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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Greater Fools

IN AN ARTICLE TITLED “Office of the Future,” about the most innovative company in commercial real estate, Fast Company magazine explained that the global economy was moving faster than ever, aided by the internet and a rise in entrepreneurship that entrenched real estate interests weren’t prepared to meet. Start-ups were pivoting every six months, doubling or halving in size along the way, and no one needed a ten-year lease anymore. The company had been founded by an entrepreneur himself, and offered furnished offices whenever and increasingly wherever anyone needed them, with new locations opening at a rapid pace. Hospitality was a top priority: employees were instructed to answer the phone with a “smile in the voice.” The company was still figuring out all the ways its spaces might be used—the Backstreet Boys, who were then at the peak of their fame, had just used one to hold a global videoconference—but at its core, the business hinged on bringing a “sense of community” to shared offices. 

The Fast Company article appeared in March of 2000, when Miguel was working on English, baby! and Adam was still in the Israeli Navy. The company that was supposedly building the office of the future was Regus, launched in Belgium in 1989 by Mark Dixon, a British businessman who had dropped out of school to start a lunch delivery service called Dial-A-Snack. Regus had 250 locations in twenty-five countries and was opening two more every week. Dixon had a Neumannian view of his company’s future, a decade before Adam joined him in the industry. He believed that people would use Regus spaces to work, to congregate, to build community. “I tell our employees that we’re just getting started,” Dixon said. “If we get it right, we have an opportunity to change the world.” 

* * * 

WEWORK’S RISE FROM nothing to becoming a multibillion-dollar company in half a decade gave many in the real estate world a sense of déjà vu. In 2000, when the Fast Company article ran, Regus was preparing to go public on the London Stock Exchange. The company had become a crucial cog in the booming start-up economy of the ’90s, and its shares quickly shot up by almost 40 percent, reaching a total market capitalization—the stock market’s version of a private company valuation—above $3 billion. But when the dot-com bubble burst, Regus collapsed with it. Tenants bailed on their flexible contracts, leaving Regus with a devastating decrease in revenue to cover the costs of the long-term leases it still had to pay for. In 2003, the US arm of Regus filed for bankruptcy. 

By the time WeWork secured a private valuation of $5 billion at the end of 2014, Regus had recovered and would soon rebrand as IWG— International Workplace Group—a nicely profitable if boring company. But IWG had not returned to its peak stock market value, a number WeWork had now blown past, despite the fact that IWG had more than two thousand locations bringing in over $2 billion in revenue. WeWork, by comparison, had just two dozen spaces producing close to $150 million. 

WeWork was clearly doing something different than IWG. Its spaces were vibrant and millennial-friendly, while most of IWG’s were practical and bland. But it wasn’t obvious that an aesthetic edge offered WeWork a competitive advantage worthy of its valuation. When critics asked Adam how his business would fare in a recession like the one that felled Regus, his response was much the same as the one Dixon had offered without success: big companies will downsize into WeWork, while laid-off free-lancers will look for something beyond a home office. “What’s shocking to me is that you could look at our P&L”—profit and loss—“and then you could pull up Regus’s, and it’s the exact same business,” said a member of WeWork’s finance team. “A lot of people got caught up in the hype and Adam’s charisma, but when you looked at the numbers, it was always kind of clear.” 

The task of filling the chasm between WeWork’s vision and the promise presented to investors was left to Adam and his pitch, which needed to be properly staged. He insisted that potential investors join him for a WeWork tour, and while there were plenty of occasions in which WeWork locations were naturally lively, it fell to the company’s employees to ensure those moments lined up with Adam’s pitches. Community managers became experts at throwing impromptu parties that could be “activated” in the precise ninety-second window Jamie Dimon or Bruce Dunlevie walked through a WeWork common area with Adam. (“You got to know which members were willing to come back for a third bagel if the VIP was running late,” one community manager said.) To emphasize the company’s digital qualifications, Adam placed WeWork’s software engineers, rather than Miguel’s team of physical designers, at desks next to his office. “These aren’t architects or builders,” Adam would tell visitors. “This is my tech team.” 

But Adam needed help as WeWork began approaching larger investors. While pitching WeWork’s Series C and D rounds, which included traditional Wall Street institutions—JPMorgan, T. Rowe Price, Goldman Sachs—Adam had been joined by Michael Gross, who replaced Ariel Tiger, Adam’s navy buddy, as WeWork’s CFO at the end of 2013. Gross knew Rebekah from childhood, and from college at Cornell. He had spent much of the 2000s in finance; in 2011, after his private equity firm invested in Morgans Hotels, a boutique chain run by Studio 54 founder Ian Schrager, Gross was installed as CEO. WeWork had talked with Morgans about building a music-themed space—WeRock—at one of its New York hotels. 

Gross was blond and boyish, and moved naturally within New York’s elite circles, swimming laps with investment bankers at the New York Athletic Club on Central Park South. A few months after joining We-Work, he helped coax Lew Frankfort, the former Coach CEO whose son was Gross’s friend, to invest $7 million in the company and become a board member. “Michael’s the kind of guy who could take a Saudi sheik out for a night in New York and come back with $200 million,” Jamie Hodari, the founder of a WeWork rival called Industrious, said. “If I was trying to get into sipping rum, Michael would say, ‘There’s this perfect place in Tribeca for that.’ Adam would say, ‘Have you thought about tequila?’ ” As one WeWork executive put it, “Michael was everything Adam wanted to be.” 

Some investors didn’t know what to think when Adam ordered tequila shots at dinner or took his shoes off during a presentation, and Gross added a note of refinement to Adam’s wild energy. He became Adam’s right-hand man and party buddy—Gross was the other executive who trashed the Dupont Circle WeWork game room during a late night of booze and Time Crisis—and most importantly, his running mate on the fundraising trail. Adam had stopped describing Kabbalah as the inspiration for WeWork, on a recommendation from Lew Frankfort (“Wear your bracelet if you want, just don’t talk about it”), but he still described the company’s appeal as stemming from an ephemeral “energy” in the air. “It can’t exactly be touched,” he said. “It’s a feeling.” After Adam walked into a room and put on a bravura performance for a potential investor, Gross could reassure any skeptics that there was a steady hand directing things behind the scenes. Adam seemed to feed off of Gross’s natural confidence; Rebekah lamented to another WeWork executive that “the only person who can get Adam at his best is Michael.” 

Adam had always leaned on his partners, going all the way back to Susan Lazar in the baby clothes business. (In 2013, Adam sold his stake in Big Tent.) His fundraising efforts with Gross were now key to the company’s growth, and while Miguel made sure the company’s physical product was appealing to investors, he had taken a back seat in the financing pitch. Miguel believed in the company and the quality of what they were building, but he didn’t always have Adam’s ability to prevaricate about its grandest ambitions. While speaking to a group of WeWork members in 2015, Miguel admitted that they still didn’t know what would happen when the economy dipped. He thought the company offered something valuable, but WeWork didn’t have a magic trick that would allow it to subvert the economics of the business it was in. “There’s nothing that we do that isn’t in line with what everyone else does,” Miguel told the group, before seeming to realize this wasn’t the most compelling pitch. When he tried to offer an example of how WeWork separated itself from other office space operators, he mentioned how much fun people had at its recent Halloween party, where Busta Rhymes performed. WeWork’s competitive advantage, it seemed, was knowing how to put on a good show. 

* * * 

ONE EXPLANATION FOR the blindness investors appeared to have for the realities of WeWork’s business was the fact that every private valuation of the 2010s required a certain suspension of disbelief. “The funny thing about ‘hard numbers’ is that they can give a false sense of security,” Bill Gurley wrote in Above the Crowd in 2014. He was talking about the math behind valuations and how widely their underlying calculations could vary, depending on what numbers you put in. In this case, Gurley was defending an outsize valuation: Uber, another Benchmark company, had recently been valued at $17 billion. Gurley was critiquing an NYU professor who said that Uber’s valuation was inflated “by a factor of 25.” 

The professor’s analysis presumed that Uber’s total addressable market, or TAM, was the $100 billion taxi-and-limousine market. Gurley believed that Uber’s TAM was every single car on the road—a market theoretically worth $1.3 trillion. 

This kind of blue-sky thinking was saturating Silicon Valley. When Airbnb’s founders first raised money from venture capital investors, an adviser encouraged them to tweak only one item in their pitch deck: swap out a letter and boost their $30 million revenue target to $30 billion. “Investors want B’s, baby,” the adviser said. Adam was trying to position WeWork in similarly ambitious terms. “We are not competing with other coworking spaces,” he said. “We are competing with offices—and that is a $15 trillion asset class in the U.S.” Globally, the real estate market was closer to $200 trillion. 

Real estate is a fragmented business, with none of the network effects that allowed tech companies to devour entire industries. Even the world’s largest real estate firms control a fraction of 1 percent of the market. But venture capitalists weren’t looking for ceilings; they wanted B’s, baby. What if WeWork could break that mold? A global brand known for providing the kinds of offices that people actually wanted to work in had huge potential alongside anonymous building operators like Brookfield and Vornado. Two percent of the market could make Amazon’s revenues look like a pittance. 

Investors from Wall Street to Sand Hill Road were also primed to hope. The post-recession era ushered in an age of hypergrowth, where one well-timed hit could make a career. Low interest rates enabled speculative investors to fund risky bets that could produce outsize returns. Individual investors were putting more of their money into index funds, which broadly tracked the economy, leaving mutual fund managers seeking alternatives to prove they could beat a market that was already booming. At the end of 2014, the New York Times published an article about investors casting about for the next Uber, which was now a decacorn—a company with a $10 billion valuation. WeWork, which the Times described as “Uber for offices,” was among a group of decacorns just waiting to be funded. 

Benchmark had invested another chunk into WeWork’s Series D round, but a few months later, Bill Gurley returned to Above the Crowd to express concern about the state of the broader venture capital world in a post titled “Investors Beware.” Gurley believed that venture capitalists had “essentially abandoned” risk analysis and were blindly treating the fundraising decks shared by start-ups as if they were properly audited financial documents. The new unicorns, like WeWork, were burning cash to increase market share at such an unhealthy rate that going public was unthinkable for many. Investors were only making the problem worse. “The very act of dumping hundreds of millions of dollars into an immature private company can also have perverse effects on a company’s operating discipline,” Gurley wrote. Investors were pushing profitability further into the future while avoiding a test of whether any given company’s business model “actually works.” They suffered from a fear of missing out on the next Facebook or Uber or Netflix. “There is a fool in every market,” Gurley wrote, quoting Warren Buffett. “If you don’t know who it is, it is probably you.” 

Investors wanted to believe Adam could fulfill his vision, and at least some of their faith seemed to rest on an expectation that he could convince the next person to kick in even more—the greater fool theory of finance. When Adam approached tech investors, he emphasized the money that could be made in real estate; to more traditional financiers, he talked about the promise of WeWork’s technology. Around 2015, Adam came up with a new pitch: WeWork was a “community company,” part of the sharing economy, with hallways that were designed to be as narrow as possible not because doing so allowed WeWork to squeeze in more paying tenants, but in order to force members to connect. 

In early 2015, just a few months after WeWork’s Series D, its finance team started approaching investors about another injection of capital that would allow the company to keep up with its escalating costs. Real estate prices were hitting record levels as the economy continued to improve, which meant that WeWork was now paying double or triple the amount per square foot that it had for its first locations. 

Adam viewed the costs of WeWork’s expansion as an obstacle with a simple solution. He told potential investors that WeWork could grow at whatever rate they wanted, so long as they were willing to fund it: demand for the company’s offices was so strong that the only restriction on its growth was how much money it could spend building new ones. “Adam’s attitude was, ‘ Tell me how much revenue you want me to produce, and I’ll tell you how much capital I need,’ ” one member of WeWork’s fundraising team said. 

Among the firms that considered investing was SoftBank, the Japanese conglomerate, which had a small venture capital arm in the United States. One of its New York–based investors suggested WeWork as the kind of company on which SoftBank might want to place one of the large bets for which its founder, Masayoshi Son, had become famous. But the WeWork pitch died with Nikesh Arora, SoftBank’s then-president, who didn’t see how it fit the firm’s focus on technology companies. The pitch never even got to Son. “The response was extraordinarily negative,” the SoftBank investor told me. “It was almost like I was an idiot for even bringing it up.” 

Eventually, WeWork’s team met with Glade Brook, a Connecticut hedge fund that was one of several East Coast investors trying to edge its way into the world of unicorns. Maintaining a “unicorn portfolio” had become a fashionable investment strategy; if just one of your companies took flight, it could cover all the duds. Unlike Benchmark, Glade Brook wasn’t at the top of any founder’s list of strategic investors, but the firm had money, and a strategy of potentially overpaying to make certain it could get in on recent investments in Uber, Snapchat, and Airbnb. 

While new unicorns were being regularly sired in Silicon Valley, We-Work was a rare East Coast breed. At a meeting in February, the WeWork team showed Glade Brook what it considered to be an aggressive growth plan; whenever the team brought forecasts to Adam, he would always tell them to increase the projections two or three times before he showed investors. But Glade Brook was unmoved. “How much money do you need to double that?” one of its partners said of the already accelerated growth targets. If WeWork could build a model capable of that, Glade Brook said it would invest at a $10 billion valuation—doubling WeWork’s value in a matter of months. After ramping up the projections to Glade Brook’s satisfaction, WeWork took them to Fidelity, along with the inflated valuation. Fidelity had passed on WeWork’s Series D round, judging its valuation to be wildly inflated, but several of the firm’s portfolio managers had taken a sudden liking to the company. “They just accepted it when we told them the new valuation was $10 billion,” a member of WeWork’s finance team said. 

In June, Glade Brook, Fidelity, and several others invested $434 million into WeWork’s Series E at a valuation more than three times higher than what IWG was trading for on the London Stock Exchange. The new valuation was a coup for WeWork’s early investors, who had seen the value of their shares skyrocket, but it produced some internal angst. “This is a stupid number,” one member of WeWork’s finance team said in a meeting with Adam and other executives about the Series E deal. Investors were so enamored by the company’s revenue growth, which was doubling every year, that they chose to look past the fact that its costs were escalating just as rapidly. It was becoming increasingly difficult to make projections that met investors’ hopes while maintaining fiscal plausibility. The new investors would also dilute the stakes owned by common stock shareholders—employees, primarily—and new hires joining the company were at risk of having their shares be underwater if the company couldn’t meet its new expectations. 

Most of WeWork’s employees weren’t concerned. They were young and didn’t care to read much of the fine print that came with their stock options package. The new valuation that Adam was crowing about—not to mention the arrival of investment giants they had heard of—only served to comfort them as word rumbled through the company that it might go public soon. Adam brushed off any concerns about overvaluation, as did investors. “When people invested in Facebook at a $10 billion valuation, people thought they were totally nuts,” Michael Eisenberg, from Benchmark, told the Wall Street Journal. “I don’t think they have a lot of regrets about that.” Eisenberg believed WeWork’s global community offered an opportunity to build Warren Buffett’s famous “moat,” in part by offering frequent business travelers a uniform experience wherever they went— although venture capitalists were perhaps a biased cohort when it came to valuing access to offices in San Francisco, New York, and London. 

Ted Kramer, who had spearheaded so many WeWork launches around the United States, was opening a second location in London when he decided to put in his notice. He was grateful for the opportunities he had been given, but something about the experience had started to feel off. He was one of WeWork’s first hundred employees—it now had more than three hundred—and had pushed for an equity stake he felt was commensurate with the effort he had put in, only to meet the same resistance that had nudged Lisa Skye and other early employees out of the company. When a friend with access to WeWork’s cap table—a document listing how much of the company each shareholder owns—showed it to Kramer, he says he saw that many people close to Adam were being handsomely rewarded. Meanwhile, the company had forgotten to renew its corporate health-care plan, leaving rank-and-file employees without their insurance for a month. (WeWork agreed to cover any employee health care costs that month.) 

Kramer left WeWork in the summer of 2015 and took a job at HackerOne, a San Francisco tech start-up in which Benchmark was also an investor. One night, Kramer attended a board meeting with Bill Gurley and took the opportunity to ask him about WeWork. Gurley had checked Adam’s math, found it lacking, and then watched WeWork break seemingly every warning Gurley was presenting in public. Why had Benchmark continued to invest in the company? Gurley responded with a shrug and a short answer. “Adam,” he said, “is very convincing.” 

* * * 

AFTER CLOSING THE $10 billion Series E round, Adam told the Wall Street Journal that WeWork was profitable, that it wouldn’t need any additional funding before an IPO, and that it had met or exceeded all its growth projections, although he couldn’t get into details. None of those statements proved to be accurate. But WeWork wasn’t a public company, and Adam controlled the board, so there wasn’t much to keep him from saying or doing whatever he wanted. We Holdings unloaded an additional $80 million of WeWork stock. The Neumanns bought a second home in the Hamptons, next door to Rebekah’s relatives Gwyneth Paltrow and Blythe Danner, as well as a $10.5 million West Village town house they were renovating to include a “stroller parking garage.” 

WeWork itself was moving to a new headquarters in Chelsea, its sixth in as many years. To fill the old office at 222 Broadway, the company had reached a groundbreaking deal with The Guardian, the British newspaper, which agreed to take over the entire space. WeWork had been trying to figure out how it could begin serving larger corporations, particularly as it became more difficult to fill the company’s expanding real estate portfolio with two- and three-person start-ups. At more than a hundred employees, The Guardian became WeWork’s largest single tenant. 

The only hitch was that the companies would have to share 222 Broadway for several months while the renovations to WeWork’s new space were finished. The Guardian moved into the twenty-third floor, where Gordon Gekko’s office once stood; WeWork squeezed its employees onto twenty-two. By and large, Guardian employees were content with the arrangement and glad to have access to the fancy snacks WeWork kept in its office canteen. But as WeWork’s renovations dragged on and the cohabitation continued, WeWork proved to be a raucous co-tenant. There were constant celebrations, with Adam giving rousing speeches in the open atrium, leaving Guardian reporters and editors to look on with mild concern at the WeWork employees who were fawning over their boss as if they were disciples pledging fealty to a fiery preacher. 

One weeknight, Eamonn Store, The Guardian’s CEO, was at an early dinner with an advertiser when his phone began to vibrate. He was getting messages showing what appeared to be video of Guardian journalists shouting obscenities at WeWork employees on the floor below. He called Adam Amar, a WeWork employee who had brokered the Guardian deal, to ask what was going on. 

“You need to come back, quick,” Amar said. 

“What do you mean?” Store asked. 

“There’s about to be a fight,” Amar said. “Like, literally a fight.” 

That afternoon, Adam had given another celebratory speech, punctuated with shots of tequila and thumping music queued up on a stereo: “Empire State of Mind,” “Run This Town,” “I Run New York.” The music kept getting louder as Guardian employees tried to finish their workday upstairs. Eventually, a Guardian reporter yelled at the WeWork employees to shut up. Adam heard the request and yelled back, “You shut up!” 

Another Guardian reporter walked downstairs and found Adam dancing in the middle of the office canteen. When she asked him to please turn down the music, he locked eyes with her and silently reached for the volume knob on the stereo. Without saying a word, he turned it up, then went back to dancing—stacking his hands on top of each other, as if he were building a tower of dollar bills. 

Adam would say later that it was around this time that he began to struggle with his ego. It had always been robust, even when he didn’t have much to brag about. Now he had good reason to boast. He stopped going to GCUC and skipped the next meeting of the Five Families, deeming himself above the coworking fray. While touring a building in Austin with Liz Elam, the GCUC cofounder whose company he had tried to acquire, Adam pulled Elam aside to make sure she noticed how the brokers were slobbering for his business. “I bet they don’t treat you like that,” he pointed out with a smile. His mother had recently been diagnosed with the same pancreatic cancer that killed Steve Jobs, and Adam started talking more about immortality, and his interest in the emerging science aimed at staving off death. 

At Summer Camp 2015, the cost of which had ballooned into the seven figures, WeWork hired T. J. Miller, a comedian who played the cartoonishly boastful venture capitalist Erlich Bachman on HBO’s Silicon Valley, as well as the Chainsmokers, the popular DJ duo, whom they paid in WeWork stock. On Saturday night, Adam was in the front row, dancing with Michael Gross, when the Weeknd arrived by helicopter to play a surprise set. (Miguel performed in a talent show wearing a Sia wig and lip-synching to “Chandelier.”) A WeWork employee ran between the rows of tents in a costume that might as well have been the company’s mascot: a unicorn. 

Late one night during camp, Adam went missing. No one knew where he was, and a few employees were starting to get nervous. Everyone had been drinking. A jet ski was missing. Mark Lapidus, whose family owned the camp, got into a boat and trawled around the pitch-black lake with a giant flashlight, looking for his cousin-in-law. The next morning, rumors spread that Adam had fallen overboard, and that the search party was only able to find him by the light of the glow sticks around his neck— a wild tale, but WeWork employees had heard crazier things. In truth, Adam had driven the jet ski a mile across the lake, to another part of the camp, and continued his night there. 

Adam seemed to know that he was getting out of control. “My soul was attracted to ‘We,’ but it required some effort,” as he put it. He turned even more toward religion, inviting Eitan Yardeni, the rabbi from the Kabbalah Centre, to address WeWork’s employees at the company’s first annual Summit, a wintertime retreat in 2015. (The event included a scavenger hunt that ended at a club where the rapper Ja Rule tried, unsuccessfully, to back out of a gig by claiming that WeWork hadn’t provided him with the proper setup.) Adam consulted another rabbi who advised him to keep Shabbat, the day of rest that begins every Friday night, when Jews are encouraged to unplug from the world as a way of reconnecting with what matters. Adam found that it helped—at least until Thursday, when his ego would flare back up and he had to start the process all over again. 

* * * 

ON A SWEATY NIGHT that August, Adam walked out the front door of WeWork’s new headquarters in Chelsea to address a crowd of WeWork’s janitorial staff, all of whom were chanting “WeWork, shame on you!” That summer, as the company’s valuation hit $10 billion, the cleaners had announced their intention to unionize; the workers made $11 an hour, with no benefits, while most New York janitors received hourly union wages of more than $20, plus benefits. A week later, the third-party company that employed the cleaners canceled its contract with WeWork, which decided to hire its own staff. That prompted a campaign—“We work here, too”—demanding that WeWork rehire the workers. Protesters hopped onto Wall Street’s Charging Bull sculpture wearing masks depicting Miguel’s and Adam’s faces. 

This was not the company’s first dustup with organized labor. “They’re not bad people, but they’re doing bad things,” Adam would tell employees when WeWork found itself dealing with one of the many unions that represented workers in various construction and building management fields. The company had turned over almost all its construction on the East Coast, along with the renovation of two of the Neumanns’ homes, to UA Builders, a fringe player in the New York construction world that avoided union labor. UA was run by three brothers, Granit, Albert, and Jimmy Gjonbalaj; in 2015, WeWork hired Granit as its head of construction. Multiple WeWork executives told me that shirking union labor was a key part of WeWork’s business model, keeping costs low and allowing its construction operation to run around the clock. 

The company ran into regular pressure from unions. When WeWork sent a UA team to work on its first space in Boston, local construction unions sent a band to play outside the building for three weeks. Scabby the Rat, the giant inflatable rodent that New York unions install on sidewalks to embarrass companies that hire nonunion labor, became a regular feature in front of WeWorks around the city as well as at the Neumanns’ home. One member of WeWork’s construction team told several employees that he carried a gun to deal with potential threats against Adam. 

As Adam tried to placate the crowd of janitorial workers outside WeWork headquarters, he told them that he, too, had come to New York “chasing the American dream” and “wanting to change the world.” He said that “when I was a little kid, me and all my family lived in a house the size of my daughter’s room,” ignoring the fact that most of the cleaners might still be living in similarly cramped situations while the Neumanns chose between their multiple vacation homes. When Adam told the protesting cleaners that they had never been his employees, they objected by pointing out that they were required to wear WeWork shirts on the job. 

Adam told the cleaners that WeWork would be hiring many of them back, at $15–$18 an hour, with benefits, plus an invitation to Summer Camp and a chance to earn equity. “This company is going very far,” he said. “The stock, God willing, is very valuable.” He dismissed one of the cleaners who pointed out that Neumann was, on paper, a billionaire— “That has nothing to do with this,” Adam said, waving his hand through the air to swat away the question—and said that he believed the workers did not have all the facts about the union situation. “I know life is tough,” Adam went on. “So I will keep doing my best to make the most difference I can—first in your lives and my employees’ lives, and in the world.” 

Adam called for peace so that he could deliver a final soliloquy. “There’s a saying, ‘God truly helps those who help themselves,’ ” he said. “I understand your heart. I know everybody here is trying to help.” 

He said that WeWork would “definitely not be blackmailed, pushed, or aggressively moved into anything . . . not in this country, because this is a great country where freedom comes first.” He turned back into the building, and the chanting continued: “WeWork, shame on you!” 

* * * 

WEWORK’S DISPUTE WITH its cleaning staff made it into the press and highlighted the fact that beneath its progressive rhetoric about offering a better day at work, WeWork’s business depended on the same tactics any hard-nosed New York landlord might employ. The disconnect didn’t necessarily come as a surprise to WeWork’s employees, who were already familiar with the company’s disregard for the forty-hour workweek. Adam and other WeWork executives pushed an idea that had become common at most start-ups: your company is your family. Why join a union when your employer promises they have your best interest at heart? WeWork employees quickly became one another’s best friends, forging bonds over long hours, tequila shots, and the promise that one day—as soon as Adam made good on his promise to take the company public—their stock options would offer them the money and time to take a nice long vacation. 

By the summer of 2015, WeWork was hiring more than thirty new employees every week—pi times ten. Among the newcomers was Alana Anderson, whose sister, Aja, was so enthusiastic about her job at WeWork in San Francisco that Alana stopped working at a family farm in Pennsylvania to take a job at WeWork—partly to make sure her sister had not joined some kind of capitalist cult from which she needed to be rescued. But when Alana got to WeWork, she loved it. “It felt like I was empowered to make change. It felt anticorporate,” she said. “It was a wildly exciting first year and a half.” 

It was around that time that Anderson, and many other WeWork employees, began to see their experience in a different light—as if they were waking up from a tequila-infused hangover. In 2014, WeWork started holding an all-company “Thank God It’s Monday” meeting to kick off each week. TGIM, as it became known, was a mandatory pep rally after work on Mondays during which Adam would typically give a rousing speech, followed by a company-wide round of shots. The events were rarely useful at the beginning of what would surely be an exhausting week. But WeWork had never shown much interest in employees maintaining a life beyond the company. Long hours became a badge of honor, and executives stayed after TGIM for weekly late night meetings with Adam. A community manager in Washington, DC, recalled working late one night and looking over at one of his colleagues who didn’t seem to be doing anything. “You’re here, so I’m here,” his coworker said. Employees started deploying the company’s motivational mantras in jest. “If you had a rough week, people sarcastically said, ‘Hustle harder,’ ” the community manager said. When they came to work on Mondays to find WeWork’s offices in whatever state members had left them over the weekend, employees would lift one another’s spirits by declaring, “Thank God it’s Monday!” 

WeWork employees took solace in the fact that their colleagues felt like a surrogate family rather than coworkers; many employees eventually realized they had no friends outside the company at all. Adam and Rebekah often talked about the joys of building a nuclear family—in 2015, Rebekah was pregnant with twins, the Neumanns’ third and fourth children—but most WeWork employees found the circumstances of their employment made that an impossibility. Multiple female employees said that when they were interviewing for jobs, Adam asked if they had plans to be pregnant soon—the implication being that this would get in the way of what needed to be done. Ariel Tiger told another WeWork executive whose wife was about to give birth that “a real man” would be in the office the next day. The executive balked at the idea but felt pressure to abide by it. “My wife had a C-section on Friday,” the executive told me. “And I was in the office on Tuesday.” 

The lack of female employees in the company’s upper ranks also became noticeable. When a woman finally joined the engineering staff, the team scrambled to rewrite the underlying code because they had described a reddish color in the design as “hooker’s blood.” When an employee brought up the lack of female leadership at a company town hall, Adam didn’t offer much of a response except to point to Stella Templo, who was then working as his chief of staff. During another Q&A, Adam took questions alongside Michael Gross and Noah Brodsky, an executive recently poached from Starwood Hotels. The lack of diversity came up again. “Diversity?” Adam replied. “I’m a brunette, Michael’s blond, and we have a Noah.” Brodsky, who is gay, turned bright red. 

In 2015, Lisa Skye, WeWork’s second employee, came back from her honeymoon to a text message from Adam asking her to come by for a meeting. Skye had been gone from WeWork for years and spent the intervening period in and out of real estate trying to figure out what she wanted to do next. She had never been given stock options, despite her early arrival at the company, but she didn’t harbor any bitterness. When Skye heard Adam was closing the Benchmark deal, she had emailed to wish him good luck. 

When Skye met Adam at his office, Rebekah happened to be there and she greeted Skye with a kiss on the cheek before checking in with Adam about a forthcoming trip to Miami, asking what type of jet they planned to take for the trip. Rebekah left, and Adam got down to business. WeWork had been successful since Skye left, if she hadn’t noticed, but Adam couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing. He was pitching WeWork as a “community company,” but the community that had made 154 Grand Street so special had proven difficult to scale, much as Liz Elam from GCUC had warned him. 

Adam wanted Skye to come back






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

A WeWork Wedding

AUGUSTO CONTRERAS JOINED WeWork at the beginning of 2018. He was thirty-five and living in Texas, where he ran a community arts program with his girlfriend. A friend in Mexico City was opening one of WeWork’s newest locations there and pushed him to join. “I’ve got a life; I’ve got a mission. Why should I leave?” Contreras asked his friend, who replied that he should think about what his life and mission would look like with a bigger budget. Contreras had gone through a spiritual phase, and connected with the speeches he saw Adam deliver on YouTube about his plans to “humanize Earth.” He decided to give WeWork a shot. 

Contreras was hired as a community manager at a WeWork on the Paseo de la Reforma in Mexico City. He loved his job: the work, the members, the team, which regularly went out for dinner without thinking twice about spending a few thousand dollars. “To work at a company that says, ‘Here’s your Amex: do whatever you want, so long as you keep the numbers up’—it was like a dream,” Contreras said. His coworkers became his closest friends. “That cult kind of vibe is absolutely true,” Contreras said. “They don’t force you to do things, but the energy is so strong you just go with it.” 

Contreras was also trying to maintain a connection with the outside world. He wanted to get engaged to his girlfriend, who had stayed in Texas to run the arts program, but the pace of his job at WeWork left him little time to plan a proposal, let alone make one happen. Contreras asked his boss if he could skip Summer Camp to spend the weekend in Texas proposing. The event was mandatory, his boss said, before offering a compromise: “Why don’t you propose at Summer Camp?” 

Contreras agreed and brought his girlfriend with him to Tunbridge Wells, an hour south of London, where WeWork was hosting its seventh Summer Camp in 2018. He thought about proposing on Friday night, in the middle of a performance by the rock band Bastille, but the logistics were too tricky to sort out in time. The following afternoon, during a dodgeball tournament, Contreras grabbed a microphone as hundreds of his coworkers and several of the company’s videographers looked on. “She said yes!” Contreras yelled after bending down on one knee while wearing a WeWork-branded T-shirt. His colleagues cheered. In remembering the moment, Contreras said that he felt as if he were “surrounded by my extended family.” He had been at WeWork for seven months. 

* * * 

NO ONE KNEW that WeWork’s 2018 Summer Camp would be its last, but there was plenty to celebrate: SoftBank had just agreed to invest an additional $1 billion in the company. WeWork flew its six thousand employees to London, hired Lorde to perform, and had to quickly find replacement food trucks to meet the company’s new dietary restrictions. Employee accommodations remained humble—air mattresses in tents— but a pair of campsites was set aside for the company’s founders, with only those holding a VIP wristband allowed to access them. WeWork’s event team had a one-page list of requests for Miguel’s campsite: a fire pit, some Popchips, and enough beer, wine, and coconut water to last the long weekend. 

Adam and Rebekah had a longer list. The Neumanns had flown to Summer Camp on WeWork’s brand-new Gulfstream jet, which the company had purchased for more than $60 million at Adam’s behest under an LLC called Wildgoose I. Adam and Rebekah’s list of items to be stocked in their Summer Camp compound went on for three and a half pages. 

Accommodation & Compound 

•Standard Tent House Suite via Raj Style 
• Heating 
•A/C (3 aircon units) 
•1 king bed (+ mattress pad) 
•4 twin beds (2 in each of 2 rooms) 
• 1 crib 
•1 high chair 
•Towels, blankets, citronella candles 
•4 Vienna Two Seater + chairs (for 12) 
•8 Picnic tables for 40 people 
•1 Stockholm large coffee table 
• 2 fridges 
•2 fire bowls 
•1 Woodsman’s awning 
• RV 
 

Transport 

•3 buggies (two for our office team, 1 set aside for family)—dinosaur themed 
•1 buggy for WW security team 
•1 Shuttle bus to bring wristband guests to and from the main arena 
•Signature Range Rover for Rebekah/Adam use 
•Mercedes V Class 
 

Staffing 

•24/7 security guard 
•2 24/7 drivers 
•2 dedicated bartenders 
 

Supplies 

•4 cocktail shakers 
•At least 400 plastic shot glasses—bring extra from the office 
• Plastic cups 
•Thick paper plates 
• Wooden utensils 
• Paper towels 
•Straws (sealed in paper) 
•6 wine keys 
•6 bottle openers 
•4 Aesop Geranium Hand Soap 
•4 Aesop Gardenia Shower Gel 
•4 Aesop Gardenia Shampoo 
•4 Aesop Gardenia Conditioner 
• Printer 
 

Market 

•Sliced red peppers x 6 
• Cucumbers x 6 
•Platter of fresh sliced fruit (two per day) 
•• Nuts (unsalted) 
•_ Cashews x 3 _ Pistachios x 3 _ Almonds x 3 _ Walnuts x 3 
•SkinnyPop popcorn (12 packs) 
•Lemons x 10 
•Limes x 30 
•LaCroix Lime 6 packs x 4 
•Hot Water—or the ability to get boiling water—ideally having an electric tea kettle setup 
•Dairy-free Oatmeal packets 
•Dates x 3 
•Sugar Free Red Bull 12 pack x 3 
•Regular Red Bull 12 pack x 3 
• Ice 
• Ginger root 
• Chocolate bars 
• Edamame packets 
• Kind Bars 
• Guacamole singles 
•Peanut butter squeeze packets 
• Tea _ Chamomile _ Hibiscus _ Peppermint _ Mother’s Milk 
• Filtered Water 
•Fresh squeezed orange juice 
•Oat milk or soy milk 
• Wasa Multigrain 
•Wasa Crisp ’n Light 
•Wasa Light Rye cracker x 4 
•Sliced green apples 
•Organic fresh-pressed peanut butter 
•Mixed berry jelly 
• Avocado 
•Crudite platters (whatever veggies are fresh) 
• Heirloom tomatoes 
• Fresh basil 
• Fresh mozzarella 
•Extra virgin olive oil 
•Vegetarian sushi rolls 
• Baguette 
•Salt and pepper (in the grinders) 
•Health Warrior Pumpkin seed bar packages x 3 
•Enlightened Broad Beans (snack pack size) x 6 
•RX Bars variety pack x 3 
 

The rider ended with a list of alcohol requests that could have covered most of an entry-level WeWork salary, beginning with two bottles of Highland Park thirty-year-old single-malt Scotch—retailing at $1,000 each—and concluding with a request from Rebekah for the ingredients necessary to make Bellinis, mimosas, and white wine sangria. 

Booze 

 

•Highland Park 30 yrs x 2 
•17 year Hibiki x 1 
•3 Hibiki Harmony 
•18 year Macallan x 4 
•Stoli Elit / Tito’s x 24 
•12 cases of Don Julio 1942 
•16 bottles Kosher red wine (Chateau Pontet-Canet 2003) 
•8 bottles Kosher red wine (Petit Castel 2014) 
•24 bottles Kosher white wine (Château Clos Haut-Peyraguey Sauternes 2014) 
•72 bottles of Peroni 
•72 bottles of Heineken 
•72 bottles of Corona Light 
 

One afternoon at camp, WeWork’s employees were herded toward the Creator Stage, coaxed along by a small marching band playing the White Stripes’ “Seven Nation Army” on an endless loop. Adam, Miguel, and Rebekah were scheduled to host a panel; the vegetarian food trucks were told to hold off on serving meals, leaving their employees to fend off desperate bribes from drunk and hungry WeWorkers. For those attending their first Summer Camp, the crowd had a strange energy, erupting into a cheer of “Olé, olé, olé” when the three founders appeared onstage. An employee from India started chanting, “Let’s go, WeWork, let’s go!” Another, from California, screamed, “You’re changing the world, Adam!” 

Neumann had certainly come to believe in his ability to do just that. “The influence and impact that we are going to have on this earth is going to be so big,” he said, wearing a T-shirt that read let’s meat in the middle. A few weeks earlier, after the shocking news that both Kate Spade and Anthony Bourdain had died by suicide, Adam had stood up at a company town hall and told his employees that if they were ever feeling depressed or suicidal they should reach out to him directly. At Summer Camp, he relayed what he described as good news: one of his employees had done just that, and was in the crowd today, doing fine. 

As he had on other occasions, Adam shared some of the difficulties of his childhood, and he and Rebekah expressed a desire to solve the problems plaguing children in even less fortunate situations. “One of my biggest dreams for We,” Rebekah told the crowd, “is that we’ll be able to build communities around the world where children who are not in the right situation could come and live forever, basically.” 

Adam jumped in. “There are 150 million orphans in this world today,” he said. “If we do the work right, we could wake up one day and say, ‘We want to solve the problem of children without parents in this world’— and do it, within two years.” 

“And children who are in abusive situations,” Rebekah said. 

Adam agreed. “Then we can go to any minority, and anyone who is weaker, who is getting taken advantage of by someone who is more powerful,” he said. “And from that we can go to world hunger. There’s so many topics that we can take one by one, and we will be able to tackle anything that we set our minds to.” 

Rebekah went on to express her gratitude to Adi Neumann, who was in the crowd, for funding Adam’s early life back in New York. “You helped him create the biggest family in the world,” Rebekah said. “A big part of being a woman is to help men manifest their calling in life.” 

* * * 

THE COMMENT caught many women off guard: Was Rebekah, WeWork’s most prominent female executive, telling women at the company that their primary job was to assist the men around them? Rebekah often referred to herself as a muse; translated into start-up vernacular, she described herself as “a platform for other people.” But her Summer Camp comment seemed to limit the way women at the company should expect to view their roles. After the comments were reported by Thomas Hobbs, a writer for the British real estate publication Property Week, who had snuck into Summer Camp as if he were infiltrating a Rajneeshi gathering, Rebekah doubled down on a podcast when she was asked about what made her most proud. “Probably helping my husband and other people around me manifest their callings,” she said. “I think it’s a specific superpower that women have, because we can conceive life and bear life.” 

Whatever efforts WeWork was making to improve its culture had done little to eliminate the issues women faced in the workplace. The company’s senior ranks remained overwhelmingly male. On multiple occasions, Adam jokingly encouraged female employees to date his cousin-in-law, Mark Lapidus, the company’s head of real estate, who had a relationship with one of his subordinates. When Medina Bardhi interviewed for a job as Adam’s chief of staff in 2013, he asked if she planned to be pregnant anytime soon, according to a complaint she later filed against the company alleging pregnancy and gender discrimination. (The complaint is still open.) In 2016, Bardhi told Adam she was pregnant and could no longer join him on private jets, having recently accompanied him on a flight during which he and several other executives smoked pot in the air, according to her complaint. While Bardhi was on leave, Adam hired a male chief of staff to replace her at double her salary; when she returned, in the spring, Bardhi was relegated to a table next to Neumann’s multiple assistants. A few months later, Adam pulled her aside. He was worried that his new chief of staff was too concerned about his “own personal brand” and he needed someone who was committed to him. Bardhi returned to the job for a year before going on maternity leave again, in 2018, at which point Adam hired another man to replace her. 

Two months after Summer Camp 2018, Ruby Anaya, who had recently been let go after more than three years at WeWork, filed a lawsuit against the company alleging that she had been sexually harassed at multiple company events. Anaya had most recently worked on Miguel’s team, as director of culture, and launched the Women of WeWork support group. Just a few months earlier, Anaya had been interviewed by a research team at the Harvard Business School as part of a glowing case study about Miguel’s efforts to improve WeWork’s company culture. Now, she was alleging that Adam had offered her a shot at her job interview; that a human resources representative responded to her complaint about a male colleague who groped her at Summer Camp by saying he was a “high performer”; and that Miguel, as chief culture officer, had known about her concerns and done nothing. 

WeWork’s executives had a heated discussion about how to respond, and several executives instructed WeWork’s communications team to leak photos of Anaya from Summer Camp and WeWork parties, in an effort to present Anaya as a willing participant in company debauchery. (The PR team refused to do so.) Because Anaya had worked on the culture team, under Miguel, Adam told his cofounder that the company’s communication to employees on the issue should come from him. A day after Anaya’s lawsuit was filed, and reported in the press, Miguel sent an email to every WeWork employee claiming that Anaya had been “let go because of poor performance.” 

Many WeWork employees were taken aback. The #MeToo movement was in full force—Brett Kavanaugh’s Supreme Court hearings had been held the month before—and it felt tone-deaf for the company’s chief culture officer to express anything but deep concern and a promise to conduct a thorough investigation. Whatever the merits of Anaya’s case— the lawsuit remains pending—it was not a surprise to any woman at WeWork that attending Summer Camp or Summit or any of the  company’s parties often put female employees in uncomfortable positions. One woman woke up during Summer Camp to find one of her male colleagues peeing on the tent above her head. 

The company’s response to Anaya’s lawsuit further sidelined Miguel. Those who had been with the company for years wondered if his voice was still being heard at the executive table, while those who had arrived recently thought he should resign altogether. Beyond this situation, his attempt at creating a CultureOS had produced nothing groundbreaking. 

Building company culture was a labor-intensive task that resisted standardization. It was hard to operationalize love, and it surprised no one at WeWork to discover, later on, that the phrase was a slogan deployed by Marianne Williamson. 

* * * 

FOR MANY LONGTIME EMPLOYEES, the close of Summer Camp 2018 felt like the end of an era. The event had grown so large that it lost much of its charm, and many employees wished the company would just give them a week off to rest and spend the money it poured into Summer Camp on giving them all a $2,000 bonus instead. After camp was all over, several members of WeWork’s events team ventured into the Neumanns’ compound to see what remained. They found a mess, including an unsmoked joint that was left behind in the RV. With nothing left to do, they passed the joint around. 

Three months after his Summer Camp proposal, Augusto Contreras was fired by WeWork. Throughout the fall, he had continued traveling back and forth between Mexico City and Texas to visit his new fiancée. On occasion he charged a dinner with her to his company card. Given how often Contreras had heard from Adam and other WeWork executives that the company was one big family, he figured it was safe to assume his fiancée was part of the family now, too. 

In November, an employee Contreras had never met—the WeWork family had grown in less than a year from three thousand employees when he joined the company to nearly ten thousand—called him into a conference room. WeWork had found out about the dinners with his fiancée, and told Contreras he needed to refund the money. He was a bit miffed but did so the following week; in full transparency, he admitted that he had been charging meals to the company for months. He was let go immediately. 

When I spoke to Contreras a few months later, he expressed remorse for his actions, having realized that he had been a bit foolish to believe that WeWork was a family in any real sense of the word. But he also felt a sense of betrayal and disappointment. He was now back in Texas with his fiancée, running their community arts program. In the end, the bigger budget hadn’t been all it was cracked up to be. 





Author’s Note 

This book is the culmination of eighteen months of reporting that began in early 2019, when I started working on an article for New York magazine that was eventually titled “The I in We.” This account is based on more than two hundred interviews with many of WeWork’s most senior executives; employees at all levels and in every department; the landlords and investors who bolstered the company’s rise; the bankers, lawyers, and advisers who worked on its failed IPO; and Adam Neumann’s friends, critics, admirers, and rivals. I’ve drawn from these interviews, as we all interviews given to other journalists, as well as various documents, legal complaints, internal emails and recordings, contemporaneous news reports, and other materials in recreating events. 

Many WeWork employees were eager to share their stories. When I set up a meeting with one former employee, after the company’s IPO collapsed, he suggested that we go ahead and meet at a WeWork. What was there to be afraid of anymore? He wanted to show me that the password that he used to get free printing on the company’s printers hadn’t changed in the four years since he left WeWork. He also wanted to make sure the fullest possible account of this saga was told. Many others would only speak to me on the condition of anonymity, fearing reprisal, or embarrassment, or simply wishing to move on to a new chapter of their lives. The stories they all told encapsulate not only a company but an era—the venture-capital-funded start-up boom of the 2010s. At the time of this writing, that moment has come to a close. Adam Neumann, WeWork, and SoftBank remain mired in a legal dispute over its spoils, and a new era much like the recession that launched WeWork is just beginning. 
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