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To RC, my essential partner on this journey




Introduction
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Every day for twelve years, I would walk from my home to our Indian restaurant, Tabla, in Madison Square Park. On a normal day, it took me seven and a half minutes, door to door. But on a clammy late-summer morning in September 2010, my walk took at least twice as long. I was full of dread and anxiety, and so I took the scenic route—hoping, on some level, to avoid a meeting I had called for the restaurant’s managers the night before. They didn’t know it yet, but in a matter of minutes, I’d be telling them that I had decided to close our beloved restaurant.

This would be a first for me. By that point in my career, I had opened more than fifteen restaurants across New York City and had yet to close a single one of them.

I trudged toward the restaurant, thinking over the message I’d soon deliver. I felt sick for betraying my principles. I felt terrible for Floyd Cardoz, our remarkable chef and now a friend, for whom Tabla was his life’s work. He’d been working his ass off and cooking great food for the previous twelve years, and now he’d lose the restaurant he loved. He’d also be out of a job. But it wasn’t just Floyd. I felt like I had let down the entire Tabla team, whose boundless athleticism and loyalty were the primary reasons we’d survived for as long as we had.

As I approached the front door, I paused and questioned myself one final time: Can I actually go through with this? Will this make me a failure? Am I now the lead actor in a revival of my own father’s life story, whose two bankruptcies haunted me for decades?

When I walked into the restaurant, the first person I saw was a porter who had been with us since the day we’d opened. Polishing the terrazzo floor, he looked up and welcomed me with his trademark smile, having no idea what I was about to say to the managers who’d gathered upstairs. Instinctively, I hugged him, then instead of heading up the stairs, I walked straight to the men’s room and broke into a silent, heaving cry. Taking a moment to gather myself, I slapped some water onto my face and looked in the mirror. You have to do this, I told myself.

Finally, I headed up the winding staircase and into the meeting. Eight managers were seated at a table, overlooking Madison Square Park. When I walked in, their jovial morning banter stopped, and their eyes fixed on me expectantly. They could tell immediately that something was wrong.

I took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, guys,” I said. “But we need to close the restaurant.”
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TWENTY YEARS AGO, A FEW YEARS BEFORE DECIDING TO CLOSE TABLA, I published a book about my approach to culture and hospitality called Setting the Table. On the very first page of that book’s introduction, I proudly noted how in the first twenty-five years of my career, I had never closed a restaurant. In retrospect, I wish I hadn’t written that sentence, which was both hubristic and naive. I thought I had it all figured out, but clearly I had a lot to learn—and unlearn—about success and failure. Above all, I would come to understand the powerful role my company’s culture has always played when things have worked, and when they haven’t.

When Setting the Table came out, I owned eleven restaurants and led a team of several hundred people, but I was still very much clinging to my old ways of being a hands-on restaurateur. For the first time in my career, not all the restaurants were within a short walk from my home. I was only just beginning to understand what it might take to transition from being a restaurateur to being the CEO of a hospitality organization. No longer could I be present in every restaurant at practically every meal. No longer could I greet all our guests. No longer could I meet regularly with each of our chefs and general managers. No longer could I do all the hiring. I still cared about the details, but I couldn’t be everywhere at once. It was clear that I would need to learn a new way to extend my reach, an effective way to multiply my message and impact across a growing, changing company. I needed to figure out how to let go while still hanging on.

I also had to learn how to do this while the world was changing in ways and at a pace none of us could have imagined. Consider that when Setting the Table came out in 2006, there were no smartphones. No App Store. No Instagram, Snapchat, or TikTok, no Uber, Lyft, or Waymo. Consumers didn’t expect instant delivery of everything on demand, and they hadn’t yet imagined anything like Grubhub, Door-Dash, Postmates, Uber Eats, or Instacart. None of us had been introduced to Siri or Alexa, and a future driven by artificial intelligence still felt largely like the stuff of science fiction. We hadn’t experienced the financial crisis of 2007 to 2009—the most severe meltdown since the Great Depression—and New Yorkers hadn’t yet survived the catastrophic superstorm known as Sandy. And of course, none of us had experienced anything remotely as devastating as the coronavirus pandemic, which killed more than one million people in the United States and shut down the entire hospitality industry—not to mention much of the nation’s economy—for months.

Over the past twenty years, I have opened twenty-seven restaurants and closed ten. Shake Shack is another story: In those same two decades, we opened more than seven hundred locations across twenty-four countries, with many more on the horizon.

As I’ve navigated these changes and led our team through all these twists and turns, so many of my old assumptions about leadership and culture—tenets I held dear—melted away. I came to realize that the sense of failure I’d for so long associated with closing a restaurant wasn’t just misguided. It impeded my own entrepreneurial spirit and willingness to try new things. I learned just how much I needed to rely on others with skill sets I lacked if we were going to keep improving as we grew. I had to accept that, with a business of this size, an idea could no longer flow directly from my heart to my brain to my finger to the button it needed to push to get the thing done. I had to learn to persuade someone else (often many others) that the idea was worth pursuing, then trust that they would activate the next sets of buttons. Failing that, my idea, no matter how good, would simply languish. I had to unlearn an old habit, which was to try to retain all our team members at any cost. I came to understand that when someone chooses to disengage, it’s better to let them go.

Throughout my career, I’ve aspired to lead an intentionally uplifting culture of hospitality and excellence—a culture that would, in turn, create and nourish businesses that matter. But what has really gotten me out of bed these past two decades is the quest to learn how to deliver that culture at scale. Businesses and organizations have long understood how to scale systems of production. But for me, it’s a very different, much more interesting challenge to scale uplifting human relationships. Along the way, I’ve tripped and scraped my knee more times than I can count, yet the general trajectory has been upward and to the right. I’ve learned all kinds of hard-won lessons in my own evolution as the leader of a proud company and culture, and I’m eager to share them here with you.

Perhaps the biggest insight I’ve gained is in the title of this book. To my dying day, when it comes to people and ideas, you’ll find me betting on the upside. There’s a world of compelling literature out there that helps people prevent what could possibly go wrong in any given situation, to prepare for the worst. I don’t think I’d enjoy reading it. The literature I prefer to spend my time with suggests that optimists actually live longer than pessimists. And to that end, there’s a quote from Shimon Peres that I love: “Optimists and pessimists die the same way. They just live differently. I prefer to live as an optimist.”

I’m not someone who ever sat down and mapped out my professional path. And as you’ll read in the pages that follow, I’ve generated more than my fair share of foolhardy ideas that seemed like a good idea at the time—only to see many of them set us back. But I’m also not going to quit pushing. I’m confident that long after people have lost track of all my mistakes, my team and I will have provided paths to change innumerable lives for the better. And selfishly, by starting from a place of why not?, I’ll have had the chance to explore, experience, and learn from opportunities I’d have never imagined in the first place.

Because rather than focusing on what might not work, I’ve relentlessly pursued what I believed could possibly go right. Over time I’ll make more mistakes than the average person, but by chasing possibilities, I think I’ll also stand a better chance of flying farther and higher. Which is exactly where I want to go.




Part I
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CHAPTER 1

[image: ]
The Seeds of Culture

For much of my childhood, I heard a recurring refrain, primarily from my mother but also from my teachers and even a few summer camp counselors: “You have so much going for you, Danny, but you are not living up to your potential.”

I grew up in St. Louis, the middle child of three siblings. There was an expectation in our family, never articulated but crystal clear, that we should apply ourselves at a very high level to every single thing we undertook: our education, our sports and hobbies, our community, our friendships, and our family. Everyone in my family but me, it seemed, was an overachiever.

My paternal grandfather, Morton Meyer, was president of a chemical company in St. Louis and a civic leader, spearheading the project to build the city’s flood wall along the Mississippi River. My maternal grandfather, Irving Harris, had enjoyed outsized success as a businessman and later in life as a philanthropist, making his mark in the field of early childhood development. My mother ran a contemporary art gallery, and my dad—a serial entrepreneur—founded a global travel business that, while pioneering in many ways, suffered two bankruptcies over his career. He struck me as someone who was always reaching, always striving—perhaps too much. He died from lung cancer at fifty-nine.

My sister Nancy, two years my senior, was a star student who, at least to me, always appeared to sail through her studies. She attended John Burroughs School, a renowned coed private school, while I went to an all-boys school, St. Louis Country Day. In seventh grade, my mother urged me to transfer to Burroughs, thinking it would be a better environment for me. I was quite happy where I was, playing football and tennis, and doing well in the classroom, but my mother insisted. Reluctantly, I applied.

I dreaded the day I went for my interview in the Burroughs admissions office. Thankfully my mother waited outside the door when I was called in. The admissions director’s first question hit the bull’s-eye:

“So what makes you want to transfer to Burroughs?”

Not knowing what else to say, I answered truthfully. “My mother,” I said. “She wants me to go here.”

Unsurprisingly, they rejected me.

By ninth grade, my hormones insisted on having a voice in the matter, and I decided it was time to stop going to an all-boys school. My mother could barely contain her glee when I let her know I was ready to reapply to enter the tenth-grade class at Burroughs. This time I got in.

Tenth grade would prove to be a challenging period for me, emotionally and physically. It was an especially tough time to transfer to any new school, let alone one where most of the students had known each other for years. At fifteen, I was trying hard to figure out who I was and what really mattered to me. I was also a late bloomer, still on the cusp of puberty, afraid my voice might never change. My body wasn’t the only thing that hadn’t matured: I had a severely underdeveloped sense of self, coupled with an overdeveloped determination to be accepted. I tried to figure out where I fit in among the available classic social groups: athletes, artists, geeks, nice kids, and potheads. My first year there, I tried just about every one of them on for size.

One day one of my friends in the nice kids group approached me and said, “You’re spending time with a lot of different people, but you can’t be friends with everybody. Pick a group.” In retrospect, he was advising me, in his teenage-boy way, to figure out who the hell I was. I heard him, but I wasn’t ready to listen. At that point, I wasn’t ready to make what I felt was an unnecessary choice.

For my classes, I was assigned many of the same teachers that my big sister had two years before. That was partly a good thing, as she gave me all the intel on her favorites and how to navigate their teaching styles. More focused on the social scene than on my studies, I was performing at an average level at best—and had a tough time keeping up.

One day, one of Nancy’s former teachers asked me a question that cut me to the core:

“Why aren’t you as good a student as your sister?”

I kept it together until I got home, then headed straight to my room. I remember standing there, staring in the mirror. If I can’t measure up to Nancy, I thought, then I’m just not even going to try. If I wasn’t trying in the first place, I reasoned, then perhaps I wouldn’t have to feel so bad about failing.

Every night from then on, I went through the motions of doing my homework, pecking away at my Smith Corona typewriter while blasting KSHE radio through my Pioneer headphones. I directed my attention toward friends, girls, sports, and weed. I did what I needed to get by and not a stitch more.

The following year it was time to apply to colleges. Though both sides of my family were from the Midwest, there was a long-standing East Coast college tradition. My two grandfathers had attended Princeton and Yale; my mom had attended Sarah Lawrence; my dad was a proud Princeton alum; and Nancy was now attending Harvard. I loved St. Louis, but I was feeling stuck, and my parents’ marriage had grown strained. Anywhere other than home sounded good to me. Easy, I thought. I’ll do what they all did and head east.

With my middling grades and SAT scores, you would have thought I’d be realistic about my college prospects. Not so. It’s hard to conjure the logic now, but I somehow decided to apply to just three schools: Princeton, where my dad wanted me to go; Brown, which was the hot school of the day and for little other reason than that was my top choice; and Trinity College, which I’d only recently heard of because my dad had met the college’s general counsel, Tom Lipps, on a business trip to Rome.

It says a lot about the world I grew up in, but it simply never dawned on me that it might be tough getting into college. With my hubris firing on all gears, I expected I’d be heading to Princeton, though I might need to have a tough conversation with my dad if Brown were to accept me as well. As for Trinity—that would be my safety school.

On a springlike afternoon in mid-March 1976, nearing the high school finish line with a hall-of-fame case of senioritis, I anxiously awaited that day’s visit from our postman. He pulled up to our mailbox right when he always did, and I ran out to learn where I’d be spending the next four years of my life. Inside the mailbox were three razor-thin envelopes, each one containing a single sheet of paper whose polite messages, one by one, dashed my hopes and expectations. Rejected from Princeton; rejected from Brown; waitlisted at Trinity. Accepted nowhere. Far from being my safety school, Trinity would have to become my savior school.

After licking my wounds, I did the only reasonable thing I could: I sat down to write the most important letter of my life to Trinity’s dean of admissions, begging the school to take me off their waitlist and committing to enroll if they accepted me. Two very long weeks later, Trinity found a spot for me.

That much-needed ass-kicking lit a competitive fire within me. I showed up for my freshman year bent on proving to Trinity (and myself) that they should’ve accepted me right off the bat. Tired of holding myself back, I went into achievement overdrive, earning straight A’s in my first semester. I selected political science as my major, joined the college radio station as its news director, and became the school’s first-ever freshman to enroll in its Connecticut State Capitol internship program. With that internship, I was allowed to have a car on campus—something freshmen were otherwise not entitled to back then—and I convinced my parents to let me drive our family’s old station wagon from St. Louis to Hartford. The freedom that car gave me opened all kinds of avenues for discovery, and I used it to explore the neighborhoods of Hartford, often guided by my nose for local restaurants. Every third or fourth weekend, I’d head south to experience the energy, smells, and flavors of New York City: jazz clubs, restaurants, Broadway shows, and art museums. Some weekends I’d grab a friend or two and drive to the races at Belmont Park in Long Island, honing my handicapping skills so that I could teach a class in horse race handicapping for Trinity’s student-led “free university.”

I was on my own, thriving, and felt more alive and driven than ever. For the first time in years, I wasn’t worried about not living up to the academic accomplishments of everyone else in my family. I was coming to realize just how much I loved achieving things for myself—and how much I loved proving the people who doubted me wrong.
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WHEN I OPENED UNION SQUARE CAFE IN 1985, I WAS A TWENTY-SEVEN-year-old cockeyed optimist. I had redeemed myself as a college student and attained outsized success as a company-leading salesman of electronic anti-shoplifting tags. When it came to owning a restaurant, I didn’t know what I didn’t know. All I knew was that I had no choice but to scratch an irrepressible itch to open one. If I understood just one thing, it was that I wanted to share my love of good food and wine with others and, at least as important, to deliver the kind of uplifting experiences I always craved when I dined out. The truth is, I wasn’t thinking about hospitality or leadership principles, or mission statements or values, and I definitely didn’t have any clear ideas about culture. Instead, I was acting purely on intuition, instinct, and a drive to do whatever it took for people to leave my restaurant feeling a little better than they’d felt when they arrived.

As a year passed, then a second and a third, I began to learn. Rarely was there a meal—lunch or dinner—when I was not at the front door, greeting and seating guests; suggesting and opening bottles of wine in the dining room; adjusting the room temperature, music, and lighting; resetting the tables we’d turned; and spending all kinds of time in the kitchen—all of which I adored. Gradually I became a better restaurateur, host, and leader, profiting from our mistakes, winning accolades, and building a devoted clientele along the way. I also began to think a lot about what makes a successful workplace. Without having heard the term, I was practicing servant leadership, understanding that the way I treated my staff directly correlated to how they would treat one another and subsequently our guests.

Perhaps the biggest revelation of those early years was my increasing understanding of the paramount importance and power of hospitality. Especially in the first days of Union Square Cafe, I’d learned that the way we made our guests feel mattered at least as much as our food did. And even when we made a mistake, the generosity of our response to that mistake helped us to gain more friends than we would have had things gone without a hitch.

In 1986, I began to write a quarterly newsletter that we ultimately sent to more than fifty thousand guests who’d asked to receive it via comment cards we’d give out with the check. I wrote about our team members, the Union Square community, our greenmarket farmers, and our wine producers. We hosted Sunday night wine and food dinners and Wednesday greenmarket tours and cooking classes that we called “morning market meetings.” I found and used my voice to weigh in on various topics connected to dining out. There was a payoff to deeply considering the things our guests might find interesting about our business and then writing about them: I backed into learning all kinds of things about what mattered most to me, making intentional what had previously been only intuitive. Less than ten years after we opened, with a loyal following and plenty of accolades to support it, Union Square Cafe had become a destination neighborhood restaurant.
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NEARLY A DECADE IN, UNION SQUARE CAFE WAS THRIVING. WE’D climbed our way up to becoming New York’s number-three favorite restaurant in the Zagat Survey, we’d won three stars from The New York Times, and earned a James Beard Award for Outstanding Service. We were now a beloved place to work and to dine, and we’d also become active and engaged members of the Union Square community.

When the chef Tom Colicchio asked me to consider opening a new restaurant with him, at last I felt the confidence to go for it. But not long after opening Gramercy Tavern in 1994, the wheels came off the car. For the first time in my career, I couldn’t be everywhere all the time. Unable to be in two places at once, I could no longer greet every guest at the front door. I couldn’t interview and personally hire every member of our dining room teams. My leadership style up to that point had been to embody the behaviors I wanted to see, knowing that everyone saw me going about my work every day—and would emulate what I expected from them. Osmosis at work.

But now, splitting my time between two restaurants, I could sense something more was needed, a different way of transmitting our values; it was time to use my words and make my expectations explicit for everyone on the team. The aha! moment for me was when a growing chorus of Union Square Cafe regulars told me that something felt different to them when they dined at Gramercy Tavern—that it didn’t feel like my restaurant. Something, they said, was missing. One day, after a loyal guest pulled me aside to describe a disastrous service and inexcusable hospitality experience, I decided to call an all-staff meeting at Gramercy Tavern.

The following morning I gathered everyone and reminded them that hospitality—the way we made people feel—was what we would be remembered for. And in fact, it was the primary product we were selling! That turned some heads. What about the food and wine? several people wondered. I responded that the quality of our food and wine was of paramount importance—that consistent culinary excellence was what people expected from us. But I challenged everyone to think about things differently. I defined hospitality as the act (and art) of being on someone else’s side. I shared my own distinction, honed at Union Square Cafe, between service (the technical delivery of the product) and hospitality (how we made people feel while delivering that service). I explained the difference between the Golden Rule (do unto others as you’d want done unto you) and what I called the Golden Rule of Hospitality (do unto others as you believe they’d want done unto them).

I told our team members: “Imagine that every line item on a guest’s bill—the cocktails, appetizers, main course, dessert and wine—were free. We’re giving them away! Don’t worry: They’ll still pay, but now imagine that the total charge at the bottom of their check is instead to cover how we made them feel. If the bill is $250, we need to overdeliver by giving them $300 worth of hospitality. No matter how good our food is, our guests will most remember all the unexpected things we’ve done to make them feel seen, appreciated, and valued. From this moment on, we are in the business of selling hospitality.”

And then I shared a new idea—something that had occurred to me overnight. I called it the Virtuous Cycle of Enlightened Hospitality.

“I’m going to spell out how you should prioritize who receives your hospitality: Our first customer is you! How you make each other feel—the mutual respect and trust you share with one another—will be the input to a virtuous cycle, where one good thing will lead to something even better. When you enjoy your work, and care for the people you work with, that will fuel an ethos of taking extraordinary care of our guests, doing meaningful things for our community, showing exceptional appreciation to our suppliers, and earning a handsome return for our investors. And when we have happy investors, we will all stand a better chance of getting promotions and raises. That is the virtuous cycle, and this is what I mean when I say Enlightened Hospitality. It is the compass that will guide us from this moment on.”

Thus began a journey to prove to my team and to myself that hospitality—indeed, Enlightened Hospitality—could be the framework to foster continuous improvement.
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THE STAKES GOT HIGHER IN 1998, WHEN WE DOUBLED THE SIZE OF THE company again, growing almost overnight from two restaurants to four with the addition of Eleven Madison Park and Tabla. Could I continue to create Enlightened Hospitality at four restaurants when I was physically elsewhere for so much of the time? I still strove to be a restaurateur’s restaurateur, trying to show up for at least some part of service at all four restaurants every day and evening to see our teams and greet our guests. All were within eight blocks of one another, and with the aid of OpenTable online reservations—which allowed me to know who was dining where and when—I managed to coordinate my visits to see the most members of our staff and the greatest number of guests during each shift. Online reservations became an early and invaluable tool for our expansion. Even if I missed greeting someone in person, I was now able to convey a personal greeting via one of our hosts or managers. This was something I hadn’t remotely contemplated during the first ten years of my career, when I was tethered to my one and only restaurant.

I wasn’t the only one who was able to leverage online reservations as a means to scale their business. Right around that time, independent fine-dining restaurant groups were popping up in almost every major city in the country. This was a somewhat new phenomenon in the world of fine dining, where historically all the big-time restaurants were on one of the coasts or in Chicago, and it took having a chef and owner present for practically every meal for the restaurant to be taken seriously by critics and the public. And it wasn’t just restaurateurs doing the growing. Coast to coast, an increasing number of chefs were expanding their portfolios, eager to show that they could be both chefs and restaurateurs.

I carefully studied what was going on all around me and took note of what seemed to be working for other industry colleagues as they grew their businesses. At the highest culinary levels, a few were great at it: In New York, Daniel Boulud and Jean-Georges Vongerichten were so peripatetic that they managed, as if by magic, to be ever present at their growing number of restaurants. But scaling a chef-driven restaurant group seemed incredibly hard. After all, how many different culinary styles could one chef manifest, no matter how well trained and proficient?

As we grew, I was dead set on wanting Union Square Hospitality Group to be a different kind of restaurant group. While I live to eat and adore cooking, I am not a professional chef. I wanted to create restaurants that were more about the place than about any one person. So that’s when I had the realization: Why couldn’t USHG become a restaurateur-driven group of chef-driven restaurants? That could be our identity. At the time, each one of our restaurants had its own acclaimed executive chef: Michael Romano at Union Square Cafe, Tom Colicchio at Gramercy Tavern, Kerry Heffernan at Eleven Madison Park, and Floyd Cardoz at Tabla. Every restaurant also had its own distinctive culinary point of view. What united them—and what I thought was the strongest card in our hand—was our culture. While each restaurant looked and tasted completely different, I was determined that they would all still be identifiable as being one of ours based on how you were made to feel, from the moment you made your reservation until the time we’d bid you farewell. Enlighted Hospitality would be the common thread.

From that point on, there wasn’t a restaurant we opened where I didn’t make it clear from the get-go: This is how we do business. We even came up with a shorthand for conveying what success was supposed to look like to our team: HWDB. No matter where we were, or what type of food we were serving, it was imperative that each place have my thumbprint on it. It needed to feel like a USHG restaurant. It needed to exude the same level of thoughtfulness and hospitality I aspired to deliver for all those years when I had just one restaurant.

We’ve all been to places where once you check in and give the host your name, he not only avoids eye contact with you but then—absent any emotion—drags his index finger up and down the names on a screen, as you nervously wonder whether anyone had actually been expecting you to be there in the first place. I wanted you to be able to go to any one of our restaurants and to feel not only that someone was expecting you but that they were happy to see you. And most important—that you belonged.

I wanted there to be thoughtfulness and intelligence behind every detail. Maybe you wouldn’t notice, for example, that both the sound level and your table shape were designed to be conducive to conversation with your companions and not those at the neighboring table. But you would sense that something felt different.

And I wanted to employ the kind of people who had the emotional skills to be able to read and anticipate our guests’ needs from their very first interaction. People who saw each guest as a unique person, not as just another transaction or “cover.” While all restaurant-goers are hoping to have an exceptional experience, they also bring different sets of emotional needs. Do they seem excited? Anxious? Happy? Relaxed? Hurried? Do they want to be left alone, or do they want to be attended to? Do they want us to pour their wine, or would they rather do it themselves? I wanted our team members to think: My job over the next two hours is to sprinkle some magic dust on your table, and I’ll be damned if you won’t leave here feeling just a little better than however you felt when you walked in.

If we could consistently provide experiences that made our guests walk away with a sense of wonder and joy, and help create some memories along the way, the ensuing sense of belonging would become addictive—both for our staff and for our guests.

That’s what would unite the restaurants in our group; that’s what would make us stand out. That level of hospitality would be HWDB.
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ONCE WE HAD OUR UNIFYING PRINCIPLE, THE QUESTION BECAME: How could we achieve this not just in one restaurant but in them all? The answer was clear: We had to hire a diverse range of people with different mindsets but a common heartset. These would be people who felt better themselves when they did thoughtful things for others. Over the years, we had noticed a certain set of emotional skills in people who thrived at USHG. Now we distilled them to six key attributes:


	Optimistic Warmth: genuine kindness, thoughtfulness, and a sense that the glass is always at least half full. We are always looking for people who have “kind eyes.”

	Curious Intelligence: not just smarts but an insatiable curiosity to learn for the sake of learning. Learn-it-alls thrive at USHG. Know-it-alls languish.

	Determined Work Ethic: a desire to do something as well as it can be done and to settle for nothing less.

	Genuine Empathy: an awareness of and concern for how others feel.

	Self-Awareness: an understanding of what makes you tick, how you’re feeling, and how your own personal “weather report” impacts you and everyone else on your team.

	Integrity: a natural inclination to do the right thing, even when it’s not in your self-interest, and even when no one else is looking.



When someone possesses all these emotional skills at a high level, that’s someone who we believe has a high Hospitality Quotient, or HQ. I’ve come to believe that HQ is a product of how someone is wired. Having an unusually high or low HQ doesn’t make you, as a person, any better or worse than someone else. But we’ve found that the particular emotional skills that make for a high HQ are a reliable predictor of someone who’s going to thrive in our business—and, I’d wager, in most businesses that value how their stakeholders feel.


HOW TO TELL IF YOUR CHILD MAY HAVE A HIGH HQ

When our kids were young, my wife Audrey always stocked the pantry with a few yellow bags of Nestlé chocolate chips—the one with the classic recipe for Toll House cookies printed on the back. For our kids, that iconic bag was a great teacher. Every child loves what’s inside, of course. But to nail the cooking technique and get the real payoff—a hot batch of delicious chocolate chip cookies—children need to do a little bit of work and a lot of learning. They must carefully follow instructions and pay attention to perform each step in order. To measure things properly, they have to do a little math. They have to use their judgment to apportion the batter into like-sized mounds. As they place the cookie sheets in a hot oven, they’d better understand the power of fire and heat and the potential danger of it. They need to understand time and learn to be patient. And because the first batch will likely be far from perfect, they’ll learn the importance of persistence and a willingness to keep at it to overcome mistakes. Master all this, and your child (and family) might end up with the perfect dessert.

For the parent, the prize might go beyond the cookies themselves. It could be what they learn about their child. Once those cookies are out of the oven, what does your child do with them? Is the message Look what I made? Or is it Look what I made for you? If those last two words—for you—are there, you just might have a high-HQ kid on your hands.


Up and down the organization, whether we’re hiring a manager, a dishwasher, a cook, a waiter, a bookkeeper, a sommelier, or someone in our home office, we look for high-HQ people for whom doing thoughtful things for others is actually a selfish act. Their own positive energy is fueled by making other people feel better. That’s the type of personality that thrives on providing hospitality; in fact, the more opportunities these people have to care for other people, the better they feel.

Identifying candidates who have a high HQ is one of the most important factors in our hiring process. So too is assessing their drive to win. I often hear a false dichotomy in our business: If someone cares about hospitality and taking care of people, they can’t also be competitive. That’s just not true. Those two things can and must exist together if our team, and our business, are going to thrive. I loathe the expression “Nice guys finish last,” and I detest it when someone is disparagingly described as possessing “soft skills.” Soft skills are hard. If they were easy, everyone would have them. We never stop looking for 100 percent candidates, those we believe have potential to be superb both at what they know how to do (49 percent) and at who they are while they’re doing it (51 percent).

Hiring people with an athletic drive to win is an effective antidote to complacency, the toxic state that is the surest way I know to derail any organization—especially one in a supercompetitive field. None of us is a champion just by virtue of being on a team with a solid record of past performances; each of us must re-earn our stripes every day that we come to work.

Athleticism—more specifically entrepreneurial athleticism—is a trait we look for in anyone we are considering to become a leader in our organization. I think of athleticism not as prowess in the sports arena but as a combination of mental and emotional traits—competitiveness, work ethic, resilience, dot-connecting, and sharp strategic thinking—that characterize someone’s drive and ability to find a way to win at whatever it is they’re doing. As our company has grown, we’ve increasingly looked for athleticism in all our leaders—not just in me.


INTERVIEW QUESTIONS THAT CAN HELP REVEAL SOMEONE’S HQ


	What’s the biggest misperception other people have about you?

	What is your greatest unrealized potential?

	What unique skill of yours comes most naturally to you?

	What’s the greatest gift you’ve ever given?

	What’s the greatest gift you’ve ever received?

	What does belonging mean to you?

	Where is your happy place?

	What are the greatest obstacles you’ve faced in your life that your work has helped you to overcome? What did you learn that allowed you to overcome them?

	Can you name a time when succeeding at something was at odds with your core principles? What did you do?

	Can you tell me about a time when following your core beliefs led to something unexpected and good?

	What have you learned about our company that made you say to yourself, “This is where I need to apply”?

	Tell me about a life experience you had before you were thirteen years old that has influenced almost everything you do today.

	What brings you the most joy these days?

	What gifts will you bring to this job, and which gifts do you expect this job to give you?

	What motivates you most as a competitor?



In the answers, I’m looking for earnestness, clarity, vulnerability, humility, and maybe even a little bit of humor. I’m allergic to BS and hubris. When someone uses the word I excessively, it’s a red flag, a sign that they believe their team actually revolves around them. Additionally, if someone didn’t do their homework, if they show up late, if they didn’t make even the smallest effort to pull themselves together—we’re going to have a pretty short interview. They might be right for someone else’s team, just not ours.


Among people who’ve got a competitive zeal to win, I’ve often found three distinctive styles of competitive spirit, each fueled by a different type of motivation. Asking someone what motivates them to achieve can reveal a good deal about their self-awareness as well as their motivation. While none of the categories are better than the others (in fact, I’ve found that a mix of competitive styles on any team is ideal), this question can be a helpful tool to understand how to lead someone most effectively—and how they will lead others. Everyone who wants to win has an important role to play in the drive for excellence.

The first is someone who is competitive and whose primary motivation to become a champion stems from a relentless drive to beat the competition. This person not only loves winning but derives special joy from beating someone else. Think of the famous photo of Muhammad Ali standing, fist clenched across his chest and biceps bulging, just after knocking the daylights out of Sonny Liston, whose back is on the mat.

Next is the competitor whose drive to become a champion is primarily motivated by a deep disdain for losing. This person also wants to be a champion, but as much as they love to win, their efforts are mainly fueled by a serious allergy to holding anything but first place. Picture John McEnroe at Wimbledon, disputing the umpire’s call that his serve was out: “You CANNOT be serious!” The outburst cost him the point, and he was fined for his conduct. But somehow his disdain for losing fueled his competitive spirit, and he ultimately won both the match and the entire tournament.

Finally, there’s the competitor whose primary motivation is an almost insatiable desire to exceed their own personal best. This person might have loved beating other people early in their career. They may have hated losing ever since they were a child. People in this category have already enjoyed some meaningful achievements, and now they are driven to prove to themselves that the best is yet to come. “It’s me against me.” Picture Allyson Felix on the way to winning one of her seven Olympic gold medals, her legs completely outstretched in perfect form, muscles and veins on fire as she makes a superhuman effort to better her own previous personal best.

In the early part of my career, my primary motivation for competing was hating to lose. (Over time I evolved to be more of an Allyson Felix–type competitor, striving to surmount my own personal best.) I was almost maniacally aware of how Union Square Cafe was faring vis-à-vis our competition. I read every single restaurant review and food article that appeared in The New York Times, New York magazine, and all the weekly and monthly restaurant trade publications. If someone else’s restaurant earned a better review than we had, I learned everything I could about them, looking for ways to up our game. Every Sunday I pored over the help wanted section of The New York Times, eager to learn which restaurants were either bleeding or needing talent. By reading their want ads, I got better at writing ours. It’s not that I cared about beating them. I just didn’t want to lose.

From 1986 to 1998, my wife Audrey and I lived in an apartment building right next door to the Gotham Bar and Grill, which opened one year before Union Square Cafe. In Gotham, I found a worthy competitor—one that always earned rave reviews and whose success I aspired to emulate. I’d begin each morning bright and early by walking out our door and inspecting the six or so cases of empty wine bottles that had been left on the sidewalk before they were picked up by the Department of Sanitation, taking a mental inventory of everything they had sold the previous night. Then I’d walk a few blocks north to Union Square Cafe, where I’d compare my estimate of Gotham’s sales to what our morning report showed me about our own performance the night before. Invariably, Gotham had sold more bottles—and more high-priced bottles—than we had. That only fueled my drive to up our wine sales by offering even more value for our wine-loving guests and to work even harder to educate our staff about our wine list.

Each fall, when the eagerly anticipated new edition of the Zagat Survey was released, I would run out and buy a copy and proceed to make my own scorecard listing the fifty restaurants I saw as competitors, with Union Square Cafe on the top line. I then drew several vertical columns, including one for how each restaurant had scored on food, decor, and service. In the column next to each of those scores, I indicated whether the score had gone up or down over the previous year with a ↑ or ↓ . I also made a column for the cost of a three-course meal at each restaurant, followed by two more columns: a value score (the sum of that restaurant’s food, decor, and service scores divided by the cost of dining there) and finally, where the restaurant had finished among New York’s favorites. I was most acutely aware of the last column, as I always felt that when someone said you were one of their favorite restaurants, they were paying the ultimate compliment; to me, this meant they were identifying emotionally and personally with the restaurant.

For the first twenty years of my career, I saw a direct link between our drive to deliver memorable hospitality and our restaurants’ popularity. And knowing that only the quality and makeup of our team made this possible, we improved our batting average of hiring people with a high HQ and championship mindset, empowering them to live by the principles of Enlightened Hospitality.

For the most part, we fared incredibly well. In 2004, we achieved something that felt truly special: In the annual Zagat Survey, Gramercy Tavern earned the number-two spot as New York’s favorite restaurant, behind only Union Square Cafe at number one. In the restaurant world, this was a big deal, particularly as a handful of classic and highly respected places were listed beneath us: Bouley, Le Bernardin, Aureole, and yes, Gotham Bar and Grill. That year, our newest restaurants, Tabla and Eleven Madison Park, finished at number twenty-four and twenty-six, respectively—and both were on steady upward trajectories. We’d been recognized for our outstanding food, wine, and service and even for our community work, primarily related to hunger relief.

The foundation felt incredibly solid—until it wasn’t.




CHAPTER 2
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Speed Bumps in Paradise

As the accolades rolled in, not everyone on our team was equally pleased. Rivalries and resentments were brewing among our restaurants, and trouble was raising its head. In 2001 Tom Colicchio, the founding chef and my partner at Gramercy Tavern, let me know that he was planning to open a restaurant of his own—and that it would be located smack dab in Gramercy Tavern’s backyard.

While I wasn’t surprised, the news still hit me like a punch to the gut. For some time, Tom and I had been at loggerheads: It had become glaringly apparent that we had very different professional aspirations, especially when it came to how we wanted to grow. My vision had been to have one core hospitality and business philosophy that united all our restaurants, with a different full-time executive chef for each respective kitchen. I had opened Eleven Madison Park and Tabla with two different chefs—Kerry Heffernan and Floyd Cardoz—and hadn’t brought Tom along for the ride, something that I knew he was enormously frustrated about. He had wanted a bigger role, and while his desire to grow beyond Gramercy Tavern was valid, so was my business philosophy of wanting each of my restaurants to be led by its own fully committed chef.

Tom invited me to make a minority investment in his new restaurant, but only on the condition that it be separate from Union Square Hospitality Group. I thanked him for the opportunity but declined. While I appreciated his yearning to plot his own entrepreneurial path, I told him he couldn’t run both places simultaneously. He responded by saying that he’d “rather cut off his right arm” than sever his relationship with Gramercy Tavern. I was now faced with an unpalatable scenario: losing a supremely gifted chef or becoming his partner and his competitor at the same time.

The situation was even more complicated because Tom had originally brought in one of Gramercy Tavern’s largest investors, Bob Scott, then the chief financial officer at Morgan Stanley. Bob had previously owned Mondrian, where I’d first fallen in love with Tom’s cooking back in 1991. Tom felt a deep sense of loyalty to the person who had given him his first break, and after Mondrian had closed during his tenure there, he felt he owed Bob a redo.

Two days after I told Tom he’d have to leave Gramercy Tavern if he opened a competing restaurant in our backyard, I received a hand-delivered letter from Bob’s law firm, Davis Polk. If I was to fire Tom, it said, I would be violating my fiduciary responsibility to all shareholders by terminating a talent who was crucially important to the success of the business. My gut screamed at me to follow through on what I believed was the right path forward for the restaurant, but I was paralyzed. On one hand, I faced an unappealing potential legal fight and the uncertainty of how the staff would respond to losing such a gifted chef. On the other, I could rely on Tom’s and my ability to navigate the unknown and trust that we’d find a way to make an unconventional situation work. Weighing two disagreeable options, I stood down. Tom’s restaurant, Craft, opened in 2002, and with it began a strange and stressful period of being divorced—not from, but to—my chef and business partner.

Tom was now employed by both restaurants, and he made his new restaurant’s proximity to Gramercy Tavern work for him. Most afternoons he would drop by our restaurant to take part in the pre-dinner “family meal” meeting, to see and be seen by our team, then head over to Craft for their dinner service. He had retained his culinary staff at Gramercy Tavern, and they’d remained intensely loyal to him. But people didn’t know who their daddy was: Was it Tom, or was it Danny? It soon became clear to everyone that this situation was dysfunctional.

And yet for six years, we engaged in an awkward dance. People asked how it was working for us. Publicly, we put on our best game face, doing everything we could to convey that we’d successfully navigated a highly unusual situation. But there was no mistaking that my initial fears had come to pass. The reality was that while we were still partners, we were also competitors—not just for guests but for the hearts and minds of the Gramercy Tavern team.
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THE SITUATION DETERIORATED WITH EACH PASSING DAY. AND IT DIDN’T just affect Gramercy Tavern—the morale of USHG’s home office suffered, too. People wondered why Gramercy Tavern’s relationship with USHG felt so different from that of all the other restaurants. Some of our support team—including people from accounting, public relations, and HR—felt unwelcome when they visited Gramercy Tavern. Where was the Enlightened Hospitality?

Years before, I had a misguided idea that having a smart corporate office would lead to operating dumb restaurants—and that to have individual smart restaurants, we’d need a dumb corporate office. I never wanted our restaurants to feel cookie-cutter in any way, so to increase the odds of keeping them all independent from one another, I’d resisted having a corporate headquarters that offered shared services to our restaurants. That flawed logic helped fuel a counterproductive struggle between our restaurants (the states) and our home office (the feds). The tension was exacerbated by a sense among the restaurant operators that their work was far more challenging and essential to our success than whatever might be happening in the “ivory tower.” Every time the feds tried to issue a company-wide policy, it led to an uprising among some of the states—Gramercy Tavern chief among them. There was a clear absence of mutual respect and trust.

Our formula for funding the corporate structure further aggravated things. In order to compensate our home office team—the people responsible for finance, human resources, marketing, public relations, supply chain, legal, information technology, and new business development—we had to charge our restaurants a management fee. Think of it as a corporate allocation: All for one, one for all. Though we introduced it at a rate of just 3 percent (low by industry standards—it didn’t even cover our overhead), the fee proved to be a source of extreme frustration for some of our hardworking restaurant leaders, who felt like they were the talent responsible for our success. They balked at an additional line item on their balance sheet—especially to compensate people who weren’t directly working in their restaurants. To them, it felt like paying high taxes to the federal government without getting real value in return.

Making matters even more irritating, the restaurants that were paying the least in management fees—the ones with lower revenues—were typically the ones facing the most challenging problems and therefore were getting the most time and attention from the home office. And those paying the highest management fees—the thriving restaurants with higher revenues—often needed and received less attention and services. It was like having our own internal progressive tax code, and unsurprisingly, those paying the most did not appreciate it.

At our monthly company-wide meetings with our chefs and general managers, tension would fill the room. Some of the restaurant leaders expressed dissatisfaction with the setup, making members of our home-office team feel demoralized, disrespected, and unappreciated. The Gramercy Tavern team protested the most, fueled in part by the growing dysfunction of my partnership with Tom. It became increasingly clear to me that USHG was not winning their hearts and minds.

I was losing sleep and showing my face far less frequently at Gramercy Tavern. As I read the room during pre-meal meetings, I found myself wondering which camp each person was in: mine or Tom’s? I felt unwelcome in my own restaurant. It seemed like a cold war had broken out, and I was shirking my responsibility by staying away. Something had to give.

The two-headed leadership at Gramercy Tavern was impacting everyone at the restaurant, and a rift was becoming evident between what some viewed as Tom’s kitchen and my dining room. Over a pizza dinner one night with Gramercy Tavern’s general manager, Kevin Mahan, I agreed to let him put in motion the eventual termination of Tom’s longtime foot soldier and chef de cuisine at Gramercy Tavern, John Schaefer. A genuinely good guy, John had proved to be an incredibly talented cook, able to execute all Tom’s recipes with aplomb. But he had been acting out recently with atypical disagreeability—not entirely surprising, given that he was running a split kitchen amid a leadership war. Kevin was essentially saying to me, If you’re not going to address things here, then I am.

Tom basically had both feet in Craft at this point, and with John’s impending departure, he had lost his right-hand man at Gramercy Tavern. He had also recently been cast to be the head judge for a brand-new TV series, Top Chef, and he was in the planning stages of opening a second Craft location in Los Angeles. His dance card was extremely full. I knew it was at last the right time to start a meaningful conversation with him about how to unwind the situation.

We sat down to talk, and while the conversation was tense, we remained collegial. Tom agreed that it would be best to separate. But every time we tried to make a constructive move forward, we’d get stuck thinking about how to value the business and who would be buying Gramercy Tavern from whom. After several false starts and countless more restless nights, desperate for it all to be done with, I proposed that we just agree on a price and then flip a coin: Whoever called the coin correctly would buy the other out. Fortunately, Tom didn’t accept that idea.

One Sunday afternoon, a few days later, I was walking by the restaurant with Audrey, and we looked up at the brass letters above Gramercy Tavern’s front door: N.S. MEYER. (By sheer coincidence, the company that had owned our building since its founding in the nineteenth century was N.S. Meyer, Inc., which sold military uniforms, medals, and regalia.) “You started this beautiful restaurant and you’ve put your heart and soul into it,” Audrey said. “You
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