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Introduction

In 2006, a US Census worker named Elizabeth Martin devised an experiment. Every ten years, the federal government is constitutionally required to count the number of people in each state, and every ten years it’s a headache. Most of the census is conducted by mail, and it turns out that it’s enormously difficult to get people to respond to detailed questions about their lives with little incentive other than a sense of civic duty.

If you live in one of the households that won’t respond to the postal questionnaire, the government sends an “enumerator” to your address to conduct the count face-to-face. And that is an expensive undertaking, requiring a staff of hundreds of thousands to knock on millions of doors. Martin wanted to find out what she could do to improve the mail-in response rate to the 2010 census and take some enumerators off the street. Even a small improvement would make an enormous difference: for every percentage-point increase in the number of households responding, the government would save $75 million.

The Census Bureau had already tried a variety of tricks to get people to fill out the forms. They had tweaked the design of the questionnaire, added warnings about penalties for nonresponders, and sent a flurry of reminder postcards. Those all had a modest effect. But Martin, in her experiment, tried something simpler: give people less time to respond. The same questionnaire with the same census date—April 13, 2006—was sent to two groups of people, but one group got it a week later than the other.

She sent it out to more than 28,000 households, in all fifty states, and waited for the forms to come back. When they did, Martin saw that her hunch had paid off: it was the second group—the one with seven fewer days to work on the form—who had the higher response rate, by two percentage points. Even more significantly for a census employee obsessed, by necessity, with the quality of her data, the group with a shorter deadline made fewer errors in their responses. Implemented nationwide, the reliability of the census data would improve markedly. And, of course, there was the matter of those two percentage points—$150 million in savings, all from adjusting a deadline.



The results from the mock census were counterintuitive, but they didn’t surprise me. I had conducted a similar experiment myself. A writer, John, was on the hook to write the cover story for GQ, where I was the executive editor. We had flown him out to Los Angeles to interview Diddy—also known as Puff Daddy—about a rumored new album. We also sent a photographer to shoot Diddy in a variety of fancy cars, hired a video team to make a behind-the-scenes short film, and sold advertisers on the whole package. It was a big production, and at the center of it all was John and the 5,000 words we had assigned him to write.

John was famous for blowing deadlines. He was reportedly several years late on an assignment for The New Yorker. He was also an incredibly stylish writer, someone who could elevate almost anything (including, oh I don’t know, an interview with a somewhat less than fully cooperative hip-hop legend) to the level of art. If you could get him to cough up a draft.

I had worked with John before, and it often required dozens of phone calls, countless emails, and a lot of anxious waiting to get him to start writing. We would plan for a story to be published in, say, the February issue, and inevitably it would have to be bumped to March or April or December.

But this time was different: because it was the April cover story, it couldn’t be pushed to a later issue. The whole apparatus built up around the article would crash down if we didn’t have a written profile of Diddy at the center of it.

So I lied to John. I told him that the absolute, drop-dead date to get the story in was a week before the actual due date. John, bless him, almost certainly knew I was lying, at least a little bit. No sane editor would ever tell a writer the actual deadline for a story. But he probably thought I was trying to buy myself an extra day or two, which is standard for editors negotiating with difficult writers. The trick in this case was giving him so little time to finish the story that he would start working on it immediately.

John wrote the article in a shared document, so I could see his progress as the dreaded date crept closer. Three days before the deadline: nothing there. Two days: still nothing. The night before, finally, a paragraph appeared, but then John started moving words around, fussing infinitely with the first six sentences but making no further progress. All the while, I was sending earnest and upbeat emails about how the finish line is just over the horizon! Eventually I went to sleep.

The next morning, I opened the document and there was a lot of text. A whole new section. And, thanks to Google Docs, I could see John’s cursor, busily spitting out new words. I remembered what the playwright Tony Kushner told a reporter (for the New York Times Vows column, of all places) about his creative process: “I work best after the deadline has passed, when I’m in a panic.”

My only regret was that I hadn’t told John the deadline was even earlier. But that was being greedy. We still had a week, and John had already written thousands of words. Toward evening on deadline day, he sent me a message: “Close to complete draft. Please keep drawbridge down for 24 more hours. I won’t let you down.”

Sometime between the decoy deadline and the actual one we had something ready to be printed. I rushed it down to the production department and gave it to the fact-checkers. John returned to a blissful state of not-writing, Diddy climbed into his Maybach and drove away, and the April issue appeared as planned.

I already knew that a deadline was a force potent enough to break through even the worst cases of writer’s block. But learning that setting a deadline early increased the chances it would be met—a finding replicated in studies far beyond the Census Bureau and the offices of GQ—was eye-opening. It promised, in essence, the productivity equivalent of the full-court press.



As an editor, I am professionally obliged to care about deadlines. The word itself, it’s no coincidence, was adopted from the publishing business. The deadline was originally the line on a printing press beyond which no type could be set—though publishers in turn had borrowed the term from the military: during the Civil War, the “dead-line” was a boundary surrounding the stockade, outside of which any prisoner would be shot on sight. By the early twentieth century, the deadline came to mean not the physical limits on a battlefield or on a page but the hour a story was due.

The word was a great conceptual success, spreading to industries far beyond newspapers and magazines. It carries a sense of urgency and threat, which can be useful to all sorts of profit-driven and productivity-maximizing enterprises. Compare it with its near equivalent in French, délai, which can mean either deadline or delay, and you find a neat encapsulation of the differences between life in New York and Paris.

The Ancient Greeks, though, had the word that gets closest to the essence of a deadline. Most of us know the Greek word for ordinary time, chronos—the regular old drumbeat of existence, the flow of time that takes us from birth to death. But there’s another word for time, kairos, which refers to the opportune moment, a time for decisions and action: the arrow drawn back and about to be released. Whereas the Greeks almost always depicted the god representing chronos as an old man, statues of kairos were youthful and sprightly. Aesop described him as bald, except for a lock of hair draped over his forehead: “If you grasp him from the front, you might be able to hold him, but once he has moved on not even Jupiter himself can pull him back.”

It’s that second conception of time, kairos, the opportune moment, that breathes life into a deadline. It also speaks to two ideas you’ll find linked in this book. First, deadlines are powerful motivators—the god is young and vigorous. Second, deadlines can be manipulated—you can catch him, but only if you know how to go about it.

The evidence for the first notion is robust. Several years ago, the behavioral scientists Amos Tversky and Eldar Shafir set up a simple experiment. They offered students $5 for filling out a long questionnaire and returning it to them. One group of students had five days to complete the assignment; another had no deadline. The results were unambiguous: 60 percent of the students with a deadline returned the questionnaire and got their $5. Only 25 percent of those with no deadline finished the task.

In 2016, Kiva, a nonprofit organization that lends money to low-income entrepreneurs, ran a real-world demonstration of the same principle. Kiva wanted to encourage more small businesses to apply for their interest-free loans, but the process was time-consuming and difficult: potential borrowers needed to fill out eight pages of financial disclosures and business plans. Only 20 percent of the businesses that began an application online completed it.

That was when Kiva decided to run a test: they would send reminder emails to everyone who had started and abandoned an application. One group would get an email with a deadline to finish applying for a loan; the other would have no deadline. Kristen Berman, who wrote about the results for Scientific American, highlighted a potential pitfall of this approach: “If the process requires a small business owner to invest significant amounts of time, then adding a deadline should decrease the number of applicants. People just won’t have time to fill out the forms and they would miss the cut off.” But that wasn’t what happened. The small businesses that received a deadline were 24 percent more likely to complete their applications. Time wasn’t holding these companies back; it was motivation. Kiva began issuing a lot more loans.

Deadlines can encourage productive behavior. I’m sorry to report, however, that they have a dark side. They aren’t only a magic trick that puts $5 in students’ pockets; they can also draw time and energy toward themselves like a black hole. The problem is that as soon as you set a deadline, work tends to get delayed until right before time expires. There’s a name for this phenomenon: it’s called the deadline effect.

Economists and game theorists love talking about the deadline effect, usually in the context of two-party negotiations: a union and a corporation, say, trying to agree to a new contract. Two groups sit down at the bargaining table, and something strange happens. As one paper from a pair of MIT economists put it: “A firm deadline is often imposed upon negotiators in order to prevent them from dragging out the negotiations indefinitely. Ironically, such deadlines themselves sometimes entice parties to delay the agreement.” The deadline effect is the curse that keeps transit workers and the city deadlocked right until the eve of the strike. It is the reason that so many settlements are reached “on the courthouse steps.”

The academics who study the deadline effect generally agree that it’s bad—it’s mighty, but it’s destructive. Last-minute deals tend to be worse for all parties than what might have been agreed to if both sides had more time, for the same reason that a term paper thrown together at the last minute will be worse than one completed well before the deadline and fastidiously revised.

The stakes, of course, can be even higher than that. In 1992, in an effort to speed up the approval process for new prescription drugs, Congress set deadlines for decisions by the Food and Drug Administration. The FDA soon had a backlog of drug applications to process—and approved a large number just before time ran out.

A 2012 study found that those deadline drugs were more likely to need additional safety warnings and more likely to be removed from the market. “Safety-based withdrawal is 6.92 times greater for a drug approved in the two months leading up to its approval deadline than for comparable drugs approved at other times,” the authors wrote. “These post-market events are associated with tens of thousands of additional hospitalizations, adverse drug reactions, and deaths.” Congress had a smart plan—they used a deadline to get the FDA to act quicker—but they didn’t account for the consequences, as the new rules pushed decisions to the last minute and rushed the agency’s risk assessments.

The frustrating thing about organizations such as the FDA that fall prey to the deadline effect is that it’s preventable. Many organizations have learned how to take the urgency a deadline provides and jettison all the down-to-the-wire nonsense. They are all master deadline manipulators: they have learned how to work like it’s the last minute before the last minute. This book will tell their stories.



It’s time to bring up a word I’ve been avoiding so far: procrastination. After this introduction, the subject will hardly come up. That’s not because the people you’ll meet in the chapters that follow are not affected by procrastination. It’s because this book is a book about organizations, and effective organizations, especially the ones I write about here, have come up with systems to defeat procrastination without changing basic human psychology. Still, to understand how deadlines work, we have to understand their evil opposite.

The first people to use the word procrastination were concerned with precisely that—good and evil, damnation and salvation. Procrastination was “the worst of Satan’s Engines,” Anthony Walker, the rector of Fyfield, wrote in a 1682 sermon. Walker was referring to a particular kind of delay, though: putting off repentance. Jonathan Edwards, the great American revivalist, took up the theme a few decades later, preaching, “How can you reasonably be easy or quiet for one day, or one night, in such a condition, when you know not but your Lord will come this night? And if you should then be found, as you now are, unregenerate, how unprepared would you be for his coming, and how fearful would be the consequence!” The title of that sermon was “Procrastination, or The Sin and Folly of Depending on Future Time.”

Today our worries are more secular, but the scourge is the same. The psychologist George Ainslie described procrastination as “the basic impulse,” a human flaw “as fundamental as the shape of time.” A meta-analysis of research on procrastination by Piers Steel, a professor at the University of Calgary, suggested that as many as 20 percent of adults (and 50 percent of college students) consider themselves chronic procrastinators, and the problem is growing. It’s also costly: a survey by H&R Block concluded that we overpay our income taxes by $473 million a year because we procrastinate in filing our returns.

The psychological mechanism of procrastination is well understood. It’s not just that people don’t like to do unpleasant tasks: if that were a controlling aversion, nothing would get done. The problem is that we are time-inconsistent and present-biased: we tend to underestimate both costs and rewards the further they are in the future, a process called hyperbolic discounting. Don’t let the jargon confuse you: this just means that we exaggeratedly (hyperbolically) underestimate (discount) the value of future gains and losses. Thus the satisfaction of finishing a project (a future reward) stands no chance against the fun of playing hooky for a day. Likewise, the pain of getting a blood test done today looms larger than the possibility of going in for a physical in six months’ time. Humans aren’t the only ones with this affliction. Rats have been shown to prefer a delayed, larger shock over a smaller, immediate one. (I read this finding in a journal article called “Procrastination by Pigeons.”)

Relatedly, we tend to overestimate how much time we’ll have in the future, which leads to some surprising results when it comes to activities we’d normally have no reason to put off. In a study called “Procrastination of Enjoyable Experiences,” Suzanne Shu and Ayelet Gneezy compared tourists who spent two weeks in Chicago or London and residents who had lived in those cities for an entire year. The tourists, who couldn’t fool themselves that they’d have more time in the future, had seen more of the cities’ landmarks than the locals had.

The same miscalculation of time affected participants in another experiment Shu and Gneezy ran. They distributed coupons good for a slice of cake at a pastry shop. One set of coupons expired in three weeks; the other expired in two months. They surveyed the recipients and found that only half of those with a three-week coupon were confident they would use it, while more than two-thirds of those with the two-month coupon thought they would. In reality, 31 percent of the three-week coupons and a paltry 6 percent of the two-month coupons were redeemed. The cake-less 94 percent simply thought they’d have more time later.

There is a whole literature devoted to defeating these innate biases through some creative rearranging of our mental furniture. With the right mind frame, the right mantra, the right dose of willpower, these books argue, we can put an end to procrastination and step gleefully into a new, productive life. There’s another approach, though, that doesn’t put quite as much weight on the prospect of curing human fallibility. It’s a way of amplifying our self-discipline by externalizing it.

In an essay called “Procrastination and the Extended Will,” two philosophy professors, Joseph Heath and Joel Anderson, discuss how cognition is best thought of not as the firing of neurons in a vacuum, but as the interplay among our brain, our bodies, and the environment. They cite the example of multiplication: while few people can multiply three-digit numbers in their heads, almost all of us can do it on paper. “When trying to characterize human beings as computational systems,” they write, “the difference between ‘person’ and ‘person with pencil and paper’ is vast.”

The same goes for all endeavors that we tend to think of as purely mental. “The self-controlled person is usually seen as one who has a capacity to exercise tremendous willpower,” Heath and Anderson write, “not as one who is able to organize his life in such a way that he is never called upon to exercise tremendous willpower.” Self-discipline, in this telling, comes from establishing external checks on our behavior. Odysseus doesn’t overcome the lure of the siren’s song through virtue and discipline; he orders his sailors to bind him to the mast.

“There is not all that much we can do, using our ‘onboard’ resources, when it comes to controlling procrastination,” Heath and Anderson write. “When one moves into the domain of the environment, on the other hand, especially the social environment, the set of available strategies becomes less restricted.” Rather than white-knuckling our way through an onerous task, we can create structures to help us overcome our natural inclination to delay hard work. The good news is that we have already come up with an incredibly effective structure to solve the problem of our weak wills, and it doesn’t require any maritime knot-tying skills: it is the deadline.



Recently, I came across the story of Évariste Galois, a nineteenth-century mathematician whose short, doomed life provides an extreme example of a deadline at work. From an early age, Galois was known to be brilliant. His innovations in group theory, a branch of algebra that Henri Poincaré described as “the whole of mathematics… reduced to its pure form,” have kept mathematicians busy for almost two hundred years. The only problem was that, until the fateful intervention of a deadline, he couldn’t get his ideas down on paper.

Galois was born in 1811, in a suburb of Paris. His father was the mayor of the small town where he grew up; his mother was responsible for his early education and evidently taught him well. It was in school that his troubles started. He was impatient with those who couldn’t keep up with him intellectually. The Argentine writer César Aira, who wrote about Galois in his novel Birthday, said that in mathematics in particular, “the young genius had acquired the habit of executing all the intermediate steps in his head and thus arriving abruptly at the results.” During an admissions exam for the École Polytechnique, which had the most prestigious mathematics program in France, he threw an eraser in the examiner’s face.

He was forced to enroll at the inferior École Normale, where, almost entirely on his own, he began breaking new ground in the theory of polynomial equations. “I have carried out researches which will halt many savants in theirs,” Galois bragged. When he tried to submit his work for publication, though, reviewers rejected it as incomplete. He had everything straight in his head, but he couldn’t make other people see it. One paper he submitted to the Académie des Sciences was judged simply “incomprehensible”: “We have made every effort to understand M. Galois’s proofs. His argument is neither sufficiently clear nor sufficiently developed to allow us to judge its rigor.”

While Galois was at the École Normale, he became active in revolutionary politics. In July 1830, Parisians took to the streets to demand an end to the rule of the Bourbon dynasty and King Charles X. Over “three glorious days,” they stormed the Tuileries Palace and the Louvre, eventually forcing the king into exile. At the end of the year, Galois published a letter excoriating the director of the École Normale for not letting students join the protests. The school expelled him.

He spent the following year investing in radical causes in Paris. “If a carcass is needed to stir up the people, I will donate mine,” he said. He joined the Artillery of the National Guard, which was openly defiant of the new French king, Louis-Philippe. He spent time in prison for his republican activities, including a stint for supposedly threatening the king’s life: at a banquet attended by Alexandre Dumas, among others, he had toasted Louis-Philippe while holding a dagger in his hand.

None of this left much time for mathematics. Working on his own, he began revising the paper he had submitted to the Académie des Sciences to make it more accessible to the judges. We could say that he was engaged in hyperbolic discounting of the value of writing his ideas down, or that he was present-biased toward the thrills of being a revolutionary, but really he was just a willful kid who thought he had all the time in the world to be a mathematician.

The end to this drama came in May 1832, one month after Galois was released from prison. On May 25, he wrote to his friend Auguste Chevalier that he was feeling distraught, though he doesn’t spell out the cause: “How can I console myself when in one month I have exhausted the greatest source of happiness a man can have?” Four days later, he told Chevalier that he had been provoked into a duel, which historians have ascribed either to a political disagreement or to a fight over a woman, or both. In the hours before he went to meet his rival, he stayed up late into the night writing letters. He wrote short notes to his republican friends, telling them good-bye, for he was sure he was going to die: “Please remember me since fate did not give me enough of a life to be remembered by my country.” But he spent most of the evening feverishly writing a long letter to Chevalier.

“My dear friend,” he began, “I have made some new discoveries in analysis.” What followed was page after page of all the theoretical leads Galois had developed during his lifetime but neglected to follow, a last will and testament for the mathematical mind that would die with him. He annotated the papers he had submitted to the Académie. He wrote out new proofs and corrected others. Everything in these papers, he told Chevalier, had been clear in his head for over a year. His writing grew frantic as the clock ticked down. In the margin of one page he wrote, “There are a few things left to be completed in this proof. I have not the time.” He closed his letter to Chevalier with a request to send his work to two of the leading mathematicians in France, so they could attest to the importance of what he had discovered: “Later there will be, I hope, some people who will find it to their advantage to decipher this mess.”

The duel was fought at twenty-five paces, with pistols. Galois was shot in the stomach and collapsed. His seconds either abandoned him or went looking for help; in any case, a passing farmer discovered him and brought him to a nearby hospital. His brother Alfred was the only family member to make it to his bedside in time. “Don’t cry,” Galois told him. “I need all my courage to die at twenty.” He was buried in an unmarked grave.

Galois’s theories took decades to be properly deciphered and understood, but they now form an indispensable part of our understanding of mathematics. In 1951, the theoretical physicist Hermann Weyl marveled at the near-miss quality of it all, and the good fortune that Galois managed to get a final message to his friend: “This letter, if judged by the novelty and profundity of ideas it contains, is perhaps the most substantial piece of writing in the whole literature of mankind.” For poor Galois, though, wouldn’t it have been better if he found a better source of motivation than imminent death?



Évariste Galois and the overworked employees of the FDA have something in common: they were subject to a deadline they could not control. This is the worst form of the deadline effect—you may get the job done, but you’re miserable. With a small amount of strategic thinking, however, you can change the way the story ends.

This book seeks to reclaim the deadline effect, to make it a term meant to describe successes rather than failures. To do that, I looked for examples of organizations that had developed a form of “extended willpower”: systems meant to keep projects on schedule without sacrificing quality. After all, there’s nothing inherent in the deadline itself that requires that trade-off. As one study from Hebrew University put it, “When the time for doing something—be it completion of a project or group decision making—is limited, people are less wasteful, and more focused, productive, and creative.” It’s a liberating realization: excellence and timeliness are not at odds.

I studied nine different organizations as they approached a high-pressure deadline to see how they handled it. In most of the cases, I was there right as the clock ticked down to zero. My rules for selecting these workplaces were simple: I wanted to cut across multiple industries, and the deadline in question had to be the biggest one of the year, or of multiple years.

Over the next seven chapters, you will see incredible feats: a restaurant opening for the first time, a crew covering a whole mountain in snow, a passenger jet rolling off an assembly line. You’ll find out how a particular variety of white lily ends up in stores every year at Easter, and you’ll go backstage at a theater before opening night. You’ll embed with an Air Force squadron preparing to provide hurricane relief, a Best Buy on the eve of Black Friday, a robotics startup introducing itself to the public, a presidential campaign on the road to the Iowa caucuses.

In many cases, it was the rank-and-file workers rather than the managers who were most effective at harnessing deadlines. Without reading any papers in American Economic Review, without running a census or giving out free cake, they knew how effective short deadlines could be, and that knowledge created the space for all that followed. Likewise, by learning how to set and reset your own countdown clock, you can buy yourself whatever you most need: time to finish, time to revise, time to relax.

I want this book to be useful to anyone struggling to get work done—which is all of us. Each chapter will show you how these companies work, and will connect what you see in practice with the insights provided by behavioral scientists, psychologists, and economists. But there will also be moments when these chapters will dwell on the details of these workplaces for their own sake.

Many years ago, I read a book called Lithography, by Henry Cliffe. The opening lines have stuck with me, even as I’ve forgotten everything else in those pages: “The process of printing called lithography was invented by Aloys Senefelder about the year 1798. Tales relating to the actual discovery are many and romantic, but the facts are uncertain and need not concern us.” What a disaster! I want to learn about lithography as much as the next guy, but you’re skipping the romantic parts? Rest assured, that is not the way this book will proceed. When a detour into the life of an organization has proven irresistible, I have taken it.

For more than fifteen years, I’ve been an editor, at quarterly and monthly and weekly magazines, and I thought I knew every trick and hack and cheat to get the publication to the printer on time. But that was before I studied the workplaces you’ll read about in the chapters that follow. I found ingenuity on the ground that changed the way I think about deadlines. It changed the way I wrote this book.

By assembling these deadline stories, a signal can emerge from the noise of a whole society at work. We’re at a strange period in our economic lives. While I finished most of the reporting for this book before the coronavirus pandemic, I saw signs of the frailty that the crisis has uncovered in almost all of the industries I observed. The problems we’re facing now have deeper roots than a single health emergency. But all of the organizations in this book had found a way to succeed despite those problems. Imagine what might happen if they could start anew, if we could take this time of transition and turn it into one of opportunity. This book aims to speak to that moment, and to the moment just about to arrive—if we can grasp it before it passes us by.
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On Monday, May 13, 2019, Jean-Georges Vongerichten got into a car outside his apartment in New York’s West Village and asked to be taken to the airport. It would have been an odd time to leave town: On Tuesday he was opening a new restaurant in Lower Manhattan, on the waterfront facing Brooklyn. But Vongerichten wasn’t flying anywhere. He was going to check in on another restaurant, the Paris Café, which was opening on Wednesday inside the brand-new TWA Hotel at JFK.

Opening two restaurants back to back, on consecutive days, would be impressive for Chipotle or In-N-Out Burger. It’s unheard-of for a fine-dining chef like Vongerichten. It also wasn’t part of the plan. The two openings had been years in the making, both tied up in larger redevelopment projects over which the chef had no control, so he could do little but watch in horror as the deadlines converged on each other: the opening date for the waterfront restaurant, the Fulton, kept getting pushed back, while the one for the Paris Café didn’t budge. As late as mid-April, Vongerichten still thought he would have a few days’ buffer between them, but then that, too, disappeared.

The sixty-two-year-old Vongerichten looked grumpy, or whatever grumpy turns into when it’s deployed on the face of a man whose default mode is glee. The writer Jay McInerney once described him as “George Clooney crossed with a Renaissance putto,” which is hard to improve upon, even as the chef has passed middle age. Now he squirmed in his seat and kept glancing out the window.

The developers of the TWA Hotel had only turned the Paris Café kitchen over to Vongerichten the day before, which was ridiculously late. At the Fulton, the kitchen was ready six weeks before opening, and his team there had been training nonstop since then. The goal for both was to stage an opening night that felt like nothing of the sort, as if the restaurant had been up and running for months. At this point it looked as if only the Fulton would make it. “It’s a massive pressure,” Vongerichten said.

The Fulton and the Paris Café would become Vongerichten’s thirteenth and fourteenth restaurants in New York and bring his worldwide total to thirty-eight. In July, he would add two more, both in the new Four Seasons Hotel in Philadelphia. Four restaurants in three months is a lot, but 2019 was still slower than 2017, when he opened seven, in New York, Los Angeles, Singapore, São Paulo, and London. This pace is intentional. “My dream,” he told me, “would be to open a restaurant a month and then get rid of it.”

Even Vongerichten’s detractors, those who think the individual restaurants suffer for the good of the whole, have trouble hiding their wonder at the juggernaut he has assembled. One critic, in a review of a relatively early addition to the Jean-Georges culinary universe, asked if the chef had perhaps been cloned. Vongerichten himself credits it all to “the formula,” a set of procedures that he and his team put in place to make all these openings run as smoothly as possible.

In the car’s backseat, Daniel Del Vecchio, executive vice president of Jean-Georges Management, was taking calls and typing away on a laptop, his hair slicked back and his eyes a little puffy. In addition to Del Vecchio, who rarely leaves Vongerichten’s side, the two people who are indispensable for openings are Gregory Brainin, who leads a sort of commando unit that trains cooks at Jean-Georges restaurants all over the world, and Lois Freedman, the president of the company and the only person I saw overrule Vongerichten himself. All of them had been with the company for decades. “We’re a very tight-knit group,” Del Vecchio said. When they started, they were simply cooks, but they grew into executives as the business grew. They now oversee 5,000 employees in twelve countries. (Facebook, by comparison had only 3,200 employees when it went public.) Last year, the Jean-Georges group earned $350 million in total sales.

In the car, Vongerichten took a call from the fish supplier for his New York restaurants, running through a list of sea creatures that grew increasingly obscure as he went down it. He and Del Vecchio then talked about the new menus they were having printed for Jean-Georges, the chef’s flagship restaurant on Central Park. They had decided to scrap the à la carte menu and offer only a six- or ten-course tasting, each in both omnivore and vegetarian versions. Vongerichten called it a “major change,” the biggest move he has made since Jean-Georges opened in 1997.

The menu change wasn’t just innovation for its own sake. They had an audience in mind. In 2018, the reviewers for the Michelin Guide downgraded the restaurant from three stars to two—the first time Jean-Georges hadn’t earned the top ranking since Michelin started covering New York. “That was a sad day for us,” Freedman told me. “I was sad for him because he is a chef who’s always in his restaurants. Even though he’s really busy, he’s always in his restaurants working.”

Hidden in that defense is a problem that has been haunting Vongerichten and his team. Is it even possible to run a three-star restaurant and a globe-spanning corporation at the same time? The first is meant to offer a once-in-a-lifetime experience, while the second depends on being able to take that experience and repackage it for different audiences, cuisines, and budgets. To find someone able to do both is incredibly rare, as if Leonardo da Vinci were able to produce both The Last Supper and Last Supper tote bags. Most of Vongerichten’s peers don’t even try: The median number of restaurants for a three-Michelin-star chef in the United States is two.

If Vongerichten didn’t love both equally—the empire and its namesake—his choice would be easy. Only the spinoffs earn him any money. He’s also proud of the system he’s built to open restaurants all over the globe. “We have it down to a science with our team, with Lois and Greg and Danny and everybody,” he says. “We know how to put it all together.” But Vongerichten started his career in France, as a teenage apprentice in a Michelin three-star kitchen, and that rarefied world maintains an unshakable grip on his imagination.

His team is no less committed. Brainin got angry just thinking about the lost star. “We fight like hell every day to ensure that the consistency, the power of the dishes, the pristinity of the ingredients is spot-on every single time without flaws,” he said. (Pristinity, one assumes, combines pristineness and divinity, which is an accurate reflection of Brainin’s attitude toward food.) They had already contacted Michelin and asked them to hold off making their determination for this year’s guide until they had tried the new menu.

So that was the goal for the week: open two restaurants, keep the other thirty-eight running, and somehow start to convince an anonymous group of judges from a tire company that Jean-Georges remains one of the best dining experiences in the world. For the first time since we left the West Village, Vongerichten grew silent. But then he saw the sign for the TWA Hotel and he yelped with happiness. “Look,” he said, “there’s our staff!” Pressed up against the second-floor window of the restaurant was a group of about forty servers and line cooks. They would be using the kitchen for the first time that day. The first customers would be arriving in forty-eight hours.



To get a sense of what Vongerichten has built, and how he became a deadline savant, it might help to learn his breakfast schedule when he’s in New York. He doesn’t cook in his (huge, immaculate) kitchen at home but rather tours his restaurants. On Monday he eats at the Mercer, in SoHo; on Tuesday he’s at the Mark, on the Upper East Side; on Wednesday he’s at ABCV, in the Flatiron District; Thursday is the wild card; and Friday it’s breakfast at Jean-Georges.

His restaurants don’t feel as if they are part of a chain—though in a manner of speaking, they are. They aren’t hotel restaurants, though a small number of them are in hotels. And, with the exception of Jean-Georges, they aren’t formal dining rooms, though the service at each exudes some of the stateliness of the highest-end, black-tie-and-silver-cloche places. They resemble instead a species of restaurant that has proliferated with the rise of the middle-class foodie. Precise but not fussy. Lush but not luxe. Expensive but not meant for expense accounts. A place you might go on a date night.

Most of the restaurants in this class are one-offs, neighborhood joints created by culinary-school grads and sous chefs who have reached escape velocity from whatever kitchens they trained in. These are passion projects—the realization of a single chef’s vision now that she finally gets to run her own shop. The bewildering trick that Vongerichten and his team have pulled off is to replicate these labors of love, but at scale.

The result is a group of restaurants that feels more like a commonwealth of independent states than an evil empire. A single sensibility inflects them—French technique, Asian spices, light, acidic sauces—but the joy the Jean-Georges team takes in making each place new is apparent. “That’s the best part: creating a menu, a concept,” Vongerichten said. “The hardest part is to keep it running for the next twenty years.”

The highlight reel is impressive: potato-and-goat-cheese terrine with arugula juice at JoJo (Vongerichten, Freedman, and Del Vecchio go there for it every Tuesday); scallops with cauliflower and caper-raisin emulsion at Jean-Georges (a version of which Brainin and Vongerichten use to test new chefs during the hiring process); tuna and tapioca pearls with Thai chiles, Sichuan peppercorns, cinnamon, chipotle, and makrut lime at Spice Market (“We’ve never made food that complicated again,” Brainin said); wild-mushroom burdock noodles, tempeh, and pickles at ABCV (reflecting Vongerichten’s recent preoccupation with health and environmental sustainability). The molten-chocolate cake that took over dessert menus all over the country in the aughts? That came from the menu at Lafayette, the first New York restaurant run by Vongerichten, which he left in 1991.

It’s astounding how consistently his system works. It’s one thing to build something that looks like a neighborhood gem. It’s another to make it a place that people want to go, producing dishes that sway even critics who might otherwise grumble about the whole towering Jean-Georges edifice. (Pete Wells recently coined the term Vongerichtenstein in a review for the New York Times.) Each new restaurant is instantly a Best New Restaurant.

We are suspicious of such profligacy. The metaphors shift from the realm of art to those of the business world: Vongerichten has built a factory, a franchise, an assembly line. You might imagine an enterprise of cut-and-paste, from the lighting in the dining room to the items on the menu. The reality, however, is weirder, a space where rigidity and a more freewheeling spirit can mix.



The Fulton was born five years ago, in a boardroom overlooking New York Harbor. Its parents were Jean-Georges Management and the Howard Hughes Corporation, the century-old oil, real estate, and aircraft company that has been redeveloping Manhattan’s South Street Seaport. Howard Hughes asked Vongerichten to install a restaurant inside Pier 17, a boxy mall on stilts that they were building over the East River. Vongerichten had always wanted to open a seafood restaurant, and here was a space that couldn’t be any closer to the water, steps from the former Fulton Fish Market. The location determined the concept and the name.
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