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For Jess, Jack, and Payton—my favorite people.










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. 










Introduction


On April 25, 2022, the day Jack Dorsey finally sold Twitter to the world’s richest person, he opened up Tidal, the music streaming service he bought from Jay-Z for almost $300 million, and dialed up Radiohead’s “Everything in Its Right Place.”


Dorsey had been thinking about this day for years. It wasn’t because he wanted to rid himself of Twitter. Quite the opposite. Dorsey had always loved Twitter and fought like hell to stay involved in the company from its earliest days, even when others had tried to kick him out. But Twitter had morphed into something that saddened Dorsey. The product was founded in 2006, as a simple way to share what you were up to in 140 characters or less. Twitter then immediately fell into a trap that Dorsey, as a co-founder and Twitter’s first CEO, was at least partially responsible for setting. As the product grew and added more users, the company behind it added more employees, more offices, and took hundreds of millions of dollars from venture capitalists to keep things growing. In 2013, Twitter, Inc. went public on the New York Stock Exchange, joining the never-ending race to make even more money for even more investors. That part of Twitter’s story wasn’t unique. Companies take venture capital money and go public all the time. That was how businesses were made, especially in the competitive and lucrative world of Silicon Valley. It was also how everyone got rich, Dorsey included.


What made Dorsey sad was his firm belief that Twitter didn’t belong on the Wall Street hamster wheel. Twitter had the potential to be something more than just a profit machine: It was the world’s global consciousness—a direct line into the way that people think and communicate and solve problems. Twitter reflected humanity in short, snackable snippets, and was the fastest way for news to travel online. There was nothing else quite like it.


As time wore on, Wall Street started ruining that—at least as far as Dorsey was concerned. Being a business meant placating advertisers by fact-checking posts and filtering out offensive tweets that made people uncomfortable. It also meant dealing with lawmakers who liked to apply pressure on the company and make demands about what Twitter could or couldn’t do. If Dorsey could invent a time machine, he could go back to 2006 and build Twitter as an internet protocol, a technology layer similar to what allows anyone to build on the world wide web. In Dorsey’s alternate universe, there would be no “company” for investors to pressure, and no “owner” responsible for making the impossible decisions, such as what kinds of posts should and shouldn’t exist in the world. Twitter’s transformation from an idea to a company had been the “original sin,” Dorsey thought. It was his biggest regret.


This is why Dorsey was so very happy on Monday, April 25, 2022. One of his idols, Elon Musk, was buying Twitter for $44 billion, snatching the company away from Wall Street and taking it private. Musk was adding Twitter to his growing collection of world-changing businesses, which already included the electric car company Tesla and rocket company SpaceX. As the world’s richest man, he claimed he didn’t care about Twitter’s finances; his goal was to make Twitter “maximally trusted and broadly inclusive,” a bastion of free speech that would help preserve civilization in much the same way Tesla would by eliminating the need for fossil fuels, or SpaceX would by transforming humans into an interplanetary species. “Civilizational risk is decreased,” Musk said, “the more we can increase the trust of Twitter as a public platform.”


Musk checked all of Dorsey’s boxes. He didn’t just care about Twitter’s role in humanity; he was also an avid Twitter user himself. He understood all the quirks and nuances that made the service great. “I don’t believe anyone should own or run Twitter,” Dorsey tweeted the day the deal was announced. “Solving for the problem of it being a company however, Elon is the singular solution I trust. I trust his mission to extend the light of consciousness.”


Musk’s decision to buy Twitter hadn’t happened by accident. Dorsey had been privately pushing Musk to get involved at the company for weeks, bad-mouthing Twitter’s board of directors both privately and publicly and sharing his own belief that Twitter needed to be a private company to properly accomplish its goals. Musk clearly agreed, making Twitter a “seller-friendly” offer and then pushing and prodding the company until it was his.


Four minutes after the deal was officially announced, Dorsey sent his pal a private message. “Thank you” , he wrote. “I basically followed your advice!” Musk wrote back. “I know and I appreciate you,” Dorsey replied. “This is the right and only path. I’ll continue to do whatever it takes to make it work.” 


 


Twitter is often mentioned in the same sentence as other major internet companies such as Google, Amazon, Apple, or Meta. In some ways, that’s appropriate. Twitter’s social and cultural influence was prominent enough for years to merit inclusion with the other tech giants. By mid-2022, the year Elon Musk bought the company, Twitter had almost 240 million daily users, a small fraction of the global population, but tweets were virtually everywhere. TV networks displayed them during news reports, newspapers and magazines put them into print, and radio broadcasters read them over the airwaves. If it happened on Twitter, it typically found its way to the masses.


For years Twitter punched above its weight, spurring seismic shifts in culture and politics. It was a powerful source of news during uprisings in the Middle East, known as the “Arab Spring,” and helped spur cultural movements such as #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo. Twitter was a megaphone for the rich and powerful and a connective tissue between world leaders and their constituents. From 2017 until 2021, Twitter delivered a daily stream of consciousness from a sitting U.S. president, a live, digital journal published every day for the entire world to read. News moved so quickly on Twitter that the media industry was changed forever. For most of Twitter’s existence, it wasn’t even a debate: Twitter was the absolute quickest way to find out what was happening in the world right now.


That all meant that running Twitter came with an immense amount of power and control over global speech, a power that made Dorsey deeply uncomfortable and pushed Musk to shell out a fortune. Both men would learn the hard way that policing the global conversation is a thankless and impossible job.


As a business, though, Twitter largely underachieved. For years it captured the world’s attention but didn’t really know what to do with it. Most people don’t realize just how small Twitter is when compared to other tech giants. When Musk spent $44 billion to overpay for Twitter in April 2022, Facebook was worth $540 billion, which was half of what it had been just seven months earlier. Google parent-company Alphabet was worth almost $1.5 trillion. Influence, it turns out, does not always equate to value.


In some ways, Jack Dorsey was right. Twitter was always going to struggle to live up to Wall Street’s expectations. It carried similar ambitions as companies ten times its size, which also meant it dealt with lots of the same problems but without nearly as many resources to solve them. A lot of this was on Dorsey, who ran Twitter as CEO for eight years, and sat on its board from the very beginning. Twitter was on its deathbed in 2015 when Dorsey returned as CEO, and he coaxed the company back to life. For that he deserves credit. But for all his complaints about Wall Street and the construct of Twitter’s business, it was a relationship Dorsey helped create. Plus, colleagues were disappointed that he never seemed interested in making money while he was in charge. The Wall Street game may be hard, but it’s even harder when you aren’t interested in playing.


By that measure, taking Twitter private wasn’t necessarily a bad idea. Dorsey may have simply bet on the wrong billionaire. After he called Musk the “singular solution I trust,” almost everything started to unravel. Musk spent months publicly ravaging Twitter and its executives, eventually trying to abandon the deal entirely before it officially closed. Twitter’s warm and fuzzy corporate culture Dorsey helped build was undone by Musk in a matter of weeks. Twitter’s small but stable advertising business eventually came close to bankruptcy. Musk’s promise to deliver a service that is “maximally trusted and broadly inclusive” still hasn’t materialized. Jason Goldman, one of Twitter’s earliest executives and board members, later called Dorsey’s “light of consciousness” tweet “one of the worst-aged tweets of all time.” Dorsey himself admitted in April 2023, one year after the Musk deal was signed, that things didn’t go the way he’d expected. “It all went south,” he said.


There isn’t a single explanation for why Musk bought Twitter. The reality is there were several factors. Twitter banned President Donald Trump for life in 2021, a decision that left both Dorsey and his company forever scarred, and left Twitter’s critics convinced that the company was out to destroy one of the most precious freedoms in the world: the freedom of speech. In the two years before Musk arrived, Dorsey started to check out in favor of other interests, like the cryptocurrency Bitcoin, which opened the door for someone else to come in and take control. And then there was Twitter’s business, which was a disappointment for years. The company was ripe for some kind of drastic change when Musk showed up on its doorstep.


When Dorsey’s successor, Parag Agrawal, was asked by an employee shortly after the Musk deal was announced whether the takeover could have been avoided, he reflected on the reality that Twitter let too many opportunities slip by. “I think so, right?” he replied in front of the entire company. “If we look back five years, could we have made Twitter even better than it is today? Could we have been stronger technically? Could we have made better choices around the product? Could we have done better on monetization? Could we have done things differently to earn more trust around our policies? Yes. We could have done things differently and better.”


It didn’t have to be this way. The Twitter story is one of deception, bad decisions, and misguided trust. It’s a story of hubris and resentment and naïveté. But most of all it’s a story about a business and product that never lived up to expectations, and the two men who led Twitter down a road to the craziest business deal corporate America has ever seen.










Part I


Twitter 1.0










one


1 Jack Is Back


 


Dick Costolo was trying his very best not to cry. It was June 2015 and hundreds of Twitter employees had crammed into the ninth-floor cafeteria of the company’s San Francisco headquarters for an unexpected company-wide meeting scheduled that very morning. Costolo, in a navy blue sport coat and light gray pants, stood on a makeshift stage, looked out over hundreds of familiar faces, and steadied himself by making eye contact with a couple of apathetic-looking infrastructure engineers sitting near the back of the room. Then he delivered the surprising news: After almost five years running one of the most influential companies in tech, Costolo was stepping down at month’s end. Twitter’s thirty-eight-year-old cofounder and chairman, Jack Dorsey, would take over as interim CEO until the company found someone permanent.


For the most part, employees were sad to see Costolo go. At fifty-one years old with a bald head, black rectangular glasses, and a quick wit, Costolo was both incredibly funny and easy to talk to, which made him almost universally well liked in the world of corporate America. In his twenties, he’d dreamed of a career in comedy, performing improv with the likes of Steve Carell at Second City in Chicago. He even auditioned twice for Saturday Night Live before tossing away the dream and diving into tech. Costolo started multiple companies and eventually sold a startup to Google for $100 million in 2007. A few years later, in 2009, he joined Twitter as chief operating officer, and was promoted to CEO just one year later. As Twitter grew from a couple hundred employees to several thousand under his watch, Costolo still felt accessible, joining regular CrossFit classes in the office with junior employees and earning respect by remembering almost every employee by name (at least until head count started creeping above two thousand people).


But the past five years had also been a challenge. When Costolo first got the CEO job in late 2010, Twitter was a well-known albeit still misunderstood player in the world of media and politics. The service let people post short snippets of text to anyone who chose to follow them. It quickly became popular with politicians, journalists, and celebrities looking for a direct line to communicate with their fans. Barack Obama had an account. So did Taylor Swift, Ashton Kutcher, and Oprah Winfrey. In 2009, a NASA astronaut sent a tweet from the International Space Station. Just few years later, Twitter would play a key role in helping protesters organize during the Arab Spring.


Despite Twitter’s global influence, the service made almost no money. The year Costolo took over, Twitter had just $28 million in revenue, a figure he was tasked with growing considerably. He largely succeeded, taking Twitter public in late 2013 and making many of its executives, investors, and early employees very rich. By the time Costolo stepped down, the company was pulling in more than $500 million in revenue in a single quarter, most of it from advertising. At the very least, Costolo had turned Twitter into a legitimate business that traded on the New York Stock Exchange.


Still, the job had worn him down, and the fun-loving CEO was tired. Wall Street investors were growing increasingly frustrated with Twitter, which was often compared to its much larger social media peer, Facebook. Even though Facebook was almost five times Twitter’s size, Mark Zuckerberg’s service was still growing like a weed in almost every country around the world. Facebook added 43 million new users during the final three months of 2014; Twitter added just 4 million. It was a stark contrast, and one that posed a major problem for Twitter since advertisers wanted to spend money where they could reach as many people as possible, and investors wanted to buy stock in companies that were still growing. The general belief was that Twitter was too confusing for regular people to use. A lot of people didn’t even know what they should be tweeting about. The company needed a product facelift to win people over and keep its user base growing, and Costolo was a business guy, not a product guy.


The job was hard in other ways, too. Twitter’s role as a megaphone for famous people meant that the company was in the news constantly, which meant that Costolo was in the news constantly. He took much of it in stride, like when he got a phone call from his daughter in late 2014. “Hey, Dad, I have bad news and good news,” she said. “The bad news is Yahoo Finance says you’re one of the five worst CEOs of the year.” What is the good news? Costolo asked. “Well, no one reads Yahoo Finance is part of the good news, and the other part of the good news is you’re number five. So there’s four people who are ahead of you.” Sometimes the job was downright terrifying. In late 2014, Twitter started suspending accounts that were supporting the Islamic State terrorist organization, also known as ISIS. Costolo received so many death threats that Twitter hired full-time security to sit outside his house. “Running Twitter is like running any other company in dog years,” he’d say years later. “A year at Twitter is like being C.E.O. of any other company for seven years . . . it’s just a wacky company to run.”


At the end of 2014, with both ISIS and the media out to get him, Costolo told Twitter’s board that he was done, and that they’d better start looking for a replacement. By the summer of 2015, the board still hadn’t found a successor. Instead they asked Jack Dorsey to temporarily step in until the group could conduct a more thorough search. Some on the board would have liked Dorsey to take the job full-time. He was Twitter’s cofounder, after all, and many people considered him the type of product savant that Twitter clearly needed. But Dorsey’s track record at Twitter was also spotty. As the company’s first CEO during its founding days, he’d been a disaster, and was eventually fired by the board and replaced by another cofounder in a tangled mess of corporate and personal drama. Dorsey had certainly grown up since then, but he was also running another company, the payments firm Square, which meant the full-time Twitter job was probably out of the question. Twitter was on track to make more than $2 billion in revenue when Costolo resigned; it had grown too big and influential to have a part-time CEO.


Still, Square’s office was literally across the street from Twitter’s, and as chairman, Dorsey knew everything that was going on anyway. He and Costolo had dinner every week at Zuni Café, just three blocks down the road on Market Street; they met on Tuesday nights at the same table in the upstairs dining room to talk about the company and anything else that came to mind. If anyone could keep Twitter going for a few months while the board figured out a plan, it was Dorsey.


After Costolo delivered his news from the cafeteria stage, employees rose to their feet and offered a thunderous ovation. Dorsey, in black from head to toe with a sport coat, jeans, and boots, stood onstage just a few feet away, applauding alongside everybody else for the man he was about to replace. As the ovation subsided, an employee asked Costolo what he planned to do after his resignation became official. “Sleep,” Costolo said. He planned to go to bed early and sleep until ten thirty the next morning. “It’s gonna be the best sleep of my life,” he quipped.


Costolo was free. Twitter was Jack Dorsey’s problem now. 


 


As a kid, Jack Dorsey never dreamed about being a CEO, and he certainly never dreamed about being the CEO of two companies at once. Dorsey fashioned himself an artist from a young age, and he spent his childhood in St. Louis, Missouri, drawing, painting, and daydreaming about getting a cat and sailing around the world by himself. He was a serious introvert, a quality that was magnified as a young child because of a speech impediment that, at one point, got so severe he stopped speaking. But Dorsey was also infinitely curious and loved to create new things. As he grew older, he developed an obsession with cities and the infrastructure that made them work, spending time at the railyard taking pictures of trains, or jumping on the city bus to explore new parts of town. When his dad brought home the family’s first computer—an IBM PC Junior in the mid-1980s—Dorsey started to write software code for the first time. He’d listen to the family’s police scanner, plotting the coordinates of local fire engines and police cars onto the computer, eventually manipulating the homemade map so that he could watch the digital dots move across the screen from one emergency to the next. As his talent and interest in coding expanded, Dorsey started exploring the internet more broadly, hanging out in online chat rooms and bulletin boards where he read about the ideals of an open internet and learned about new topics like cryptography. Dorsey would reminisce about this early introduction to the internet for years to come, proudly owning the fact that he’d grown up immersed in the “hacker” culture that helped form the basis of the modern internet age.


That hacker mentality paid off as a college student at the University of Missouri–Rolla, when Dorsey discovered a security hole on a website for a New York–based dispatch company called Dispatch Management Services. Still passionate about maps and cities, he loved the idea of working in dispatch, and emailed the company’s chairman, Greg Kidd, to both warn him about the vulnerability and, perhaps subconsciously, show off his hacking skills. The stunt landed Dorsey his first job in tech. He dropped out of school in Missouri to move to New York and start coding full-time for Kidd’s company. For a twenty-year-old obsessed with cities, New York was a dream come true. At first Dorsey lived in an old Scottish manor out on Long Island that Kidd used for corporate housing. With several themed bedrooms and a shag carpet bathroom, employees referred to the building as the “Swamp House,” and Dorsey was its youngest resident. He wanted to be even closer to the city, though, and soon moved to a different loft that Kidd rented on John Street in lower Manhattan, just a block away from the World Trade Center. Known as the “Crash Pad,” the bedroom came with a shared bathroom and several eclectic roommates, “other outcasts who shouldn’t have been in the wall street district after 8,” Dorsey later wrote. He’d spend hours at the Borders bookstore, listening to music, or just walking the city and thinking.


Dispatch Management Services went public in 1998, and Kidd quit shortly after. He was the kind of guy who enjoyed eating the hot dogs from New York street vendors, and the company had quickly become too corporate, with too many suits suddenly hanging around. Kidd convinced Dorsey to move with him to San Francisco, where he planned to start another company. What Kidd came up with was called “DNet,” a precursor to the world of immediate online delivery, which let people buy local products and have them delivered directly to their home the very same day. It was a great idea, but DNet was about twenty years too early. Dorsey was laid off as the dot-com bubble burst, and the company folded less than a couple of years after it started. But the move to California hadn’t been fruitless. A few years after his arrival, Dorsey was living at an old biscuit factory in Oakland during the summer of 2000 when he took out a notebook and sketched out the idea for a service he called STAT.US. The point was for people to update their friends about what they were doing from a mobile phone—“real-time, up-to-date, from the road”—similar to the status feature popularized by AOL’s Instant Messenger. That summer Dorsey went for a walk in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park, pulled out his new BlackBerry, and tested the idea by sending a status. “I’m at the bison paddock,” he wrote. Very few of Dorsey’s friends had a BlackBerry; even fewer cared where Dorsey was hanging out. Like DNet, STAT.US had also arrived before its time.


Still, the idea stuck with Dorsey. He spent the next several years bouncing around the country pursuing various passions and trying to figure out his life. He met a girlfriend in an online chat room while still in California and followed her to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he spent his days hunched over a laptop in Kendall Square near the Massachusetts Institute of Technology campus, seemingly picking up ideas and inspiration through osmosis. He was still an introverted loner at heart, happy to spend hours reading or walking or experimenting with different ideas on his laptop. He maintained his passion for art, and for a short time would fold origami cranes and leave them hidden in places around town for others to find. At one point Dorsey got a tattoo on his left forearm that read “0Daemon!?” It had several meanings, the most obvious being the reference to a daemon, which is a computer program that runs silently in the background. It was symbolic of how Dorsey viewed his own existence.


After a year in Cambridge, at twenty-five years old, Dorsey moved back to St. Louis, where he started working for his dad’s mass spectrometer business and dove headfirst into other new hobbies, like botanical illustration. After a bout with carpal tunnel syndrome, he became so obsessed with massage therapy that Dorsey enrolled in the Healing Arts Center in St. Louis and took a thousand hours of training to get his massage therapy license. Maybe, he thought, he would start a business where he massaged computer programmers while they worked, offering up advice or coding assistance at the same time. Massage therapy and code therapy together. Everyone he told thought it was a dumb idea.


Eventually, Dorsey’s wanderings brought him back to California. In late 2004, he moved into a small cottage behind Kidd’s house in Berkeley and started nannying for Kidd’s infant daughter. He pierced his nose and picked up odd jobs here and there, including a job writing ticketing system software for a company that offered tours of Alcatraz.


One afternoon, Dorsey was working from a coffee shop in South Park, a popular neighborhood for startups in San Francisco’s growing tech scene, when he saw a familiar face walk by the window and into the café to order a drink. Dorsey didn’t know Ev Williams, but he knew of him from the news. Just a few years earlier Williams had sold his blogging service, Blogger, to Google for millions of dollars, and was now running a podcasting startup called Odeo. Dorsey didn’t approach Williams in person, but pulled out his laptop, found Williams’s email, and sent him a copy of his resume, which only included his first name. Within weeks, Dorsey had a job writing code for a podcasting company. He was finally working at a real startup. 


 


Dorsey was adopted into Odeo almost immediately. He was a strong coder and got his work done without complaint, which meant he was significantly easier to work with than most of the other engineers at the company. Dorsey became friendly with several folks on the team, attending concerts in the city and going out for drinks. He rekindled his childhood interest in sailing, volunteering one weekend to help a coworker pick up their new boat and sail it into the bay, where they accidentally ran it aground. He was still quiet, but he was witty and intriguingly weird. At one point he walked around San Francisco with his phone number stitched onto his T-shirt to see if anyone would call. They did, and it was awkward. He could also take a joke. Shortly after joining Odeo, Dorsey posed as a model for a local department store, Jeremy’s. Dorsey had always been handsome; at around five feet ten he wasn’t particularly tall, but he was slender with blue eyes, a heavy brow, and a slight chin dimple visible before he began rocking a ZZ Top beard. The photo shoot led to an email thread from colleagues who couldn’t wait to give him shit. “JACK IS SOOOO HOT!” wrote one coworker who forwarded the photos to the rest of the team. “Meow,” replied another.


While Dorsey had found his footing, Odeo was far from crushing it. Shortly after he joined, Steve Jobs decided to get into podcasting, too. In mid-2005, Apple launched an update so people could discover and listen to podcasts directly within iTunes, planting the kiss of death upon the much smaller Odeo. The team still had money from Williams and other investors, but morale was decimated since everyone knew that Odeo was dead in the water. The team needed another idea.


In February 2006, Dorsey’s crude vision for an on-the-go status product was reawakened after a late night out drinking. Dorsey sat in the car in San Francisco with one of his new friends, Odeo’s cofounder Noah Glass, talking about the company that was crumbling around them and brainstorming ideas to try to salvage their jobs. As they threw stuff against the wall, Dorsey brought up the status concept that he’d scribbled onto a sheet of paper inside the biscuit factory five years earlier. Whether it was the booze, the fatigue, or some other whiff of inspiration, the idea made more sense than ever, especially to Glass. The two presented it to Williams and another employee, Biz Stone, the next morning. After a few more weeks of brainstorming and an employee “hackathon” to come up with as many new ideas as possible, Williams decided the status product, which Glass had dubbed “Twitter,” was the best one they had. He assigned Dorsey and Stone to build the original prototype. 


 


Twitter officially came to life in March 2006, and for much of the next year it was all Dorsey could think about. The product let people send short text updates that were then delivered to their followers’ phones as a text message. The 140-character limit on tweets ensured that they could be delivered within a single text, and even provided Twitter a little extra room that was eventually used to include a person’s username. The team’s original tweets read like bite-sized diary entries.


“having some coffee”


“heading home”


“sleep”


But like most startups, the product growth moved slowly and the internal politics got messy. Even though the team was obsessed with tweeting, Twitter had fewer than five thousand users roughly six months after launch. Glass, something of a loose cannon who had started rubbing some of his colleagues the wrong way, was also pushed out of the company a few months after the first Twitter prototype was built, a decision made by Williams but with Dorsey’s support. (Glass would later be referred to in the press as “Twitter’s forgotten co-founder.”) Several other employees were also pushed out as Williams bought out their Odeo shares and formally pivoted the company toward Twitter. Dorsey remained the new product’s technical leader, writing and managing much of the software that kept Twitter operational.


It took an entire year before Twitter had its true coming-out moment. In March 2007, at the South by Southwest tech conference in Austin, Texas, Twitter was the talk of the town. The team had arranged so that feeds of tweets were displayed on video screens at the conference and attendees used the new service to figure out what everyone else in Austin was up to during nights full of parties and debauchery. Twitter won an award for the best blogging startup, and Dorsey’s acceptance speech was incredibly on-brand; it was fewer than 140 characters. Within three months, more than 100,000 people had signed up for Twitter, which was getting regular attention from the tech press.


That summer, Williams appointed thirty-year-old Dorsey as the company’s first CEO. Dorsey had not only been instrumental in coming up with the idea, but he’d been the one building Twitter throughout and was completely infatuated with the product. The problem, of course, was that Dorsey had never been the CEO of anything—he had barely been a manager of other engineers. As a creator and inventor, Dorsey had excelled. As a CEO, he struggled. His quiet, soft-spoken demeanor didn’t lend to the kind of confident and decisive decision-making that startups typically need, and Twitter’s now-rapid growth meant that the site was crashing constantly. On top of that, Dorsey was still pursuing several other passions and hobbies, including a sewing class. He eventually hoped to make his own jeans. He wasn’t even convinced that Twitter should be a real company. Dorsey wanted Twitter to be some kind of public service product that didn’t need to make a lot of money. As a hacker, he thought Twitter might be better as some kind of internet protocol—a technology layer that other people could then build on top of in much the same way that email worked.


That wasn’t what Twitter was building, though. It was building a real company, with real investors who expected returns. Williams, who had taken on the role of chairman, took issue with the fact that Dorsey would leave work to do yoga or attend his sewing classes. “You can either be a dressmaker or the CEO of Twitter,” Williams told him. “But you can’t be both.”


The ultimatum didn’t work. As Twitter grew, Dorsey’s inexperience running a company was magnified. He struggled to manage people, made major decisions without alerting Twitter’s small board of directors, and tracked Twitter’s expenses—incorrectly, it turns out—on his own laptop. By fall of 2008, just over a year after giving Dorsey the job, Williams had seen enough. So had Twitter’s board, which also included two venture capitalists who had invested in Twitter, Bijan Sabet from Spark Capital and Fred Wilson from Union Square Ventures. The small group decided that Dorsey was out, and Williams should take over. Dorsey got the news over breakfast at the Clift hotel in San Francisco on October 15, 2008. They wanted him to stay on as chairman, a purely ceremonial title without any real responsibility. His short time as CEO was over.


Dorsey was devastated. Twitter was his baby and working at the company had provided a sense of stability and purpose that he’d struggled to find anywhere else. He also felt furious and betrayed. Williams and the rest of Twitter’s board had pushed him out of a job, and there was nothing he could do to stop them. Even as a cofounder, Dorsey didn’t have any significant control over the company; that belonged to Twitter’s investors and to Williams, who had financed Twitter from the beginning with the money he made from selling Blogger. It was a harsh introduction to the reality that a company’s investors often get what they want. Whoever brings the money has the power. 


 


Dorsey hid his anger well, at least publicly. Even though he was no longer running Twitter, he was still doing interviews and widely playing the role of Twitter cofounder at high-profile events. He joined a delegation of tech executives for a three-day tour of Iraq with the U.S. State Department to explore “high-tech business ventures.” Later, he sat next to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton at a State Department dinner party in Washington, D.C. Dorsey joined a panel with famed Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei, and even threw out the first pitch at a game for his hometown St. Louis Cardinals. What people largely didn’t realize was that Dorsey’s role inside Twitter was essentially nonexistent. The company was moving on without him, and the cofounders who remained, Ev Williams and Biz Stone, were annoyed that Dorsey was doing so much press without their approval.


His lack of influence would change in the summer of 2010. The full story, as detailed by Nick Bilton in the book Hatching Twitter, goes something like this: Dorsey, still Twitter’s chairman, started meeting with senior Twitter executives to offer advice, and more importantly, listen to their complaints and grievances about Williams. Many believed he was indecisive and moving too slowly. Dorsey started encouraging those executives to voice their concerns to the board directly, gently funneling those complaints to Williams’s bosses. As the summer wore on and the complaints started to pile up, Dorsey arranged a series of secret meetings with several top Twitter executives and board members at his own San Francisco apartment to discuss Williams’s job. Williams, of course, was not invited and had no idea what was happening behind his back. As Bilton, a former New York Times journalist, described it, “Ensuring that the right things landed in the right people’s ears, Jack had spent the summer moving people around like pawns in a chess match against his nemesis. The problem was, Ev had no idea he was playing.”


Unsurprisingly, Dorsey won. In October 2010, two years after pushing Dorsey out, Williams was fired and replaced by Dick Costolo. Williams had pushed out Dorsey, and now Dorsey had returned the favor.


 


 


If people were sad to see Costolo step aside in June 2015, they may have been just as equally shocked to see Dorsey walking back through the door considering all the baggage he carried with him. Suddenly Twitter’s board of directors included three former CEOs: Dorsey, Williams, and Costolo, each of whom had replaced one of the others. As uncomfortable as that dynamic may have been, it wasn’t Twitter’s biggest issue in finding a full-time CEO. Ironically, the reason that Twitter’s board felt Dorsey could do the job on an interim basis was the same reason that nobody thought Dorsey could do the job on a full-time basis: He already had another CEO job at Square.


Shortly after Dorsey had been fired from Twitter, he reconnected with an old friend from St. Louis named Jim McKelvey. Dorsey had worked for McKelvey as a teenager, doing a series of odd jobs for his startup that helped businesses put the glossy brochures they typically handed out at conferences onto CD-ROMs. Fifteen years later, in 2008, the two got together in St. Louis over the holidays and Dorsey told his friend about being fired. “I felt like someone had beaten up my younger brother, and I was furious,” McKelvey later wrote. The two decided to brainstorm new business ideas together, and briefly considered building an electric car or an app for journaling. One day, McKelvey, who was working as a glass artist at the time, sold a glass faucet he’d made for $2,000. Except the sale fell through once the buyer realized McKelvey couldn’t accept her American Express card. McKelvey called Dorsey to commiserate, and they decided that there needed to be an easier way for small businesses to accept credit cards. The Apple iPhone had been unveiled just a few years earlier, and they came up with an ingenious idea: They built a small credit card reader that plugged into the iPhone’s headphone jack, transferring the card’s information to the phone as it was swiped. The card reader turned any iPhone into a mobile cash register. They called the company Square, short for “square up.”


By 2015, Square had morphed into a legitimate business. The company had almost 1,200 employees, had raised $150 million from several investors, and was valued at $6 billion. Square’s original credit card reader was a staple at coffee shops and farmers’ markets around the country, and the company had since launched a product for turning an iPad into a cash register at physical retail locations. Square was even offering small business loans. The Jack Dorsey running Square in 2015 was much more mature, responsible, and experienced than the Jack Dorsey who had been fired from Twitter in 2008 for reportedly mismanaging funds and spending too much time sewing. He’d also learned a couple very valuable lessons. Dorsey wasn’t just CEO, he was also Square’s largest shareholder. If he was going to give up his job, it was going to be on his terms.


Dorsey’s role at Square was a problem from the moment he was named interim CEO of Twitter. The assumption, at least initially, was that Dorsey might leave Square behind. The Twitter job was significantly higher profile, and the social network’s market value was almost four times higher than Square’s. Plus it would be a chance for Dorsey to recoup his first love.


What people didn’t know was that Dorsey’s role at Square was more important than ever. The payments company was privately preparing paperwork for an initial public offering (IPO) in the fall, which meant that it was out of the question for its cofounder and CEO to walk out the door months before going public. It would have been a disaster for Square investors, including Dorsey.


Still, some inside Square were worried. Even though Dorsey had told employees internally that he wanted to stay at Square, most of them also knew how much he loved Twitter. Among those concerned was Aaron Zamost, the head of Square’s PR team, who was getting dozens of questions per day from the press asking about Dorsey’s future. Zamost wanted to put the issue to rest to try to eliminate the now-daily distractions, especially with the looming IPO. A few days after Dorsey was announced as interim CEO at Twitter, Zamost put out a statement from Square with Dorsey’s name attached. “As I said last week, I’m as committed as ever to Square and its continued success,” the statement read. “I’m Square CEO and that won’t change.” It was the kind of statement Zamost would usually give Twitter a heads-up about, but not this time. He was worried that Twitter’s board would try and kill the statement before it went live.


Now that Dorsey was digging in his heels, Peter Currie, the chairman of Twitter’s board, felt compelled to apply some pressure of his own. Currie was part of a faction of directors that had hoped Dorsey would eventually cave and give up his job at Square to return to Twitter full-time. He released his own statement a few days later, and the language was unequivocal. “The Committee will only consider candidates for recommendation to the full Board who are in a position to make a full-time commitment to Twitter,” it read.


The game of chicken was on. Dorsey wasn’t leaving Square, and the board wasn’t entertaining part-time candidates. If Dorsey was going to return to Twitter full-time, somebody was going to have to blink. 


 


With Dorsey seemingly out of contention, Twitter’s board of directors hired a well-known executive search firm, Spencer Stuart, to help them find a permanent replacement. The search firm had actually been Plan B. For much of the spring, Twitter’s board had worked on recruiting another candidate who was already inside the building: Adam Bain, Twitter’s head of sales and partnerships, and one of the most likable people at the whole company.


Twitter’s board, including Dorsey and Williams, had been leaning on Bain for months to try to convince him to take the job. As the head of sales, he was running the part of Twitter that seemed to be working the best. Twitter’s user base grew less than 10 percent in 2015, but Twitter’s revenue grew 58 percent. The problem was that Bain didn’t want the job. He knew he was good at running Twitter’s business, but like everyone else, he believed Twitter’s problems were primarily related to the product, which wasn’t his strength. He floated the idea of taking a second-in-command position, working as the business lead alongside a more product-minded CEO, like Dorsey or Williams, similar to the Mark Zuckerberg–Sheryl Sandberg relationship that everyone seemed to admire over at Facebook. Of course, Dorsey’s other job stood in the way.


The team at Spencer Stuart scoured Silicon Valley for anyone with a big tech or media job. The initial list of candidates reviewed by the board included almost two hundred names, many of them already holding major positions and thus highly unlikely to be interested. The list included people like Susan Wojcicki, who was running YouTube; Tim Armstrong, the CEO of AOL; Jason Kilar, who had recently been head of Hulu; and Angela Ahrendts, the head of retail for Apple.


As the weeks ticked by and phone calls were made, the list began to narrow significantly. Omid Kordestani, a longtime and well-liked Google executive credited with building the company’s massive search ads business, was one potential target, though he bowed out after meeting with Dorsey; he walked away convinced that the Twitter cofounder was both interested and committed to the job despite the board’s claim that it wouldn’t hire a part-timer. The board also talked to Tony Bates, who had worked at Microsoft and Cisco and was the president of the camera company GoPro.


As summer morphed into fall, one candidate emerged from the pack: Andy Jassy, the head of Amazon Web Services, the retail giant’s incredibly successful and underrated cloud computing division. Jassy had been at Amazon since 1997, earning the trust of CEO Jeff Bezos and building a reputation as someone who embodied Amazon’s hard-core culture by working long hours and requiring his teams to do the same. In 2015, the year he was considered for the Twitter job, Jassy’s AWS division did nearly $8 billion in sales, and was on pace to reach $10 billion in sales faster than Amazon’s commerce business had. From a business standpoint, Jassy was everything that Twitter needed and more. He met with several Twitter board members individually throughout the process, including at least one trip from Seattle down to San Francisco. But it wasn’t a given that Jassy would leave Amazon, and Twitter’s board was also worried that he wasn’t the product expert the company needed. He’d signed up for Twitter early on, way back in 2009, but Jassy hadn’t started tweeting until that fall, when he was considered for the job. Building AWS was impressive but a completely different beast than building a consumer product for 300 million people.


In late September, Twitter’s board blinked first. The group decided that getting half of Dorsey’s time was better than 100 percent of anybody else, including Jassy. It also meant eating crow on its statement about only considering full-time candidates. On Thursday, October 1, the board told Dorsey on a conference call that the job was his. He’d been running Twitter for exactly three months, and now he would get to run Twitter for the long haul. The news of his appointment had already leaked to the press one day earlier, but Twitter’s board waited a few more days before going public with the news. Currie acknowledged the fact that the board had been forced to backtrack on its pledge to hire a full-time CEO. “We assumed we would only consider a candidate who could make an undivided commitment to be our CEO,” he said when Dorsey was announced. “But over time it became apparent to us that Jack was not just meeting but surpassing the expectations we had of him as interim CEO, while also running Square.”


Still, the board made arrangements to try to accommodate for the unique setup. Twitter made Bain the company’s chief operating officer, solidifying him as Dorsey’s number two and the top business exec in the way he’d envisioned it several months earlier. The board also brought on Kordestani, the Google veteran, just a few weeks later in a new role as executive chairman to help Dorsey run the business and serve as an unofficial executive coach. If Dorsey was going to keep two jobs, he’d have to do so with a few other seasoned business executives hovering nearby to ensure things wouldn’t run off the rails.


Dorsey celebrated his new job on the day it was formally announced, attending a VIP dinner at Bar Tartine in San Francisco with celebrities like actor Bradley Cooper, Metallica drummer Lars Ulrich, and close friends Rick Rubin, the record producer, and Vivi Nevo, the Hollywood investor. Dorsey had outlasted Twitter’s board, and now he was back atop the company he cofounded with a second chance to prove he could run one of the world’s highest-profile businesses. There was a lot to celebrate.


As everyone would learn soon enough, there was also a lot to fix.










two


#ItsJustFuckingUs


Jack Dorsey’s day usually started around 5 a.m. He began with thirty minutes of meditation followed by several iterations of the seven-minute workout, a high-intensity training routine that required nothing but a chair and a wall. After that Dorsey would make coffee, perhaps taking a moment to watch the sun rise from his back patio that sat on the edge of a cliff overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge, then he’d check in at work. He’d strap on a pair of running sandals, grab his phone, and make the five-mile walk through the streets of San Francisco to Twitter’s downtown headquarters—rain or shine. Sometimes he’d listen to podcasts, other times audiobooks, but for Dorsey the morning routine became a constant and important start to his day. As an introvert, this quiet time was how he got his energy. As the CEO of two publicly traded companies, it was how he kept his sanity.


Dorsey needed those sanity tools, because life had become incredibly stressful since taking over Twitter again. He spent almost all his time working. It was a lifestyle that was borderline unsustainable, but aided by the fact Dorsey wasn’t married and didn’t have any kids. To cope, he started the new routine and leaned heavily into meditation, a practice he’d dabbled with for years but had never taken seriously until now. On a typical day he’d spend his mornings at Twitter and his afternoons and evenings at Square, but typical days were not very “typical” considering his travel schedule and the unexpected demands that came with running two companies with completely different business models.


As exciting as it was to be back at Twitter, the timing of his new job was complicated. When Dorsey got the nod from Twitter’s board, Square was in the final stages of prep for its planned IPO, which meant Dorsey was soon on the road pitching bankers and Wall Street investors about his other company. The IPO happened the week before Thanksgiving, and Square’s stock price jumped 45 percent on the initial trading day. The pop was misleading. Square had priced its shares at a valuation that was much lower than what private investors had given the company just one year earlier. In the days leading up to the IPO, the situation looked so bleak that Square’s advisors even floated the idea of postponing the deal altogether. Still, Dorsey made the most of Square’s first day as a public company, which was also his thirty-ninth birthday. Square set up a street market outside the New York Stock Exchange where people could buy products from vendors using Square’s mobile register. Dorsey also rejected the tradition of ringing the bell from the balcony overlooking the trading floor, and instead arranged for the bell to ring when his mom, Marcia, used her Apple Watch to buy a bouquet of flowers from one of Square’s earliest sellers on the street outside. Dorsey was another year older, but he remained as unconventional as ever.


Reviving Twitter was proving to be more difficult. Just one week after getting the CEO job, Dorsey laid off more than three hundred people—8 percent of the workforce—in the first round of layoffs in the company’s decade-long history. He called the cuts “tough but necessary,” believing they would help Twitter move faster and make quicker decisions, but they also set a depressing mood for his return. To perk everybody up, Dorsey decided to give back $200 million of his Twitter stock to the employee equity pool, a rare and generous gift meant to show his belief in the company.


The good vibes were short-lived. Dorsey’s permanent appointment had generated tons of excitement in the press, but that excitement didn’t translate to new users for Twitter. In the final three months of 2015, which was Dorsey’s first official quarter in the job, Twitter’s user base didn’t grow at all. By early January, investors were growing impatient as the Facebook comparisons grew more and more unflattering. Twitter’s stock was trading near an all-time low. If the layoffs had made Twitter faster, it wasn’t obvious from the outside. The company was secretly working on several new features, including longer tweets so people could post more than 140 characters at a time and a new algorithm for reordering the tweets in the feed, but those changes were taking several months to finish.


The final week of January was a pivotal one for Twitter. Dorsey had arranged for a multiday “retreat” for the top one hundred senior leaders at the company, who all convened in San Francisco to talk about strategy, discuss product initiatives, and sing kumbaya in preparation for the year ahead. Dorsey even bought everyone a book called Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, by Carol Dweck, who also had a TED talk titled “The Power of Believing That You Can Improve.” But the weekend before the event started, news leaked that several of Twitter’s most senior leaders had resigned, including the head of product, Kevin Weil; the head of engineering, Alex Roetter; the head of media, Katie Stanton; and Jason Toff, the head of Twitter’s short-form video app, Vine. Losing that many senior executives at once would be a tough blow for any company. For Dorsey, who was desperate to improve Twitter’s product, it was a real punch to the gut. Even though Dorsey knew about the departures, the timing of the leak just days before his leadership confab was not ideal. The excitement that had first manifested around Dorsey’s return was quickly fading. Many employees, including senior executives, were frustrated things weren’t changing faster.


One of those departing, Weil, had climbed the ranks internally over a seven-year career to become the top product executive a year before Dorsey’s return. Weil was incredibly smart, with physics degrees from both Harvard and Stanford, but more importantly he felt like a perfect fit for Dorsey. While he wasn’t known as a product inventor in the way Dorsey was, Weil was considered a strong “operator” who could execute whatever vision Dorsey ultimately came up with. Weil’s departure stung, but the specifics made it hurt even worse: He was leaving Twitter for Instagram, owned by Facebook, and Twitter’s archrival. Instagram cofounder Kevin Systrom had recruited Weil hard over the holidays, eventually winning him over. Weil had told Dorsey he was planning to leave before Systrom ever approached, but now he had to give his boss an update in early January: he wasn’t just leaving, he was leaving for Instagram. The Twitter CEO stopped inviting Weil to executive team meetings but agreed he should stay at the company for a few more weeks to ease the transition. By the first day of the leadership retreat, Twitter’s executive team knew that Weil was leaving for Instagram, but almost no one else at the company was aware.


That night, as the Twitter “Top 100” convened for a special dinner, news leaked in the press that Weil was headed to Instagram. Weil hadn’t attended the retreat but was invited to the dinner, and someone quickly pulled him aside and showed him the news article on their phone. Crestfallen, Weil spoke to Dorsey, who told him that he should probably leave. As the news spread throughout the room, Weil left the dinner and spent the evening walking alone around the streets of San Francisco. Shortly after, in a rare moment of spite, Dorsey sent an email to the entire company.


Subject: KW


I know we all read of the disappointing and confusing news about a really lame move by a former colleague. I’m going to be very candid with you all Thursday at Tea Time about my feelings on this. Would rather do it in person. Just wanted to let you know I’m thinking about it, and thinking about you all. Onward!


Jack


Even though he’d known for weeks and kept Weil on for a transition period, Dorsey acted betrayed and offended by the news. He would later apologize for the email, but it was clear that Twitter wasn’t just struggling; its new CEO was growing increasingly frustrated as well.


Twitter’s senior executives spent the next two days discussing the company’s looming challenges, first with the Top 100, and then later in the week with the entire company at a regular all-hands meeting known as “Tea Time.” At one point, an employee asked Twitter’s chief financial officer, Anthony Noto, why the company didn’t just look for a buyer. If turning Twitter around is going to be so hard, why not find a way out?


Noto was unlike any other executive at Twitter, and in many ways, he was Dorsey’s opposite. As a former academic All-American football player at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, Noto was clean-shaven, broad-shouldered, and square-jawed. He didn’t like nonsense, and he didn’t like excuses, but he did like swearing, and had a tendency of dropping f-bombs in front of the entire company. Where Dorsey was often quiet and conflict-averse, Noto was hard-charging and opinionated. He had joined Twitter after several high-profile stops, first as a well-respected Wall Street analyst at Goldman Sachs, then as the CFO of the National Football League, where some speculated that he might one day make a good commissioner. At the end of Twitter’s leadership week, with a slumping stock price and executives racing for the exits, Noto had little patience for the employee’s question. Even the idea of simply giving up and selling the company had left him personally offended.


“Nobody is coming to save us,” he barked back. “It’s just fucking us!”


Noto’s Tea Time tirade quickly became a rallying cry for Twitter employees. They jumped at the idea of adopting a new underdog mentality. They tweeted using the hashtag #itsjustfuckingus and made printouts with the phrase to hang around the office and in the elevators. Much to the HR department’s dismay, somebody even ordered #itsjustfuckingus stickers to pass around to employees. A week that had started with the doom-and-gloom departures of several key executives had ended on a more positive, combative note. 


 


Two months later, Dorsey was in New York to celebrate Twitter’s ten-year anniversary with a special appearance on NBC’s Today show. Dressed in a trim black sweater and black jeans paired with bright orange leather sneakers, Dorsey stood in the “Orange Room” across from Matt Lauer and Carson Daly, his sleeves rolled up and a coffee cup in hand. Lauer wanted to know about one of Twitter’s new, big product changes, and jumped in with a question about Twitter’s 140-character limit.


“A hundred and forty characters, the limit,” Lauer said. “Is it staying? And if it’s going away—when?”


News had leaked months earlier that Twitter was planning to remove the limit to give people more space to share their thoughts. It was considered a pretty bold move. The 140-character limit had been around since Twitter’s founding, and short, pithy tweets had become a signature part of Twitter’s identity. Internally, a team of employees using the code name “Beyond 140” had already built several iterations of a feature to expand the length of tweets, including one that gave people 10,000 characters to post. The product had been near the top of Twitter’s priority list, and the group thought that everything was close to launch.


But then Lauer asked his question.


“It’s staying,” Dorsey said with a chuckle. “It’s a good constraint for us and it allows for of-the-moment brevity.”


The Beyond 140 team was shocked when they found out that Dorsey had apparently killed their project on live TV. They later learned that Dorsey had gotten cold feet after initial news of the change had sparked lots of user criticism. Twitter would eventually launch Beyond 140, but not for another twenty months.


The incident highlighted a major dilemma happening inside Twitter when Dorsey first returned. Everyone agreed that Twitter needed drastic change to jump-start user growth, but there was also a fear of straying too far from what had made the service popular to begin with. It was a constant tug-of-war that slowed everything down and highlighted one of Dorsey’s biggest flaws as a manager: that he didn’t like making decisions. Dorsey had matured significantly since the last time he was in charge at Twitter, but he had a hands-off management style that infuriated people. Dorsey would rarely speak in meetings, often just sitting and listening, occasionally chiming in to ask a high-level or abstract question. (“Why?”) Executives would often leave these meetings unsure about what to do next or how Dorsey actually felt about whatever it was they were working on.


Even when Twitter did finally ship things, users were quick to complain publicly and stridently, which gave employees pause. A month earlier, Twitter had started using an algorithm to determine the order that tweets would appear in users’ feeds. It was a strategy that had been incredibly successful at Facebook but was a departure from Twitter’s reverse-chronological feed, which always showed the most recent tweets first. Users were so upset that the hashtag #RIPTwitter started trending on the service. Lauer had even alluded to the backlash during Dorsey’s Today show appearance, asking whether he thought Twitter would survive until its fifteenth birthday. “We’ll be here on the twentieth,” Dorsey replied.


While Twitter was still struggling to figure out how to change the product, Dorsey was at least homing in on a clearer idea of what Twitter was for. Throughout his first six months on the job, Dorsey and the rest of Twitter’s executives started repeating one word over and over again: live. “Live commentary, live connections, live conversations,” Dorsey said during one of the company’s earnings calls. “We really want to focus on live because we think it’s the fastest and easiest way to understand the power of Twitter and get into it,” he added. Twitter’s reputation as the service for posting about your breakfast or sharing the music you were listening to had long since evolved. It was now the place you went to find the score of the game as it was happening, or to talk about who got snubbed during the Oscars while the show was still on-air. The company was trying to lean harder into that new reality. On Twitter’s earnings call in February 2016, executives used the word live 36 times in just 54 minutes. In April, it rebranded itself on Apple’s App Store; instead of appearing under the “social networking” category alongside rivals like Facebook and Instagram, Twitter switched to the “news” category, further signaling its renewed purpose.


This fresh focus got a major jolt in the spring of 2016 when Twitter shockingly won the streaming rights to ten of the NFL’s Thursday Night Football games. NFL streaming rights were both incredibly expensive and difficult to come by. Broadcast networks CBS and NBC had paid $450 million apiece for the right to broadcast Thursday night games in 2016 and 2017, or roughly 20 percent of Twitter’s annual revenue. But the NFL had carved out separate rights for a streaming deal with a digital partner, and Twitter had an advantage that other tech companies didn’t: Noto, Twitter’s CFO, had also been CFO of the NFL a few years earlier. He pitched NFL commissioner Roger Goodell on the idea of a tie-up over lunch at the Yale Club in New York City, and later followed up with a formal bid that included a general promise that Twitter would build the streaming product however the NFL wanted. Twitter beat out Facebook and Amazon to win the streaming rights for a paltry $10 million.


The deal quickly pushed Twitter into a new direction that made the company look and feel a lot more like a traditional media company. By late summer, Twitter had an entire lineup of live sports and shows you could watch inside the app, including some professional hockey and baseball games, plus other programs with partners like CBS, Bloomberg, and the NBA. Outside of Thursday Night Football, few of the videos Twitter streamed were considered must-watch TV that people would schedule their evening around. But Twitter rode the powerful wave created by the NFL, and the company’s sales team started dangling Thursday Night Football games like a carrot in front of advertisers. Anyone who wanted to buy ads to run alongside the NFL games also had to buy other, less popular ad placements. Twitter’s $10 million deal with the NFL led to more than $50 million in revenue.


The company also came out with a new marketing campaign to try to capitalize on the renewed strategy. Twitter ran video ads that tried to explain what the service was for—and how it was different than other social networks, like Facebook. The ads jumped between video clips of Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton giving campaign speeches, LeBron James blocking a shot during the NBA playoffs, and Black Lives Matter protesters. “What’s everyone talking about?” the video’s narrator asked. “What’s trending? How did it start? When will it end?” The idea was that Twitter was the place you went to discover what was happening in the world around you. It was a free global news source in your pocket. The campaign got positive reviews. For perhaps the first time in company history, ten years after it launched, Twitter had finally articulated what the service was actually for.


Inside Twitter, though, the transition toward streaming was bumpier than most people realized. While Noto was pushing hard to turn Twitter into a digital television, other top executives had been against the NFL deal from the start, including Chief Technology Officer Adam Messinger who oversaw product and engineering, and Kayvon Beykpour, who ran Twitter’s livestreaming video app, Periscope.


It wasn’t that Beykpour didn’t like live video; Periscope, which he’d founded years earlier and later sold to Twitter for $120 million, allowed anyone to stream video directly from their phone. He was a huge believer that live video belonged on Twitter. But what made Twitter (and Periscope) unique was that it felt raw and authentic. Becoming yet another place to stream packaged NFL games, on the other hand, felt both boring and off-brand. An even bigger issue, though, was that Beykpour and Noto disagreed on the product details for this new idea. Beykpour wanted to use Periscope’s streaming technology to power NFL games and make sure that all of Twitter’s livestreaming features were consistent. Noto wasn’t convinced Periscope could handle it.


Dorsey settled the dispute by largely stepping aside and giving Noto free rein. The CFO even spun up his own product team inside Twitter to build the streaming feature. Beykpour and Messinger weren’t thrilled. Not only did Twitter now have two completely distinct teams building streaming features, but Noto, a finance guy with no product experience, was suddenly leading the biggest product effort in company history.


Shareholders seemed similarly blasé about the streaming strategy. When the football season kicked off, Twitter’s stock price was still down more than 30 percent since Dorsey’s return as CEO. Twitter was redefining itself, but pressure was building to move quicker. The executive team and the board started discussing the harsh reality of more layoffs, and maybe even selling off parts of the company that weren’t making money, like its stand-alone video app, Vine. Even with the NFL and a slew of other partners on board, it seemed like no one outside of Twitter was sold on the company’s potential.


Well, almost no one. It turns out Twitter still had one major booster, and he was eager to make a deal. 


 


Like most billionaires, Marc Benioff didn’t lose very often. The Salesforce CEO ran one of the most successful tech companies in the world, which he founded in 1999 and had since grown into a $50 billion behemoth. Salesforce’s success had made Benioff incredibly rich, and he knew how to enjoy the perks of a $4 billion fortune. He owned a five-acre estate on the Big Island in Hawaii and multiple homes in San Francisco’s ritzy Sea Cliff neighborhood, which was across town from the local children’s hospital that bore his name thanks to a $100 million donation. In 2014, Fortune readers selected Benioff as the magazine’s “Businessperson of the Year.” Benioff lived a good life.


But in the summer of 2016, Benioff was furious. A few weeks earlier, he had been spurned when he tried to buy LinkedIn, the professional social network that instead sold to rival Microsoft for an eye-popping $26 billion in cash. Benioff had made the decision difficult at least, bidding up the price repeatedly before eventually losing out despite a final offer that was actually a few bucks per share higher than Microsoft’s bid. The rejection left Benioff desperate for another deal, and that summer he texted Jack Dorsey, whose own Sea Cliff mansion was visible from one of Benioff’s windows, and inquired about buying Twitter instead.


To a lot of people, including many of Benioff’s top lieutenants, a Twitter-Salesforce marriage didn’t make much sense. Salesforce was an enterprise software company, meaning it didn’t build products for everyday internet users like Twitter or Facebook, but instead made a killing selling software that other businesses used to manage their sales and customer relationships. It was a lucrative business, but not necessarily an obvious fit for a social network where people posted about politics and trolled celebrities. To Benioff, though, a Twitter-Salesforce marriage was all that made sense. He started calling Twitter an “unpolished jewel” and thought Twitter was a perfect way for Salesforce’s clients to get feedback from their customers. Twitter was sitting on a “treasure trove of data” that businesses could use to improve everything from their marketing strategy to product development, he thought. “Plus, Twitter was struggling,” he would later write in his memoir, “and the way I saw it, the merging of our two companies would be beneficial for us both.”


Benioff had approached Twitter first, but surprisingly, he wasn’t the only suitor. Shortly after Benioff texted Dorsey, Disney also approached Twitter about a deal. Disney executives had watched in earnest over the summer as Twitter tried to reposition itself as a live video service and thought that the company might be the solution to one of its newest problems. Netflix and Hulu were proving that streaming video directly to viewers was the future, and while Disney owned some of the most valuable video content in the world, it had largely relied on partners to deliver it into people’s homes. Buying Twitter would cut out the middleman, giving Disney the technology to stream its catalog of movies, TV shows, and live sports directly to its audience. Disney CEO Bob Iger had considered building his own streaming platform, but his chief strategy officer, Kevin Mayer, estimated that it could take five years. Buying a company like Twitter, while more expensive, would expedite that timeline significantly. Plus, the Disney executives had an in: Dorsey sat on Disney’s board of directors and considered Iger a mentor.


Dorsey and the rest of Twitter’s board weren’t looking for a buyer when Salesforce and Disney first approached, but the idea of finally selling the company wasn’t a bad one given the way things had been going. A sale would relieve the constant pressure from Twitter’s slumping stock price, and might help the company avoid a second round of job cuts, which no one was excited about.


Both suitors floated unofficial bids: Salesforce was considering a price around $29 per share, which valued Twitter just north of $20 billion; Disney came in a few dollars lower, somewhere in the mid to high 20s, closer to $17 or $18 billion. Twitter’s market cap earlier that summer had fluctuated between $12 billion and $14 billion, which made both options seem appealing. Twitter and its board hired bankers from Goldman Sachs and Allen & Company to advise them on what to do. As fiduciaries, the board had a responsibility to Twitter’s shareholders to look for the best possible deal, so they decided to run a formal “process” and see if anyone else was interested in buying the company.


They got a lot of nibbles. Twitter’s executive team, including Dorsey, Noto, COO Adam Bain, and general counsel Vijaya Gadde, met with a laundry list of prominent tech executives over several weeks. There was Jeff Blackburn from Amazon, who didn’t seem that interested, and Eddy Cue and Adrian Perica from Apple, who seemed very interested but couldn’t figure out how Twitter fit into Apple’s broader strategy. Twitter chairman Omid Kordestani spoke with YouTube boss Susan Wojcicki and other Google execs, old friends and colleagues who were also interested but worried about antitrust issues. Brian Roberts at Comcast and Steve Burke from NBCUniversal took meetings but were never serious buyers. Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella and his top dealmaker Peggy Johnson also met with Twitter but had just bought LinkedIn for $26 billion; Twitter, perhaps, was a few months late.


It became clear after weeks of meetings that Salesforce and Disney were the only two serious contenders. What wasn’t clear was whether Dorsey actually wanted to sell. The Twitter CEO was a relatively small shareholder—he controlled just over 3 percent of Twitter’s voting power, which meant he couldn’t make a decision on his own even if he wanted to. But as a cofounder and the recently appointed CEO, his voice carried more weight than anybody’s, and it was apparent to those around him that Dorsey wasn’t excited about the Salesforce bid. Benioff’s vision for Twitter as a data gold mine to fuel better customer service felt like a sad reality for a product that had once helped orchestrate uprisings in the Middle East and reshaped the global media industry. Dorsey wasn’t sold on the idea, and his indifference was shared by several other senior members of Twitter’s team and board.


Almost everyone, though, liked the idea of a Twitter-Disney deal, including Dorsey. He’d joined Disney’s board in 2013 and was a huge fan of Iger. If Twitter could live inside Disney, it would likely mean Dorsey could stay at the helm but without the added pressure of running a public company. The idea of Twitter joining the likes of Pixar, ESPN, and Lucasfilm under the broader Disney umbrella sounded really appealing.


Then, after months of secret meetings and dinners and brainstorming, everything abruptly unraveled. The same week that Twitter’s bankers were expecting formal bids, both Disney and Salesforce balked. Benioff had spent weeks getting blowback from Salesforce’s investors and his own management team, who all thought buying Twitter was a massive mistake. After news of a possible deal leaked, Salesforce’s stock fell 8 percent over a two-week span. Benioff couldn’t justify the deal and, despite his initial outreach, chose to save his money and walk away.


Iger got closer, and even had approval from Disney’s board of directors to finalize a deal. After spending a final weekend thinking it over, though, he had a change of heart. “The troubles were greater than I wanted to take on, greater than I thought it was responsible for us to take on,” he’d later say. More specifically, Iger started to fret about the prevalence of hate speech on Twitter—the racists and the trolls and the spam that had earned Twitter a reputation as being one of the internet’s most widely used cesspools. Disney had spent decades cultivating a family-friendly brand; it was the home of Mickey and Minnie and Pluto. Twitter would put all that in jeopardy. “The nastiness,” Iger confessed, “is extraordinary.” Iger picked up the phone and called Dorsey with the news. Twitter’s CEO was stunned. After months of meetings and negotiations, both Disney and Salesforce were out.


A few weeks later, Noto flew back to Los Angeles for a last-ditch effort to bring Disney back to the table. It almost worked. The two sides discussed a second, lowball bid around $21 per share, or a total price of about $15 billion. Disney, it seemed, was interested to see just how desperate Twitter was, and the number was so low that some on Twitter’s board didn’t even take the discussions seriously. During a board meeting to talk about it, Kordestani asked everyone in the room to weigh in with their opinion. Given how intimately involved he’d been in the process, Noto was in the room and shared his feelings. “Tell them to fuck off,” he said. The deal talks were officially over. Twitter was on its own.


After months of distractions and now without a buyer, Twitter’s management team pivoted. It was time to cut costs. Twitter had never been profitable in its ten-year existence, and turning a profit suddenly became a top priority to win back investors and hopefully jump-start the stock price. On October 27, for the second year in a row, Twitter laid off roughly 350 employees, or 9 percent of the staff, and closed several international offices.


In a decision that would be second-guessed for years to come, Twitter also shut down Vine, its video app that had popularized the concept of short, bite-sized videos. Dorsey had discovered Vine years earlier when he was still Twitter’s chairman and pushed hard for the company to acquire it. The app was a cultural phenomenon, turning hundreds of unknown internet creators into stars with massive followings and lucrative brand deals. But Twitter never prioritized Vine’s business. The service never made meaningful money for the company, and the Vine team never built features so that popular users could get paid for their videos. Vine’s internet stars soon left for YouTube and Instagram, where it was easier to make money. By the time Vine was shuttered, most of its homegrown creators were already gone, and Twitter was left wondering, What if? A few years later, another app called TikTok would become one of the most popular social media apps in the world by focusing on similar short-form videos.


The mood inside Twitter was as dark and depressing as it had ever been. Bain, the COO, had spent the past three months imagining a world where Twitter was part of a larger company, shielded by the pressures of Wall Street. When the deals fell apart and Twitter had to cut more jobs, he was deflated. After more than six years at the company, Bain left Twitter just a few weeks after the layoffs.


It had been almost a year since Noto had dropped an f-bomb at Tea Time, telling Twitter’s employees that there was no one coming to save the company. At the time, that statement was mostly motivational, but it had also been prophetic. Twitter was indeed on its own. If it was going to turn things around, it would have to do so as an independent company with Jack Dorsey as the CEO. 


 


As 2016 came to a close, Dorsey spent time reflecting on a difficult year. Not everything had been bad. The NFL deal had elevated Twitter’s profile, and Dorsey was making quick work on a personal project of his—remaking Twitter’s board of directors. The board morphed significantly after Dorsey returned as CEO as he worked to install new members whom he trusted and enjoyed working with. In just eighteen months, Twitter added five new board members, all of them vetted and approved by the CEO.


Those victories, though, were hard to appreciate after a failed sale, more layoffs, and the decision to shut down Vine. On New Year’s Eve, Dorsey sent an email to the whole company to share his reflections. The subject line just said “Trust.” He thanked everyone for their effort and sacrifice and acknowledged Twitter’s yearlong attempt to explain why people should use the product to begin with. This focus and dedication to “live” was working, he promised. Then Dorsey got critical. “We aren’t moving fast enough and we aren’t trusting ourselves enough to show real courage,” he wrote, blaming himself for the same shortcomings and adding that Twitter needed to take bigger swings even if it meant potential failure.


“I want Twitter to be the most essential news and talk network ever,” he wrote. “And there’s never been a better time. Look at what’s happening. Look at the trends. Trust is eroding. Trust in the media. Trust in the news. Trust in our governments. Trust in each other. The only thing that builds trust is openness.”


Look at what’s happening.


Dorsey didn’t mention Donald Trump by name, but he didn’t have to. Everyone knew what the CEO was alluding to. Trump’s shocking victory over Hillary Clinton in the U.S. presidential election a few months earlier had thrown the country into chaos. Trump was already one of the service’s loudest and most controversial users, and now he was president of the United States. Twitter’s role on the global stage was about to change forever, and Dorsey’s job was about to get a whole lot harder. 










three


@realDonaldTrump


As Donald Trump strolled through Twitter’s New York City office in a dark navy suit and a powder blue tie, he definitely had the look of a presidential candidate. He just wasn’t acting like one.


It was September 21, 2015, just a few months after declaring his campaign for president. Trump was in the Chelsea section of Manhattan for a live Twitter Q&A with his 4.2 million followers. The visit was part of a broader campaign strategy to reach voters through his favorite social network. Several Twitter employees were on hand to show him around and help with the logistics. The group was generally happy to have him there. Twitter had entire sales and partnerships teams dedicated to getting politicians onto the service to tweet and, hopefully, spend money on campaign ads. No one knew what to make of Trump’s run for president, or whether those ad dollars would eventually come. He was polling well, but he was also an outsider—a reality TV star who didn’t come from the traditional Washington establishment and certainly didn’t speak like a politician. It seemed most likely that his campaign would fade as the race wore on, but that was fine. Trump was still a prolific tweeter and understood the service better than all the other candidates, which made him a fun guest at the office.


Unlike other politicians who had visited Twitter over the years, including folks like Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and Senator John McCain, Trump wasn’t rolling with a large posse of aides and didn’t make idle chatter about Twitter’s operations, its corporate culture, or how many employees were on H-1B visas. Instead, as he walked past glass-walled conference rooms and Twitter’s cafeteria stocked with free snacks, he dissected the building like a New York City real estate developer. Who had supplied the concrete? he asked. What was the square footage? Trump fixated on the fire doors, a brand that he had used in one of his own New York City buildings and found to be inadequate. He promised to get Twitter the number for his “fire door guy.” As the crew moved through the building to a conference room for the Q&A, one of Twitter’s political lobbyists, Maryam Mujica, mentioned her father had lived in Trump Tower when she was growing up and that she’d visited the building often. “Isn’t it a fantastic building? It’s the best, it’s the best,” Trump remarked before unintentionally embarrassing her. “She clearly has a lot of money,” he said to the group.


During the Q&A, employees asked Trump questions that had been submitted on Twitter and recorded his answers so he could post the videos to his account, re-recording if he didn’t like the delivery on the first take. He took questions from all over the political map.


“I will totally protect Israel. They’ve been let down badly by the Obama administration.”


“First thing I’d do on my first day as president is close up our borders so that illegal immigrants cannot come into our country. We have tremendous problems.”


“Very pro–Second Amendment.”


At the end of the visit, Twitter’s employees took a group photo with Trump in the conference room, some flashing Trump’s signature thumbs-up to the camera with several others wearing red or black MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN hats. The Twitter employees went home that night assuming it would probably be the most they’d ever deal with Trump. He was popular, sure, but he wasn’t going to win. 


 


In the run-up to the 2016 presidential election, Twitter’s government and elections teams shared a digital manual with U.S. political candidates running for office. The Twitter Government and Elections Handbook was 133 pages long and included everything from advice on how to tweet before and after a debate to how to protect your account from getting hacked. At its most basic level, it was a guide explaining how Twitter worked and what it was for. Tips included things like “be personal in your tweets,” hold Twitter Q&As to interact with followers, and “be bold and engaging.”


Donald Trump embodied the Twitter handbook better than any other political candidate in history. He’d joined Twitter in 2009 to help promote his reality TV show, The Apprentice, and learned over time the value of having a free megaphone to reach millions of people. Trump tweeted constantly, often dictating tweets to his aides, or posting them personally from his home or one of his many golf courses. He used his Twitter account to promote his TV interviews and campaign events and often retweeted his followers and fans, which was a smart way to encourage more people to reply to him on the off-chance he might blast their post to his millions of followers. Most importantly, his tweets felt authentic. He used ALL CAPS and exclamation points and made up his own hashtags; reading his tweets felt like tapping directly into his brain. If you were looking for the kind of watered-down, PR-approved statements that most political candidates offered up, you wouldn’t find them on the account of @realDonaldTrump.


At first, the reality of having a leading political candidate adopt the service so faithfully seemed like a major win for Dorsey and Twitter. Trump’s freewheeling style was a perfect fit for Twitter’s short, pithy format, and his account served as a kind of blueprint for other politicians hoping to stand out in the noisy world of social media. Trump’s Twitter following nearly doubled from 3 million when he announced his candidacy in June 2015 to 5.7 million just six months later. Just as important was that Trump’s engagement, which is the number of likes and retweets he got on his posts, was blowing up at an exponential rate. He was getting more attention and distribution on Twitter than ever before. In January 2016, Trump was being retweeted 28 times more often than he was one year earlier. He loved the attention, fascinated by the ability to measure his growing popularity in real time as the notifications poured in.


The problem was Trump’s very popular tweets could also be pretty nasty. He attacked his political opponents with a vengeance, ruthlessly mocking anyone who criticized him, and pushed the boundaries of basic decorum on a daily basis. Former Florida governor Jeb Bush was “a basket case,” a “loser,” and “really pathetic.” Texas senator Ted Cruz was a “cheater,” a “liar,” and “a true low life pol!” He tweeted that if you listen to Republican candidate and businesswoman Carly Fiorina “for more than ten minutes straight, you develop a massive headache.” Trump loved to give his opponents nicknames, which he would tweet out regularly to his growing audience. Cruz was “Lyin’ Ted,” and Florida senator Marco Rubio was “Little Marco.” Nothing, it seemed, was off-limits, including attacks on women he found unattractive, which he did often in the years before his candidacy. He once tweeted that Arianna Huffington, who founded the media outlet Huffington Post, was “unattractive both inside and out” and that “I understand why her former husband left her for a man.” When he saw eighty-one-year-old actress Kim Novak on his television in 2014, he tweeted that she should “sue her plastic surgeon!” The retort cut Novak so deeply she didn’t leave her house for days.


Inside Twitter, employees watched with unease as Trump’s campaign picked up steam. Twitter workers were predominantly liberal; almost 93 percent of employee political donations went to Democratic candidates in 2016. The vast majority of employees probably wouldn’t vote for Trump anyway. But his tweets were also morally repugnant and offensive to most Twitter employees who were proud to work for a company that was openly focused on improving diversity and social issues. Twitter had resource groups for Black, Latin, and LGBTQ employees and set public hiring goals to diversify the company’s workforce; Dorsey, the CEO, wore T-shirts emblazoned with the hashtag #StayWoke, and had marched a few years prior in Ferguson, Missouri, after police officers there shot and killed an eighteen-year-old black man, Michael Brown. One of Dorsey’s friends, DeRay Mckesson, was an unofficial leader of the Black Lives Matter movement; when he was arrested during a protest in the summer of 2016, Dorsey emailed the company with pictures of Mckesson being handcuffed in a #StayWoke Twitter T-shirt. “It’s important everyone at Twitter feels safe and supported,” Dorsey wrote at the time, recommending folks reach out to the HR department if needed.


Trump, meanwhile, was the antithesis of Twitter’s “woke” corporate culture. He openly objectified women and made veiled, racist comments about immigrants and other minorities. When asked about his stance on same-sex marriage in 2015, Trump responded by saying, “I’m [for] traditional marriage.” Trump had tweeted ugly things long before he showed up at Twitter’s office in September, but he’d felt like a long shot during that visit. He seemed like a reality TV businessman just looking for a little notoriety. But by the summer of 2016, everything had changed. Trump had won the Republican nomination, rising to prominence thanks in part to a service that Twitter employees built and supported day in and day out. For many of them, it was an uncomfortable reality.


Twitter had a set of rules that users had to follow to keep their accounts active, which included policies against posting “targeted abuse or harassment” of another user. Twitter had struggled for years to walk the thin line between upholding the freedom for people to say whatever they wanted and ensuring other people weren’t bullied off the service entirely. “Freedom of expression means little as our underlying philosophy if we continue to allow voices to be silenced because they are afraid to speak up,” Twitter’s general counsel, Vijaya Gadde, wrote in The Washington Post in 2015. There was no doubt Trump was harassing and insulting other Twitter users, but the company’s rules were vague and seemed to be intended for more egregious attacks on ordinary users, like someone using a racial or ethnic slur. They certainly hadn’t been written for the purpose of policing schoolyard taunts between celebrity politicians.


Dorsey didn’t seem bothered by Twitter’s role in distributing Trump’s rhetoric. He thought it was important that people hear directly from Trump. If anything, his Twitter adoption highlighted the product’s importance in the world of global politics even if he did push the envelope. Dorsey argued that the point of Twitter was to give people a chance to speak and let the world decide what messages to amplify. “A platform has to be free to every opinion and every voice and I think we need to hear them all,” he said in June 2016 from the stage at Code Conference, a popular tech conference where he wore the #StayWoke T-shirt. “I think we need to hear every extreme to find the balance.” The thought of using his role as CEO to silence Trump made Dorsey very uncomfortable.


That outward confidence hid the reality that Twitter was navigating uncharted waters. The service had never had a user quite like Trump; most Twitter trolls didn’t have millions of followers, and definitely weren’t running for president of the United States. For the most part, the company didn’t know what to do with him or how to handle his posts within the confines of their existing rulebook. So they mostly left him alone.


As the campaign got closer to election night, though, Twitter stumbled. In August 2016, the Trump campaign committed major advertising money to Twitter. It signed a contract to spend $5 million on Twitter ads in exchange for some discounts and special ad units that Twitter’s sales team cooked up. (Hillary Clinton’s campaign was offered a similar package, but declined.) Included in the ad package was a set of “custom hashtag emojis,” which Twitter could set up so that anytime somebody tweeted a specific hashtag, an emoji would be automatically added to the end of it. These hashtag emojis had been around for a few years, and Twitter often used them for major sporting events. If someone tweeted #USA during the 2014 World Cup, for example, an American flag emoji was automatically added to the tweet. The custom hashtags were so popular that the company began selling them for over $1 million to major advertisers, such as Coca-Cola and Starbucks.


Most brands that paid for these campaigns used innocuous emojis, like their corporate logo, for example. Trump, of course, pushed the envelope. Ahead of the first presidential debate against Hillary Clinton in September, Trump’s campaign put in their order for a custom emoji to go along with the hashtag #CrookedHillary. As part of the ad package, Twitter employees created the custom emoji, and the company sent the Trump campaign a series of options, including a hand holding a green moneybag. The Trump team didn’t think the emoji was provocative enough, and asked Twitter to try again. This time Twitter drummed up an emoji of a stick figure running away with a bag of money. “Sure, it was more aggressive and eye-catching,” wrote Gary Coby, the digital director for Trump’s campaign, “but that was the goal.” Everything seemed set.


A few days before the debate, Twitter called the Trump campaign with news that the emoji had been blocked by senior leadership. According to Coby, Twitter didn’t want to “accuse someone of committing a crime they did not commit or were not under investigation for,” and feared legal retaliation from the Clinton campaign. Coby, upset and incredulous, pulled the ad campaign entirely.


A few weeks later, he tried again, this time before the second presidential debate in early October. Twitter’s team came up with another set of custom emoji options to go along with the hashtag #CrookedHillary, including a moneybag with wings on it, which Coby described as representing “govt waste and money flying away from taxpayers.” The hashtag and emoji were approved by Twitter’s policy and legal teams, and Twitter even prepared its PR team to handle a media blitz around the emoji. The company wanted to showcase the kinds of ads that marketers could buy on the service.


A few nights before the second debate, Coby got another call. Twitter’s senior leaders had again squashed the emoji campaign, and this time the explanation was different. Twitter executives were worried because there was no way to distinguish a hashtag emoji that was an ad from one that had been created by Twitter for free, like the country flags during the World Cup. The company feared that users would see the #CrookedHillary emoji and assume Twitter was behind the promotion. Dorsey and Twitter’s COO, Adam Bain, got on a call with Coby and a livid Sean Spicer, communications director for the Republican National Committee, to explain the company’s thinking and announce that it was ending hashtag emoji ads for all politicians moving forward. “We told them it was BS and what they were doing with a public platform was incredibly reckless and dangerous,” Coby later wrote. “We voiced that it was clearly a political move and telling us otherwise was just insulting.” The Trump campaign pulled several of its planned advertisements for the final weeks before the election, and ultimately paid Twitter millions less than the $5 million it had originally committed to.


For Dorsey and Twitter, it was an embarrassing and costly introduction to dealing with Trump. It was also a reminder of the power it suddenly had when it came to global politics. Twitter’s concern that the promoted hashtag looked like a company endorsement was a valid one, but Twitter had also been naïve. It never considered that an advertiser might use a paid emoji to target or attack a political rival—at least not until Trump showed up. It was the first time that Trump’s aggressive approach to campaigning and politicking forced Twitter to change its company policies, but it wouldn’t be the last.


Trump was elected president of the United States on November 8, 2016, shocking the world and devastating many of Twitter’s employees. Trump had bullied, attacked, and belittled his opponents all the way to the White House, and he’d largely done so using Twitter and Facebook. By election night, Trump had 13 million Twitter followers—more than four times as many as when he started his campaign. He proved the ugly reality that controversy and conflict were a great way to succeed on Twitter.  


 


The next morning, Dorsey emailed employees.


Subject: Yesterday


There are a lot of emotions after the US Election. Let’s show empathy and support for each other. It you need to take time for yourself to process everything, please do that.


A lot of people are focusing on who won, but that’s done. I think we should focus on why. A vote is a voice and a desire to be heard. What are the underlying root causes people are facing? What are the issues in this country we need to fix? And how can we as individuals, and as an organization of individuals, help? Let’s listen, learn, and unify.


Twitter is even more critical today than it was yesterday. We have a role to continue amplifying people’s voices. We have a role to help people find and speak truth to power. And we have a role to provide a venue for dialogue that empowers people.


And I want to be clear about my own stance and what matters to me. All people are equal. I will fight every day for our shared humanity, and constantly seek to provide for our common good here in the US, and for all people. And I commit to using my position and self to speak truth to power, and call-out and fight injustice wherever I see it. I will be more vocal.


We’re all in this together. If you want to talk about anything, I’m available and always listening (and learning).


Thank you all,


Jack


The following month, the president-elect hosted several prominent tech and business executives at Trump Tower in New York City to discuss working together after he was sworn in. The attendees included some of the most powerful people in the world: Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos sat next to Google cofounder Larry Page, who sat next to Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg. Apple CEO Tim Cook sat to Trump’s left, and just a few feet away sat Tesla CEO Elon Musk.


Dorsey didn’t receive an invite. Twitter was undeniably smaller than most of the other companies in attendance that day, but few were more influential, especially for Trump. Back at Twitter’s office, some on the team believed that Dorsey had been snubbed because of the #CrookedHillary advertising incident. Trump and his aides clearly believed Twitter was biased against him, and real or perceived, it sure seemed like Twitter was being punished in turn. Spicer, who helped arrange the meeting, denied the accusation that Dorsey had been snubbed. “The conference table,” he said, “was only so big.” 


 


Dorsey liked to say that Twitter was a reflection of the world. It was, after all, “what’s happening,” and in 2017 the world became more complicated and divisive than it had been in years. Trump entered the White House as the most politically polarizing president in decades. His decision within days of his inauguration to close American borders to several predominantly Muslim countries escalated an already simmering culture war.


Any hope that Trump would tone down his tweets once he became President Trump were quickly dashed as he used the service to lash out at anybody who criticized him. He tweeted that mainstream media outlets like The New York Times and CNN were “the enemy of the American People!” and used Twitter to announce a ban on transgender people serving in the military, claiming that they would be a “burden.” In August, when a group of white supremacists marched in Charlottesville, Virginia, and one of them rammed his car into a group of counterprotesters, killing a woman, Trump said there were “very fine people on both sides” of the incident. The comments earned a tweet of praise from David Duke, a former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan.


The tweets were causing anxiety inside Twitter’s headquarters, but Trump wasn’t the company’s only problem. Twitter executives were also coming to terms with the reality that a Russian propaganda firm with ties to the Kremlin had used its service to try to influence the 2016 election in Trump’s favor. Russia’s Internet Research Agency had created nearly 4,000 Twitter accounts before the election to sow discord among voters, mostly pushing pro-Trump messaging. It did the same on Facebook, too. Around 1.4 million people interacted with the accounts on Twitter, and some were even retweeted by Trump’s sons and other members of his campaign staff. Twitter didn’t even realize the accounts existed until after the election, at which point the only thing the company could do was conduct an autopsy.


A team of Twitter lawyers and policy officials coordinated by Colin Crowell, the company’s vice president of public policy, spent much of 2017 trying to understand the gravity of the Russian campaign. In San Francisco, an impromptu “war room” was set up in a vacant conference room on the fifth floor to scour the site for Russian bot accounts and figure out what had happened. Twitter also had to deal with the fallout from a very unhappy Congress. When Twitter in September delivered its initial set of findings about the Russian campaign to U.S. senator Mark Warner, the top Democrat on the Senate Intelligence Committee, Warner called the report “deeply disappointing.” Twitter had only presented a small part of its findings, and much less than what Facebook had handed over to the senator’s office. Warner was none too pleased, calling it “an enormous lack of understanding from the Twitter team of how serious this issue is.”


Between Trump’s constant tweeting and Twitter’s unexpected role in a Russian election scandal, employees were losing their minds. Like the rest of the country, Twitter’s workforce had spent the first nine months of Trump’s presidency fixated on everything that he tweeted, often discussing his latest posts on internal message threads and debating the company’s role as Trump’s favorite broadcast channel. Almost nobody understood all of Twitter’s rules, which were at times purposefully vague to give the company more leeway to make decisions on a case-by-case basis, but Trump’s first few months in office had put the Twitter rulebook under a microscope. Trump’s opponents looked for reasons that he should be punished or suspended for his often ugly and controversial tweets.


Writing and enforcing the rules for Twitter users was a generally terrible and thankless job. Inside Twitter, that job belonged to Del Harvey, who ran the company’s Trust and Safety group that was responsible for, in her words, “predicting and designing for catastrophes.” In practice that meant creating rules to weed out tweets peddling child nudity, terrorism propaganda, and various forms of abuse and harassment. Anyone with an email could create an anonymous Twitter account, and that anonymity empowered people to say some pretty ugly things. Before joining Twitter, Harvey spent years catching child predators. In her twenties, she joined a group called Perverted Justice that posed as young kids online to lure sexual pedophiles into a trap. A few years later, Harvey, who had a petite, slender frame, worked as a decoy to catch bad guys on NBC’s To Catch a Predator. Harvey wasn’t even her real name; she used an alias for fear of retaliation.


When Harvey joined Twitter in 2008, the company subscribed to an “everything goes” mentality around user speech. Former CEO Dick Costolo famously referred to Twitter as the “free speech wing of the free speech party,” and the company regularly went to court to protect the identity of users when governments came calling. In 2017, Harvey still mostly subscribed to this mindset, as did her boss, General Counsel Vijaya Gadde.


Twitter’s reputation as a free speech haven was partly what pushed Gadde to join the company in 2011. Born in India, she spent most of her childhood in East Texas and then New Jersey, where she was almost always the only Indian student in her class. “You feel voiceless,” she said years later about her childhood. Twitter, by contrast, “gives you a voice and gives you a community and gives you power.” Gadde went to Cornell University for undergrad, then New York University Law School before joining the Silicon Valley law firm Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati where she worked on corporate law. After a decade at the firm, she joined Twitter. By the time Trump was elected, Gadde was Twitter’s general counsel, reporting directly to Dorsey, and was arguably the most influential person internally when it came to setting and enforcing the company’s speech policies. She was also almost universally in favor of leaving Trump’s tweets untouched.


But the factors that went into policing Twitter’s users in 2017 were also very different than when either Harvey or Gadde had first joined the company. Twitter was now publicly traded with pressure to grow its user base and entice advertisers, which meant there was a near-constant need to clean up the service. The rulebook had expanded in recent years, and with it so had Twitter’s problems. The more it tried to keep the service from devolving into a hell site of racism and harassment, the more it ventured away from its original free speech ideals.


Trump complicated everything. Never before had a legitimate world leader been such a publicly vocal troll, and his fans and supporters followed Trump’s lead. He mastered the ability of walking right up to the line without crossing over it—at least as far as Twitter’s rulebook was concerned. Twitter left his posts alone, to the dismay of users and critics who wanted the president to show a little more civility. Dorsey was rarely involved in decisions about whether a user crossed the line on Twitter. The CEO didn’t like making decisions to begin with, and he generally let Harvey and Gadde handle those calls. Some believed that Dorsey was just passing the buck; Dorsey believed he was deferring to the experts.
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