

1
................

Becoming a Founder

Just as Larry and Sergey laid the foundation for how Google treats its people, you can lay the foundation for how your team works and lives

Every great tale starts with an origin story.

The infants Romulus and Remus, abandoned beside the Tiber River, are nursed by a she-wolf, fed by a woodpecker, and then raised by kindly shepherds. As a young man, Romulus goes on to found the city of Rome.

Baby Kal-El rockets to earth as his home planet Krypton explodes behind him, landing in Smallville, Kansas, to be raised by the kindly Martha and Jonathan Kent. Moving to Metropolis, he takes on the mantle of Superman.

Thomas Alva Edison opens a lab in Menlo Park, New Jersey, in 1876. He brings together an American mathematician, an English machinist, a German glassblower, and a Swiss clockmaker who develop an incandescent lightbulb that burns for more than thirteen hours,17 laying the foundation for the Edison General Electric Company.

Oprah Winfrey, born of an impoverished teenage mother, abused as a child, and shuttled from home to home, goes on to become an honors student, the youngest and first black news anchor at WLAC-TV in Nashville, and one of the most successful communicators and inspirational businesspeople in the world.18

Vastly different tales, yet all teasingly similar. The mythologist Joseph Campbell argued that there are just a few archetypal stories that underpin most myths around the world. We are called to an adventure, face a series of trials, become wiser, and then find some manner of mastery or peace. We humans live through narrative, viewing history through a lens of stories that we tell ourselves. No wonder that we find common threads in the tapestries of one another’s lives.

Google has an origin story too. Most think it began when Larry Page and Sergey Brin, Google’s founders, met during a campus tour for new students at Stanford University. But it starts much earlier than that.

Larry’s views were shaped by his family history: “My grandfather was an autoworker, and I have a weapon he manufactured to protect himself from the company that he would carry to work. It’s a big iron pipe with a hunk of lead on the head.”19 He explained, “The workers made them during the sit-down strikes to protect themselves.”20

Sergey’s family had defected from the Soviet Union in 1979, seeking freedom and a respite from the anti-Semitism of the Communist regime. “My rebelliousness, I think, came out of being born in Moscow,” explained Sergey. “I’d say this is something that followed me into adulthood.”21

Larry’s and Sergey’s ideas about how work could be were also informed by their early experiences at school. As Sergey has commented: “I do think I benefited from the Montessori education, which in some ways gives the students a lot more freedoms to do things at their own pace.” Marissa Mayer, at the time a Google vice president of product management and now CEO of Yahoo, told Steven Levy in his book In the Plex: “You can’t understand Google … unless you know that both Larry and Sergey were Montessori kids.”22 This teaching environment is tailored to a child’s learning needs and personality, and children are encouraged to question everything, act of their own volition, and create.

In March 1995, a twenty-two-year-old Larry Page was visiting Stanford University in Palo Alto, California. He was finishing his undergraduate degree at the University of Michigan and considering entering Stanford’s PhD program in computer science. Sergey, twenty-one years old, had graduated from the University of Maryland two years earlierii and was already enrolled in the PhD program. He was volunteering as a tour guide for prospective students. And of course, Larry was assigned to Sergey’s tour group.23

They quickly developed a friendly banter, and a few months later Larry showed up as a new student. Larry was fascinated with the World Wide Web, and particularly the way Web pages connected to one another.

The Web in 1996 was a chaotic mess. In simplest terms, search engines wanted to show the most relevant, useful Web pages, but ranked them mainly by comparing the text on a Web page to the search query that was typed. That left a loophole. The owner of a Web page could boost his rankings on search engines with tricks like hiding popular search terms in invisible text on the page. If you wanted people to come to your pet food site, you could write “pet food” in blue text on a blue background a hundred times, and your search ranking would improve. Another trick was to repeat words again and again in the source code that generated your page but was invisible to a human reader.

Larry reasoned that an important signal was being overlooked: what users thought of the Web page. The most useful Web pages would have lots of links from other sites, because people would link only to the most useful pages. That signal would prove to be far more powerful than the words written on the page itself.

But creating a program that could identify every link on the Web and then tabulate the strength of every relationship across all websites at the same time was an inhumanly complex problem. Fortunately, Sergey found the problem equally captivating. They created BackRub, a reference to the backlinks reaching back from the site you saw to the site you had just been on. In August 1998, Andy Bechtolsheim, one of the cofounders of Sun Microsystems, famously wrote a $100,000 check to “Google, Inc.” before the company was even incorporated. Less well known is that they moments later received a second $100,000 check from Stanford professor David Cheriton, on whose porch they had met Andy.24

Reluctant to leave Stanford to start a company, Larry and Sergey tried to sell Google but were unable to. They offered it to AltaVista for $1 million. No luck. They turned to Excite and at the urging of Vinod Khosla, a partner at venture capital firm Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers, lowered the price to $750,000. Excite passed.iii

This was before Google’s first advertising system, AdWords, was launched in 2000, before Google Groups (2001), Images (2001), Books (2003), Gmail (2004), Apps (spreadsheets and documents for businesses, 2006), Street View (2007), and dozens of other products we use every day. It was before Google Search was available in over 150 languages, and before we opened our first international office in Tokyo (2001). And way before your Android phone could buzz you in advance if your flight was delayed, or you could say to the Google Glass on your eyeglass frame, “Okay, Glass, take a picture and send it to Chris,” and know Chris will get to see through your eyes.

Larry and Sergey had ambitions beyond developing a great search engine. They started out knowing how they wanted people to be treated. Quixotic as it sounds, they both wanted to create a company where work was meaningful, employees felt free to pursue their passions, and people and their families were cared for. “When you’re a grad student,” Larry observed, “you can work on whatever you want. And the projects that were really good got a lot of people really wanting to work on them. We’ve taken that learning to Google, and it’s been really, really helpful. If you’re changing the world, you’re working on important things. You’re excited to get up in the morning. You want to be working on meaningful, impactful projects, and that’s the thing there is really a shortage of in the world. I think at Google we still have that.”

Many of the most meaningful, beloved, and effective people practices at Google sprouted from seeds planted by Larry and Sergey. Our weekly all-employee meetings started when “all” of us amounted to just a handful of people, and continue to this day even though we’re now the size of a respectable city. Larry and Sergey always insisted that hiring decisions be made by groups rather than a single manager. Employees calling meetings simply to share what they were working on turned into the hundreds of Tech Talks we host each month. The founders’ early generosity led to an almost unprecedented sharing of ownership in the company: Google is one of the few companies of our size to grant stock to all employees. Our efforts to draw more women into computer science started before we had thirty employees, and at Sergey’s direct request. Our policy of welcoming dogs at work originated with our first ten people. (As did our position on cats, which is enshrined in our code of conduct: “We like cats, but we’re a dog company, so as a general rule we feel cats visiting our offices would be fairly stressed out.” 25) And of course, our tradition of free meals started with free cereal and an enormous bowl of M&M’s.

When Google went public on August 19, 2004, Sergey included a letter in our prospectus for investors, describing how the founders felt about their 1,907 employees. The italics are his:


Our employees, who have named themselves Googlers, are everything. Google is organized around the ability to attract and leverage the talent of exceptional technologists and business people. We have been lucky to recruit many creative, principled and hard working stars. We hope to recruit many more in the future. We will reward and treat them well.

We provide many unusual benefits for our employees, including meals free of charge, doctors and washing machines. We are careful to consider the long-term advantages to the company of these benefits. Expect us to add benefits rather than pare them down over time. We believe it is easy to be penny wise and pound foolish with respect to benefits that can save employees considerable time and improve their health and productivity.

The significant employee ownership of Google has made us what we are today. Because of our employee talent, Google is doing exciting work in nearly every area of computer science. We are in a very competitive industry where the quality of our product is paramount. Talented people are attracted to Google because we empower them to change the world; Google has large computational resources and distribution that enables individuals to make a difference. Our main benefit is a workplace with important projects, where employees can contribute and grow. We are focused on providing an environment where talented, hard working people are rewarded for their contributions to Google and for making the world a better place.



Google was fortunate that our founders had such strong beliefs about the kind of company they wanted to create.

But Larry and Sergey weren’t the first.

Henry Ford is best known for his sweeping adoption of the assembly line. It’s less well known that his philosophy of recognizing and rewarding work was remarkably progressive for the time:

The kind of workman who gives the business the best that is in him is the best kind of workman a business can have. And he cannot be expected to do this indefinitely without proper recognition. … [I]f a man feels that his day’s work is not only supplying his basic need, but is also giving him a margin of comfort, and enabling him to give his boys and girls their opportunity and his wife some pleasure in life, then his job looks good to him and he is free to give it of his best. This is a good thing for him and a good thing for the business. The man who does not get a certain satisfaction out of his day’s work is losing the best part of his pay.26

 

This is entirely consistent with Google’s view, though Henry Ford wrote these words more than ninety years ago, in 1922. And he acted on them as well, doubling the wages of his factory workers in 1914 to $5 per day.

Even earlier, in 1903, Milton S. Hershey not only laid the foundation for what would become the Hershey Company but also for the town of Hershey, Pennsylvania. The United States had over 2,500 company towns in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, housing 3 percent of the population at their peak.27 But unlike in most company towns, Hershey “avoided building a faceless company town with row houses. He wanted a ‘real home town’ with tree-lined streets, single-and two-family brick houses, and manicured lawns.”

With Milton Hershey’s success came a profound sense of moral responsibility and benevolence. His ambitions were not limited to producing chocolate. Hershey envisioned a complete new community around his factory. He built a model town for his employees that included comfortable homes, an inexpensive public transportation system, a quality public school system and extensive recreational and cultural opportunities.28

 

Which is not to say that all of Ford’s and Hershey’s views were palatable. Some were abhorrent. Ford was widely criticized for publishing anti-Semitic works and later apologized.29 Hershey too allowed racist commentary to be published under his leadership in the Hershey town newspaper.30 But it’s also clear that—at least for a subset of people—both of these founders saw value in considering workers as something more than manufacturing inputs.

A more recent, and less morally ambiguous, example is Mervin J. Kelly, who joined Bell Labs in 1925 and served as president from 1951 to 1959.31 During his tenure, Bell Labs invented lasers and solar cells, laid the first transatlantic phone cable, developed crucial technologies that made possible the rise of the microchip, and created the foundation for information theory through its work on binary code systems. This built on Bell Labs’ earlier work, which included the invention of the transistor in 1947.

Upon becoming president, Kelly took an unorthodox approach to management. First, he upended the physical design of their Murray Hill, New Jersey, labs. Rather than a traditional layout with each floor segregated into sections for each specialized area of research, Kelly insisted on a floor plan that forced interaction across departments: Offices were along long corridors spanning the entire floor, so that walking down the hall all but guaranteed that colleagues would stumble over each other and be drawn into one another’s work. Second, Kelly built Franken-teams, combining “thinkers and doers” as well as disparate experts on single teams. Author Jon Gertner described one such team in his history of Bell Labs, The Idea Factory:32 “Purposefully mixed together on the transistor project were physicists, metallurgists and electrical engineers; side by side were specialists in theory, experimentation and manufacturing.”

Third, Kelly gave people freedom. Gertner continues:

Mr. Kelly believed that freedom was crucial, especially in research. Some of his scientists had so much autonomy that he was mostly unaware of their progress until years after he authorized their work. When he set up the team of researchers to work on what became the transistor, for instance, more than two years passed before the invention occurred. Afterward, when he set up another team to handle the invention’s mass manufacture, he dropped the assignment into the lap of an engineer and instructed him to come up with a plan. He told the engineer he was going to Europe in the meantime.

 

Kelly’s case is particularly fascinating because he wasn’t the founder of Bell Labs, or even a rapidly rising star. On the contrary, he quit twice because he felt his projects weren’t adequately funded (and in both cases was lured back with the promise of more funding). He was mercurial and had a nasty temper. An early manager, H. D. Arnold, “kept him for a long time at a low administrative level because he distrusted his judgment.”33 As a result, his career moved slowly. He worked as a physicist for twelve years before becoming director of Vacuum Tube Development, and it was another six years before he was made director of research. He was made president of Bell Labs twenty-six years after joining Bell.

What I love about his story is that Kelly acted like a founder. Like an owner. He didn’t care only about the output of Bell Labs; he cared about the kind of place it was. He wanted brilliance to work free from the scrutinizing eye of management, while being constantly jostled by the elbows of the geniuses down the hall. It wasn’t his job to care about building design and foot traffic patterns, but in doing so he became the spiritual founder of one of the most innovative organizations in history.iv

Turning back to Google, Larry and Sergey deliberately left space for others to act as founders. People with vision were given the opportunity to create their own Google. For years, the troika of Susan Wojcicki, Salar Kamangar, and Marissa Mayer were referred to as the “mini-founders,” critical early Googlers who would go on to build and lead our advertising, YouTube, and search efforts, in partnership with brilliant computer scientists such as Sridhar Ramaswamy, Eric Veach, Amit Singhal, and Udi Manber. Craig Nevill-Manning, a gifted engineer, opened up our New York office because he preferred the big city to the suburbs of Silicon Valley. Omid Kordestani, recruited out of his job as the top sales exec at Netscape to build and lead the sales team for Google, is often referred to by Larry, Sergey, and Eric Schmidt as the “business founder” of Google. Fast-forward more than a decade, and Googlers are still acting like owners: Craig Cornelius and Richard Treitel decided to make a Cherokee language interface for Google, helping in a small way to preserve an endangered language.34 Ujjwal Singh, Steve Crossan, and Abdel Karim Mardini partnered with engineers from Twitter following the Egyptian government’s shutdown of the Internet in early 2011 to create Speak2Tweet, a product that takes messages from a voice mailbox and transcribes them into Tweets broadcast around the world.35 This gave Egyptians a way to communicate en masse with the world and, by dialing into the voice mailbox, to listen to one another.

You are a founder

Building an exceptional team or institution starts with a founder. But being a founder doesn’t mean starting a new company. It is within anyone’s grasp to be the founder and culture-creator of their own team, whether you are the first employee or joining a company that has existed for decades.

At Google, we don’t believe we’ve stumbled on the only model for people success. We certainly don’t have all the answers. And we absolutely screw up much more often than we’d hope to. But we have been able to prove that many of Larry and Sergey’s original instincts were right, to debunk some management lore, and to discover some shocking things along the way. Our aspiration is that in some small way, sharing the lessons we’ve learned will improve how people experience work everywhere.

The Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy wrote, “All happy families resemble one another.”v All successful organizations resemble one another as well. They possess a shared sense not just of what they produce, but of who they are and want to be. In their vision (and perhaps hubris), they’ve thought through not just their origin, but also their destiny.

One of my hopes in writing this book is that anyone reading it starts thinking of themselves as a founder. Maybe not of an entire company, but the founder of a team, a family, a culture. The fundamental lesson from Google’s experience is that you must first choose whether you want to be a founder or an employee. It’s not a question of literal ownership. It’s a question of attitude.

In Larry’s words: “I think about how far we’ve come as companies from those days, where workers had to protect themselves from the company. My job as a leader is to make sure everybody in the company has great opportunities, and that they feel they’re having a meaningful impact and are contributing to the good of society. As a world, we’re doing a better job of that. My goal is for Google to lead, not follow.”36

That’s how a founder thinks.

Student or senior executive, being part of an environment where you and those around you will thrive starts with your taking responsibility for that environment. This is true whether or not it’s in your job description and whether or not it’s even permitted.

And the greatest founders create room for other founders to build alongside them.

One day your team will have an origin story, a founding myth, just like Rome or Oprah or Google. Think about what you want it to be, about what you want to stand for. Think about what stories people will tell about you, your work, your team. Today you have the opportunity to become the architect of that story. To choose whether you want to be a founder or an employee.

I know which I’d choose.
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“Culture Eats Strategy for Breakfast”

If you give people freedom, they will amaze you

I receive a lot of oddball mail at work, usually from people who want to work at Google. I’ve received T-shirts with resumes silk-screened on them, puzzles, and even sneakers (from someone wanting to “get their foot in the door” … get it?). I post the more colorful ones on my wall, including one letter that included the phrase “culture eats strategy for breakfast.” I’d never heard the phrase but thought it silly enough to keep as an example of management gibberish.

If you do a Google image search for “Google culture” you’ll get something like the screenshot on the next page.

These pictures encapsulate how first-time visitors perceive Google’s culture. The colorful slides and beanbags, the free gourmet food, the crazy offices (yes, that’s someone riding a bike through the office), and happy people working together and having a great time all suggest that this place is about work-as-play. There’s an element of truth to that, but Google’s culture has much deeper roots. Ed Schein, now retired from the MIT School of Management, taught that a group’s culture can be studied in three ways: by looking at its “artifacts,” such as physical space and behaviors; by surveying the beliefs and values espoused by group members; or by digging deeper into the underlying assumptions behind those values.37 It’s natural to look at Google and focus on the physical spaces: the nap pods for catching a quick snooze or the slides connecting floors. As Adam Grant of the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School and its youngest-ever tenured professor told me: “People interpret strong cultures based on the artifacts, because they’re the most visible, but the values and assumptions underneath matter much more.”
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Typical image results for “Google culture.” © Google, Inc.

Adam’s right.

“Fun” is in fact the most common word Googlers use to describe our culture.38 (Normally I’d be skeptical of employees telling the company how much they love it, but these surveys are anonymous—if anything, the incentive is to make things sound worse!) Early on, we decided that “you can be serious without a suit,” and enshrined that notion in the “10 Things We Know to Be True,” a list of ten beliefs that guide how we run our business.vi

We even play with our brand, something that most companies hold sacrosanct, swapping our regular logo for Google Doodles on our website. The first one, on August 30, 1998, was a tongue-in-cheek out-of-office notice for Larry and Sergey:
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The Burning Man Google Doodle. © Google, Inc.

They had gone to Burning Man, an annual festival of art, community, and self-reliance in the Nevada desert. The figure in the middle represented the Burning Man himself.

On June 9, 2011, we commemorated Les Paul, one of the pioneers of the solid-body electric guitar, with an interactive Doodle. If you brushed the guitar strings with your mouse or finger, you made music. You could even hit the red button to record and share your song. By some estimates, visitors to our site spent over 5.3 million hours making music that day.39
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The Les Paul Google Doodle. © Google, Inc.

We celebrate April Fool’s Day each year. On April 1, 2013, we announced that YouTube was in reality an eight-year contest to find the best video ever created, and we were finally ready to announce a winner. My favorite prank was Google Translate for Animals, an Android application in the UK that would translate animal sounds into English (Android is our operating system for mobile devices). It was not to be confused with some of the languages that Google Translate actually did convert into, such as Swedish Chef (from The Muppet Show—“Bork, bork, bork!”) or Pirate (“Arrr!”). On April 1, 2012, anyone searching for music in the Google Play online store would see an Androidified Kanye West pop up and say, “Did you mean: Beyoncé.”

We also have fun with our ongoing products. Each year, we launch a Santa Tracker so children can track Santa Claus as he travels the world. And watch what happens if you type “do a barrel roll” next time you’re using Google.com or in a Chrome browser.

All this fun might sound too frivolous to take seriously, but fun is an important part of Google, creating an opportunity for unguarded exploration and discovery. Yet fun is an outcome of who we are, rather than the defining characteristic. It doesn’t explain how Google works or why we choose to operate the way we do. To understand that, you have to explore the three defining aspects of our culture: mission, transparency, and voice.

A mission that matters

Google’s mission is the first cornerstone of our culture. Our mission is “to organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful.”40 How does our mission compare to those of other companies? Here are a few excerpts from other companies in 2013 (emphasis added):

 

IBM: “We strive to lead in the invention, development and manufacture of the industry’s most advanced information technologies, including computer systems, software, storage systems and microelectronics. We translate these advanced technologies into value for our customers through our professional solutions, services and consulting businesses worldwide.” 41

McDonald’s: “McDonald’s brand mission is to be our customers’ favorite place and way to eat and drink. Our worldwide operations are aligned around a global strategy called the Plan to Win, which center on an exceptional customer experience—People, Products, Place, Price and Promotion. We are committed to continuously improving our operations and enhancing our customers’ experience.” 42

Procter & Gamble: “We will provide branded products and services of superior quality and value that improve the lives of the world’s consumers, now and for generations to come. As a result, consumers will reward us with leadership sales, profit and value creation, allowing our people, our shareholders and the communities in which we live and work to prosper.” 43

These are all perfectly reasonable, responsible missions.

But two things are immediately obvious from reading these. First, I owe you an apology for making you slog through corporate mission statements, perhaps the worst form of literature known to man. Second, Google’s mission is distinctive both in its simplicity and in what it doesn’t talk about. There’s no mention of profit or market. No mention of customers, shareholders, or users. No mention of why this is our mission or to what end we pursue these goals. Instead, it’s taken to be self-evident that organizing information and making it accessible and useful is a good thing.

This kind of mission gives individuals’ work meaning, because it is a moral rather than a business goal. The most powerful movements in history have had moral motivations, whether they were quests for independence or equal rights. And while I don’t want to push this notion too far, it’s fair to say that there’s a reason that revolutions tend to be about ideas and not profits or market share.

Crucially, we can never achieve our mission, as there will always be more information to organize and more ways to make it useful. This creates motivation to constantly innovate and push into new areas. A mission that is about being “the market leader,” once accomplished, offers little more inspiration. The broad scope of our mission allows Google to move forward by steering with a compass rather than a speedometer. While there are always disagreements—and we’ll get to a few of those in chapter 13—the underlying shared belief in this mission unites most Googlers. It provided a touchstone for keeping the culture strong, even as we grew from dozens of people to tens of thousands.

One example of our mission pushing us into unexpected areas is Google Street View, which was introduced in 2007.44 Its simple but mind-bogglingly expansive purpose was to create a historical record by documenting what the entire world looked like from street level. It built upon the success of Google Maps, which in turn was built on the foundation laid by John Hanke and Brian McClendon, who started a company called Keyhole in 2001 that Google acquired three years later (and who are both still vice presidents at Google).

After a few years of looking at overhead maps, Larry had asked why we couldn’t also capture imagery the way people really saw it—from the ground. That was information too, and we’d be able to see how communities grow and change over time. And perhaps something interesting would come of it.

Something did.

The Arc de Triomphe!
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A sky-high view of the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, France, from Google Maps. © Google, Inc.
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The Arc de Triomphe, seen from street level in Google Street View. © Google, Inc.

The Arc de Triomphe was commissioned in 1806 and completed thirty years later, commemorating those who fought and died for France. Most people on the planet will never go to Paris, never walk around the Arc de Triomphe’s plaza, never see the eternal flame at its base.

But the two billion people who have Internet access can see it instantly. Or they can visit base camp on Mt. Everest45 or swim with sea lions among the Galápagos Islands.46
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South Base Camp, Khumjung, Mt. Everest, Nepal. © Google, Inc.
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Under the sea with Galápagos sea lions, Galápagos Islands. © Google, Inc.

The sweep of our mission has had surprising practical benefits as well. Outside the company, Philip Salesses, Katja Schechtner, and César Hidalgo of the MIT Media Lab compared images of Boston and New York with images of Linz and Salzburg, Austria, to explore what features—dirty streets or the number of streetlamps, for example—made it feel like neighborhoods were rich or poor, and whether those signifiers of economics and class correlated with safety.47 Eventually, their approach could be used to help cities determine how to allocate scarce resources best: Will neighborhoods feel and become safer if more trees are planted or if roads are repaired?

Google’s map products form a platform that more than one million sites and app developers have used to build businesses, ranging from Airbnb to Uber, from Waze to Yelp,48 serving more than one billion users each week.vii, 49
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Taj Mahal, Agra, India. © Google, Inc.

A more traditional mission of creating value for customers or growing profits would never have led us to Street View. And it’s a far cry from counting backlinks in order to rank websites. But our broader mission provided the space for Googlers and others to create wonderful things. These bursts of creation and accomplishment were a direct result of articulating Google’s mission as something to keep reaching for, just beyond the frontiers of what we can imagine.

The most talented people on the planet want an aspiration that is also inspiring. The challenge for leaders is to craft such a goal. Even at Google, we find that not everyone feels the same strong connection between their work and the company’s mission. For example, in our 2013 survey of Googlers, 86 percent of our sales teams agreed strongly that “I see a clear link between my work and Google’s objectives,” compared to 91 percent for other parts of Google. Same mission. Same company. Different level of connection and motivation. How do you address this?

Adam Grant has an answer. In Give and Take, he writes about the power of purpose to improve not just happiness, but also productivity.50 His answer, like many brilliant insights, seems obvious once it’s pointed out. The big surprise is how huge the impact is.

Adam looked at paid employees in a university’s fund-raising call center. Their job was to call potential donors and ask for contributions. He divided them into three groups. Group A was the control group, and just did their jobs. Group B read stories from other employees about the personal benefits of the job: learning and money. Group C read stories from scholarship recipients about how the scholarships had changed their lives. Groups A and B saw no difference in performance. Group C, in contrast, grew their weekly pledges by 155 percent (to twenty-three a week from nine a week) and weekly fund-raising by 143 percent (to $3,130 from $1,288).
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A man and his dog, Central Park, New York City. Faces blurred by Google Street View for their privacy. Image discovered by Jen Lin. © Google, Inc.

If reading about someone made such a big difference, Adam wondered, would actually meeting someone have even more of an impact? A group of fund-raisers were given the opportunity to meet a scholarship recipient and ask them questions for five minutes. The result: Over the next month, weekly fund-raising went up by more than 400 percent.

He found this effect persisted in other jobs as well. Lifeguards who read stories about saving drowning swimmers were 21 percent more active in watching over their swimmers. Students editing letters written by other students spent 20 percent more time on them if they first met the authors.51

So what is Adam’s insight? Having workers meet the people they are helping is the greatest motivator, even if they only meet for a few minutes. It imbues one’s work with a significance that transcends careerism or money.

  Deep down, every human being wants to find meaning in his or her work. Let’s take an extreme example. Is being a fish slicer meaningful work? Chhapte Sherpa Pinasha thinks so. He works at Russ & Daughters, a Manhattan purveyor of smoked fish, bagels, and specialty foods. The forty-year-old started working at Russ & Daughters over a decade ago, but was born in a village in the eastern Himalayas where he lived in a wooden shack, the youngest of four children. At fifteen, he started work, carrying ninety-pound bags of provisions to base camps for Mt. Everest climbers and accompanying foreigners on treks across the mountains. Is his current work less important than helping people summit the tallest peak on the planet? “The two jobs are not really different,” he told New York Times reporter Corey Kilgannon. “Both involve helping people.” 52Pinasha chooses to see a deeper mission in his work, whereas many people would view the job as “just” slicing lox.

We all want our work to matter. Nothing is a more powerful motivator than to know that you are making a difference in the world. Amy Wrzesniewski of Yale University told me people see their work as just a job (“a necessity that’s not a major positive in their lives”), a career (something to “win” or “advance”), or a calling (“a source of enjoyment and fulfillment where you’re doing socially useful work”).

You would expect that it’s easier to consider some occupations a calling than others, but the unexpected discovery is that it’s all in how you think about it. Amy looked at doctors and nurses, teachers and librarians, engineers and analysts, managers and secretaries. Across each of these, roughly one-third of people viewed their work as a calling. And people who did so were not just happier, but reported being healthier as well.53

Once it’s explained, it seems self-evident. But how many of us have taken the time to look for the deeper meaning in our work? How many of our companies make a practice of giving everyone, especially those most remote from the front office, access to your customers so employees can witness the human effect of their labors? Would it be hard to start?

At Google we’ve begun experimenting with using these personal touches as a way of directly connecting every person with our mission. I spoke recently with a group of three hundred salespeople who spend all day online helping small businesses advertise their wares across the Internet. For the Googlers, the jobs can become rote. But, I told them, those small business owners are reaching out because the problem that is easy for you is hard for them. You’ve managed hundreds of ad campaigns, but this is their first. When the Paul Bond Boot Company, a custom cowboy boot maker in Nogales, Arizona, wanted to expand beyond word-of-mouth sales, their first ads on Google increased sales by 20 percent. Paul’s company was suddenly connected to a much larger world. When we first shared a video of their story with Googlers, they were thrilled and inspired. Nikesh Arora, our SVP of Global Business at the time, called these “magic moments.” Watching for them and sharing them keeps Googlers connected to the company’s mission. If the benefits from making these connections are half of what Adam has found, they will prove to be superb investments.

If you believe people are good, you must be unafraid to share information with them

Transparency is the second cornerstone of our culture. “Default to open” is a phrase sometimes heard in the open-source technology community. Chris DiBona, leader of Google’s open-source efforts, defines it like this: “Assume that all information can be shared with the team, instead of assuming that no information can be shared. Restricting information should be a conscious effort, and you’d better have a good reason for doing so. In open source, it’s countercultural to hide information.” Google didn’t create this concept, but it’s safe to say we ran with it.

As an example, consider Google’s code base, which is the collection of all the source code—or computer programs—that makes all our products work. This includes the code for almost everything we do, including Search, YouTube, AdWords, and AdSense (those little blue text ads you see on the Internet). Our code base contains the secrets of how Google’s algorithms and products work. At a typical software company, a new engineer will be able to see some of the code base for just their product. At Google, a newly hired software engineer gets access to almost all of our code on the first day. Our intranet includes product roadmaps, launch plans, and employee snippets (weekly status reports) alongside employee and team quarterly goals (called OKRs, for “Objectives and Key Results”… I’ll talk more about them in chapter 7), so that everyone can see what everyone else is working on. A few weeks into every quarter, our executive chairman, Eric Schmidt, walks the company through the same presentation that the board of directors saw just days before. We share everything, and trust Googlers to keep the information confidential.

At our weekly TGIF all-hands meeting, Larry and Sergey host the entire company (thousands join in person and by video, and tens of thousands watch the rebroadcast online) for updates from the prior week, product demonstrations, welcoming of new hires, and most important, thirty minutes of fielding questions from anyone in the company, on any topic.

The Q&A is the part that matters most.

Everything is up for question and debate, from the trivial (“Larry, now that you’re CEO, will you start wearing a suit?” The answer was a definite no), to business-related (“How much does Chromecast cost to make?”), to the technical (“The Guardian and New York Times today revealed that NSA internal documents claim they are covertly influencing cryptographic products in order to insert vulnerabilities. What can I do as an engineer to help keep our users’ data securely encrypted?”), and the ethical (“To me, privacy includes being able to say things online without attaching my real name to them—say, publicly commenting on an Alcoholics Anonymous video on YouTube without outing myself as alcoholic. Does Google still support that kind of privacy?”).viii Any question is fair game, and every question deserves an answer.

Even the way the questions are chosen is rooted in transparency, using a tool (awkwardly) called Hangouts On Air Q&A. Users can not only submit questions, but also discuss and vote on them. This crowdsourcing prioritizes questions that reflect the interests of an audience.

In 2008, President-elect Obama’s transition team used this tool as part of their Open for Questions events, a series of nationwide town halls where everyone in the country was invited to submit questions for the president to answer. Participants submitted more than ten thousand questions and voted more than one million times to determine which were the most important.
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Google Moderator, as used by the Obama-Biden transition team in 2008.

The benefit of so much openness is that everyone in the company knows what’s going on. This may sound trivial, but it’s not. Large organizations often have groups doing redundant work without knowing it, wasting resources. Information sharing allows everyone to understand the differences in goals across different groups, avoiding internal rivalry. The case against this approach is made by companies that foster internal rivalry and obscure information across teams. Alfred Sloan famously created this type of culture as CEO of General Motors, and it culminated in GM at one point having five major brands, each of which sold cars that competed with the others to varying degrees. For example, Toyota had a single offering in the mid-priced sedan category: the Camry. In the same category, GM offered two cars from Buick (the Allure and the Lucerne), the Cadillac CTS, two from Chevrolet (the Impala and the Malibu), the Pontiac G8, and the Saturn Aura.54 Even if one part of GM won a sale, four parts lost.

At Google, we sometimes offer similar products. We minimize unhealthy competition by letting Googlers know about them and explaining why we allow this competition to persist. Often it’s to take advantage of “late binding,” a corruption of a programming term that we use to indicate that it can be valuable to wait to make a decision. For example, we produce two operating systems: Chrome (primarily laptops and Web browsers) and Android (primarily smartphones and tablets). On one level, it doesn’t make sense to ask consumers to choose between a Chrome experience on a laptop and an Android experience on a phone. Both are made by Google: Shouldn’t they be the same? But the two teams have different strengths and are pushing their technologies in novel directions. Chrome boots faster and has more robust Wi-Fi, while Android has developed a larger ecosystem of applications on its Play Store. Thus far, the innovation and learning from having both systems outweigh the costs of deciding on one or the other.

We also use an unfortunately named technique common in technology firms called “dogfooding,” where Googlers are the first to try new products and provide feedback.ix Dogfooders were the first to test-ride in our self-driving cars, supplying valuable feedback on how they work in daily use. This way, Googlers learn what’s going on, and teams get valuable, early feedback from real users.

One of the serendipitous benefits of transparency is that simply by sharing data, performance improves. Dr. Marty Makary, a surgeon at the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland, points to when New York State started requiring hospitals to post death rates from coronary artery bypass surgeries. Over the next four years, deaths from heart surgery fell 41 percent.55 The simple act of making performance transparent was sufficient to transform patient outcomes.

There are examples of companies that have pushed internal transparency further than we have. Bridgewater Associates, the world’s largest hedge fund with $145 billion in assets,56 takes one such approach: Every meeting is recorded and made available to all employees. Bridgewater’s founder, Ray Dalio, explains: “My most important principle is that getting at the truth … is essential for getting better. We get at truth through radical transparency and putting aside our ego barriers in order to explore our mistakes and personal weaknesses so that we can improve.” 57

Recordings are used not just as communication vehicles, but as learning tools. Managers receive periodic compilations that provide important updates about recent events, illustrate how decisions are made, and share how even the most senior people are learning and growing. The recordings are also used to encourage more precise thinking and communication. No more “I never said that” or “That’s not what I meant,” when it’s possible to review what actually happened. A more subtle objective is to reduce politicking. It’s hard to go behind someone’s back when they can later listen to your meetings.

The value of transparency is paramount to Bridgewater, the foundation of its people philosophy and practices. And it works for them. It’s hard to argue with their track record of integrity, strong culture, and decades-long market-beating performance.

At the same time, that level of transparency is further than Google has gone. In part that’s because we feel strongly that privacy is an individual right. For example, user data is fiercely protected. Even when legally required to provide user data in response to law enforcement orders—which we challenge when appropriate—we publish a Transparency Report (www.google.com/transparencyreport) showing all such requests we can. And when we make mistakes, as we did in 2010 when some Street View cars unintentionally collected payload data from certain unsecured Wi-Fi networks as they drove by, we take steps to fix those mistakes and prevent future ones.

We do find mechanisms to address some of the same issues Bridgewater attacks. The way we solve the “backstabbing” problem, for example, is that if you write a nasty email about someone, you shouldn’t be surprised if they are added to the email thread. I remember the first time I complained about somebody in an email and my manager promptly copied that person, which forced us to quickly resolve the issue. It was a stark lesson in the importance of having a direct conversation with my colleagues!

So there are degrees of transparency, of defaulting to open. Most organizations are so far from risk in this area that they have little to lose, and much to gain. Fundamentally, if you’re an organization that says “Our people are our greatest asset” (as most do), and you mean it, you must default to open. Otherwise, you’re lying to your people and to yourself. You’re saying people matter but treating them like they don’t. Openness demonstrates to your employees that you believe they are trustworthy and have good judgment. And giving them more context about what is happening (and how and why) will enable them to do their jobs more effectively and contribute in ways a top-down manager couldn’t anticipate.

All of us want control over our destinies

Voice is the third cornerstone of Google’s culture. Voice means giving employees a real say in how the company is run. Either you believe people are good and you welcome their input, or you don’t. For many organizations this is terrifying, but it is the only way to live in adherence to your values.

Many of our people practices originate with our employees. For example, under the US tax code, homosexual couples must pay income tax on the value of health benefits received by a domestic partner, while heterosexual married couples do not have to pay that tax. A Googler emailed Yvonne Agyei, our VP of Benefits, and explained that this wasn’t fair. Yvonne’s response: “You’re right.” 58She implemented a policy that provided extra payments to same-sex couples to cover the additional income tax, becoming one of the first major companies to do so, and the first to do so globally.

Beyond living our values, there are positive benefits from giving employees voice. Ethan Burris of the University of Texas at Austin found that “Getting employees to voice ideas has long been recognized as a key driver of high-quality decisions and organizational effectiveness. Research on voice has shown positive effects of employees speaking up on decision quality, team performance, and organizational performance.” 59

In 2009, Googlers told us through our annual survey that it was becoming harder to get things done. They were right. We had doubled in size, growing to 20,222 employees by the end of 2008 from 10,674 at the end of 2006, and growing to $21.8 billion in revenues from $10.6 billion. But rather than announcing top-down corporate initiatives, our CFO, Patrick Pichette, put the power in Googlers’ hands. He launched Bureaucracy Busters, a now-annual program where Googlers identify their biggest frustrations and help fix them. In the first round, Googlers submitted 570 ideas and voted more than 55,000 times. Most of the frustrations came from small, readily addressable issues: The calendar application didn’t allow groups to be added, so large meetings took forever to set up; budget approval thresholds were annoyingly low, requiring managers to review even the smallest transactions; time-saving tools were too hard to find (ironic). We implemented the changes Googlers asked for, they were happier, and it actually became easier to do our work.

In contrast, I recall a discussion with an HR leader from one of the ten biggest companies in the country. “Our CEO wants us to be more innovative,” she said. “He asked me to call you because Google is known for having an innovative culture. One of his ideas is to set up a ‘creativity room’ where we have a foosball table, beanbags, lava lamps, and lots of snacks, so people can come up with crazy ideas. What do you think? How does Google do it?”

I told her a bit about how Google’s culture really works, and suggested that perhaps her CEO could try videotaping his staff meetings and sharing the recordings with people so they could see what’s going on in the company and what’s important to their leaders. I was just floating a crazy idea, but I thought it might be a powerful way to share with employees how decisions were made. I didn’t know at the time that Bridgewater was thinking even bigger, taping every meeting. “No,” she countered, “we’d never do that.” How about having junior people attend leadership team meetings as notetakers, and they could then be vectors for that knowledge across the company? (Jonathan Rosenberg, our former SVP of Product, pioneered this for us.) “No, we couldn’t share that information with junior people.”

Hmm … okay. How about, when the CEO does employee meetings, seeding the audience with the tough, provocative questions that people are afraid to ask? “Oh no, he would never do that. Think of all the crackpot emails he’d get.” A different angle was to have a suggestion box—which she thought might work—and then each quarter let a self-nominated group of employees decide what suggestions to implement. And maybe even give them a budget for it? “Oh no, that won’t work. Who knows what they might do?”

This otherwise remarkable company was afraid of giving employees even the tiniest opportunity for direct expression and dialogue with their CEO. At which point I wished her luck with the beanbags and lava lamps.

Culture matters most when it is tested

These three cultural cornerstones—mission, transparency, voice—were at the forefront of our 2010 discussions of how Google should operate in China. While the legal and policy details in China are complicated, the effect is that search engines were forbidden to display results for certain search queries. For example, a search for “Tiananmen Square” would show only results from government-approved sites. This was not making information universally accessible! How could we be true to our values of transparency and voice if we censored our results?

Since 2002, our global website, www.google.com, had periodically become unavailable to users in China.60 We launched www.google.cn in 2006 to try something different. Since our site was hosted in China, we complied with local laws. When results had to be filtered, other search engines simply censored results, while we added an additional line at the bottom of the screen: “In accordance with local laws, regulations, and policies, some search results have not been displayed.” Sometimes the absence of information is information itself.

Chinese Internet users are clever. This small signal was enough to let them know they were being kept in the dark and to seek the truth elsewhere.

We naively hoped that our actions would encourage other companies to provide similar notifications, and that in response it might become unnecessary to censor results. Instead, the opposite happened. At the same time that we started notifying users if their search results were filtered, we noticed that our services would sometimes slow down. Even innocuous search results could take minutes, rather than milliseconds, to show up for users in China, and sometimes our website was completely blocked and unavailable to Chinese users.

Despite this, we continued to grow in China. Users wanted truth.

As the interference with our services worsened, we debated furiously about the right thing to do. Eric had weekly staff meetings of his management team that ran for about two hours, and in many of them we’d spend at least thirty minutes discussing China.

Across the company, Googlers were engaged in the debate as well. These debates happened in product review meetings with teams of engineers, product managers, and senior management, during TGIF, in long email debates that included thousands of people at a time, and in our hallways and cafés.

On the one hand, if our mission meant something and we believed in transparency, how could we be active participants in censorship? If we compromised our culture and principles in this case, where else would we do so? Would we make a stronger statement by not being in China than by collaborating with the government?

On the other hand, China was a country with long social and political cycles; shouldn’t we think about change in terms of decades, not years? If we didn’t continue engaging on this issue, who would? Wasn’t some access to the truth, however limited, better than none?

In 2010, after thousands of hours of discussion and having heard input from employees across the globe, we decided we could not censor our results. Because ignoring the government’s censorship directives would be illegal and we of course obey the laws of the countries in which we operate, our only option was to stop providing search on www.google.cn, our site hosted in China.

But we didn’t want to turn our backs on our Chinese users. Visitors to our Google.cn page saw a message recommending they visit www.google.hk, our site hosted in Hong Kong. When the British government returned control of Hong Kong to the Chinese in 1997, the terms of the handover were that Hong Kong would be exempt from most mainland Chinese regulations for fifty years. This left us thirty-seven years to be true to our culture and committed to China. The Hong Kong site is often blocked or slowed for mainland users, but it allows us to maintain a local, Chinese-language site for users. Within China, notifying users when search results are censored has since become a common practice. Our presence in search in China has dwindled, but it was the right thing to do.

If you give people freedom, they will amaze you

So, to my astonishment, the phrase “culture eats strategy for breakfast” was pretty spot-on. I realized this only after I’d been at Google five years and was asked to write an article about our culture for Think Quarterly.61 I reflected on our debates as a leadership team and saw that, just as in China, we consistently made decisions based not on economics, but on what supported our values. Time and again, we’ve let our cultural cornerstones of mission, transparency, and voice anchor us in tackling difficult and divisive issues, debating them, and resolving them into clear strategies: Our culture was shaping our strategy, and not the other way around.

It took me another few years to wonder where the phrase came from. I learned that it was apocryphally attributed to the influential management theorist Peter Drucker.62 It hangs on the wall of the Ford Motor Company’s war room, posted there in 2006 by Ford’s president, Mark Fields, as a reminder that a robust culture is essential to success.

If you embark down this path, the road will be bumpy. Culture isn’t static. Googlers, for example, have said: “Google’s culture is changing and it’s just not the company I joined anymore.” “I remember when we had just a few hundred people—it was a totally different company. Now we feel like any other big company.” “We’re just not a fun place anymore.”

Each of these quotations is from someone bemoaning that Google has lost its way.

The first quote is from the year 2000 (less than a few hundred employees), the second is from 2006 (six thousand employees), and the last is from 2012 (fifty thousand employees—especially ironic because the word Googlers most used to describe Google’s culture in that year was “fun”!) In fact, at every point in Google’s history, there has been a sense that the culture was degrading. Almost every Googler longs for the halcyon days of Google’s youth … which they tend to define as what Google was like in their first few months. This is a reflection of both how wonderfully inspiring the first few months at Google can be and how quickly Google continues to evolve.

We enjoy a constant paranoia about losing the culture, and a constant, creeping sense of dissatisfaction with the current culture. This is a good sign! This feeling of teetering on the brink of losing our culture causes people to be vigilant about threats to it. I’d be concerned if people stopped worrying.

One way to address this worry is to be open to the discussion and to channel any frustration into efforts to bolster the culture. At Google, we have a secret weapon: Stacy Sullivan. Stacy was hired in 1999 as Google’s first Human Resources leader. A champion tennis player, Berkeley grad, and veteran of multiple technology companies, Stacy is smart, creative, bracingly direct, and utterly charming. In short, she’s exactly the kind of person Google loves to hire, which makes sense since she helped shape Google’s target hiring profile. Today Stacy is Google’s chief culture officer, the only person ever to hold that title, charged with making sure Google’s culture stays true to itself. She explains: “Even from the first day, we were worried about the culture. It always felt like it was changing, so we have always had to fight to keep the core culture strong.”

Stacy built a global network of Culture Clubs, teams of local volunteers charged with maintaining Google’s culture in each of our seventy-plus offices. They have modest budgets (typically $1,000 or $2,000 per year) and their brief is to nudge the local office cultures along, staying connected to the rest of Google and encouraging both play and honest discussion. There is no application to be named the leader of a Culture Club. You become one simply by acting like one: taking charge of local office events, being vocal, and—importantly—emerging as a leader to whom others look for advice on what is “Googley.”

Eventually, Stacy finds you and asks you to take on the role.63

I mentioned earlier that there are various ways to build great businesses, and companies have been successful with both low-freedom and high-freedom models. Google is clearly in the latter camp. Once you’ve chosen to think and act like a founder, your next decision is about what kind of culture you want to create. What are the beliefs you have about people, and do you have the courage to treat people the way your beliefs suggest? My personal and professional experience is that if you give people freedom, they will surprise, delight, and amaze you. They will also sometimes disappoint you, but if we were perfect we wouldn’t be human. This isn’t an indictment of freedom. It’s just one of the trade-offs.

The case for finding a compelling mission, being transparent, and giving your people voice is in part a pragmatic one. The growing global cadre of talented, mobile, motivated professionals and entrepreneurs demand these kinds of environments. Over the coming decades the most gifted, hardest-working people on the planet will gravitate to places where they can do meaningful work and help shape the destiny of their organizations. But the case is also a moral one, rooted in the simplest maxim of all: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.
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Lake Wobegon, Where All the New Hires Are Above Average

Why hiring is the single most important people activity in any organization

Imagine you have won the largest lottery jackpot in US history: $656 million. You can do anything. And improbably enough, you choose to build a championship baseball team.

You have a couple of options. You can take your pile of cash and hire the best players on the planet to play for you. Or you could take the Bad News Bears approach: Assemble a ragtag team of misfits and by dint of your coaching, hard work, and deep insight into motivation and human nature, mold them into a team of winners.x

Which approach is more likely to give you your championship team? Fortunately, both approaches have been tested.

The first World Series was played in 1903, and there have been 108 World Series since. The New York Yankees have played in forty of them, and won twenty-seven. This is almost four times as many as the St. Louis Cardinals, the next most frequent winners.

A major factor in the Yankees’ winning record has been their explicit strategy of paying top dollar for the best players, with a 2013 payroll of $229,000,000.xi They have had the highest payroll in baseball every year since 1999 and were the second-highest paying the year before. In fact, 38 percent of the World Series since 1998 were won by one of the two highest-paying teams—either the Yankees or the Boston Red Sox—and 53 percent of the time, one of the two highest-paying teams appeared in the World Series.64

This is an extraordinary outcome. If winning were random, then a Major League Baseball team would have a 3 percent chance of winning the World Series each year. So why do the high-paying teams win so often, but not all the time?

It’s fairly straightforward to know who the better baseball players are. Their performance is observable, since every game is public and recorded, the rules and positions are well understood, producing a consistent standard of assessment, and their wages are known. And despite the years that have passed since Michael Lewis wrote Moneyball, chronicling the Oakland Athletics’ clever application of data analytics to player performance, it’s still fiendishly difficult to agree on who the absolute best are, or to predict who will have a great year. But it’s not hard to identify the top 5 percent or 10 percent of players.

As long as money is no object, a team could hire all the players who performed extremely well last year and have a pretty good chance at fielding a championship baseball team. However, hiring the best players in the league from last year doesn’t guarantee that they will be the best players next year. In fact, it’s extremely rare. But you can be pretty confident that their collective performance would at least be in the top half or one-third of all teams in the league.

The downside of this approach, of course, is the cost: Payroll for the Yankees more than tripled to $229,000,000 over this period, rising $163,000,000 since 1998. Today, the sustainability of paying top dollar is being called into question, even by the Yankees. George Steinbrenner was the architect of their strategy of buying the best ballplayers. He has been succeeded by his son, Hal, who planned to reduce the Yankees’ 2014 payroll below $189 million to avoid Major League Baseball’s luxury tax.65

CEOs like to pursue this strategy as well. Marissa Mayer, who had been employee number 20 at Google and was instrumental in shaping our brand and approach to search, became the CEO of Yahoo on July 16, 2012. Over the next year, Yahoo acquired at least nineteen companies,66 including Jybe (activity and media recommendations), Rondee (free conference calls), Snip.it (news clipping), Summly (news summaries), Tumblr (photo blogs), Xobni (inbox and contact list management), and Ztelic (social-network analysis). The prices for only five of their acquisitions were disclosed, totaling $1,230,000,000 ($1.23 billion). And of the acquisitions listed here, all but Tumblr had some or all of their products shut down once they were acquired, and their people were integrated into Yahoo’s existing team.

Buying companies and then shutting down their products is a recent Silicon Valley phenomenon, awkwardly known as acquihiring. The ostensible purpose is to obtain people who have demonstrated their capabilities by building great products and who otherwise would not join you as employees.

It’s not clear yet whether acqui-hiring is a good way to build successful organizations. First, it’s fabulously expensive: Yahoo paid $30 million for Summly, shut it down, and fired all but three employees,67 retaining only seventeen-year-old founder Nick D’Aloisio and two others. That’s $10 million per person. And even when acqui-hires are “cheap,” they are still expensive: The thirty-one Xobni employees cost $1.3 million each.68 And after all that, they still need ongoing salaries, bonuses, and stock awards, just like other employees.

Acqui-hires also see their products killed. That’s a painful experience. While the money is supposed to make up for it, I’ve heard about many acqui-hired engineers across Silicon Valley who are just biding their time until they are fully vested and then plan to strike out on their own again. It’s also not clear that acqui-hired employees generate better outcomes than hired employees. Some do, but I haven’t seen evidence that it’s generally true.

Given that over two-thirds of mergers and acquisitions fail to create value when the products and businesses are kept alive,69 there would have to be something special about acqui-hired employees to make this strategy work. This isn’t to say that acqui-hires are a bad idea. Just that they’re not obviously a great idea.

Buying the best seems like the way to go if you’re building a baseball team, but it’s much trickier if you’re building a company. The labor market for employees isn’t as transparent as the market for baseball players. The only evidence you have for someone’s performance is their resume and what they (and sometimes their references) tell you, rather than actual recordings of them working. Any given position in baseball is pretty much the same across teams; there are only so many different ways to play first base. But there are many different ways to perform a marketing job, for example. And offering higher wages just means you get more applicants, not that you get better applicants or can better sift the great from the mediocre.

For all these reasons, most organizations pursue the Bad News Bears strategy, though they don’t admit it. What executives will tell you is that they recruit the best people and then groom, train, and coach them into champions. There are three reasons to be skeptical of these claims.

First, if they were really doing this, wouldn’t more organizations have champion-level performance? The Yankees are in the World Series 37 percent of the time, and when they play in it, they win 67 percent of the time. There are very few organizations that have that level of performance, and fewer still that have sustained it for a hundred years.

Second, if they were really better at recruiting, shouldn’t there be something special about how they recruit? Yet most organizations run recruiting the same way: Post a job, screen resumes, interview some people, pick whom to hire. Nothing more complicated than that. If they are all recruiting the same way, why would any of them get a different outcome than their competitors? And by definition, this means firms are recruiting average talent. Sure they’ll get some superstars and some stinkers, just like every other company. But overall, the quality of their new hires is average.

Third, most people simply aren’t very good at interviewing. We think we are hiring the best because, after all, aren’t we great judges of character? When we start interviews, don’t we immediately size up the person and get a pretty good sense of their character and capabilities? And if we never go back and compare our interview notes (if we bothered to take any) with how people actually perform months and years later, so what? We know deep down that we’ve hired the best.

But we’re wrong.

People approach hiring the way Garrison Keillor describes the fictional town of Lake Wobegon, where “all the children are above average.” We all think we are great at it, but we never go back to check if we are, and so we never get better. There’s ample data showing that most assessment occurs in the first three to five minutes of an interview (or even more quickly),70 with the remaining time being spent confirming that bias; that interviewers are subconsciously biased toward people like themselves; and that most interview techniques are worthless. Remember when George W. Bush met Vladimir Putin and reported that “I looked the man in the eye. … I was able to get a sense of his soul.” 71

In addition to thinking we’re superior interviewers, we convince ourselves that the candidate we select is also above average. After all, we wouldn’t offer them a








	A. We hire 90th percentile performers, who start doing great work right away.

	B. We hire average performers, and through our training programs hope eventually to turn them into 90th percentile performers.
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		Jeff Dean’s keyboard doesn’t have a Ctrl key because Jeff Dean is always in control.

		When Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone, he saw a missed call from Jeff Dean.

		Once, when the index servers went down, Jeff Dean answered user queries manually for two hours. Evals showed a quality improvement of 5 points.

		In 1998, scientists added a leap second to December 31st to give Jeff Dean time to fix the Y2K bug—in every system known to man.

		Jeff Dean once described Zeno’s paradox to an innocent bystander. The bystander never moved again.

		To Jeff Dean, “NP”xii means “No Problemo.”

		If the world was on the brink of global thermonuclear war, they would have WOPR play against Jeff rather than itself.

		Newton once said, “If I have seen far, it is because Jeff Dean will stand on my shoulders.”
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'WORK RULES...FOR HIRING (THE SHORT VERSION)

O Given limited resources, invest your HR dollars first in
recruiting.

O Hire only the best by taking your time, hiring only
people who are better than you in some meaningful

way, and not letting managers make hiring decisions
for their own teams.
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'WORK RULES...FOR BUILDING A GREAT CULTURE
O Think of your work as a calling, with a mission that
matters.

O Give people slightly more trust, freedom, and author-
ity than you are comfortable giving them. If you're not
nervous, you haven't given them enough.
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'WORK RULES...FOR BECOMING A FOUNDER

O Choose to think of yourself as a founder.
O Now act like one.
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