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Author’s Note

This book is based on conversations and interviews with more than 150 people, including more than 115 people who worked for or advised Twitter. Almost everyone I spoke with for this book requested anonymity in order to speak freely, so while I cannot name most of my sources, I spoke to people from almost every stage of the company’s history, including senior executives, managers, and board members. As of December 2023, many former employees were still in active legal disputes with Twitter or Elon Musk, which impacted their willingness to go on the record. 

I also benefited from several years of additional reporting on Twitter well before I ever decided to pursue a book. I watched and listened to dozens of hours of publicly available interviews from people described in this book, and read hundreds of pages of court documents, financial filings, and internal emails and presentations. 

Despite several attempts to reach them, both Jack Dorsey and Elon Musk chose not to participate for this book. 

I’m grateful to all the people who trusted me to tell this story. 
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Elliott

Omid Kordestani was skiing with his kids in Montana when the first phone call came in from an unknown number with a New York City area code. It was late February 2020, and Twitter’s executive chairman was enjoying the final days of a weeklong vacation at the Yellowstone Club, the uber-exclusive private ski resort. The club’s guest list reportedly included members such as Bill Gates, Justin Timberlake, and Tom Brady. Certainly, the mystery caller could wait. But then the phone rang again. And again.

When Kordestani finally answered, he was greeted by Jesse Cohn, the managing director at Elliott Management. Kordestani didn’t know Cohn, but he certainly knew Elliott: The firm was arguably the most dangerous activist investing shop in the world. It was famous for buying large ownership stakes in a company, then using its position as a major shareholder to rapidly force change.

Cohn politely informed Kordestani that Elliott was now one of Twitter’s largest shareholders. He’d also sent the Twitter chairman a letter outlining several issues that the firm had with Twitter’s operations, and he wanted to set up a meeting to discuss changes Elliott wanted to make. Would Kordestani please read the letter and get back to him as soon as possible?

Vacation over.

The letter outlining Elliott’s concerns and demands was technically addressed to the company’s board of directors, but it may as well have been addressed to Dorsey personally. It contained several complaints, including that Twitter’s stock was undervalued and the company wasn’t executing. The firm said it was planning to nominate four new board directors at Twitter’s upcoming annual meeting. Most importantly, Elliott took issue with the fact that Dorsey had two jobs; the firm believed strongly that Twitter needed a full-time CEO.

The letter was a standard first salvo for activist investors. At Twitter, though, it landed like a professionally worded hand grenade. Elliott was opening a line of communication to try to negotiate for changes, and Twitter had no choice but to play ball. The company’s board and senior management knew that Elliott’s sizable ownership stake and strong reputation meant that it had a real chance of taking over enough board seats or corralling enough support from other investors to force Dorsey out of a job. Simply ignoring Elliott, or hoping the firm might go away, wasn’t an option.

From the outside, the arrival of activist investors on Twitter’s doorstep in February 2020 was somewhat surprising. Twitter’s business had been inconsistent for years, oscillating between signs of doom and optimism. However, at this moment in time, there was a lot of optimism. The lingering high from #OneTeam Houston was still felt throughout the company, with Twitter reaping the benefits that usually come with a company-wide retreat, like better retention and higher morale.

Twitter’s financials weren’t terrible, either. Just a few weeks earlier, at the beginning of February, the company reported better earnings than anyone expected, and the stock soared 15 percent in a single day. Dorsey and Chief Financial Officer Ned Segal told investors that Twitter planned to increase spending by 20 percent in 2020, and a large part of that increase was earmarked for hiring. Plus, Twitter was adding more users, and the company was profitable. Compared to three years earlier, when Twitter was cutting costs and laying off hundreds of employees following its failed sale to Disney, things appeared to be going well.

Internally, though, some Twitter executives had spent months bracing for someone like Elliott to show up on their doorstep. Masked by Twitter’s positive earnings report was a more concerning reality: Twitter’s expenses were growing much faster than its revenue. While the company promised 20 percent expense growth in 2020, its revenue the year before had grown by less than 14 percent, a warning sign that the company’s profits might be unsustainable.

Dorsey’s tweet about living in Africa for six months had also created a major headache for Twitter’s management team and board of directors. He still had two jobs, and the tweet raised all kinds of questions about his commitment to being a CEO. Some investors already worried that Dorsey’s part-time arrangement was holding Twitter back. Now he wanted to spend half the year on the other side of the world, a twenty-hour plane ride and eleven-hour time difference from Twitter’s San Francisco headquarters.

Dorsey, Segal, and Kordestani spent the weeks after that tweet doing damage control, meeting with several of the company’s top investors who wanted to voice their concerns. Some of them were incensed that Dorsey was suddenly planning to pick up and move across the globe. Dorsey’s flippant tweet wasn’t Elliott’s motivation for making an investment, but it certainly helped their case now that the general public was suddenly questioning Dorsey’s decision to hold two jobs.

The activist playbook is a simple one: Investors, oftentimes a large hedge fund or private equity fund, look for undervalued companies, then invest heavily in them to acquire voting power. That power allows them to force corporate changes. Sometimes it includes ousting the CEO, or changing the makeup of the board of directors. The whole process is typically short, a few years at most. If things go well, those changes can lead to a quick increase in the company’s stock price—and a nice payday for Elliott.

That activist investors would eventually target Twitter had been a foregone conclusion for years, certainly long before Dorsey ever spent time in Africa. Twitter had been considered undervalued for most of its public company life. Facebook, founded just two years before Twitter and operating the same advertising-based business model, had more than twenty times Twitter’s revenue in 2019. Its user base was eleven times larger than Twitter’s, and that didn’t include Instagram or WhatsApp. A lot of investors saw that discrepancy and concluded Twitter was simply mismanaged.

On top of that, Twitter’s corporate structure meant the company was an easier target than most. Twitter had just one class of stock, known as “common stock,” which any Average Joe could buy with a brokerage account. Rivals like Facebook and Snapchat had common stock, too, but they also had special classes of stock known as “supervoting” shares that were reserved for founders and early investors. At Facebook, supervoting shares owned by just a few people carried ten votes per share instead of the standard one vote per share for common stock, a structure that allowed CEO Mark Zuckerberg to control 58 percent of Facebook’s voting power with just 13 percent of its overall stock. Zuckerberg could largely run his business however he wanted without fear of an outside investor coming in to try to pressure him out of a job.

Not so at Twitter, where each share of stock carried just one vote, regardless of who owned it. That meant that anyone with enough money could show up and purchase a sizable stake in the company and there was nothing Twitter management, its founders, or its board of directors could do about it. 

 

A few days after the letter arrived, Twitter’s board of directors—folks like Kordestani, Salesforce exec Bret Taylor, and British businesswoman and philanthropist Martha Lane Fox—met for dinner in a conference room inside the company’s San Francisco headquarters. The board was in town for a previously scheduled quarterly meeting, but that night over takeout, the discussion inside Twitter’s office was all about Elliott. What were Twitter’s options? Was there any chance of fending Elliott off? The firm and its founder, Paul Singer, were known to be ruthless and committed. Singer famously won a fifteen-year legal battle with the government of Argentina over an investment deal; he even tried to seize a 338-foot Argentinian naval ship as collateral while it was sitting at a port in Ghana. After Elliott took a stake in Athenahealth in May 2017, then-CEO Jonathan Bush, cousin to President George W. Bush, says he researched Elliott to better understand what he was going up against. The experience was akin to “Googling this thing on your arm and it says, ‘You’re going to die,’” he told The New Yorker.

Twitter and Dorsey were in trouble. By the time everyone headed home for the night, the general consensus was that Elliott was in the driver’s seat, and likely had strong support from other shareholders. Still, the board needed more information. More specifically it needed to better understand just how determined Elliott was to kick Dorsey out of his job.

A week after the letter arrived, reps from both Twitter and Elliott met in person for the first time in a conference room at the private jet terminal near the San Francisco airport. On Twitter’s side was Kordestani; Gregg Lemkau, Twitter’s banking advisor from Goldman Sachs; and Patrick Pichette, an experienced finance executive from Canada who had spent seven years as the chief financial officer at Google before joining Twitter’s board in 2017.

On Elliott’s side was Marc Steinberg, a Harvard-educated investment banker who joined Elliott in 2015, and Cohn, the firm’s thirty-nine-year-old managing partner who led Elliott’s U.S. activism business. By the time Cohn approached Twitter, he was a well-known commodity in Silicon Valley. Not only had he been investing as an activist for almost fifteen years—he completed his first deal at age twenty-six —but Cohn was clearly good at it. He purchased a 6,000-square-foot New York City apartment a few years earlier for $30 million, which, according to The Wall Street Journal, included “a fireplace clad in rounded marble slabs that extend to the ceiling and an office fit for a master of the universe.” Cohn was fresh off other investments in eBay, SAP, and AT&T. If Twitter’s board needed a reminder as to Cohn’s prowess, the eBay investment had landed him a seat on the company’s board. eBay’s CEO resigned six months later.

The two sides had a cordial first meeting. Cohn did most of the talking for Elliott and repeated many of the concerns outlined in the letter. Twitter wasn’t operating well enough, he said, and the company needed to make some changes to its corporate governance.

Cohn’s biggest issue, though, was Twitter needed a full-time CEO. By the end of the ninety-minute discussion, it was clear to Twitter’s team that Dorsey’s job was in serious jeopardy. Allowing Dorsey to hold two jobs was great for Jack Dorsey, but it wasn’t great for Twitter, Cohn argued. It was like letting your five-year-old kid eat candy all day, he continued. The kid would love it, obviously, but that doesn’t mean it’s good parenting. Cohn tried to get everyone to agree on the simple fact that Dorsey’s arrangement was a problem; he also wanted Twitter to announce a formal CEO search to replace Dorsey as soon as the following Monday.

Less than thirty minutes after the meeting ended, as Elliott’s private plane took off back to New York, news of the meeting leaked to a journalist at Bloomberg. Up until then, the process had taken place behind closed doors and out of the public eye. Once Elliott’s investment became public, speculation about Dorsey’s future made headline news in every publication from Deadline to The New York Times. “Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey’s Job in Peril as Activist Investor Takes Stake,” read NPR’s headline. CNBC’s Jim Cramer, host of the popular Mad Money show about Wall Street, said that “the best thing [Dorsey] could do for his shareholders is just retire as CEO of Twitter and focus on running Square full time—or vice versa.”

After the Friday meeting, Twitter’s top executives and board members spent most of the weekend on the phone discussing what to do. For Dorsey, all the options were terrible. Giving up his job at Square was out of the question. If Twitter fought Elliott, it could lead to a proxy battle down the line where Dorsey’s role as CEO could be in the hands of a shareholder vote, a situation that would pose all kinds of distractions. If Dorsey somehow got to keep his job after all that, it would only be because Twitter spent months of time, money, and attention fighting on his behalf. If he lost the proxy battle, Dorsey would be out of a job that he loved. If Twitter settled with Elliott, perhaps giving the activist firm a couple of board seats and promising other changes, Dorsey would keep his job, but Twitter would have a board full of people who wanted him fired.

Bad. Bad. Bad.

As the weekend dragged on and the phone and video calls piled up, Dorsey became despondent. Much of the debate was centered on him personally. Should Dorsey have just one job? Why wasn’t Twitter executing well enough? Why did Dorsey send that tweet? Even the idea of settling with Elliott felt like an admission of defeat. At one point over the weekend, an exasperated Dorsey even volunteered to resign if that’s what was best for the company.

His mood started to annoy some of the board members and senior Twitter executives who were trying to help him. Dorsey had always been soft-spoken and introverted, and while no one expected him to stand on the table or pound his fist, there was also concern that he didn’t seem more committed to fighting for his own job. At another point over the weekend, Pichette delivered a message to Dorsey: If you aren’t fully committed to this fight, then the board isn’t going to go fight for you. It was a reasonable, if not cold stance to take, but it certainly wasn’t the full-throated support that Dorsey was looking for. Colleagues would remember that exchange years later as one of many fissures that surfaced between Dorsey and his board of directors.

Whether it was Pichette’s tough love or just a realization that he didn’t want to leave Twitter, Dorsey started to come around by the end of the weekend. The board had also come up with a “Hail Mary” plan: If it was going to settle with Elliott and offer Cohn a board seat, it wanted to bring in another investor of its own to try to provide a little balance.

On Saturday afternoon, the day after the airport meeting, Lemkau reached out to Egon Durban, the managing partner and co-CEO of Silver Lake, a well-known private equity firm with several high-profile investments, including the tech company Dell, the vacation rental site Airbnb, and the Chinese tech giant Alibaba. Durban had been at the firm since its founding in 1999 and was friendly with Lemkau from years of Wall Street dealmaking. He also knew Segal from his college days at Georgetown in the early 1990s. Durban was well respected within tech circles and had built a reputation as a founder-friendly investor, and seemed to try and keep company founders in control when possible. Best of all, he knew and liked Dorsey; the two had met for dinner a few years earlier when Durban was eyeing Twitter for a possible investment.

Twitter’s management team wanted Durban to invest and join the board of directors. As part of the deal, Durban would buy a large chunk of Twitter’s debt, known as senior convertible notes, which wouldn’t come due until 2025. The point was to lock up Silver Lake as a long-term Twitter investor to help protect the company from Elliott’s short-term investment strategy. The group also thought adding Durban to the board would mean more protection for Dorsey’s job.

By Sunday evening, after a phone call with Dorsey, Durban was ready to invest $1 billion. 

 

Twitter’s instinct that Elliott would have broad support with investors turned out to be spot-on. The company’s stock price climbed almost 8 percent higher on Monday, a clear sign that investors embraced the fact that one of the world’s most successful activist investors was suddenly paying attention to Twitter. Apparently the idea of ousting Jack Dorsey seemed like a good one.

At many tech companies, Twitter included, a lot of employees make a large chunk of their annual compensation in stock awards. Typically, an 8 percent bump in the company’s stock price would be cause for celebration. Not inside Twitter. Employees read the news over the weekend that some activist investor many of them had never heard of was suddenly trying to replace their CEO. They woke up Monday morning, booted up their Twitter accounts, and started tweeting about how much they loved Dorsey. The tweets were gushing, the kind of heaping praise you might usually hear during a wedding or birthday toast. Or during a eulogy. Employees all posted using the same hashtag: #WeBackJack.

“I dont say this as often as i should . . . but @Jack is a special leader. He’s empathetic, he’s transparent, he’s decisive, he has a heart for people . . . he’s just dope,” tweeted TJ Adeshola, Twitter’s head of sports partnerships, who had traveled with Dorsey in Africa.

“So proud to work for a company that leads from the front, purpose driven, and values it’s Tweeps above all else,” tweeted Dalana Brand, an HR exec who led Twitter’s diversity and inclusion team. “This is a direct reflection of the values displayed by our amazing leader @jack who serves as a role model for us all.”

Dorsey even got support from outside of Twitter’s office. “Just want say that I support @Jack as Twitter CEO,” tweeted his pal Elon Musk. “He has a good .” (When someone replied to Musk that Dorsey should be “working hard” to fix Twitter’s bot issues, Musk replied: “This is vital.”)

While Musk tweeted support for Dorsey, Dorsey was similarly thinking about Musk. Even though Twitter’s board had secured a commitment from Silver Lake’s Durban over the weekend, the group was still discussing other potential investors to see if they could find an even better deal. Laurene Powell Jobs, the billionaire philanthropist and investor who had been married to Apple cofounder Steve Jobs for decades, was also seriously considered for the board and explored making an investment, but a deal never materialized. As the week wore on, members of Twitter’s executive team and board shuffled in and out of Dorsey’s home in San Francisco, making calls and brainstorming potential board candidates. Dorsey’s house—with Twitter’s corporate security team stationed nearby—offered much more privacy than Twitter’s office. Some worried that Elliott might be having Dorsey or other key executives watched.

Dorsey was particularly interested in bringing Musk on board. He had the kind of money that Wall Street guys had, but he wasn’t some suit just looking to turn a profit. Plus, Musk actually used Twitter, and seemed to understand what Dorsey was trying to build. But the billionaire tech tycoon was never seriously considered by Twitter’s board, a sign, to Dorsey at least, that the board was overly cautious and afraid of rocking the boat. It didn’t seem to bother Dorsey that Musk had tweeted himself into multiple lawsuits; the Twitter CEO was disappointed all the same.

That week Dorsey had Durban over to his home in San Francisco for dinner. They discussed the prospect of working together and Twitter’s plans and goals, and both sides walked away confident that the deal would work. There was just one remaining hurdle: Nobody had told Elliott. 

 

Jack Dorsey sat in the afternoon sunshine outside the Goldman Sachs office in Menlo Park, about thirty-five miles south of San Francisco. Like almost every major investment bank and venture capital firm, Goldman Sachs had an office on Sand Hill Road, the iconic Silicon Valley thoroughfare near Stanford’s campus where the wealthiest and most influential investors in technology all clustered together in tony office parks. It was the kind of place where someone as famous as Dorsey would easily be recognized, but the Twitter CEO didn’t care about being inconspicuous; he needed fresh air. He had commuted down to Menlo Park from San Francisco that afternoon in an Uber, picking up Lemkau from an AMPM mini-mart near the San Francisco airport on the way. It was a big day. Dorsey was meeting Jesse Cohn for the first time.

It had been almost a week since Cohn first met with Twitter’s board near the San Francisco airport. That same group had since had a second meeting in New York at 200 West Street, Goldman Sachs’s global headquarters. Team Twitter had flown to New York and pitched Cohn on the idea of Dorsey keeping his job, arguing that replacing him would kill a lot of momentum that Twitter had been building over the past couple of years. Kordestani, Pichette, and Lemkau asked Cohn to fly to California and meet with Dorsey in person to hear from him directly. Cohn found the pitch disappointing. He’d expected the Twitter group to show up with a plan for a CEO search and perhaps a strategy on how Dorsey might save face on his way out the door. Instead, it seemed like their strategy was to try to impress Elliott with a famous CEO.

Still, Cohn agreed to a meeting and the entire group flew back across the country—in separate jets, of course—to meet at a different Goldman Sachs office, this time with Dorsey in attendance. Most of the conversation again focused on Dorsey’s role, a slightly more delicate topic of discussion now that Dorsey was sitting in the room. Cohn challenged Dorsey on whether he would let one of his top executives hold a second job at another company; Dorsey leaned into the fact that he was a founder, attempting to provide a clear and thoughtful vision for what he saw at Twitter. Cohn pointed out Twitter’s product stagnation; Dorsey repeated a claim that he’d been using for years, that Twitter was spending lots of time and resources digging itself out of the technical hole that his predecessor, Dick Costolo, had left for him when he returned to the job in 2015. Dorsey was his typical soft-spoken self, but despite the topic of discussion, he was also charming and even funny. “You’re a lot more normal than I thought you’d be,” Cohn told Dorsey toward the end of the discussion.

“That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me all week,” Dorsey replied.

Twitter’s group felt the meeting had been a success, and as it ended and Dorsey got up to leave, Lemkau asked Cohn to hold back. There was one more person he wanted Cohn to speak with, an investor who didn’t believe that Dorsey should be fired. On cue, and fresh off a round of golf in nearby Monterey, Egon Durban walked into the room. Twitter was throwing its Hail Mary.

Cohn had heard Durban was sniffing around Twitter as well, but didn’t expect that the two would suddenly be face-to-face. Not only had Twitter sprung a surprise investor on him at the last minute, but it was one of the tech industry’s most successful investors at that. Durban made his case in support of Dorsey, arguing that the CEO had successfully navigated Twitter through “the footsteps of elephants,” a nod to the company’s much larger competitors like Facebook and Google. Silver Lake was investing, Durban added, and he was taking a board seat. All that was left to discuss was Elliott’s role moving forward.

Durban’s involvement changed everything. Cohn and Elliott were confident that they could oust Dorsey in a proxy fight if needed, but now they had another option. Even though Twitter considered Durban “friendly,” Cohn had also known him for years and felt the same. Investing in Twitter alongside another successful fund might provide a quicker, more lucrative payday than fighting Dorsey for months. A settlement suddenly seemed like a pretty good option to everyone. 

 

As Jack Dorsey was busy battling for his job, the world was quickly shutting down. A newly discovered virus, known as Covid-19, had originated in central China and quickly become a global threat that was suddenly spreading in the United States. An Amazon employee in Seattle got it; so did a contractor who worked for Facebook out of Seattle, prompting the social media company to temporarily close its office. Twitter employees didn’t realize it at the time, but many of them later suspected that they’d contracted Covid themselves at #OneTeam. Dozens of employees got sick with flulike symptoms in the weeks after the retreat, and they started posting about it using the hashtag #OneVirus.

On the same Monday morning that Twitter employees were tweeting #WeBackJack, Twitter encouraged its five thousand global employees to work from home, making it one of the first major U.S. companies to do so. For Twitter employees in Hong Kong, Japan, and South Korea, working from home wasn’t even an option; it was now mandatory. “Our goal is to lower the probability of the spread of the COVID-19 for us—and the world around us,” Twitter wrote in a blog post. “We are operating out of an abundance of caution and the utmost dedication to keeping our Tweeps healthy.”

Of course, in early March 2020, operating out of an “abundance of caution” also came with a silver lining: It provided a built-in excuse for Dorsey to walk back the Africa plans that had been the source of so many headaches over the past three months.

On Thursday, March 5, the day after first meeting with Cohn, Dorsey walked into the Palace Hotel in San Francisco for a technology conference hosted by Morgan Stanley. Dorsey hated the idea of spending the morning answering questions for investors, but he always agreed to do one banking conference per year. The timing of this one was both wonderful and terrible. On the one hand, Dorsey’s job was under assault by activist investors, and everyone, especially Wall Street, was wondering whether he’d still be employed by the end of the month. On the other hand, Dorsey had a chance to lay out the case for his job in a safe, prepared interview. Dorsey and the Twitter team knew they’d get a question about the CEO’s time commitments, and they’d rehearsed the wording they wanted to deliver.

The question didn’t come until the very end of the session and was asked by a member of the audience. “There’s been reports that you’re looking to travel some more,” the audience member started. “I’m curious, how are you allocating your time? What are your priorities, and are there any kind of changes to what you’re doing in the next few months because of what’s going on in the world?”

It was the perfect setup. “Well, I think you’re sub-tweeting my Africa tweet a little bit,” Dorsey replied. “And I’ll be frank, I made a mistake in tweeting that because I did not tweet the ‘why’ behind it.” Africa had a young, growing population, he said, and it was important to understand the continent from a business and technology standpoint. Dorsey also said he was hoping to pressure-test his belief that remote work was possible, even from halfway around the world. “So my intention is not to go over and just hang out or take a sabbatical, but actually, everything I’m doing in San Francisco, doing on another continent,” he said.

Dorsey ended his answer with the detail that most investors, especially Elliott, wanted to hear. “However, [with] everything happening in the world, particularly with coronavirus, I have to reconsider what’s going on and what that means for me and for our company,” he added. Dorsey didn’t explicitly say that living in Africa was off the table, but he didn’t have to. The unspoken reality was that Dorsey’s Africa plans were dead. 

 

The press release hit the news wire before the stock markets even opened on Monday, March 9: “Twitter, Inc. Announces Partnership with Silver Lake and Elliott Management.” Silver Lake’s Egon Durban was getting a board seat, and so was Elliott’s Jesse Cohn. Dorsey got to keep his job. At least for now.

Several other changes were also announced. Kordestani, the executive chairman, was staying on the board but handing over his chairman duties to Pichette, who had been leading the discussions with Elliott throughout the process. Twitter would buy back $2 billion in shares and create a “Management Structure Committee” that would, among other things, review Twitter’s CEO succession plan.

Buried further down the press release was a key paragraph that had been hotly contested over the previous couple of days. Twitter announced “ambitions” to improve two key parts of its business. First, it pledged to grow its user base by at least 20 percent in 2020 “and beyond,” and second, it promised to increase its revenue growth “and gain share in the digital advertising market.”

The word ambitions had been negotiated at length before the release was published. Elliott wanted Twitter to describe these new goals as “targets,” something Twitter’s management group, specifically CFO Segal, was vehemently against. The fear was that formal “targets” were too specific and would apply too much pressure on Twitter, especially heading into an unpredictable global pandemic. “Ambitions” felt more flexible. Of course, it didn’t really matter what they were called. Dorsey was essentially on what was known in the industry as a “performance improvement plan.” Twitter had agreed to improve user growth and revenue, and it now had Cohn sitting on its board to keep tabs on Dorsey’s progress. After years of speculation about activist investors, Elliott proved in less than a month that anyone with enough money could show up and force changes at Twitter in a matter of weeks.

Dorsey got to keep his job, but emotionally, the whole process had worn him down. The day before the deal was announced, and as all the final details were being ironed out with both Silver Lake and Elliott, Dorsey had gotten cold feet about the arrangement. Suddenly he wanted to fight Elliott instead of settling. The change of heart was too little, too late for Twitter’s board. Some of the directors were peeved at Dorsey’s sudden change in posture, especially so late in the game and after they’d fought for weeks to negotiate a solution that would save Dorsey’s job.

Dorsey, in turn, was peeved that the board was settling with a firm that wanted him fired. Dorsey walked away from the Elliott saga with a new sense of distrust and frustration toward his own board of directors. His hope of bringing Musk onto the board had gone nowhere, and his management style and personal abilities had been questioned both publicly and privately for the better part of a month. Dorsey experienced firsthand the downsides of Twitter’s status as a public company, including the constant threat that comes from having a stock structure that allowed anyone with enough money to come in and start throwing their weight around. The reality that Twitter operated a publicly traded company had never been more disappointing.

Elliott was in. Now Dorsey wanted out.
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Twitter Blues

The aftershocks from Friday’s layoffs were felt over the weekend as the remaining Twitter employees tried to pick themselves up and keep the company operating. Embarrassingly, Twitter managers realized the company had accidentally fired too many people and was now short-staffed. There was an “opportunity to ask folks that were left off if they will come back,” one manager posted in Slack, saying the company needed help with some key infrastructure teams and maybe the iOS and Android apps. Any nominations were due within twenty-four hours. “If any of you have been in contact with folks who might come back and who we think will help us, please nominate tomorrow before 4.”

New leadership roles were also starting to solidify, given that the entire C-suite was now gone. Robin Wheeler was running sales and marketing. Roth was still leading Trust and Safety, which included enforcing the rules around speech. Behnam Rezaei, a senior engineering manager, was now running engineering for the entire company, a high-profile job given Musk’s belief that engineers were the most important employees in the building. Musk had a general rule: Engineers should never report to someone who was not also an engineer.

Any hope inside Twitter that Musk had spent the weekend reflecting on his own role in the company’s business demise was quickly shattered Monday morning. He woke up and tweeted two jokes about masturbation. “What do you call someone who is a master at baiting?” he posted, presumably drawing























































































Conclusion

Elon Musk officially killed Twitter in late July 2023. Twitter’s iconic bird logo was removed from the App Store and scrubbed from the walls inside the company’s San Francisco office. Musk needed just one letter in its place: X.

Musk had always loved the letter X. It was his son’s name, after all, and X.com was also the name of one of his first startups. Now X was the name of his favorite social network, too. So on July 23, almost nine months after he took over, he started erasing the Twitter brand that had existed for more than seventeen years. The Twitter app, which had always been blue with a white bird in the middle, was suddenly black with a white X. Musk had the letter X projected onto the outside of Twitter’s headquarters in San Francisco and arranged for a giant metal X to be constructed on the roof of the building high above Market Street downtown. (Of course, Musk never got the appropriate permits, and the sign was removed just three days later after city officials received dozens of complaints and notified the company it was violating safety codes.)

Musk’s decision to abandon a brand that was both globally recognized and synonymous with breaking news was a questionable decision. To many people, it was also just a formality. Musk had been dismantling the things that made Twitter Twitter—its culture, its employees, and its news value—since the moment he and his sink walked through the door. Musk had a vision to turn Twitter into something new and was happy to see the old bird go.

Exactly what that new thing was still wasn’t clear nine months into his tenure. In many ways, the product itself looked pretty much the same as it did during Twitter 1.0, though Musk was making other changes that were harder to see. He applied for money transfer licenses so X could get into payments, part of his hope to transform the service into an “everything app.” He also started sharing advertising revenue with some popular users, a way of encouraging them to use the service even more. Most notably, Musk leaned into his pledge to make X more free-speech. He eliminated the service’s Covid-19 misinformation policies and rolled back suspensions for several conservative users. Ali Alexander, the Trump supporter who helped orchestrate the “Stop the Steal” rally on January 6th, returned. So did Nick Fuentes, a known white nationalist. (Both were promptly suspended again.) After Fox News surprisingly parted ways with one of its biggest stars, Tucker Carlson, in April 2023, Musk cheered on Carlson as he brought his popular talk show onto X instead. President Donald Trump returned, too, albeit briefly. In August 2023, he tweeted his mug shot after being booked in Fulton County jail on charges he tried to overturn the presidential election results in Georgia. Trump used the tweet to try and garner campaign donations, and Musk retweeted the post to all of his followers. “Next-level,” he wrote.

It was almost understandable why Musk wanted to leave “Twitter” behind. X represented a fresh start and a departure from all the things about Twitter that made Musk fume. It was also a chance to distract everyone from the fact that Musk’s first nine months in charge had been an unmitigated business disaster. Many of the advertisers Musk had spooked during the first few weeks following the takeover still hadn’t returned, or if they did, they spent much less. Musk remained his own worst enemy. In November of 2023, he posted a tweet of support when another user wrote that “Jewish communities have been pushing the exact kind of dialectical hatred against whites that they claim to want people to stop using against them.” “You have said the actual truth,” Musk replied, prompting widespread backlash from users and advertisers. Apple, IBM, Disney, and several other major brands paused advertising on X in protest. Shortly after, Musk took the stage at The New York Times DealBook Summit and said he didn’t care if advertisers boycotted his service. “If somebody’s going to try and blackmail me with advertising, blackmail me with money—go fuck yourself,” he proudly announced.

All of Musk’s antics meant that X’s business got crushed. Musk said in July 2023 that advertising revenue was down 50 percent. By September, U.S. ad revenue was down 60 percent. X was still cash-flow negative and had massive interest payments on the debt Musk took out to finance his deal. On top of that, his plan to diversify X’s revenue by building a major subscription business never materialized. It turns out very few people wanted to pay $8 per month for a blue checkmark.

By the time Musk rebranded to X, the company was worth just $20 billion, or less than half the $44 billion he’d paid the previous fall. At least Musk had a sense of humor about it. “Say what you want about me, but I acquired the world’s largest non-profit for $44B lol,” he joked to his followers.

Most of X’s issues stemmed from Musk himself, who continued to run the company as if his decisions carried zero consequences. In April, he finally painted over the w on the Twitter sign outside the company’s headquarters, turning “Twitter” into “Titter.” The next day he changed his username on the service to “Harry Bolz.” Musk had fired the entire PR team, so anytime someone in the press sent an email to the company’s press relations address, they received an auto-reply that included a poop emoji. The antics were familiar to anyone who had followed Musk’s career, and may have been more or less harmless if not for the fact that X relied on brand-conscious advertisers for almost all of its revenue.

Other decisions carried even more significance. Musk removed the blue checkmarks from all users who didn’t pay for a Twitter Blue subscription, meaning thousands of journalists, celebrities, and news organizations were no longer verified. It quickly ate away at Twitter’s reputation as a global news source. The effort eliminated the “dual class” system that had bothered Musk for so long; now anyone with $8 could get a blue check. But the decision also eroded Twitter’s most valuable use case: its role as a fast, mostly reliable source for breaking news. A blue check no longer verified a person’s identity, which made it virtually impossible to know who was tweeting from any given account. It also meant professional journalists and news organizations were no longer distinguished from the masses, making it harder to quickly find trustworthy information. Major publications such as The New York Times, Politico, and The Washington Post declined to pay for the checkmarks or let their reporters expense them. “It’s evident that verified checkmarks no longer represent authority and expertise,” the Post said in a statement. Twitter’s reputation as the fastest place to learn what was happening in the world had largely evaporated. Months later, when Israel went to war against the terrorist group Hamas, X was littered with false and misleading posts. Musk himself encouraged people to follow accounts known for spreading false information. (He later deleted the tweet.)

Musk eroded trust in other ways, too. After attending the Super Bowl in Phoenix in February 2023, Musk returned to California infuriated that a tweet he posted about the Philadelphia Eagles had gotten fewer views than President Joe Biden’s tweet about the Eagles. What followed was a mad dash by employees to tweak Twitter’s algorithms so that Musk’s tweets got preferential treatment. The group accidentally overdid it, flooding everyone’s Twitter feed with Musk’s posts. Musk laughed it off, and blamed the issue on a software bug—but the incident simply reminded everyone Musk can and will tailor the service to his own benefit whenever he feels like it.

On the heels of Twitter’s struggles, other companies smelled blood in the water. Several tried to build Twitter clones in the first half of 2023, an effort to fill a perceived void and try to catch disgruntled users who were leaving Twitter behind. Among the new competitors was “Threads,” a Twitter lookalike from Mark Zuckerberg and Instagram. “I think there should be a public conversations app with 1 billion+ people on it,” Zuckerberg wrote at launch. “Twitter has had the opportunity to do this but hasn’t nailed it.”

Zuckerberg and Musk had feuded for years before Threads entered the picture. They openly disagreed about the future risks of artificial intelligence; Musk thought AI was dangerous, and Zuckerberg thought Musk was being alarmist. But Musk also had a disdain for Zuckerberg’s social networking products and thought that Instagram made people depressed and sad. The two had never competed head-to-head before Threads, but it quickly became clear that a simple business rivalry wasn’t enough. Musk challenged Zuckerberg to a cage fight, and Zuckerberg, who was obsessed with MMA, accepted. What followed were several days of performative online theater that ended when Musk did what he did best: tweeted something ridiculous. “Zuck is a cuck,” he wrote on X shortly after Threads launched. “I propose a literal dick measuring contest.” Zuckerberg called off the fight a few days later. “I think we can all agree Elon isn’t serious and it’s time to move on,” he wrote. 

 

When Musk first acquired Twitter, he set out with a goal to make the app “maximally trusted and broadly inclusive.” One year into Twitter 2.0, Musk has failed to do both. Twitter, now X, has lost its hold as the most important social network for news; instead, its role as a shock-and-awe service, with Musk playing the pied piper, has been magnified. It’s sometimes hard to tell if Musk is being serious, or if he understands his own power. He still uses his vast following in dangerous ways. Almost ten months after suggesting that Yoel Roth was a pedophile, forcing him to sell his home, Musk again tweeted about his former employee after Roth appeared as a speaker at a tech conference. “I have rarely seen evil in as pure a form as Yoel Roth,” Musk wrote to his nearly 160 million followers. This time Roth didn’t see all the abuse directed his way; he was no longer using Twitter.

It's possible that Musk will still turn everything around. He did it at Tesla, he did it at SpaceX, and he certainly has the money to do it again at X. Year one was a disaster, but Musk doesn’t operate on one-year time horizons. Perhaps this is just the beginning of his next great turnaround story. On most days, though, it seems that the only person standing in the way of such an outcome is Musk himself. “I learned a ton from watching Elon up close—the good, the bad and the ugly,” wrote Esther Crawford, the product exec who slept on the floor in a sleeping bag to try to meet one of Musk’s early deadlines. (She was fired several months later in yet another round of cost cuts.) “His boldness, passion and storytelling is inspiring, but his lack of process and empathy is painful.”

“Elon has an exceptional talent for tackling hard physics-based problems,” she continued, “but products that facilitate human connection and communication require a different type of social-emotional intelligence.” 

 

It’s hard to know exactly how Jack Dorsey feels about Twitter’s demise. He rarely tweets anymore. Dorsey has largely stayed out of the spotlight since stepping down from Twitter’s board of directors in mid-2022. It’s tough to imagine, though, that this is what Dorsey envisioned when he encouraged Musk to buy and save the company that he’d founded. Musk seems to be learning the hard way that having power and control over global speech is a much greater burden than most people realize.

There is an irony in what has happened. One of Dorsey’s biggest issues with Twitter was that it had too much power and control over global speech. Now X still has that power, but it is controlled by a single person: the richest man in the world, with no board of directors, no public shareholders, and seemingly no concerns about creating globally significant speech policies on a whim. The power that Dorsey so worried about has only been further centralized.

Dorsey is at least partly disappointed in how everything played out. In April 2023, six months after Musk closed the deal, Dorsey shared a few introspective posts about Twitter on Bluesky. The decentralized social network that he had envisioned for years before stepping down as CEO had finally launched in early 2023, and ironically, quickly became one of the many Twitter lookalikes to crop up in the wake of Musk’s stumbles. In his posts, Dorsey was unapologetic about what had happened to Twitter. Instead he once again lamented Twitter’s existence as a public company, arguing that the sale was inevitable thanks to Twitter’s corporate structure and the demands of Wall Street.

“We had zero protection from activists. More were in the wings,” Dorsey wrote, a reference to investors like Elliott Management. “The market [downturn] and the collapse of the ad business would have opened a significant opportunity for them to come in again, and I doubt it could survive another attack.”

“If Elon or anyone wanted to buy the company, all they had to do was name a price that the board felt was better than what the company could do independently. This is true for every public company,” he continued.

Jason Goldman, an early Twitter board member, responded to one of Dorsey’s posts with a simple but loaded question: “Do you think Elon has proven to be the best possible steward for the platform?”

Dorsey, as he tends to do, answered earnestly.

“No,” he wrote back. “Nor do I think he acted right after realizing his timing was bad. Nor do I think the board should have forced the sale. It all went south.”

“But it happened,” he continued, “and all we can do now is build something to avoid that ever happening again.”
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