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To my brother David McAfee, who has always been there











One will weave the canvas; another will fell a tree by the light of his ax. Yet another will forge nails, and there will be others who observe the stars to learn how to navigate. And yet all will be as one. Building a boat isn’t about weaving canvas, forging nails, or reading the sky. It’s about giving a shared taste for the sea, by the light of which you will see nothing contradictory but rather a community of love.


—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry













Foreword



by Reid Hoffman


I strongly believe that great technology entrepreneurs aren’t just technology geeks, they’re also business geeks. In the words of Apple’s famous advertising campaign, they find ways to “think different.” They apply their insatiable curiosity and love of experimentation to the challenge of building better products and companies. But while most people recognize that we now live in a veritable Age of Geekdom, no one seems to have analyzed and explained the core principles and mechanisms of business geekery. Even my own books, such as The Alliance and Blitzscaling, which definitely geek out on people management and building multibillion-dollar businesses respectively, don’t examine the meta question of why the geeks have inherited the Earth.


With his new book, The Geek Way, Andrew McAfee (who is himself an alpha geek of the business variety) tackles the central questions of what geeks are, what they believe, and why they have been so successful in the past few decades. By combining management theory, competitive strategy, the science of evolution, psychology, military history, and cultural anthropology, he has produced a remarkable work of synthesis that finally explains, with a single unified theory (which he dubs “the geek way”), the reasons why the tech startup approach has taken over so much of the world.


While many of his conclusions come from an in-depth analysis of successful tech startups and tech giants such as Amazon, Google, Microsoft, and Netflix, he also draws lessons from grade-school children, military planners, and chimpanzees and explains why seemingly human frailties like overconfidence, prestige, and gossip are actually essential to successful organizations.


Along the way, you’ll learn why so many organizations descend into bureaucracy and unethical behavior, and the four key principles you can use to build a culture that combats these value-destroying villains. I predict that this book’s greatest lasting contribution will be the way in which it presents a clear, detailed, evidence-based explanation of how culture works and why it is so important. Never again will you look at culture as a fuzzy, hand-waving management buzzword.


The Geek Way is a must-read for any leader who has wondered how to build a twenty-first-century organization. For those outside the technology industry, McAfee demystifies key concepts such as A/B testing and agile software development. But even technology veterans can benefit from understanding how so many industry best practices and articles of faith stem from underlying elements of human nature that evolved over millions of years. I consider myself a longtime student and chronicler of Silicon Valley, and I still took copious notes on the many new things I learned from reading this book. I think you’ll have the same experience.










Introduction



The Misunderstood Revolution



Here is an essential principal of education: to teach details is to bring confusion; to establish the relationship between things is to bring knowledge.


—Maria Montessori





I’ll never forget cross-examining my mother about punchcards.


It happened in 1978, when I was eleven years old. My parents had divorced the previous year and my mom had gone back to school to get an accounting degree so she could get a job. One of her required courses was computer programming, which at the time was still often done with punchcards. These were stiff paper cards, about 30 percent bigger than a dollar bill, which contained both the instructions and the data required to run a program.*


One night my mom brought home her homework: a box full of punchcards. I thought they were fascinating and asked what they were for. “They’re for programming a computer,” she said (while, I imagine, bracing herself for what she knew was coming).


“What’s a computer?”


“It’s a machine that does what you tell it.”


“You mean like a robot does?”


“No, the computer that I’m working with doesn’t move around.”


“Then what good is it?”


“Well, you can get it to do things like print out a list of addresses.”


“So a computer is just a typewriter?”


“No, it can do more than that. For example, it can alphabetize the addresses.”


“So . . . it’s a typewriter that alphabetizes?”


I forget how long this went on (a lot longer than my mom wanted, certainly), but I remember being hooked. This was interesting. This was for me. There are kids who immediately take to the violin or chess or fishing. I took to computers.


Portrait of the Author as a Young Geek


My interest in these strange new machines led me down a predictable path. Math team. Early video games. Subscriptions to Byte and Omni. Reading huge amounts of science fiction. Finding Monty Python’s Flying Circus, and finding it hilarious. Attending computer camp. Not attending prom.


I was a geek.


That word came into English from Germanic languages, where it referred to “a fool or crazy person.” Throughout much of the twentieth century it was mainly used in America to refer to a group of true outsiders: performers in circus sideshows who bit the heads off chickens and did other degrading and outré things. By the early 1980s, the term was also being used to refer to another set of outsiders: young people who were really into computers. So it was absolutely the right term for me.


In 1984, I got admitted to MIT. I immediately felt at home there and dug into my studies. I completed two undergraduate and two graduate degrees in six years, which felt like more than enough. When I got done with my master’s degree, the one thing I knew for sure about myself was that I was done with higher education and ready to live in the real world. But it turns out that I didn’t know myself very well. I got bored with my job, and when I thought about making a move, I realized that I missed academia. So in 1994 I started yet another degree, this one a doctorate at Harvard Business School.


Nineteen ninety-four was also the year that Netscape Navigator, the first commercial web browser, was released. It was the year, in other words, when computers and networks really started to come together and cover the planet. The birth of the World Wide Web kicked off one of humanity’s biggest projects, and one that’s still ongoing: interconnecting the world’s people via technology and giving us on-demand access to both a decent chunk of our accumulated knowledge and huge amounts of computing power.


This project provided plenty of research opportunities for a business academic. I joined the HBS faculty in 1999 and devoted my professional life to investigating how digital innovations — e-commerce software, search engines, cloud computing, smartphones, and so on—were helping companies perform and compete better. As part of this work, I wrote many case studies: short documents describing a business situation that are used as the basis for class discussions at Harvard and other business schools.


These case studies covered a lot of terrain. I wrote about how the CVS drugstore chain rewrote its software to try to improve customer service, and how the global “fast fashion” retailer Zara used mobile technology to sense what people all over the world wanted to wear and quickly respond to this demand. I wrote about a European investment bank that was experimenting with an early internal blogging platform and about a strange new online reference called Wikipedia. I traveled to Argentina to look at an innovative soybean farmer; to Japan, where the owner of a taxi company built an automated ride-hailing service several years before Uber did; and to the port of Dubai, which wanted to better monitor all the cargo it received. And of course I went to Silicon Valley frequently. I wrote cases about online retailers, software and hardware startups, and entirely new kinds of companies like search engines and social networks. All of this work gave me a front-row seat to how digital technologies were reshaping the business world.


In 2009, after a decade on the faculty at HBS, I returned to the MIT Sloan School of Management. I started collaborating with economist Erik Brynjolfsson, a great scholar of technology and information.* We shared a sense that something big was unfolding right in front of us—something as big as the Industrial Revolution. As we wrote in our 2014 book, The Second Machine Age, “The Industrial Revolution . . . allowed us to overcome the limitations of muscle power, human and animal, and generate massive amounts of useful energy at will . . . Now comes the second machine age. Computers and other digital advances are doing for mental power—the ability to use our brains to understand and shape our environments—what the steam engine and its descendants did for muscle power. They’re allowing us to blow past previous limitations and taking us into new territory.”


The Right Word


Erik and I also published two other books about digital transformation: Race Against the Machine (2011) and Machine | Platform | Crowd (2017). We were writing about the right topic at the right time, and our “machine trilogy” found a receptive audience. The Economist named The Second Machine Age “the most influential recent business book,” and the Financial Times called me and Erik “the pinup boys of the Davos crowd.”


That kind of attention didn’t cause my modeling career to take off, but it did lead to a lot of offers to talk with leaders all over the world about the tectonic shifts taking place in industries, economies, and societies. And to keep learning. I rode in a Google self-driving car, watched robots scurry around an Amazon warehouse, talked with economists at Uber and Airbnb about using data and algorithms to dynamically balance supply and demand, and had countless other eye-opening experiences.


Lots of industrial-era companies were also having eye-opening experiences at the time, and not pleasant ones. The iconic American retailer Sears, which was founded in 1886, went bankrupt. So did household names like Kodak (1881), JCPenney (1902), Radio Shack (1921), and Polaroid (1937). General Electric was one of the companies included when the Dow Jones Industrial Average was first calculated in 1896. In 2018 GE was delisted from the Dow because of its stock’s poor performance.


As we moved deeper into the second machine age, entire industries collapsed. US newspaper advertising revenues declined by two-thirds between 2000 and 2015, erasing a full half century of growth. Magazines didn’t fare much better; their ad revenue dropped by 40 percent between 2008 and 2018. The growing popularity of music streaming services hasn’t come close to offsetting the near elimination of CDs and other physical media; revenues from recorded music fell by more 46 percent between 1999 and 2021.


These examples and plenty of others indicate that the digital transformation of industry after industry is dividing companies into two categories: those that can successfully participate in it, and those that can’t. We hear a lot about “new economy” versus “old economy” companies, disrupters versus incumbents, the tech sector versus the rest of the economy, and Silicon Valley versus all the other regions of the US and world. In each case, the first category has the momentum; it’s where the action is, where the value is being created, where the future is to be found, and so on.


All those categorizations made sense to me, and I used all of them, but none of them felt exactly right. Some of the companies that have excelled, for example, are in the “wrong” category. Amazon isn’t in Silicon Valley. Apple was an incumbent computer maker until the iPhone turned it into one of the biggest disrupters the world has ever seen. Microsoft is both an incumbent and a non—Silicon Valley company; it seemed to have missed the “new economy” (whatever that is) entirely, until it came roaring back in recent years to become one of the most valuable firms in the world. And as time passed, the label “tech” stopped being a useful differentiator. As strategist Ben Thompson put it in 2021, we currently have “a problem of definition . . . Is Warby Parker a tech company? Is Carvana? Is DoorDash? The list goes on and on . . . Calling everything a tech company is like calling a shopping mall a car company; sure, it was enabled by and undergirded by the automobile, but what in that era wasn’t?” Digital transformation was clearly creating winners and losers, but it didn’t feel like we’d found the right way to talk about what distinguished the two groups.


And then my eagle-eyed literary agent, Rafe Sagalyn, spotted it. In Machine | Platform | Crowd Erik and I had included a few paragraphs about the “geeky” leadership style we’d observed at many successful tech companies. We used that adjective because the leaders we were talking about were classic computer geeks who had gone on to found companies. But Rafe said: “There’s something big here. You’re not just talking about the fact that some programmers founded companies. What you’re hinting at is a whole new way to run a company.”


Rafe sent me a bunch of articles to spur my thinking. One of them was a 2010 interview with Bill Gates where he expanded the definition of a geek: “Well, when geek means that you’re willing to study things, . . . then I plead guilty, gladly.” Geeks aren’t always computer freaks, Gates is saying. Instead, they’re obsessives of any kind (except, hopefully, the biting-the-heads-off-chickens kind): people who get fascinated by a topic and won’t (or can’t) let go of it, no matter what others think.


Geeks care about their passions a lot more than they care about mainstream opinion. As Dictionary.com puts it, a geek is “a peculiar person, especially one who is perceived to be overly intellectual, unfashionable, or socially awkward.” Jeff Bezos embraced the unfashionable aspect of geekdom in Amazon’s 2011 shareholder meeting. In response to a question about how the company innovates, he replied, “Very importantly, we are willing to be misunderstood for long periods of time.” Geeks aren’t concerned about going with the flow. They’ll go wherever their inquiries take them.


During one of my conversations with Rafe, we were discussing the points that Gates, Bezos, and others were making. He asked me, “Are you saying that there’s a new generation of business geeks out there?” It was like he’d removed a gag from my mouth. I started babbling at him, “Yes! Absolutely! Why do you think Bezos is always going on about Day 1 versus Day 2 companies? Have you heard about the Netflix culture deck? I’ve been learning about the birth of Agile programming, which works so much better. And I was in this crazy meeting a while back at HubSpot where a new hire flatly contradicted the CEO to his face and no one noticed. Look, the company is getting an upgrade. And if you can’t install that upgrade it’ll be like you’re running Windows 95 . . .”


“Andy. Andy? Andy.” Rafe eventually got me to shut up. “That’s the book. Write that book.”


This is that book. It’s not about what a bunch of computer geeks have created. It’s instead about the creations and achievements of a bunch of business geeks: people who got properly obsessed with the hard problem of running a modern company, came up with unconventional solutions, and implemented them. A lot of these business geeks are found at companies within the high-tech sector, or in Silicon Valley. But not all of them. A lot of them are founders. But not all of them. What unites them isn’t industry or geography or how big an ownership stake they have. What unites them is that they’re geeks—obsessive mavericks—about business and companies. I finally found the word I was looking for. It more accurately described what was going on, and it had been hiding in plain sight. We’ve paid a lot of attention to the computer revolution kicked off by the geeks. But I think we’ve been misunderstanding the other revolution they initiated: a still-unfolding revolution in the company itself.


Rafe asked one other key question during our early conversations: “Are you saying that the geek way is the right way for all companies? Are there any situations where it wouldn’t work, or would be a bad idea?” I had to think about that one for a while. Here’s my answer: the geek way is the right way for modern companies, because modern companies have to move faster and innovate more than their predecessors did.


There are a few big reasons for this acceleration, including globalization and increased competition. I believe, though, the most fundamental reason is that companies today have a lot more digital technology than they used to, and the extraordinary rate of change and innovation in all these technologies means that the overall pace of business is quicker than it used to be, in every industry and every region. As venture capitalist Vinod Khosla put it to me, “There’s always been a lot of technology-based disruption in high-tech industries. Starting about fifteen years ago it became technology disruption in every area of GDP.”


Former Google CEO Eric Schmidt explained to me one of the biggest consequences of this shift: “In the classic corporate model, everything is run in a hierarchical way, the offices get bigger over time, and bureaucracies abound. Companies like this were actually successful for a long time because they have some strengths: they’re predictable and they serve their customers well, as long as customers keep needing the same thing. The reason that culture doesn’t work very well in the information age is that the customers need changes, and you have to be able to change more quickly than, you know, every five years.”


The geek way is a set of solutions for thriving in this faster-moving world. They’re cultural solutions, not technological ones. As much as the business geeks love technology they don’t think that any particular suite of technologies holds the key to building a great modern company. There’s no killer app for business success. What there is instead is what there have always been: people, groups, and the challenge of getting them to work well together in pursuit of goals. After thinking long and hard about this challenge, the business geeks have figured out some powerful and unconventional ways to tackle it. They’ve taken the standard corporate culture of the industrial era and given it an upgrade.


There’s one big surprise in this upgrade, and one non-surprise. The non-surprise is what kind of organizational cultures the business geeks have come up with. They’re what you’d expect to get if you put a bunch of smart, debate-loving, data-driven, contrarian problem-solvers who really, truly don’t like being told what to do in charge of reimagining how a company should be run. As we’ll see, the geek way leans into arguments and loathes bureaucracy. It favors iteration over planning, shuns coordination, and tolerates some chaos. Its practitioners are vocal and egalitarian, and they’re not afraid to fail, challenge the boss, or be proven wrong. Instead of respecting hierarchy and credentials, they respect helpfulness and chops. In short, the cultures of geek companies are, well, geek-like.


The big surprise is how well these cultures work. Instead of collapsing into anarchy or acrimony, geek companies have demonstrated that they can scale and last. And as we’ll see, they deliver extraordinary amounts of value to customers and investors while also being desirable places to work. We’ll spend a lot of time in the pages ahead understanding how they accomplish this.


The most senior business geeks I’ve talked with — people like Eric Schmidt and former Autodesk CEO Carl Bass — tell me that aspects of the geek way were in place at Northern California’s hardware and software companies well before the turn of the twenty-first century. Journalist Don Hoefler wrote an article in 1971 describing one area that was particularly rich in chipmaking companies as “Silicon Valley, USA.” The name stuck, the Valley soon became home to the world’s greatest concentration of business-minded geeks. They iterated and experimented their way forward over the following decades.


A clear statement of many aspects of the geek way appeared in 2009, when Netflix’s CEO, Reed Hastings, and his chief talent officer, Patty McCord, uploaded a long PowerPoint presentation, titled “Netflix Culture: Freedom & Responsibility,” to SlideShare, an online service that does exactly what its name implies. The Netflix culture deck became both blueprint and affirmation for many people trying to build companies, and it spread like a rumor (it’s been viewed more than 17 million times). Those of us who write business books don’t love the idea that what “may well be the most important document ever to come out of [Silicon] Valley” is a PowerPoint presentation. But that’s what Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg said about the Netflix culture deck. Hastings’s ideas about how to build and sustain a culture of freedom and responsibility so impressed Sandberg and her colleagues that they asked Hastings to join Facebook’s board of directors in 2011.


Over the years I kept seeing how much attention the geeks were paying to culture. In 2014, for example, Jeff Bezos said in an interview with journalist Henry Blodget, “My main job today: I work hard at helping to maintain the culture.” In 2018, shortly after the cloud storage company Dropbox went public, I interviewed its founder and CEO, Drew Houston, onstage at MIT. I asked him to share some of the most important things he learned along his entrepreneurial journey. He responded: “When the company was just starting I sat down with some of the people in tech I admired most and just asked for advice. I was expecting to hear about dealing with VCs and boards, or how to build a viral product, or things like that. Instead, they all said the same thing: they advised me to work hard from the start on getting the culture right, and never stop working on that.”


These examples and many others were somewhere in my thoughts as I was babbling at Rafe. What his guidance and questioning unlocked was not just a label, but a window on the heart of the phenomenon: a loose band of obsessive mavericks converging on a set of practices that enable companies to perform better while, not at all coincidentally, providing healthy and desirable work environments.


A Problem-Solver Like Maria


So what are these practices? What makes geek companies and their cultures radically different from the mainstream of the industrial era? I’m going to spend most of this book answering those questions. Let me preview all my answers by describing a great gift my parents gave me. At an early age I became part of an organization founded by the patron saint of geeks. I’m not talking about Nikolai Tesla or Thomas Edison or Steve Jobs. I’m talking about Maria Montessori.


In 2004 journalist Barbara Walters interviewed Google cofounders Larry Page and Sergey Brin. Both of them had parents who were professors and scientists, and Walters asked if this family background was an important part of their success. But both Brin and Page highlighted something else. As Page put it, “We both went to Montessori school, and I think it was part of that training of not following rules and orders, and being self-motivated, questioning what’s going on in the world, doing things a little bit differently.”


I’ll vouch for that. My initiation into geekdom happened long before I quizzed my mom about punchcards and computers. It came when my parents enrolled me in a Montessori school at the age of three.


For those unfamiliar with Montessori, here’s a quick explanation. Montessori classrooms are designed to be self-directed learning labs for children. I remember my first one as a large, light-filled room, parts of which were dedicated to different activities. In one area there were beads strung together on wires to form lines, squares, and cubes (which turns out to be a great way to convey the difference between x, x2, and x3). Another space had cloth letters I could play with to ease me into the concept of reading. Other areas had polygons to trace, 3D shapes to play with, simple abacuses, pens and pencils and paper, and so on.


The gear in the classrooms was great, but what I really loved about my Montessori school was the freedom. There were a few scheduled activities each day—lunch, recess, “circle time,” when teachers and students sat on the floor in a circle and talked about stuff—but most of the time I could do what I wanted. And what I and my classmates wanted wasn’t to break things, run around yelling, or terrorize each other. Instead, we wanted to sit quietly and learn.


One of Montessori’s most radical insights was that even young children are capable of concentration and deep study in the right environment. They’re not inherently wild creatures that have to be penned. Instead, they’re inherent learners. They have reserves of self-discipline that are activated when they’re curious about something. Montessori wrote that “a child who has become master of his acts, . . . and who has been encouraged by the pleasant and interesting activities in which he has been engaged, is a child filled with health and joy and remarkable for his calmness and discipline.” Jeff Bezos had a great deal of this discipline. Like Brin and Page, Bezos was also a Montessori kid as a toddler; according to his mother, he’d get so engrossed in what he was doing in the classroom that his teachers would have to physically pick him up and move him when it was time for a change.


I remember many times as a young child when I experienced that kind of flow state in the classroom. But those experiences came to a halt after third grade, which was as far as my Montessori school went. After that, public school was the only viable option in the Indiana town where I grew up.


I spent the first day of fourth grade in the public elementary school wondering if I’d angered my parents somehow and was being punished. No other explanation made sense. Sitting at the same desk all day? Rotating through subjects according to the clock on the wall, rather than my interests? Covering concepts that I’d mastered years earlier? Doing mind-numbing drills and worksheets? This school didn’t feel like an educational institution; it felt like a reeducation camp designed to break my spirit.


The deepest mystery was why my autonomy and freedom had been replaced with so much pointless hierarchy and structure. It didn’t make any sense. I eventually learned to get along and go along at my new school. But I never learned to like it, or to see the point.


Neither did Maria Montessori. Her schools, the first of which opened its doors in Rome in 1906, did away with daily schedules, teacher-led instruction, grids of desks, grades, and many other standard elements of primary education in the industrialized world. The mainstream view, in her era and our own, has been that these elements are necessary to ensure that children learn necessary skills. The thinking is that letting kids do what they want throughout the school day might make them happy, and might even make them creative, but it won’t make them good at reading, writing, and arithmetic.


Montessori kept proving how wrong that view is. Early in the twentieth century, she demonstrated that disadvantaged children — even those traumatized by World War I — could, through her methods, make remarkable progress in acquiring all the basic skills they needed. Almost a hundred years later, in 2006, a study published in Science by psychologists Angeline Lillard and Nicole Else-Quest found that kids from low- and middle-income families in Milwaukee who were enrolled in Montessori schools did better than their peers in several of the cognitive and social domains evaluated, and worse in none of them.


Montessori is a hero to today’s business geeks for three reasons. First, she was a true geek herself. She immersed herself in a tough and important problem — how do children learn best? — devised unconventional solutions, and then advocated tirelessly for them. Second, her educational methods foster the kinds of innovation and creativity that contribute to success in the business world. After surveying more than five hundred creative professionals, management researchers Hal Gregerson and Jeff Dyer were surprised at how many started off in Montessori schools. This research revealed the importance of curiosity and asking lots of questions. As Gregerson put it,



If you look at 4-year-olds, they are constantly asking questions and wondering how things work. But by the time they are 6½ years old they stop asking questions because they quickly learn that teachers value the right answers more than provocative questions . . . We believe that the most innovative entrepreneurs were very lucky to have been raised in an atmosphere where inquisitiveness was encouraged . . . A number of [them] went to Montessori schools, where they learned to follow their curiosity.





Third, and most important, Maria Montessori showed us something joyous: This can be better. We don’t have to keep educating young children the same way. We can improve on the educational status quo a lot, and those improvements will not come with a lot of downsides. If we give schoolchildren great autonomy we won’t be sacrificing their ability to master basic skills or perform well on standardized tests. They don’t need to be told what, when, and how to study in order to make progress; they do just fine on their own.


It’s hard to overstate how radical Montessori’s approaches were. The pioneers of universal childhood education in the US and elsewhere were heavily influenced by the Prussian primary school system of the mid-nineteenth century.* And the Prussian educators were in turn influenced by the philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte, who was clear that schooling really should be about breaking children’s spirits. He wrote in 1807:



Education should aim at destroying free will so that after pupils are thus schooled they will be incapable throughout the rest of their lives of thinking or acting otherwise than as their schoolmasters would have wished.





Montessori’s worldview was as far from Fichte’s as one could imagine. And yet her methods educate children as well as, or better than, the free will– destroying methods advocated by Fichte. Montessori demonstrated that the standard educational environment of her time (and, sadly, of ours as well) can be improved simultaneously across every important dimension, and that doing so doesn’t require heroic teachers or massive additional spending. It just requires letting go of some incorrect assumptions and going about things in a different way, even if that way is far from the mainstream. It requires a geek’s radical mindset.


A bunch of geeks are now doing for companies what Maria Montessori did for schools. They’re reimagining them, improving them, and exposing false assumptions. A large and growing cohort of business leaders are now building very different companies — and, not coincidentally, very successful ones.


It’s also not a coincidence that, as we’ll see, the organizations they’re creating are a lot less hierarchical, less rigid, less rules-based, and less top-down than those they’re outpacing. Montessori showed that children can excel without these constraints; today’s business geeks are showing that companies can as well. We overbuilt both classrooms and corporations during the industrial era. The geeks are showing us how much better things work when we remove the excess overhead and structure from both.


A New View of Me and You


Why does the geek way work so well? For an answer to this key question we’re going to draw on a body of research that considers all kinds of human cultures — not just corporate ones — and looks at how they accumulate knowledge and know-how over time. This research starts from first principles. It’s based on the theory of evolution, which is about as solid a foundation as there is in all of science.*


Now, looking to evolution is not the dominant approach within business studies. It doesn’t even qualify as a minority approach. Even calling it “fringe” is probably too generous. As psychologist Gad Saad puts it, “The great majority of business scholars are unaware of, and at times are hostile to,” the idea that studying evolution might provide insights into human organizational behavior.


My experience supports Saad’s contention. In my nearly three decades at business schools, I’ve participated in countless conferences, seminars, research group meetings, and so on. I can remember only a couple times when someone seriously suggested that we look to the science of evolution.


It’s time to change that, for the simple reason that, as the biologist Theodosius Dobzhansky put it in 1973, “nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.” This insight applies to minds as well as bodies. The psychologist Anne Campbell puts it beautifully: “Evolution didn’t stop at the neck.” If we examine many aspects of our thinking and behavior in light of evolution, they’ll make more sense. And this is what we’re finally starting to do.


Over the past couple decades, research by a multidisciplinary band of social scientists has coalesced into a field of study called cultural evolution. This field gets at the classic Why do we humans do what we do? question by starting with an observation: we’re not the only species on the planet that forms cultures, but we are the only species with cultures capable of launching spaceships and doing other insanely difficult and complicated things. This observation quickly leads to a bunch of questions:


How do human cultures get smarter over time? What accelerates that accumulation of knowledge, or slows it down? Why are some cultures more successful than others? When cultures clash, which ones win? What are the most common ways for cultures to decay? How do individuals acquire, generate, and pass on knowledge? How do we balance our individual interests with those of the group? When individuals misbehave, how do their cultures bring them back in line?


As we’ll see, the field of cultural evolution has been investigating these questions for a while now and has come up with solid, stress-tested answers. The great news is that the answers apply to corporate cultures just as well as they do to all the other kinds of cultures we humans create. To see how helpful cultural evolution’s answers are, let’s reword the above questions just a bit:


How does innovation happen? What accelerates it, or slows it down? Why are some businesses more innovative and successful than others? When businesses compete, which ones win? What are the most common ways for businesses to become uncompetitive over time? What makes individuals productive? What makes teams work well together? How can we best align people’s desire to get ahead with the goals of the organization? What kinds of bad behavior should we expect within an organization, and how can we minimize them?


The field of cultural evolution has given us a new way to approach questions like these, and has given us some new answers. This is great news, because they’re such obviously important questions. For those of us who want to get ahead of the competition there’s even better news: cultural evolution’s insights haven’t yet spread to the business world. So there’s a huge opportunity to be at the forefront of applying them.


I can’t recall ever hearing any manager, geek or not, talk about many of the key concepts we’ll cover in the pages ahead: ultrasociality, prestige versus dominance, ultimate versus proximate questions, the press secretary module, and so on. I’ve also not come across any of these concepts in a business book written for a general audience (as opposed to an academic one). And while some concepts we’ll explore in these pages are more familiar, like plausible deniability, observability, norms, common knowledge, Nash equilibria, and the prisoner’s dilemma, they still aren’t given enough emphasis given how important they turn out to be. In short, the new science of cultural evolution hasn’t yet been transferred from university seminar rooms to corporate boardrooms and meeting rooms. It’s not what they teach you at Harvard Business School* (trust me, I was there for fifteen years). The really exciting opportunity for me as the author of this book — and (I hope) for you as its reader—is to create a new understanding of some key business issues by bringing together theory and practice. Or, to be more specific, some new theory from the field of cultural evolution and some new practices from geek companies.


It’s a fascinating coincidence that both the practices that make up the geek way and the theory that explains why the geek way works as well as it does are products of the twenty-first century. As we’ll see, some of the early seminal geek business events — the first A/B test, the genesis of Agile programming — happened right around the turn of the century.


The roots of cultural evolution go back a bit further than that, but the field has really started to flourish in recent years. Many of the books I’ve relied on most heavily were published within the last decade or so. These include Blueprint (2019), The Goodness Paradox (2019), Social (2013), The Ape That Understood the Universe (2018), The Folly of Fools (2011), Everybody Lies (2017), Why Everybody Else Is a Hypocrite (2010), The Elephant in the Brain (2017), The Enigma of Reason (2017), The Secret of Our Success (2015), Not Born Yesterday (2020), The WEIRDest People in the World (2020), Catching Fire (2009), The Social Instinct (2021), and Hidden Games (2022). These cover a lot of different topics; what they all have in common is that they tell how evolution shaped us to be a uniquely culture-y* species.


The pioneering business geeks and the pioneers in the field of cultural evolution have both been doing fascinating and important work, but they’ve been working on parallel tracks that have not meaningfully intersected. It’s high time to change that, hence this book.


Why We Should Care About the Why


We’ll get two big benefits from bringing together theory and practice as we explore the geek way. The first and most obvious is that we’ll make faster progress. When practical tinkerers interact with theory-minded scientists, the two sides learn from each other and we all benefit.


The tinkerers want to get something to work better. That something could be a sea kayak, poison made from a frog’s skin, a steam engine, or a company. These folk rely mainly on their intelligence, experience, and intuition to guide their efforts. Their guiding question is “How can I improve this?” The scientists are more theoretical. Their guiding question is “Why does this work the way it does?” Why is one sea kayak faster than another? Why is poison prepared one particular way more potent? Why is this steam engine, or that company, more efficient?


“How . . . ?” questions and “Why . . . ?” questions go back and forth and improve the state of the world. The tinkerers often start the dialogue by making an improvement that gets the scientists curious. For example, scientists’ questions about why James Watt’s steam engine worked so much better than its predecessors helped create the discipline of thermodynamics. The scientists then deepen the tinkerers’ understanding and give them better tools. The formulation of the famous three laws of thermodynamics has helped countless designers and engineers build better engines. The interplay between how and why happens in all fields. Antonio Stradivari worked for decades on how to make string instruments sound better. Since his death in 1737, we’ve learned a great deal about why his creations sound so wonderful, and we can now make violins that sound even better than a Stradivarius. Farmers were experimenting with crop rotation for centuries before George Washington Carver used chemistry to show why it was such a good idea. He got planters in the American South to improve their yields by alternating nitrogen-depleting cotton with nitrogen-providing peanuts or soybeans.


We’re at a fascinating point in time right now. A critical mass of both kinds of curious people — how-asking tinkerers and why-asking scientists — have formed around questions of organizations, culture, and learning. This book is based on the premise that by bringing these two camps together we’ll make faster progress on these things called companies.


What’s more, these improvements will stick. The second major benefit of combining theory and practice is that we do a better job of sticking to new practices once we have a theory about why they work better — once we understand the first principles at work. Clay Christensen, the late, great management scholar and a mentor of mine, was adamant that “managers are voracious consumers of theory.” I think this applies not just to managers, but to all of us. We don’t just want to know that something works; we also want to know why it works.


Things that make sense within our theories about how the world works are easy for us to take on board. Things that don’t make sense with our existing theories, on the other hand, are easy to reject. Far too easy sometimes, as the tragic story of a nineteenth-century doctor who was just a little ahead of his time makes clear. I want to tell his story as we begin our explanation of the geek way because it highlights the critical importance of not only being right, but also being able to convincingly explain why you’re right. The difference between the two states can be the difference between changing the world and losing your mind.


The Germ of an Idea


In 1846 Ignaz Semmelweis, who was working as what we’d now call a chief medical resident at Vienna General Hospital, noticed that one of its two birth clinics was much more deadly than the other. About 10 percent of the women in the First Clinic died within days of giving birth, from what had long been called childbed fever.* In the Second Clinic, meanwhile, death rates were two and a half times lower, at around 4 percent. Word got around about this enormous difference, and women begged not to have to go to the First Clinic. Some even preferred to give birth in the street.


None of Semmelweis’s colleagues seemed to find this discrepancy interesting, or to care much about reducing the appalling death rates in the First Clinic. As he wrote, “The disrespect displayed by the employees toward the [patients] of the First Clinic made me so miserable that life seemed worthless . . . Everything seemed inexplicable, everything was doubtful. Only the large number of deaths was an unquestionable reality.” So in best geek fashion, he set out to study and solve the problem.


He began by documenting all the differences between the two clinics. Expectant mothers were assigned randomly between the clinics, so it wasn’t that the two were seeing different types of patients.* The biggest difference Semmelweis found was that the First Clinic was staffed by medical students, while the Second Clinic was staffed by midwives in training. He investigated the daily routines of the two groups and learned that the medical students often came to their clinic right after performing autopsies. The midwives didn’t, since autopsies were not part of their education.


Semmelweis hypothesized that the medical students left the autopsy room with some kind of “cadaverous particles” on their hands, which they transferred to women while assisting in their deliveries. It was these particles that made the mothers sick and caused so many deaths. He experimented with ways to stop the transfer using the only test available to him: what would make the students’ hands stop smelling like putrid corpses? He found that a solution of chlorinated lime worked best, and in May of 1847 Semmelweis instituted mandatory handwashing for medical students before they entered the First Clinic.* In April, the maternal mortality rate had been 18.3 percent; in June it was 2.2 percent, and in July 1.2 percent. The benefits of handwashing were so large that they seemed miraculous. In 1848, there were two months in which no women died in the First Clinic.


The story of the fight to protect women against childbed fever has a happy ending. Unfortunately, though, this medical triumph is not due to Semmelweis. His ideas about how to protect mothers giving birth were repeatedly rejected, even though the improvements in his clinics were undeniable.


Why were Semmelweis’s advances ignored? Because he failed to change the mindset of his fellow physicians. In the middle of the nineteenth century, the dominant view was that many diseases were spread by miasmas, or foul-smelling air emanating from rotting matter. This theory was based on a logical and intuitive chain of reasoning: smells spread through the air, and after a rotting smell appears, people often start getting sick. Therefore (the reasoning goes) it’s the air itself that spreads the sickness. Semmelweis’s ideas about cadaverous particles made no sense to a medical establishment brought up on miasma theory. Neither did his recommendation of handwashing, so it was disparaged and ignored.


His inability to convince his peers and stop all the needless suffering and death drove Semmelweis insane. He became belligerent, depressed, and erratic. In 1865, he was committed to a Viennese asylum where, after two weeks, he died from gangrene.* His death was hardly noticed by the medical community. The director who took over from Semmelweis at his last clinic stopped the practice of handwashing. Maternal mortality rates immediately jumped sixfold.


The virtual elimination of childbed fever happened not because of Semmelweis’s contributions, but instead thanks to Louis Pasteur’s. Why? Because Pasteur changed not just a procedure, but an entire science. In the 1860s, he conducted a set of experiments that demonstrated to physicians not only that Semmelweis had been right, but why he had been right.


Pasteur showed conclusively that many diseases were caused not by foul-smelling atmospheric miasmas, but instead by very small organisms called germs.* Semmelweis’s “cadaverous particles” were in fact microorganisms that were responsible for more than just contagious illnesses — Pasteur showed that they also caused bread to rise, cheese to ripen, beer and wine to ferment, and so on.*


He founded the science of microbiology, which has vastly improved our understanding of the world. Once we understood microbiology we started pasteurizing milk, developing vaccines, and washing our hands before conducting medical procedures. It’s hard to fully wrap our minds around all the benefits we’ve gained from this understanding, but here’s one statistic relevant to our story: the global average maternal mortality rate is now around 0.2 percent (in Austria, the rate is 0.004 percent). Pasteur became a living legend in France, where a major research institute was founded in his name. When he died, in 1895, he was given a state funeral and buried in the Cathedral of Notre Dame.*


The difference between the careers of Pasteur and Semmelweis could hardly be more stark. One changed the world. The other was driven mad because he couldn’t get people to see what he saw. Semmelweis failed to effect the change he was so passionate about in large part because this change made no sense within the system of established beliefs and attitudes — the mindset — of his medical peers. They were lost in a miasma of incorrect beliefs. As a result, Semmelweis’s ideas were repeatedly mocked, ignored, and rejected. But as soon as biologists and doctors saw Pasteur’s proof they became ready, willing, and able to change not only what they believed, but also how they behaved. Over the last quarter of the nineteenth century medical practitioners in Europe turned away from the idea of miasmas, took up the germ theory of disease, and worked hard to avoid accidentally exposing patients to these microorganisms. As the germ theory and its practical implications spread around the world, the spread of disease slowed. (Can you imagine what would happen today to an obstetrician who refused to wash their hands before assisting in a delivery?)


Those of us who want better companies are better off than poor Ignaz Semmelweis, because the equivalents of Pasteur’s demonstrations have recently taken place. As we’ll see, many puzzles have been resolved around the important topic of how we humans create our cultures. We understand ourselves better now, which means that we’re less likely to keep making the mistakes of the past. I’m confident that the geek way will endure and spread not just because it works better, but because we now understand why it works so well. In the pages ahead I’ll spend a lot of time explaining how the business geeks run their companies. But I’ll spend at least as much time explaining why these approaches work as well as they do. With that understanding, any company that wants to can quickly get geekier.





Chapter Summary


We’ve paid a lot of attention to the computer revolution kicked off by the geeks. But I think we’ve been misunderstanding the other revolution they initiated: a still-unfolding revolution in the company itself. The business geeks have taken the standard corporate culture of the industrial era and given it an upgrade.


The geek way is a set of solutions for thriving in a faster-moving business world. They’re cultural solutions, not technological ones.


The geek way leans into arguments and loathes bureaucracy. It favors iteration over planning, shuns coordination, and tolerates some chaos. Its practitioners are vocal and egalitarian, and they’re not afraid to fail, challenge the boss, or be proven wrong. Instead of respecting hierarchy and credentials, they respect helpfulness and chops.


To understand why the geek way works so well, we’re going to draw on research from the young field of cultural evolution. Cultural evolution’s insights haven’t yet spread to the business world. So there’s a huge opportunity to be at the forefront of applying them.


I’ll spend a lot of time explaining how the business geeks run their companies. But I’ll spend at least as much time explaining why these approaches work as well as they do. With that understanding, any company that wants to can quickly get geekier.









CHAPTER 1


The Fourfold Path to Geekdom




The minute that you understand that you can poke life and . . . that you can change it, you can mold it. That’s maybe the most important thing . . .


Once you learn it, you’ll want to change life and make it better, cause it’s kind of messed up, in a lot of ways. Once you learn that, you’ll never be the same again.


— Steve Jobs





Geek companies have looser dress codes, better snacks, and more dogs and foosball tables in the office than their industrial-era counterparts, but these aren’t the important differences. I hope no one believes that they’ll be able to adopt the geek way by embracing hoodies and huskies in the workplace. So what are the key differences that separate geek from nongeek organizations? My answer is that there are four. Let me illustrate them with four short case studies about walking away from the established practices of the industrial era and embracing the geek way.


Unusual Activity in Area 51


Like a lot of people, Will Marshall wondered if a smartphone would work in outer space. Unlike most people, Marshall was in a position to find out, since he was an actual rocket scientist.


From the time he started working at NASA, in 2006, Marshall got invaluable training and experience in the discipline of systems engineering, which is concerned with creating not just a single product but rather an interdependent set of components. Systems engineering is inherently complex, and it requires a lot of planning before components are built, integrated, and tested. As Marshall explained to me,



NASA teaches you to undertake complicated systems-level challenges. In software, you can take an approach of “Let’s just put something out there and see if it works.” But you can’t put up a satellite and then go “Oh shit, we haven’t built the software yet,” or “Actually that radio doesn’t work with that solar panel. Let’s take it down and fix it.” Well, you can’t, because it’s in space.





Over time, though, Marshall grew frustrated at how long it took NASA to complete projects, especially lower-risk ones where there were no lives at stake. He also saw how much up-front planning took place before anything got tested or built. He came to believe that it would be possible to get better results by moving faster and learning by doing, even in the inherently complicated domains of systems engineering and space exploration. By taking a different approach, one centered around fast cycles of iteration and experimentation and a different risk model (of redundancy and low cost rather than removing all failure modes), he thought that it would be possible to land a craft on the moon for less than $100 million. Few of his colleagues or superiors agreed. Marshall recalled, “We were told in no uncertain terms that you cannot do it for under $1 billion, so go away.”


But he didn’t. Instead, he and his colleagues got permission (and protection) from director Pete Worden at the agency to try their approach. In a small building christened Area 51 at NASA’s Ames Research Center in Northern California, they built and tested descent and landing systems for a lunar vehicle. They used off-the-shelf components instead of “space-grade” ones and got a prototype system working for about $300,000. As Marshall tells it,



We brought the NASA brass round and they were like, “Oh shit, you’ve done the hardest bit.” And they said, “We still don’t believe you, but here’s $80 million, have a go.” . . . We sent it to the moon and we succeeded in doing that mission for $79 million. And that was about an order of magnitude lower cost [than the status quo], and the lowest-cost lunar mission that NASA had ever sent.





That mission, LCROSS, won a Breakthrough Award from Popular Mechanics, in part because its spacecraft “was outfitted with commercial off-the-shelf instruments, . . . saving the team time and the costly development of custom instruments.” It also found water on the Moon — a significant scientific discovery.


Marshall and his colleagues then decided to launch some smartphones into space and see if the devices could send pictures back to Earth. After all, they reasoned, modern phones had everything they needed to take and transmit photos. Pete Klupar, a director at NASA Ames under Worden and a mentor of Marshall’s, often held up a smartphone saying, “Why are we making spacecraft so expensive? This has most of what we need.” As Marshall put it, “If you look at what a communications satellite has and what a smartphone has, it’s 90 percent overlapping.” So, after nearly being denied permission to do so and nearly getting himself fired, Marshall and his team sent some phones into space and had them take some photos, which, as he told me,



we got down with the help of amateur radio enthusiasts who got packets of the data from the phone’s radio. Then they emailed us those packets and we stitched them into an image that was taken from space with a smartphone. And we were like, well, that phone cost $500. Most NASA spacecraft cost $500 million. What are those extra six zeros doing for us?





The idea that it was possible to knock some zeroes off the cost of building useful satellites led Marshall to found Planet Labs with fellow former NASA scientists Chris Boshuizen and Robbie Schingler, in late 2010. Planet now scans the Earth every day with a network of more than two hundred satellites of its own design and sells the data and imagery it collects to governments and industry. Marshall estimates that Planet has something like a thousandfold cost advantage over other providers of space imagery.


This advantage comes from three main sources. The first two are Planet’s willingness to use cheap, commercially available components, and its tolerance for failure. As Marshall told me, “We’ve said we’ll take the latest tech from things like smartphones, stuff them into our satellite, and fly a few more than we need. And if only 80 or 90 percent of them work, we’ll be great with that.” The third is Planet’s preference for working fast, iterating quickly, and learning from each cycle. Marshall says that “on average, every three months for the last five years we’ve had a new rocket that goes up and launches about twenty of our satellites. Each launch also includes the next-generation tech that we’re testing—the next radio or camera or whatever. And then if that tech works, the next whole fleet of satellites will include it. So we have an iteration time scale that’s measured in months while NASA’s is measured in a decade or two.”


Marshall summarized to me the differences between Planet and his previous employer: “At NASA I was part of five spacecraft missions in six years. And that was considered prolific; most people do one or two in their NASA career. Subsequently, in the ten years of Planet, we’ve launched five hundred spacecraft on thirty-five rockets, with eighteen design/build iterations of the spacecraft concept. It’s a different pace of innovation.”


The Hardest Button to Push


Ardine Williams didn’t know how to get her work done. After being at Amazon for almost three months she’d made good progress on a project but couldn’t figure out how to complete it.


Williams was part of a small team working to bring Amazon into compliance with federal hiring regulations. She thought she had a solution and wanted to get it implemented, but she couldn’t figure out how to take the final step: making a change on the Amazon.jobs website. The problem was that she hadn’t learned yet who was responsible for these kinds of changes. In fact, it was starting to feel to her like no one was.


Williams came out of retirement to join Amazon. She had worked in a variety of roles at Hewlett-Packard and Intel, where she had ended her career (she thought) as a vice president in charge of human resource services like staffing, payroll, and benefits delivery. Then, as she tells it, she got a call from a corporate recruiter in the fall of 2014.



I’m sitting on the patio, drinking a martini, looking at the mountains. I said to the headhunter, “I’m happy to talk to you, but I’m not going back to work.” And she said, “Before you say no to me, let me tell you about the opportunity; it’s with Amazon.” I was like, “Amazon, okay. I order books.” And she said, “It’s not that part of Amazon. It’s Amazon Web Services.”


And I sat down my glass because I knew that cloud computing was changing business. It was reducing the up-front investment needed to build a technology infrastructure and allowing companies to instead put money into things that mattered to customers. I thought, “Hey, you know what? This could be fun.”





Amazon Web Services (AWS) employed only a few thousand people when the recruiter reached out to Williams, but its sales were growing at about 40 percent per year. It was clear that cloud computing had a chance to be a big part of Amazon’s future, and that to realize its potential AWS needed executives who knew how to help an organization find and retain the right people. Williams joined Amazon in the fall of 2014 as a vice president focused on staffing for AWS.


She quickly learned that Amazon didn’t operate like the other big tech firms she was familiar with. For one thing, the technology to support back-office functions like staffing wasn’t as mature. As she recalls,



I got in there and I was like, how the hell does this place run? I was responsible for a monthly report on our progress in hiring all the people we needed at AWS. And it would take me like three days to do that in four different systems and a whiteboard with yellow stickies on it. So the infrastructure just wasn’t there. But what they did have was a boatload of smart people. I was really fortunate — I inherited people who understood how Amazon worked, so we were able to do some pretty cool things.





Then one day Williams got something that was very much not cool: a phone call from a lawyer. It was one of Amazon’s own lawyers, calling about a potential problem. As Williams recalls:



Amazon had recently secured a number of federal government contracts for data centers and other support. And once you become a federal contractor, you have to comply with a statute which basically says that if I’m interviewing you for a job and you work for the government or have worked for the government, I have to ask you, “Have you spoken with your ethics officer? Does your ethics officer know that you are interviewing and has she or he approved your pursuing this process?” Our problem was that we weren’t asking that question to people who applied via the Amazon.jobs website.


After talking about it for a while, the attorney said, “Hey, could we self-certify? What if we showed language to all applicants saying, ‘If you are a current or former government employee, you acknowledge by your application that you have spoken with your ethics officer’?” And we agreed that yeah, we can probably do that. So he crafted the language. I went to a web developer who did the programming work to include that language on the site. He got it done.





Then this quick project got bogged down because, as Williams tells it,



I started looking for who had to approve it. This was in my first ninety days at the company, and I felt like I’d landed on Mars. It felt sort of like a free-for-all. I couldn’t understand how you could run like a startup with more than a hundred thousand employees, but it really had that vibe. I couldn’t see much formal process or structure for things like dealing with compliance issues or making changes to the website.





Williams asked for advice from a senior colleague who had been at Amazon a long time:



I said, “I can’t find out who can approve this.” He said, “What are you talking about?” And I said, “I’m getting ready to change the Amazon.jobs website. There’s gotta be some kind of management review committee. Somebody has to look at this.” He said, “Somebody already did —you. You’re telling me that we’ve got legal approval. We also have business approval; that’s you. So why don’t you push the button and make the change?”


And I honestly couldn’t answer the question. I just couldn’t answer the question. So he asked me, “What happens if this change you’re proposing is a mess?” And I said, “Well, we turn it off.” He said, “How long will that take?” And I said, “Less than twenty-four hours.” He said, “I’m back to where I started, Ardine. Push the button. Bringing more people along with you in the decision is not going to change the outcome.”


And I’ve got to tell you, calling the developer and saying, “Okay, push the button,” was probably one of the hardest things I’ve done in my career personally, because it was just so contrary to how I had grown up.





Like most knowledge workers, Williams had grown up professionally in environments full of established ways of doing things. A change as important as a modification to the website in order to comply with federal regulation would go before a management review committee. There would be a process for proposing changes, submitting required documentation and justifications, and so on. This committee would be staffed by people from many parts of the company, including human resources, information systems, communications, and the legal department. There might well be a subcommittee that determined which changes were significant enough to go before the full committee. When the full committee met, it would approve some changes, deny some, and request additional information before making final decisions on others. When I asked Williams how long it would have taken one of her previous employers to make the website change she proposed, she answered, “About three months.”


But at Amazon, when projects were done people just pushed buttons.


Making HiPPOs an Endangered Species


By the spring of 2009 Google’s visual design head, Doug Bowman, had had enough and quit his job. He liked his “incredibly smart and talented” colleagues, learned a great deal, and would miss the “free food, . . . occasional massage, [and] the authors, politicians, and celebrities that come to speak or perform.” But what he didn’t like and wouldn’t miss was having to justify all of his decisions with data.


Rather than accepting the judgments of experienced design professionals like Bowman, Google instead followed a process he described in mechanical terms: “Reduce each decision to a simple logic problem. Remove all subjectivity and just look at the data. Data in your favor? OK, launch it. Data shows negative effects? Back to the drawing board.”


Like many others in his field, Bowman thought that this approach was fundamentally misguided. Coming up with a good design for a web page or anything else was in his view an inherently subjective and creative process — one that relied much more on the arts than on science. As the legendary designer Paul Rand put it, “The roots of good design lie in aesthetics: painting, drawing, and architecture, while those of business and market research are in demographics and statistics; aesthetics and business are traditionally incompatible disciplines.” Bowman gave a couple examples of how statistics intruded on aesthetics at Google: “A team . . . couldn’t decide between two blues, so they’re testing forty-one shades between each blue to see which one performs better. I had a recent debate over whether a border should be three, four, or five pixels wide, and was asked to prove my case. I can’t operate in an environment like that.”


That environment was born on February 27, 2000, when a team at Google showed one version of a search results page to a randomly chosen group of visitors to the site, and a different version to a parallel group. This was the first known A/B test in the history of the World Wide Web. There have been countless millions since.


As the twenty-first century progressed, a culture of testing and following the data came to permeate decision-making at Google, even for decisions in allegedly subjective areas like design. Hal Varian, the company’s chief economist, stressed that “we don’t want high-level executives discussing whether a blue background or a yellow background will lead to more ad clicks . . . Why debate this point, since we can simply run an experiment to find out?” In 2014, Google estimated that getting the shade of blue right via the kind of testing that Bowman disparaged had led to an additional $200 million per year in ad revenue.


A/B testing developed passionate advocates because it showed that experts’ intuition about users’ preferences were often inaccurate, and sometimes just plain wrong. Experiments revealed that even experienced design professionals didn’t know how people actually wanted websites to look or feel. Supporters of heavy testing came up with a dismissive acronym for relying on such people: it was decision-making by HiPPO, or “highest-paid person’s opinion.” As Avinash Kaushik, a digital marketing evangelist for Google and one of the creators of the acronym, succinctly put it, “Most websites suck because HiPPOs create them.”


Google still employs professional designers—thousands of them. But instead of taking their judgments about what users want as the final word on the topic, the company instead tests their judgments before rolling them out widely. Google trusts that its designers have good intuition and deep expertise. That trust, however, isn’t the end of the company’s design process. As its heavy reliance on A/B testing and other types of experimentation shows, Google follows the advice of the old Russian proverb Doveryai, no proveryai: Trust, but verify.


A CEO, a Professor, and a New Hire Walk into a Meeting


In the summer of 2006 Brian Halligan sat down in my office at Harvard Business School and started asking me questions about an article I’d recently published. He had just finished the MIT Sloan Fellows program, a twelvemonth MBA, and was about to launch a company with classmate Dharmesh Shah. The article that had caught his eye was about using tools like blogs and wikis (the software that’s at the heart of Wikipedia) within companies, and he wanted to explore the topic more deeply. In our initial conversation, we learned that we were both excited about technology’s potential for making businesses work better, and that we were both Boston Red Sox fans. We formed a geeky bond, and stayed in touch.


By 2009, HubSpot, the marketing software company he and Shah founded, was growing quickly. Halligan was the CEO, and he came back to my office to talk about putting together in-house education programs for his employees. He wanted to give HubSpotters the chance to pick up new skills via evening classes. This isn’t unusual; most companies offer training. But Halligan went about it in a novel way.


I’d been teaching in business schools for a decade and had been part of many executive education programs. Company-specific programs typically occur because a top manager wants to, say, prepare her division for the Internet economy and so reaches out to a business school. The manager and the school settle on a curriculum, and the program becomes reality.


Halligan took a different approach. After he and I brainstormed for a bit, he said, “Okay, come into the office; let’s present this idea to the Hub-Spotters and see what they think.” So we did. I found it one of the more eye-opening meetings of my career because of how Halligan interacted with his employees.


After he introduced me to the assembled group of about twenty people, I talked about the curriculum we’d been brainstorming. Then he talked about the skills he wanted HubSpotters to have. He finished with “So what do you think?” and sat down. In my experience, this was a cue for employees to tell their CEO that what they’d just heard from him was great, really the right idea at the right time, and they only had a couple suggestions — building on what they’d just heard—to make it even better.


Instead, the first person to speak, who looked too young to have been anything except a recent hire, opened with “There are a couple things that I don’t like” and continued on. I felt a little bit sorry for the kid. Flatly contradicting your CEO in public might not be a career-ender, but it would at least serve as a teachable moment for him and the rest of the people in the room. Of course, Halligan wouldn’t respond with anything as obvious as “Watch yourself, youngster,” but would he take the usual approach of making a self-deprecating comment that everyone in the room would implicitly interpret as a warning? Would the other attendees rush in with “What I think you mean to say . . . ,” or “I hear a lot of agreement here!,” or any of the other standard lines intended to restore all-important harmony?


What actually happened was that Halligan said, “Yeah—good point. I hadn’t thought of that,” and continued from there. His body language didn’t change, the tension in the room didn’t rise, and no one except me looked the least bit surprised. When he and I met afterward to discuss what we’d heard, he didn’t mention the incident at all. To him, it was business as usual. He didn’t want the group to rubber-stamp his ideas or celebrate his munificence; he wanted an honest and egalitarian exchange of views on a topic. Which was what he got.


Halligan’s and Shah’s efforts to build a strong culture at HubSpot paid off over the years. In 2014, the workplace review site Glassdoor started publishing a list of the top small and medium-sized companies to work for in America, based on what the companies’ own employees said about them. HubSpot was number 12 on the list. Two years later, the company had grown so much that it moved into Glassdoor’s large-company list, where it took the number 4 spot. In 2020, Glassdoor named HubSpot the best large company to work for in America.


The Norms Geeks Form


As these four examples show, the geek way is not about a suite of technologies (like machine learning or robotics) or a style of strategic thinking. Instead, it’s about norms: behaviors that a group’s members expect of each other. Norms are extraordinarily important for any organization because they’re a kind of community policing: if you don’t follow them, your peers will let you know it and work to bring you back in line. Norms aren’t maintained solely by the bosses, and they aren’t all written down in the employee handbook. But even though they can seem nebulous, they’re powerful; they shape people’s behavior in deep ways.


We’ll see plenty of examples of norms in the pages ahead. Here’s a quick one to clarify the concept. In the spring of 1995, Barbara Ley Toffler arrived at the Chicago office of the accounting firm Arthur Andersen for a first job interview. As she put it, “[I] found myself bobbing along in a sea of golf shirts. The Firm didn’t have casual dress — ties were de rigueur—but the day had been devoted to a series of workshops, so the dress code had been relaxed. The funny thing about the casual outfit was that everyone wore the exact same thing . . . This was, I immediately sensed, a place with a distinct culture.” Toffler was insightful about two things: that norms are a key part of any organization’s culture, and that Andersen had distinct ones. The firm had a strong norm of conformity, which Toffler learned more about after she started working there. This norm was communicated and reinforced to her in all kinds of ways beyond the way “Androids” dressed. In one of her initial training sessions, more-senior colleagues acted out a comedy sketch about “career-limiting moves.” The skit was intended to be humorous, but it got its point across. The first of the moves was “overcustomizing your office.”


In chapter 7 we’ll see how Andersen’s stultifying norms contributed to the firm’s sad decline and fall. Modern business geeks want something very different: they want norms that contribute to success and vitality. They’ve settled on four of them.


The first great geek norm, which is epitomized by Will Marshall’s journey from NASA to Planet, is speed: a preference for achieving results by iterating rapidly instead of planning extensively. Ardine Williams’s experience early in her time at Amazon illustrates the second norm, which is ownership. Compared to industrial-era organizations, geek companies have higher levels of personal autonomy, empowerment, and responsibility; fewer cross-functional processes; and less coordination.


Doug Bowman left Google because that company decided to make design decisions based not on judgment or expertise, but instead on the norm of science: conducting experiments, generating data, and debating how to interpret evidence. In the interaction I witnessed with his employees, Brian Halligan demonstrated the fourth and final great geek norm, which is openness. Halligan convened an open discussion of his proposal, was open to being challenged by a subordinate, and (most critically, I think) was open to the idea that he might not be right and might need to change his mind.


The geek way, then, is about speed, ownership, science, and openness. So is this book. As the previous stories show, the geek way can be followed in many circumstances: in industries as diverse as space exploration, cloud computing, software, and advertising, and in departments ranging from research and development to human resources to design. The stories also show that the geek way isn’t just practiced by computer scientists and other STEM professionals. Instead, it permeates companies and extends from founder CEOs to managers to individual contributors.


Now that we have an idea of what the four great geek norms are, let’s take a look at how all four are practiced within a single company, and the roles that leaders play in shaping and maintaining them. Let’s also look at another company in the same industry that went about things in a decidedly nongeek way. Here are the stories of two startups that wanted to shake up the entertainment industry. One of them seemed ideally positioned to succeed. The other didn’t look like it stood a chance.


A New Venture Quickly Bites the Dust


As 2020 drew near, if you had to place a bet on someone to understand, shape, and profit from the future of filmed entertainment, you might well have picked Jeffrey Katzenberg. After all, that’s what he’d been doing throughout his entire career. Although he wasn’t as well known to the public as the most famous actors and directors, Katzenberg was a Hollywood legend—someone who had demonstrated uncanny instincts, decade after decade, about how people wanted to be entertained and how the entertainment business was changing.


His entire professional life was spent developing those instincts. Before he was twenty-five he was working for Barry Diller, who was then the chairman of Paramount Pictures. Before Katzenberg was thirty, Diller added him to a team charged with somehow reviving Star Trek, a TV series with a cult following that had gone off the air almost a decade earlier, in 1969. Katzenberg flew across the country to convince Leonard Nimoy, the last holdout from the cast of the original show, to join Star Trek: The Motion Picture, which was a huge success when it was released in 1979. From that point on, the Star Trek franchise kept boldly going where no one had gone before. So did Katzenberg’s career.


In 1984, he moved to the Walt Disney Company and was put in charge of its motion picture unit, which at the time had the lowest box-office receipts of any major studio. Within three years, it had climbed to number 1, thanks to hits like Three Men and a Baby, Down and Out in Beverly Hills, and Good Morning, Vietnam. Katzenberg was also responsible for the long-running TV shows Golden Girls and Home Improvement. But his biggest successes at Disney were the animated films he oversaw: Who Framed Roger Rabbit, The Little Mermaid, Aladdin, The Lion King, and Beauty and the Beast — the first animated film to be nominated for the Oscar for Best Picture. Katzenberg’s successes spanned multiple genres, from science fiction to comedy to drama to animation, and they touched audiences of all kinds.


Hollywood respects making good deals at least as much as making good entertainment, and here too Katzenberg excelled. He was instrumental in Disney’s acquisition of Miramax Studios, and in establishing Disney’s partnership with Pixar. In 1994, he decided it was time for a partnership of his own. Along with Steven Spielberg and David Geffen, he launched the studio Dreamworks SKG. Ten years later, he spun off Dreamworks Animation as a separate company. In 2016, it was acquired by NBCUniversal (part of Comcast) for $3.8 billion.


Katzenberg was the consummate industry insider: a brilliant hit-maker, dealmaker, career-maker for many creative professionals, and, of course, moneymaker. He knew how showbiz worked, and he knew all of the major players. He was also a workaholic and endlessly ambitious. So, in 2018, when he announced his new venture to create streaming videos — the entertainment industry’s potent new fusion of content and distribution — it seemed like he couldn’t miss.


It also appeared likely that once again he’d seen more clearly than others the future of entertainment. It wasn’t sitting in front of the TV in your living room at night, watching shows and movies that were anywhere from thirty minutes to more than two hours long. Instead, it was catching quick bites of compelling streamed content on your phone’s screen throughout the day while you were on the go or taking a break.


This idea of quick bites led to the company Quibi, which Katzenberg unveiled in October of 2018. It was an extremely well-capitalized startup, with $1.75 billion in funding from investors including Disney, 20th Century Fox, and many other studios; Goldman Sachs; JPMorgan Chase; and China’s Alibaba Group. Katzenberg had also inked production deals with such Hollywood A-listers as actors Idris Elba, Anna Kendrik, and Liam Helmsworth; directors Guillermo del Toro and Ridley Scott; and the Kardashians. And Quibi had a CEO as well known in high tech as Katzenberg was in entertainment. He had persuaded Meg Whitman to partner up with him after she retired from Hewlett-Packard, which she had led for seven years. Prior to that, she had been eBay’s CEO for almost a decade.


The Quibi app and streaming service launched on April 6, 2020. From the start, people inside the company and out kept a close eye on how many times the app was downloaded. The initial numbers looked good: number 3 in the Apple app store on day one, and 1.7 million downloads in the first week.


But enthusiasm tapered off quickly. Initial reviews of the shows Katzenberg had approved and nurtured were scathing. For example, the pop culture website Vulture titled an April 2020 judgment of the service’s offerings “Yep, Quibi Is Bad.” Author Kathryn VanArendonk rendered a verdict that would dismay anyone trying to sell subscriptions based on a promise of must-see entertainment: “But its badness doesn’t explain why everything I watched was also incomprehensibly unmemorable.”


Quibi fell out of the top 50 list of free iPhone app downloads a week after its launch, and was sitting at number 125 on May 11. In a New York Times interview published that day Katzenberg said, “I attribute everything that has gone wrong to coronavirus. Everything.” Others weren’t so sure. They pointed out that smartphone use had soared during the pandemic, as had the popularity of TikTok, YouTube, and other apps that featured short videos. TikTok, for example, saw its monthly active users climb from 40 million in late 2019 to more than 100 million by August of 2020.


Observers also pointed out the Quibi app had some puzzling shortcomings. For one thing, it didn’t let users share snippets of content they particularly liked on Facebook, Instagram, and other popular social networks. In many cases, in fact, the contracts Quibi had signed with content creators explicitly forbade this kind of sharing, even though by 2020 it was important viral marketing for many shows. Subscribers also couldn’t watch on any device except their phone; at home, they couldn’t switch over to their TVs.
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