage future buyers.

What I came to believe at eBay was that, far from dehumanizing our interactions, technology, properly managed, can amplify our humanity in extraordinary ways. It actually can help a company connect more deeply with what its customers want and need and partner with its community in pursuing shared interests instead of just dictating terms. However, this is not just a function of clever software or powerful computers. To be effective in creating this kind of community, leaders need to approach the challenge with optimism, openness, discipline, and courage. They need to use technology to institutionalize listening and enfranchising. Doing this can be noisy, even a little chaotic at times. As we learned at eBay, you will never please everyone. But if you are cynical or dishonest about your values, you will be exposed. In fact, when you start down this path, you need to realize that your stumbles and missteps, even some of your soul-searching, will occur out in the open, for all to see. That is the reality of transparency. Private e-mails become public. Customers post angry complaints. Competitors can move quickly to exploit any perceived weakness.

But if you follow an ethical and true course, you can unleash what I call the Power of Many. From the start, Pierre saw the connection between managing by shared values and creating trust within the community of eBay users. He exquisitely understood the extraordinary potential of a community that aligned and pulled together. The business challenge was to show that community that we intended to empower them, not exploit them, and that together we could all be successful.

We gave eBay users tools, structure, and minimal rules, and we tried to stay out of the way. That is why I have always said that we did not build eBay; our community of users did. As managers, we held ourselves accountable to deliver on our promises—to our investors and to our customers. We trusted our users to figure out the best way to use our services and to tell us how to improve our offerings. Ultimately, eBay developed because millions of people bought into the idea that they could trust each other. They came to take for granted that they could find a stranger with something they wanted to buy and conduct a satisfying transaction that benefited each of them. And those of us managing eBay believed we could build loyalty by actually listening to our customers and seeking their involvement.

That shared covenant is what ultimately propelled us far beyond where any of us initially dreamed of going.

The idea that our success would hinge on this shared covenant was not obvious at the time. We took a lot of heat from outside eBay for the emphasis we put on our values. People said they seemed like utopian ideals, not business values. Manage by asking what is the right thing to do? How naive, critics sniped. “That’s nice, but what about your numbers?” asked some investors.

Well, we also had other values that were equally important. At the top of the list was the conviction that results matter. We knew that we needed to deliver on what we said we’d deliver. We vowed to be frugal and treat shareholder resources as something to be conserved for the best possible use. We made it a habit to constantly take stock and jettison projects that were interfering with our core focus. I had relied on these values throughout my training and career in business, and they were just as non-negotiable as the ones Pierre had established. What seems to surprise people is that these two sets of values—the hard-nosed business values and the “softer,” ethical values—were complementary.

I believe eBay’s success proved that values are not abstract ideals but essential tools. What strikes me most deeply as I reflect on my ten years at eBay is that both sets of values were as relevant and useful to me when I took over a $4 million company with thirty employees as they were on the day I retired from eBay in 2008, when we had grown to a nearly $8 billion company with 15,000 employees around the world. At that point, more than 1 million people who were not employed by eBay made most of, if not all of, their living selling in our marketplace. Time and again people would come up to me and say, “eBay changed my life.” The company helped people be successful doing something they loved, and sometimes it even empowered individuals with disabilities who simply could not do in the land-based world what they could do in the eBay marketplace—compete on an even footing.

eBay was a unique place where many ideas and constituencies and dynamics converged. Today, across the landscape of business, more and more companies are talking about the importance of using the Internet to build a community, not just a customer base, whether they are selling hybrid automobiles, pharmaceuticals, gardening tools, or even diapers. Apple was once a fiercely independent boutique; today, by enfranchising thousands of outside application developers it has created an incredibly dynamic and powerful innovation engine. Members of its larger community have developed tens of thousands of applications for the iPhone. That is a classic Power of Many endeavor. In the best of these communities, you will find people who are basically good, working together in areas of shared interest, listening to one another, but also looking to create meaningful products and services with tangible value.

We faced many different kinds of challenges, and the path was not always smooth, but our performance and our reputation as a company of decent, good people who tried not only to be effective in delivering business results but also to be responsible citizens of both their eBay and real-world communities was something I was deeply proud of.

I began to ask a bigger question: If these guiding principles worked so well for eBay, shouldn’t they work for other challenges in or beyond business? Don’t we crave a government we can be proud of and feel part of, one that empowers us but also one that gets out of the way so we can innovate and invent our own futures? Don’t most of us feel that people are basically good, that they step forward in difficult times with great courage and come up with new ideas that make all of our lives better? Shouldn’t we make it easier for those ideas to see the light of day?

I’m writing this book in part because I believe that we have the opportunity today to use these values to help us reinvent our future during a time of great stress and economic anxiety. There are those who see a focus on values as a luxury for prosperous times when we can “afford” to sit back and think about making the world a kinder or nobler place. I want to make a different argument: that it is precisely during difficult times that we need to take a step back and align our priorities and actions with the fundamental principles that ultimately create stability, efficiency, energy, and even prosperity. Navigating by essential values can have a force-multiplying effect.

I don’t recall a time in my life that we as a nation have so needed to tap the Power of Many. I believe the eBay experience vividly shows that businesses will best prosper by inviting customers and partners into their thinking and decision-making processes. Technology advances are giving us ever more exciting and powerful ways to do that, and to amplify the power of the communities that result. Combined with a values-based approach to management, this is a new model for success with lessons that go beyond business.
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Trust that people are basically good.

The classic training of a business executive has little to do with trust. In fact, it’s almost the opposite. You’re trained to look for an advantage. When you analyze a business opportunity you learn to ask: “What is the competitive situation? What is my strategic advantage? What are my competitor’s weaknesses?” That extends to managing one’s own career: “What job do I want and who else wants it? Am I moving along this path at sufficient speed or do I need a better, bigger, more visible position?” That mind-set for waging the daily battles of business begins early.

On my first day of class at Harvard Business School in 1977, one of our professors issued a warning that is legendary in competitive, pressure-cooker environments: “Look to your left. Now, look to your right. One of you may not be here by the end of the first semester.”

I looked to my left. He was a banker who’d been working on Wall Street for several years. He seemed to know everything about accounting and was very self-assured. I looked to my right. He was a U.S. Army major who had led men into battle. And me? I was only twenty-one years old (I had skipped a year of high school). My main work experience was selling advertising for a college magazine. And I was one of only 138 women in a class of 754.

My first thought was, “Well, it’s not going to be one of those two guys.”

My next thought was, “I’m going to work so hard that it won’t be me, either.”

I survived.

Two decades later, in 1998, after I had held a number of senior executive positions at large corporations, I found myself in Silicon Valley on my first day on a new job. I walked into a room filled with computers, beach chairs, cables, coffee cups, and a crew of intense, bright, young employees in jeans, shorts, and T-shirts. It was a far cry from the stuffy marble and mahogany conference rooms full of pin-striped suits that Harvard prepared us to navigate and command. But I was there because this exciting but overwhelmed young company called eBay needed a CEO to take it to the next level. I also was there because when I’d met the founder of this company I had an epiphany of sorts.

I had been blown away by the power of trust.

Just a few months earlier, I had told the executive recruiter (or “headhunter,” in the relentlessly aggressive lexicon of corporate America) that I was not interested in the start-up online auction company. At the time, I was living near Boston and was a division general manager at the toy company Hasbro. It was a terrific job. I ran the Preschool Division, and we were in the middle of a very exciting period, injecting new life into brands millions of American families loved, including Playskool, Barney the purple dinosaur, Weebles, and Mr. and Mrs. Potato Head. My two sons, Griff and Will, then twelve and nine, were signed up for Hasbro’s toy testers program and got to play with new Nerf guns and Star Wars gear before their friends could buy them, which made my Hasbro job second in coolness only to the several years I spent as a Disney executive. We had family nearby and liked the boys’ school. You didn’t need to be a brain surgeon to understand why I was not anxious to move, but it didn’t hurt, either: my neurosurgeon husband, Griff Harsh, understood because he was happily ensconced as executive director of the Brain Tumor Center at Massachusetts General Hospital.

However, one thing you learn as a business executive is that you always want to keep your head up and your eyes open. You always want your résumé well known among recruiters and companies working on exciting new ideas. So, to be perfectly honest, the main reason I finally agreed to go to Silicon Valley to talk to this tiny company’s founder and lead investor was that I didn’t want to alienate David Beirne, the executive recruiter who was helping them staff up. The next time, he might be calling with a job I really did want. I was skeptical, I told him, but I would fly out for a visit.

Before my trip, I pulled up the Web page for eBay. (Pierre originally called it Echo Bay Technology, but since that URL was already taken when he went to register the company, he shortened it to eBay.) Now, remember, this was 1997. Like most people, I was only spending a fraction of the time online that I now spend, and much of the Web still had a crude feel to it. The eBay site, then called AuctionWeb, was kind of ugly, confusing, even a little strange. The first time I looked at it, there were three parts to it: Pierre’s girlfriend’s home page, which featured information for San Francisco–based alumni of Tufts University; a compilation of current research and writing on the Ebola virus, which had terrified the entire world and fascinated Pierre; and then the section devoted to Pierre’s online auction business, originally called AuctionWeb. The colors were black, gray, and white, with a little purple here and there. The design was busy and the text hard to read, and in the auction area there was a hodgepodge of items listed—Beanie Babies, Depression glass, secondhand modems. I thought: “Oh, great. I’m about to fly across the country for this.”

But it would have been unprofessional to back out of the meeting, so I sighed and resigned myself to learning as much as I could and then, probably, politely passing on the job. I arrived at the San Francisco airport and took a cab to Silicon Valley’s famous Sand Hill Road, where early-stage investors known as venture capitalists have offices on a knoll above Stanford University. At Benchmark Capital, David Beirne introduced me to Bob Kagle, the lead Benchmark partner who had invested in this little company, and to Pierre Omidyar and Jeff Skoll. Pierre was a thirty-year-old computer programmer who, in those days, sported a ponytail and sandals. He had been born in Paris to parents who had relocated there from Iran in the 1960s. The family moved to the United States when he was a boy. Brilliant and philosophical, he had worked at some of Silicon Valley’s most creative companies, including Apple’s Claris subsidiary and General Magic. Pierre actually created eBay; he wrote the original code and launched it from a computer in his apartment. Jeff was the company’s president and first real employee, an intense, analytical electrical engineer and Stanford MBA who had left Knight Ridder, then the second-largest newspaper chain in the country, to help Pierre build eBay.

I was immediately impressed with Pierre and Jeff. Pierre explained that his motivation for starting eBay was that he thought the Internet had the potential to create the ideal trading market—one where buyers and sellers had equal access to information and together could set the appropriate price. He initially had experimented with putting items such as a broken laser pointer online, and he was startled when bidders bought the items, often for far more than he had dreamed anyone would pay. He figured an auction was an excellent tool for rationalizing the trading of items that are hard to price, such as used items. But it also was an effective tool to price brand-new items that are relatively scarce, such as the latest video game console, tickets to an event, or even the highly coveted Beanie Babies of that time, which were expertly marketed with an unpredictable distribution strategy that made people fight to get them.

Pierre explained that eBay’s auctions were particularly appealing to collectors and hobbyists whose emotional attachment and passion for certain types of objects would motivate them to seek out other like-minded people. His girlfriend (now wife), Pam Wesley, for example, was using it to trade Pez dispensers.* By the time I came to look at the site, it was jam-packed with all sorts of collectibles—autographed items, vintage lunchboxes, pottery, and glass. But it also featured assorted equipment, for example, older-model computers and items such as broken record players that hi-fi hobbyists might buy to get parts to make repairs.

In part because of the users’ shared hobbies and interests and their ability to actually communicate before and after the sale, Pierre was finding a high level of trustworthiness in the community, he said. Users sent money to total strangers to pay for an item that they trusted had been advertised accurately. The people selling the items actually cared about where their old cameras or silver teaspoons went, and they often offered advice to the buyers about how to use or care for them, or shared the stories behind them.

What’s more, the parties in eBay transactions usually resolved any disputes that developed without eBay getting involved, and to each party’s satisfaction. Pierre had set up a feedback forum, and he urged me to check it out. There, he said I would see how what began as a sort of complaint forum had evolved into a community. Far more positive things were being said about trading partners than negative things. eBay users not only talked about their transactions but helped one another with personal problems and business dilemmas, traded gossip, and even played funny little games. (One of their favorite games was called “Tuz.” Every post to the bulletin board was date-stamped. So every evening at exactly twenty-two seconds past 10:22—22:22:22 in military time—many users would try to post a comment. They kept track of who managed to do it, and they swapped techniques, such as using a metronome, for how to time hitting “send.”) Many talked openly of having met their best friends on the service’s online chat boards. Most remarkably, they gave the company feedback that helped the whole enterprise run better and more efficiently—and Pierre and the young team listened and often made changes based on that feedback. I had not imagined that such a rich world lay beneath the crazy-quilt home page.

Then Pierre and Jeff offered up something that was not so common to hear executives in start-ups talk about—the company’s philosophy. I’m not talking about the brash “get big fast or go home” war whoop that soon would be the calling card of dotcommers. Rather, Pierre carefully explained that he believed eBay was thriving because it was based on the idea that most people are basically good and that the users could be trusted to do the right thing most of the time.

If the meeting had stopped right there, I would have admitted that I was deeply intrigued. It was plain that Pierre and Jeff were bright, thoughtful, and passionate about their company. They also had the humility to realize that to succeed they needed to hire people with skills they didn’t have—a quality that can be rare among entrepreneurs.

But what really got my attention were the numbers they shared with me. At this stage of my career, I had seen a lot of financial reports. But despite launching new business lines and brands, I had never seen numbers for a young enterprise that could match eBay’s. The two-year-old company’s revenues were growing at 70 percent fer month and their costs were so low that their profits were 85 percent of revenues. Even my pin-striped Harvard MBA classmates would have done a double take.

Let me repeat the two key words in that last paragraph, as they will become important themes throughout this book. The first is revenues—money coming in from real customers. The second is profits—the difference between the revenues and your costs, otherwise known as the point of being in business. From the very beginning and throughout my tenure at eBay, unlike 99 percent of the dot-com start-ups with which we would be lumped together for the next several years, eBay was profitable. This was not a co-op, not a user’s group, not a gimmicky effort to attract traffic in hopes of selling advertising. This was a moneymaking business.

Suddenly I was glad I’d made the trip. The potential of this company began to shimmer in front of me. At the time of my first meeting, you have to realize that online commerce was an interesting idea—Amazon, for example, already had received a lot of attention—but most of the business world was still scratching its head about what the Internet was going to mean. That was certainly true back at Hasbro, a company that still was firmly grounded in what the Silicon Valley Internet folks called the “brick-and-mortar” world. (Later at eBay we used the odd term “land-based” to describe non-Internet businesses). Hasbro was a classic consumer products company. We designed and built toys such as Mr. Potato Head, sold them in toy stores, and advertised them on television and in magazines and newspapers. We had manufacturing agreements with overseas companies, we had warehouses, and we dealt with distribution channels and inventories.

But as I spoke with this young team, I realized that eBay had such extraordinary financial results because it did not do most of those things. Tiny eBay consisted of nothing more than a few computers and thirty people sitting in an office in San Jose. eBay’s business was electronically connecting buyers and sellers in a way that had never been possible before, and then providing the tools to manage bids and run the auction. The company never saw or touched what it helped sell; it didn’t much care what it helped sell (that came later); it didn’t even demand that users keep a credit card on file. Sometimes eBay’s small cut of the sales arrived in the office in envelopes with coins and small bills.

Because of all eBay didn’t have to do, because of everything it didn’t have to physically build, maintain, or warehouse, eBay could make a healthy profit on low fees, thanks to the high volume of transactions. The more I thought about all this, the more the potential of the Internet to turn classic business structures upside down seemed obvious. The Internet could do what almost all significant business innovations do: exploit inefficiencies. Just as trains exploited inefficiencies in covered-wagon travel and planes exploited the limitations of trains and ships, eBay’s innovation was making inefficient markets efficient. It was going to connect people who wanted to sell things with people who wanted those specific items, wherever they might be, and it was going to let them determine the right price for the sale. And the whole process was going to be transparent, with anyone who might be interested seeing the same information and having the same opportunity to bid. Jeff Skoll has said that he initially was skeptical about whether people would want to buy and sell online. “But what turned me around,” he noted, “was seeing the classified ad people at Knight Ridder who were digging their heels in trying to protect their revenues and saying there was no way they were going to let that business go online.” Jeff was prescient: he saw that an online marketplace actually stood to make the kind of transactions that people were using classified ads to complete much more efficient. “I realized, somebody will capitalize on this.”

I LEFT THAT FIRST MEETING with Pierre and Jeff surprised and excited by what I’d seen. I’d only planned to spend a few hours with the team before heading home, so I wasn’t able to visit their office. (I later heard they were just as happy about that because they worried the general disarray might have scared me off.) Even so, I called my husband from the airport and said, “This is pretty amazing, honey. We might want to move back to California.”

I planned to come back in a few weeks. Meanwhile, I spent a lot of my evenings on the eBay site. Right around this time, the company switched the auction site to the eBay.com home page and removed Pam’s home page and the Ebola virus material, so it was beginning to look more professional. More important, I read the e-mails and user comments on the message boards, all of it pulsing with human connection. eBay already had something that was highly unusual for a tiny start-up with a couple of dozen employees: a powerful brand.

A great brand delivers not only meaningful features and functionality but also an emotional connection. Think Coca-Cola, Nike, Levi’s jeans, Crest, Pampers. Procter & Gamble really does deliver whiter whites and cleaner cleans from its laundry products, and a shampoo like Pantene feels richer than the drugstore generic. But they also sell you a feeling. Your family’s clothes will look the best they can look. Your hair will be softer and will please you with how it feels. Your adorable little baby will be more comfortable in Pampers. A pair of Levi’s is about not just a look but a feeling—comfort, practicality, casual style. “M&Ms melt in your mouth—not in your hand!” Great brands empower, they solve problems, and they please in a deep way. From the response and interactions of the community, it was clear that eBay stood for trust, fun, and opportunity, and for many users it had come to occupy a unique place where their financial and personal lives came together. They enjoyed being with one another online, so much so that users voted to call their online social discussion area the “eBay Cafe.”

Now, not everything was touchy-feely and Kumbaya. The eBay Cafe tended to be an upbeat, fun place where users enjoyed interacting, but the bulletin boards where feedback was posted brought into sharp relief malfeasance and gaps in how the system was working. If you were selling a vintage Captain Kangaroo lunchbox and described it as being in mint condition but it arrived at the buyer’s home with a rusty hinge and a broken thermos, well, you heard about it instantly. If you did not make things right, everybody else would soon hear about it, too. Users who might be too intimidated in a real-world restaurant to send a cold dinner back felt empowered online to demand an explanation and restitution for anything that seemed fraudulent or unfair. Buyers accused sellers of shady tactics such as shill bidding, which involved strategies for inflating bidding by using fake third-party accounts. People had arguments and they insulted each other from time to time. They had pet peeves.

But what was obvious was a level of caring by the community that I had not really seen before. They wanted—indeed, expected—to be consulted. They wanted their particular situations to be understood. They didn’t complain and stomp off; they suggested solutions. It was obvious the community wanted this to work, and that they were willing to invest their own time in suggesting ways it could work better. And they invested in one another’s success and lives in fascinating ways.

Later, I would learn about a user our early community managers knew only as “Darts.” A frequent visitor to the eBay Cafe, she quickly made friends who looked forward to her posts. Why, they wondered, did she post only during the day? Well, it turned out that she could only post during the day from work because she didn’t own a computer. Her new friends quickly set to work. Two eBay members collected parts for a computer and sent them to a third member, who assembled them and drove a couple of hours to deliver their gift to her in person. Finally, Darts could post at night and on the weekends. Eventually, Darts and the members who helped her all became part of our remote Customer Support team.

GRIFF AND I TALKED about the possibility of my taking the job, and we started thinking about that inclusive, anything-is-possible, everyone-is-invited spirit that we had so loved about California in the early 1980s. And right away we both had a feeling that another adventure for us was afoot.

I first met Griff when I was a sophomore at Princeton and he was a senior at Harvard. My older sister, Anne, was a tutor in the dormitory where Griff lived. Anne told me she had a hunch I might like him, so I went up to visit her one weekend. Sure enough, Griff and I hit it off right away.

I could instantly see that Griff was smart and charming, but it was also plain that he had his feet planted firmly on the ground. He was raised in Birmingham, Alabama, but had spent summers on his mother’s family farm in Sweetwater, Tennessee, where he learned to ride horses, aim a shotgun, and do other chores around the farm. He inoculated cows, dug post holes, stacked hay, and “bush-hogged” (mowed) fields, earning $5 for a twelve-hour workday. These experiences taught him both the fulfillment that can come from good hard work in the outdoors and the value of a dollar. And despite his subsequent academic achievements (he graduated summa cum laude), Griff has always had an understated, modest demeanor. He dislikes anything ostentatious or showy, and he is very serious about living an authentic life focused on things that matter—family, faith, friends, health, the stewardship of land, important ideas. In his personal style, Griff is meticulous and detail-oriented, traits that run in his family. His father and brother are both neurosurgeons, and from a young age, Griff sensed that he wanted to be a surgeon as well.

I liked him right off, but we did not start dating. Griff was about to leave to study in England on a Rhodes scholarship, and then he was headed for Harvard Medical School. I finished Princeton and then went off to Harvard Business School. We saw each other from time to time after he came back for medical school, but both of us were pretty busy.

What finally brought us together was Griff standing me up! When my sister got married in 1978, I helped make up the guest list, and we invited Griff, who called to say he’d love to come. I was in the wedding party and busy with the festivities, but I never saw him. It turned out he was out with friends celebrating his brother’s birthday and had lost track of time. By the time he realized his mistake, changed course, and arrived at the reception, the band was carrying its instruments out the back door.

He called me, apologized profusely, and presented a list of five options for how he’d like to make it up to me: dinner and a play, watching the crew races, and several other dates that sounded fun. He didn’t really need to do that—what I did not confess at the time was that my sister and I had also invited five other attractive, unattached men to her wedding. Nonetheless, I picked an option from his menu, and the rest is history.

Despite his reserved demeanor, Griff has a wonderful sense of humor and is always game to do something interesting or unconventional—like, say, taking up with a Yankee girl at Harvard Business School. Griff was still in medical school after I finished up at HBS and moved to Cincinnati to work for P&G. However, he found a way to do some month-long rotations at the University of Cincinnati, and we managed to see each other quite a bit. We got married the day after he graduated from medical school.

I enjoyed my job at Procter & Gamble and I learned a lot, but my commitment to Griff required a change. For his neurosurgical residency, Griff had his pick between two excellent programs: Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston and the University of California, San Francisco. By then, my mother, who had not concealed her concern that “your southern fiancé will drag you back to Alabama,” had moved to Boston from New York. They are close friends today, but at the time Griff said to me with a wink: “Your mother’s in Boston; let’s go to San Francisco!”

It took me a few months of commuting, but I eventually landed a job with Bain & Co., based in San Francisco. We packed up and moved west and found a small house on a hill above the Haight-Ashbury district (where yuppies were just starting to displace hippies) that we just loved. San Francisco was diverse, interesting, and full of possibility. Even though I was working for a very traditional, East Coast-based consulting firm, both the San Francisco business community and Silicon Valley, just thirty-five miles to the south, felt like real meritocracies. The Bay Area was a place where all sorts of people from all sorts of backgrounds—from Levi Strauss during the gold rush to A. P. Giannini and the Bank of America at the turn of the century—could make it big on hard work and smarts. Inspired individuals had created great companies such as Apple and the biotech powerhouse Genentech. As fond as we were of the East Coast, Griff and I loved the risk-taking optimism of California (not to mention the weather).

So when the eBay job offer materialized, it brought back a lot of great memories of California. We talked about the opportunities our sons would have to be exposed to all sorts of interesting technology, ideas, and people. We are a family that loves the outdoors, and the prospect of living half an hour from the beach and four hours from the ski slopes had a lot of appeal as well.

A few weeks later I came back and spent time in the eBay offices in the Greylands Business Park in Campbell, California. I later learned that the company had scrambled to hire a temporary receptionist just so potential CEO candidates would be greeted by at least one familiar sign of a real company. At age forty-one, I was clearly going to play the role of the business veteran. On that visit, I pored over the company’s books and saw that the momentum we’d discussed just a few weeks before was reflected in those numbers.

Our negotiations moved along pretty speedily from there. And then, after consulting with Griff and the boys, I decided to take the job.

FOR THE NEXT DECADE, eBay continued on a remarkable path. In a 2005 article in Time, Sallie Krawcheck, then Citigroup’s chief financial officer, compared the marketplace we built to the stock market itself. “eBay is essentially doing the same thing,” she wrote. “The men [at the time they were all men] who ran
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