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by digging deeper into the underlying assumptions behind those 
values.37 It’s natural to look at Google and focus on the physical 
spaces: the nap pods for catching a quick snooze or the slides con‑
necting floors. As Adam Grant of the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Wharton School and its  youngest‑  ever tenured professor told me: 
“People interpret strong cultures based on the artifacts, because 
they’re the most visible, but the values and assumptions underneath 
matter much more.”

Adam’s right.
“Fun” is in fact the most common word Googlers use to describe 

our culture.38 (Normally I’d be skeptical of employees telling the 
company how much they love it, but these surveys are  anonymous— 
 if anything, the incentive is to make things sound worse!) Early on, 

Typical image results for “Google culture.” © Google, Inc.
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we decided that “you can be serious without a suit,” and enshrined 
that notion in the “10 Things We Know to Be True,” a list of ten 
beliefs that guide how we run our business.vi

We even play with our brand, something that most com‑
panies hold sacrosanct, swapping our regular logo for Google 
Doodles on our website. The first one, on August 30, 1998, was a 
tongue‑in‑cheek out‑of‑office notice for Larry and Sergey:

They had gone to Burning Man, an annual festival of art, com‑
munity, and  self‑  reliance in the Nevada desert. The figure in the 
middle represented the Burning Man himself.

On June 9, 2011, we commemorated Les Paul, one of the pio‑
neers of the  solid‑  body electric guitar, with an interactive Doodle. 
If you brushed the guitar strings with your mouse or finger, you 
made music. You could even hit the red button to record and share 
your song. By some estimates, visitors to our site spent over 5.3 mil‑
lion hours making music that day.39

vi The 10 Things are: Focus on the user and all else will follow. It’s best to do one 
thing really, really well. Fast is better than slow. Democracy on the Web works. You 
don’t need to be at your desk to need an answer. You can make money without doing 
evil. There’s always more information out there. The need for information crosses 
all borders. You can be serious without a suit. Great just isn’t good enough.

The Burning Man Google Doodle. © Google, Inc.
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The Les Paul Google Doodle. © Google, Inc.

We celebrate April Fool’s Day each year. On April 1, 2013, we 
announced that YouTube was in reality an  eight‑  year contest to find 
the best video ever created, and we were finally ready to announce 
a winner. My favorite prank was Google Translate for Animals, an 
Android application in the UK that would translate animal sounds 
into English (Android is our operating system for mobile devices). 
It was not to be confused with some of the languages that Google 
Translate actually did convert into, such as Swedish Chef (from The 
Muppet  Show—“Bork, bork, bork!”) or Pirate (“Arrr!”). On April 1, 
2012, anyone searching for music in the Google Play online store 
would see an Androidified Kanye West pop up and say, “Did you 
mean: Beyoncé.”

We also have fun with our ongoing products. Each year, we 
launch a Santa Tracker so children can track Santa Claus as he trav‑
els the world. And watch what happens if you type “do a barrel roll” 
next time you’re using Google.com or in a Chrome browser.

All this fun might sound too frivolous to take seriously, but 
fun is an important part of Google, creating an opportunity for 
unguarded exploration and discovery. Yet fun is an outcome of who 
we are, rather than the defining characteristic. It doesn’t explain 
how Google works or why we choose to operate the way we do. To 
understand that, you have to explore the three defining aspects of 
our culture: mission, transparency, and voice.
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why we couldn’t also capture imagery the way people really saw  it— 
 from the ground. That was information too, and we’d be able to see 
how communities grow and change over time. And perhaps some‑
thing interesting would come of it.

Something did.
The Arc de Triomphe!

A  sky-  high view of the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, France,  
from Google Maps. © Google, Inc. 

The Arc de Triomphe, seen from street level in Google Street View.  
© Google, Inc.
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The Arc de Triomphe was commissioned in 1806 and completed 
thirty years later, commemorating those who fought and died for 
France. Most people on the planet will never go to Paris, never walk 
around the Arc de Triomphe’s plaza, never see the eternal flame at 
its base.

But the two billion people who have Internet access can see it 
instantly. Or they can visit base camp on Mt. Everest45 or swim with 
sea lions among the Galápagos Islands.46

South Base Camp, Khumjung, Mt. Everest, Nepal. © Google, Inc.

Under the sea with Galápagos sea lions, Galápagos Islands. © Google, Inc.
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The sweep of our mission has had surprising practical benefits 
as well. Outside the company, Philip Salesses, Katja Schechtner, 
and César Hidalgo of the MIT Media Lab compared images of 
Boston and New York with images of Linz and Salzburg, Aus‑
tria, to explore what  features—  dirty streets or the number of 
streetlamps, for  example—  made it feel like neighborhoods were 
rich or poor, and whether those signifiers of economics and class 
correlated with safety.47 Eventually, their approach could be used 
to help cities determine how to allocate scarce resources best: Will 
neighborhoods feel and become safer if more trees are planted or if 
roads are repaired?

Google’s map products form a platform that more than one mil‑
lion sites and app developers have used to build businesses, ranging 
from Airbnb to Uber, from Waze to Yelp,48 serving more than one 
billion users each week.vii, 49

vii In fairness, there are also real concerns that Googlers and users raise about pri‑
vacy as it relates to capturing  street‑  level imagery. We try to be sensitive to these 
concerns. For example, our default is to blur faces and license plates to help ensure 
anonymity, as you can see in the image below from the Taj Mahal. At the same 
time, our algorithms can be a little overzealous and also anonymize our nonhuman 
friends.

Taj Mahal, Agra, India. © Google, Inc.
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A more traditional mission of creating value for customers or 
growing profits would never have led us to Street View. And it’s a 
far cry from counting backlinks in order to rank websites. But our 
broader mission provided the space for Googlers and others to cre‑
ate wonderful things. These bursts of creation and accomplishment 
were a direct result of articulating Google’s mission as something to 
keep reaching for, just beyond the frontiers of what we can imagine.

The most talented people on the planet want an aspiration that 
is also inspiring. The challenge for leaders is to craft such a goal. 
Even at Google, we find that not everyone feels the same strong 
connection between their work and the company’s mission. For 
example, in our 2013 survey of Googlers, 86 percent of our sales 
teams agreed strongly that “I see a clear link between my work and 
Google’s objectives,” compared to 91 percent for other parts of 
Google. Same mission. Same company. Different level of connec‑
tion and motivation. How do you address this?

Adam Grant has an answer. In Give and Take, he writes about 
the power of purpose to improve not just happiness, but also pro‑
ductivity.50 His answer, like many brilliant insights, seems obvious 
once it’s pointed out. The big surprise is how huge the impact is.

Adam looked at paid employees in a university’s  fund‑  raising 

A man and his dog, Central Park, New York City. Faces blurred by Google Street 
View for their privacy. Image discovered by Jen Lin. © Google, Inc.
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town halls where everyone in the country was invited to submit 
questions for the president to answer. Participants submitted more 
than ten thousand questions and voted more than one million times 
to determine which were the most important. (See screenshot on 
following page.)

Google Questions, as used by the  Obama-  Biden transition team in 2008.
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The benefit of so much openness is that everyone in the com‑
pany knows what’s going on. This may sound trivial, but it’s not. 
Large organizations often have groups doing redundant work with‑
out knowing it, wasting resources. Information sharing allows 
everyone to understand the differences in goals across different 
groups, avoiding internal rivalry. The case against this approach is 
made by companies that foster internal rivalry and obscure infor‑
mation across teams. Alfred Sloan famously created this type of cul‑
ture as CEO of General Motors, and it culminated in GM at one 
point having five major brands, each of which sold cars that com‑
peted with the others to varying degrees. For example, Toyota had a 
single offering in the  mid‑  priced sedan category: the Camry. In the 
same category, GM offered two cars from Buick (the Allure and the 
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So we’re left with two paths to assembling phenomenal talent. 
You can find a way to hire the very best, or you can hire average 
performers and try to turn them into the best. Put bluntly, which of 
the following situations would you rather be in?

A. We hire 90th percentile performers, who start doing great 
work right away.

B. We hire average performers, and through our training 
programs hope eventually to turn them into 90th 
percentile performers.

Doesn’t seem like a hard choice when it’s put that way, especially 
once you realize there’s probably enough money in your budget to 
get these exceptional  people—  it’s just being spent in the wrong 
places. Companies continue to invest substantially more in training 
than in hiring, according to the Corporate Executive Board.74

Companies then turn vice into virtue by bragging about how 
much they spend on training. But since when is spending a measure 
of quality results? Do people boast, “I’m in great  shape—  I spent 
$500 on my gym membership this month?” The presence of a huge 
training budget is not evidence that you’re investing in your people. 
It’s evidence that you failed to hire the right people to begin with. 
In chapter 9 I’ll suggest some tactics to reduce your training bud‑
get, which you can then repurpose for hiring.

Training spend Hiring spend

Per employee $606.36 $456.44

% of total HR expense 18.3% 13.6%

% of revenue 0.18% 0.15%

Companies spent more on training current employees than on  
hiring new employees. Data from 2012.
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Correctly solving this puzzlexv led you to a Web page, with a 
second puzzle:

xv In case you were wondering, the answer is 7,427,466,391.

The cryptic billboard.77

A second puzzle. © Google, Inc.

Congratulations. You’ve made it to level 2. Go to
www.Linux.org and enter Bobsyouruncle as the login and 
the answer to this equation as the password.

f(1) = 7182818284
f(2) = 8182845904
f(3) = 8747135266
f(4) = 7427466391
f(5) = _________
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If you were able to solve this second puzzle,xvi you were shown 
the following:

The result? We hired exactly zero people.xvii The billboard gen‑
erated a lot of press, but it was a waste of resources: The staffing 
team had to deal with a flood of resumes and inquiries. Most visi‑
tors didn’t make it through both puzzles. In interviewing those who 
did, we learned that doing well in solo competitions doesn’t always 
translate into being a team player. And while people who win these 
contests can be brilliant, it’s often only in one field. Or they are 
accustomed to solving problems with finite ends and clear solutions, 

xvi These are  10‑  digit sequences in e that sum to 49. f(5) is 6819025515.
xvii In 2013, we checked our hiring records to see if this was still true. While we 
didn’t hire anyone directly as a result of the billboard,  twenty‑  five current Googlers 
did say that they’d at least seen the billboards. They all thought it was a fun promo‑
tion but, as one pointed out: “Puzzles are great, but having a long cryptic text on 
a billboard along the freeway may not be the best way to advertise.” Or make the 
freeways any safer!

The reward for solving both puzzles. © Google, Inc.
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the interview panel so everyone can collaborate to assess the candi‑
date from all perspectives.

The neat trick here is that, while interviewers can certainly 
make up their own questions if they wish, by making it easier to rely 
on the prevalidated ones, we’re giving a little nudge toward better, 
more reliable interviewing.

Examples of interview questions include:

•	 Tell	me	about	a	time	your	behavior	had	a	positive	impact	on	

your team. ( Follow‑  ups: What was your primary goal and 

why? How did your teammates respond? Moving forward, 

what’s your plan?)

•	 Tell	me	about	a	time	when	you	effectively	managed	your	team	

to achieve a goal. What did your approach look like? ( Follow‑ 

 ups: What were your targets and how did you meet them as an 

individual and as a team? How did you adapt your leadership 

approach to different individuals? What was the key takeaway 

from this specific situation?)

Sample qDroid screen. © Google, Inc.
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whether someone should be hired. Every interviewer sees a record 
of the interview scores they have given in the past and whether 
those people were hired or not.

This lets the interviewer know if they are correctly assessing 
potential Googlers, nudging them to look back at their prior inter‑
view notes and learn from what they spotted or missed. And it lets 
later reviewers of each candidate’s packet know whether any given 
interviewer is reliable or should be ignored.

Never compromise on quality

We’ve focused so far on finding candidates and interviewing, but these 
are just two parts of the hiring process. Superficially, every organiza‑

Illustrative feedback for an interviewer. © Google, Inc.

16

Candidate score: 3.9

Interviewer: Craig Rubens, Sales Manager

Interviewer experience: 117 total interviews, 111 onsite interviews

    Latest interview

Apr 23, 2013 11:30 AM (EDT) – onsite

Apr 23, 2013 4:18 PM (EDT) – feedback received
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tion’s hiring process looks the same, and it’s pretty boring stuff. Post a 
job. Get resumes. Review them. Interview people. Hire one. Zzzzz . . .

Dig more deeply, and the Google approach starts looking very 
different as soon as a candidate applies for a job. There are six 
unique parts of our screening process, with a goal of ensuring that 
the bar for quality is never compromised and that our decisions are 
as free of bias as possible.

Comparison of a typical hiring process with Google’s hiring process. © Google, Inc.

Offer extended to candidate

Candidate application

Google recruiting processTypical recruiting process

Resume screened by
someone who is familiar

with a specific job

Hiring manager makes
decision

In-person interview with
hiring manager and peers

Phone interview

Feedback compiled

Resume screened by someone who is
familiar with       all jobs, not just the one for

which the candidate applied
1

In-person interview with hiring manager,
peers,      subordinate(s), and

      cross-functional interviewer
3

4

       Formal, structured feedback compiled,
“wisdom of crowds” applied, integrated

with “backdoor references” 

5

   Hiring committee reviews, then a
senior leader, then finally, the CEO

Phone interview or       Google Hangout
(video chat). Interview assesses

general cognitive ability

2

6
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that the optimal number of interviews was four, but that virtually 
no single interviewer’s assessment was by itself that helpful.

Or, to be fair, only one Googler’s was: Nelson Abramson. He’s 
the lone dot on the far top right of the graph. But when Todd dug 
into it, he discovered Nelson had an unfair advantage. He worked in 
our data centers, a global network of servers that effectively make 
copies of the Internet so that search results can come to you in 
milliseconds. This role requires a very distinctive skill set, and he 
interviewed people only for these jobs. He was also employee num‑
ber 580, so he’d enjoyed lots of practice. But that was the only such 
case we found across the five thousand on‑site engineering inter‑
views in the analysis.

Scatterplot showing individual interviewing accuracy (each dot is  
one interviewer) compared to the 86 percent accuracy resulting from  
averaging interview scores. Accuracy of interviewers is defined as the  

percent of candidates that the interviewer wants to hire who are actually  
hired. Group A consists of Nelson Abramson, the only person to beat the  
wisdom of the crowd. In Group B, these interviewers seem more accurate  
than the crowd but haven’t done enough interviews for us to statistically  

prove if it’s skill or if they were just lucky. Most individuals are less  
accurate than “the crowd” and fall into Group C.
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Hiring packet excerpts. © Google, Inc.

DeTaileD canDiDaTe backgrounD
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answer, baseD on four Hiring aTTribuTes

inTerviewer score anD feeDback  
for eacH inTerview quesTion
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There’s no better illustration of this than when, in 2011, the 
Dalai Lama was invited by Archbishop Desmond Tutu to deliver 
the inaugural Desmond Tutu Peace Lecture in Cape Town on the 
archbishop’s eightieth birthday. Both Nobel Peace Prize laureates, 
this was to be an historic conversation. But after allegedly receiv‑
ing pressure from the Chinese government, the governing African 
National Congress decided they would not issue a travel visa for the 
Dalai Lama.94 Archbishop Tutu was incensed: “Our  government— 
 representing me!—  says it will not support Tibetans being viciously 
oppressed by China. You, President Zuma and your government, do 
not represent me.” Loren Groves, a Noogler who had just launched 
his first product at Google a week earlier, was dispatched to Tibet 
and then to South Africa. He arranged a meeting between the two 
men via Google Hangout, allowing them to have a face‑to‑face con‑
versation despite being thousands of miles apart. This was the cen‑
terpiece of the celebration on October 8.95

The next day we ran a  full‑  page ad in the New York Times.

Advertisement in the New York Times celebrating the successful Hangout 
between the Dalai Lama and Desmond Tutu. © Google, Inc.
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What makes this vignette so compelling is that the most pow‑
erful man in the United States not only understood his personal 
responsibility, but also appreciated the symbolic value of demon‑
strating it.

That’s why it matters that Patrick Pichette wears jeans and an 
orange backpack instead of a suit and a briefcase. Yes, he’s the CFO 
of Google, charged with balancing Google’s unbounded appetite 
for moon shots with ensuring our economics are thoughtfully and 
responsibly managed. But he’s also accessible, warm, human. When 
he rockets around our campus on a bicycle, he’s showing that even 
our most senior leaders are just people.

Patrick (left) and me on one of his bikes.
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Make decisions based on data, not based on managers’ 
opinions

In addition to minimizing the trappings and affectations of power, 
we rely on data to make decisions. Omid Kordestani was at Netscape 
before coming to Google. As Omid tells it, “Jim Barksdale, the 
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 raining, will you get wetter by running or walking?” xxxviii). Inspired 
by the show, we try to test myths within the company and debunk 
them wherever we can.

People make all kinds of  assumptions—  guesses,  really—  about 
how things work in organizations. Most of these guesses are rooted 
in sample bias. A textbook illustration of sample bias is Abraham 
Wald’s work in World War II. Wald, a Hungarian mathematician, 
was a member of the Statistical Research Group (a group based at 
Columbia University that took on statistical assignments from the 
US government during the war). He was asked what the military 
could do to improve the survival rates for bombers. Wald reviewed 
the location of bullet holes on planes returning from bombing runs 
to determine where adding more armor would help. According 
to the National WWII Museum,100 he created the diagram below. 
The darkened areas on the plane on the right show where the most 
holes were.

Wald concluded, counterintuitively, that the cockpit and the 
tail needed the most reinforcement.

The sample he was looking at included only bombers that 
survived and had been shot up throughout the wings, nose, and 

xxxviii Walking gets you wetter.

Wald’s illustration of bomber damage.
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We change 30 to 50 percent of the questions each year, based 
on what issues are most pressing, but retain the rest so we can track 
changes in the company over time. Roughly 90 percent of Googlers 
participate each year.

Because we want Googlers to be honest, there are two ways to 
submit your responses: confidentially or anonymously. “Confiden‑
tially” means that your name is stripped out, but other data that 
help us analyze the company are left  in—  for example, your location, 
job level, and product area, so we would know that a Googler is a 
female manager at YouTube in San Bruno, California, but not who 
she is specifically. The only team that ever sees that  data—  without 
names of  course—  is the core Googlegeist team, and we never 
report results in a way that allows any individual to be identified. An 
anonymous submission goes a step further, including no personally 
identifying information unless the respondent chooses to add it.

Googlegeist is distinctive because it is written not by consultants 

The first page of the 2014 Googlegeist survey. © Google, Inc.
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but by Googlers with  PhD‑  level expertise in everything from sur‑
vey design to organizational psychology, all results (both good and 
bad) are shared back with the entire company within one month, 
and it is the basis for the next year of  employee‑  led work on improv‑
ing the culture and effectiveness of Google. Every manager with 
more than three respondents gets a report, dubbed MyGeist. This 
 report—  which is actually an interactive online  tool—  allows man‑
agers to view and share personalized reports that contain a sum‑
mary of the Googlegeist scores for their organizations. Whether 
their team is three or thirty Googlers strong, managers get a clear 
sense of how they’re doing according to their teams. With one click, 
managers can choose to share with just their direct teams, with 
their broader organizations, with a customized list of Googlers, or 
even with all of Google. And most do.

Example of personalized Mygeist report from the 2014 Googlegeist survey.  
Data is illustrative. © Google, Inc.

There’s a virtuous cycle here: We take action on what we learn, 
which encourages future participation, which then gives us an ever 
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The point of the system was to get people to ignore it by using 
meaningless names. Of course, people would eventually assign 
meaning to the labels. And they’d probably start off by assuming 
Aquaman was the worst. (He always seems to lose out to the cooler 
superheroes.) We assembled steering committees, advisory com‑
mittees, and even put some questions to a popular vote.

Ultimately, three things were clear:

1. Consensus was impossible. In the absence of clear evidence, 

everyone became an expert and there were constituencies 

arguing for every possible variation. People had strong opin‑

ions about questions like whether five or six performance 

categories are best. Even when making changes to the least 

popular process at Google, it was impossible to find a solu‑

tion that made everyone happy. It seemed that even though 

Googler Paul Cowan created this graphic to illustrate  
one of my rating proposals.
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“high superb,” “medium superb,” or “low superb.” The next chart 
shows how the ratings ended up being distributed, though I’ve 
aggregated all the subcategories back into the five main ones so it’s 
easy to see the difference between the two approaches. Group A 
stuck with five categories and Group B had fifteen.

Average rating distribution of Groups A and B.

Group A – 5 buckets Group B – 15 buckets

Superb

Strongly Exceeds Expectations

Exceeds Expectations

Consistently Meets Expectations

Needs Improvement

high
Superbmedium

low

high
medium
low
high

medium

low

high

Needs Improvementmedium
low

Strongly Exceeds Expectations

Exceeds Expectations

high

medium

low

Consistently Meets Expectations

1%5%

3%5%

Group B, despite having more performance labels, which they 
hoped would create more differentiation across people, actually had 
far less differentiation than Group A. Five percent of Group A was 
“superb,” but only 1 percent of Group B. I can tell you that all these 
teams in total performed at the same level. They added compara‑
ble value to Google and no team has better people than another. 
By simply having more rating categories to choose from, Group B 
unconsciously, inadvertently, and incorrectly decided that they have 
almost no star performers. Without meaning to, they dropped 80 
percent of their top performers (four out of five) out of their top 
performance category.

By the time you’re reading this, all of Google will have migrated 
to the 5‑point rating scale. As of late 2013, it was still an experiment, 
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minutes to assign draft ratings to your teams by ticking boxes in our 
performance management tool, but a calibration session can take 
three hours or even longer. Not every individual is discussed. Some 
time is spent making sure the calibrators are themselves calibrated, 
comparing individuals who are well known to more than one man‑
ager, so that they can then use that person as an anchor or bench‑
mark. Calibrators also look at the distributions of ratings across 
different teams, not to force a single distribution but to understand 
why some teams might have different distributions. For example, one 
team might legitimately be stronger than another. Most of the time 
is then spent discussing cases that stand out for some reason, such as 
unusually fast performance acceleration or deceleration, large swings 
in performance, or borderline cases on the edge of rating categories.

Excerpt from a sample handout provided before performance 
calibration discussions. © Google, Inc.
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from the past year in a single, blank field. Now we asked them to 
list specific projects, their roles, and what they accomplished. We 
limited Googlers to 512 characters to describe what they did on 
each project,123 figuring that if peer reviewers needed to read more 
explanation than that, they probably didn’t know what the project 
was. And if they didn’t already know the project, then peers were 
merely assessing the person’s summary, not their actual work. Peer 
reviewers were then asked to rate (using a slider on the screen) how 
well they knew that particular project and how large the individual’s 
impact was, and to add any comments. Over time, we get a sense of 
which feedback providers are reliable in their assessments, just as 
we do with interviewers. Googlers are also free to solicit feedback 
on specific topics at any point in the year, rather than waiting for a 
single day.

To make sure employees’ conversations with their managers 
were more useful, we developed a  one‑  page handout for them to 
use during their performance conversation. Again, the goal was to 

Excerpt from Google’s peer feedback templates. © Google, Inc.
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make the conversation more specific and tangible. We distributed 
these handouts to employees just to be on the safe side; we hoped 
the managers would cover the right topics, but it didn’t hurt to 
have the employees ready to guide the discussion too.

I was surprised, maybe even a little embarrassed (I’m supposed 
to know this stuff!), at how a few small changes could have such large 
effects across the board. Making the templates more specific reduced 

Excerpt from Google’s discussion guides for managers. © Google, Inc.
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The “tails” of the distribution are the team members at the extremes, 
say below 5 feet 4 inches tall and above 5 feet 11 inches. They are the 
bottom and top 10 percent of the distribution in the example below.xlvi

xlvi Googlers had more fun with this task than I thought they would.126

Living histogram of 175 male college students.125
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The heights of the students follow a normal distribution, with each of the two 
“tails” representing those with “extreme” heights.
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The same holds true for Googlers—we asked Googlers to line up by height and 
the result was a normal distribution with the same two tails.xlvi
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(enormous earthquakes, hurricanes, and stock market swings), the 
dramatic span in economic outcomes for people (the expanding gap 
between the poor and the top 1 percent), and the exceptional human 
performance of a small number of individuals (Michael Jordan com‑
pared to other basketball players of his day). The 2011 Japan earth‑
quake (magnitude 9.0), Bill Gates’s net worth (over $70 billion), and 
even the population of New York City (8.3 million people) are too 
far from average to show up as a likely scenario in a Gaussian model, 
yet we know they exist.129

Statistically, these phenomena are better described by a “power 
law” distribution, which is compared to a Gaussian distribution below.

Comparison of the distribution of human height and earthquake magnitude. 
Height varies evenly around an average with roughly half of people above and 

half below average in height. In contrast, the large majority of earthquakes 
are below average size.

Power Law Distribution
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The name “power law” is used because if you wrote an equation 
describing the shape of the curve, you’d need to use an exponent 
to describe it, where one number is raised to the power of another 
number (e.g., in y = x ‑1/2, the exponent is −1⁄2 and x is “raised to the 
power of −1⁄2.” This equation gives you a graph roughly like what’s 
shown on the top right).

Most companies manage people using a normal distribution, 
with most people labeled as average and two tails of weak and strong 
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an  individual‑  contributor promotion track where you could receive 
the same rewards and titles as a manager purely on the basis of 
your technical achievements), in Asia and Western Europe it was 
far more common for engineers to be promoted to management 
roles and then remove themselves from day‑to‑day engineering. As 
a result, we often rejected senior candidates who might have been 
good managers but were too distant from technical issues.

Everyone has an idea of what a good or bad manager is, but it’s 
a subjective standard. Michelle and Neal wanted to be consistent in 
how they framed their comparison, so they relied on two quantita‑
tive sources of data: performance ratings and Googlegeist results. 
They calculated the average performance rating for each manager, 
looking back at the last three performance periods. As a proxy 
for how teams would rate their managers’ quality, they analyzed 
each manager’s Googlegeist results, which asked everyone in the 
company what they thought of their manager’s performance, con‑
duct, and support. They sorted our managers into four quadrants:

How managers were initially sorted for Project Oxygen.
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The key was to really understand the best of the best and the 
worst of the worst. What were those managers doing to get such 
different results? To find the answer, they looked for the absolute 
extremes of performance. Out of more than a thousand managers, 
only 140 scored in the top 25 percent as individual performers and 
in Googlegeist. Even fewer, 67, were in the bottom 25 percent for 
both measures. This at least was an encouraging sign: We had twice 
as many managers in the “best of the best” category as in the “worst 
of the worst.”

Subsequent refinement to identify managers who were in the top or bottom 
25 percent in both team happiness and performance.

Best managers

Worst managers

Bad performers,
happy teams

Good performers,
unhappy teams

worst of
the worst
(n = 67)

best of
the best
(n = 140)
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To be in the top 25 percent, your team needed to be only 86 
percent positive about you, barely above the average of 84 percent. 
And the cutoff to be in the bottom quartile was 78 percent, still not 
far off average. At this point, it looked like the engineers were going 
to be proven right. There didn’t seem to be a big difference between 
the best and worst managers.
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Note that these results are provided for a manager’s develop‑
ment. They don’t directly influence the manager’s performance rat‑
ings or compensation. I actually lost this argument with my team. 
When we rolled out the Upward Feedback Survey, I thought this 
would be our opportunity to purge Google of our worst managers, 
the ones who inflict the most pain on their teams and drag us all 
down. Stacy Sullivan argued that if we did that, people would start 
gaming the survey, either pressuring their teams to give higher 
scores or preemptively firing people who seemed unhappy and likely 
to give low scores. Stacy and others argued that if we wanted people 
to be  open‑  minded and change their behaviors, we had to make this 

Sample Upward Feedback Survey manager report from Google.  
Data is illustrative. © Google, Inc.
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21 percent for your new  salespeople—  in two years. At this rate the 
new salespeople will double their sales volume in just over eight 
years (110 percent, 121 percent, 133 percent, 146 percent, 161 per‑
cent, 177 percent, and 195 percent at the start of year eight). That 
rate of increase is geometric growth.l

And as this rough estimate shows, it’s free. The gains among the 
lower performers more than make up the loss of sales from the top 
performers.

You don’t even need to pull your best salesperson out of the 
field to make this work. If you break selling down into discrete 
skills, there may be different people who are best at  cold‑  calling, 
negotiation, closing deals, or maintaining relationships. The best at 
each skill should be teaching it.

l You may notice that the difference in individual sales from year to year keeps 
increasing. Year two is 10 higher than year one (110 vs. 100), but year eight is 18 
higher than year seven (195 vs. 177). Even though the growth rate stays at 10 percent, 
it’s 10 percent of a bigger number each year. If you were to graph revenue growth 
per year, it would be a curve that bends upward over time at a faster and faster rate.

Total company sales under different training scenarios.
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For our products, the purest manifestation of this ethos was 
a clean, uncluttered search page. It was revolutionary at the time. 
The prevailing belief was that users wanted a single portal (remem‑
ber Web portals?) to all of the Internet, with dozens of other portals 
nested within. Larry and Sergey had a different idea. What if all 

A decommissioned monorail in 
our Sydney, Australia, office.  
© Google, Inc.

A decommissioned gondola in the Zurich office. © Google, Inc.
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you had to do was type what you wanted and it magically appeared 
before you? Here’s how our home page compared to those of two 
leading competitors on February 29, 2000.164

Lycos.com home page from circa 2000.
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Our spare presentation was so unorthodox that one of our earli‑
est challenges was that users would look at the Google Web page and 
not type anything. We couldn’t figure out why until we went out and 
did a user study at a nearby college, actually watching students try 
to use Google. According to Marissa Mayer, at the time a Googler 
and now CEO of Yahoo, they were so accustomed to cluttered web‑
sites that “flashed, revolved, and asked you to punch the monkey” 
that they thought there had to be more coming.165 They weren’t 
 searching because they were waiting for the page to finish load‑
ing. Engineering vice president Jen Fitzpatrick added: “We wound 
up sticking a copyright tag at the bottom of the page, not so much 
because we needed a copyright on the page, but because it was a way 
to say ‘This is the end.’ ” The copyright notice fixed the problem.

Sergey once joked that the reason the Google home page was so 
empty was that he wasn’t very good at HTML, the programming 
language used to put up Web pages. According to Jen, the reality 
was that “It became a point of pride and a point of design intent to 
not throw lots of distractions at you. Our job was to get you from 
here to there as  laser‑  fast as we could.” It was a better user experi‑
ence: fewer distractions, faster load times, and a quicker path to the 
destination.166

Google.com home page from circa 2000. © Google, Inc.
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Luckily, compensation is more equitable and just at Google than in this  
dream scenario.
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added a strong emphasis on accumulating experiences, rather than 
just money. We recognize publicly through experiential awards 
and reward privately through substantial differentiation in bonus 
and stock. And Googlers are happier as a result.

Make it easy to spread the love

So far, we’ve talked about rewards that are given by manage‑
ment, but enlisting employees in providing rewards is important 
too. As discussed in chapter 6, peers have a much better sense of 
who is really contributing to a project’s success than managers do. 
Remember Sam from chapter 7, who focused on managing up but 
whose tactics were painfully evident to his peers? It makes sense, 
therefore, to encourage peers to reward each other. gThanks (pro‑
nounced “ gee‑  thanks”) is a tool for making it easy for people to rec‑
ognize great work.

Google’s internal recognition tool, gThanks. © Google, Inc.
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The simplicity of the design is part of the magic. gThanks 
makes it easy to send  thank‑  you notes by entering someone’s name 
and then hitting “kudos” and typing up a note. Why is this any bet‑
ter than sending them an email? Because kudos are posted publicly 
for other people to see and can be shared via Google+. Broadcast‑
ing a compliment makes both the giver and the receiver happier. 
And it’s actually fewer keystrokes than writing a private email, 
which makes it easier to do. To our astonishment, after we launched 
gThanks we saw a 460 percent increase in the use of kudos com‑
pared to a year earlier, when Googlers had to go to a special kudos 
website, with more than a thousand Googlers visiting the new ver‑
sion every day.

That’s not to say the  old‑  fashioned way of doing this is bad. 
I also keep a “Wall of Happy” outside of my office, where I post 
the kudos received by members of my team.

The Wall of Happy outside my office in Google’s Mountain View, 
CA, headquarters.
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replay the entire conversation as it had happened, giving you 

the experience of being there.

•	 It	 was	 a	 platform.	Unlike	most	 email	 or	 chat	 products,	 you	

could build apps on top of the Wave platform. You could add 

media feeds, build games, and do just about anything you can 

do today on most social networks.

•	 It	was	open	source.	The	code	was	open	to	the	public	and	could	

be modified and improved.

•	 It	 had	 	drag-		and-		drop	 functionality.	 This	 is	 now	 common‑

place, but Wave was one of the first social products to allow 

users to share files and images by simply dragging them onto 

the screen.

•	 It	had	robots.	Robots!	You	could	create	automated	agents	that	

would interact with the conversations in a way that you pre‑

A look at Google Wave circa 2009 and its innovative interface.  
© Google, Inc.
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David Radcliffe, our VP of Real Estate and Workplace Services, 
lays out our cafés and manages the lengths of lines so that there 
are “casual collisions” between people who might have interesting 
conversations.

We dot our floors with microkitchens, pockets where you can 
grab a coffee, a piece of organic fruit, or a snack, and take a few 
minutes to relax. Often you’ll see Googlers chatting and comparing 
notes over a cookie and a chessboard or around a pool table. Ser‑
gey once said, “No one should be more than two hundred feet away 
from food,” but the real purpose of these microkitchens is to do the 
same thing Howard Schultz tried to create with Starbucks. Schultz 
saw the need for a “third place” beyond the home and office, where 
people could relax, refresh, and connect with one another. We try to 
do the same thing, by giving Googlers a place to meet up that looks 
and feels different from their desk. And we use the placement of 
these microkitchens to draw people from different groups together. 

Google’s microkitchens are interspersed throughout our offices.  
This is a particularly nice one. © Google, Inc.
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A sampling of Google’s perks. © Google, Inc.

Program
cost to  
google

cost to 
googler

benefit to 
googlers or 
google

ATMs Free Free Efficiency

Bureaucracy Busters Free Free Efficiency

gTalent Show Free Free Community

Holiday fairs Free Free Efficiency

Mobile libraries Free Free Efficiency

Random Lunch Free Free Community; 
innovation

TGIF Free Free Community

Bike repair Free Yes Efficiency

Car wash and oil change Free Yes Efficiency

Dry cleaning Free Yes Efficiency

Haircuts and salons Free Yes Efficiency

Organic grocery delivery Free Yes Efficiency

Concierge Negligible Free Efficiency

Culture Clubs Negligible Free Community

Employee Resource Groups Negligible Free Right thing to 
do; community; 
innovation

Equality in benefits Negligible Free Right thing to do

gCareer (return to work program) Negligible Free Right thing to do; 
efficiency

Massage chairs Negligible Free Efficiency

Nap pods Negligible Free Efficiency

Onsite laundry machines Negligible Free Efficiency

Take Your Child to Work Day Negligible Free Community

Take Your Parent to Work Day Negligible Free Community

Talks @Google Negligible Free Innovation

Loaner electric vehicles Modest Free Efficiency

Massage Modest Yes Efficiency

Free food High Free Community; 
innovation

Shuttle service High Free Efficiency

Subsidized child care High Yes Efficiency
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Nudge . . .  a lot
Small signals can cause large changes in 
behavior. How one email can improve 

productivity by 25 percent

The Greek geographer Pausanias, who lived from AD 110 
to 180, visited the Temple of Apollo in Delphi. He saw a 
stone in the forecourt inscribed with the Delphic maxim 

gnothi seauton: Know thyself.
Sage advice, but hard to realize. We believe we know ourselves, 

and that certainty is part of the problem. In his book Thinking, Fast 
and Slow, Daniel Kahneman, a Nobel  Prize–  winning professor 

The Temple of Apollo at Delphi, Greece.
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The Rain Room exhibit.
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Bloomberg sat in the very middle. Cubicles again, but what a 
difference. As a former employee told Chris Smith of New York 
magazine: “As a work space, it is something that you do not think 
that you can ever get used to. . . .  But when you see the mayor host‑
ing  high‑  level meetings in clear sight of everyone else, you start to 
understand that this  open‑  communication model is not bull****. 
And that it works” 208 [asterisks mine].

The common theme here is that we are far less consistent, 
objective, fair, and  self‑  aware in how we navigate the world than 
we think we are. And because of this, organizations can help people 
make better decisions.

In their book Nudge, Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein, profes‑
sors at the University of Chicago and Harvard Law School, document 
at length how an awareness of the flaws in our brains can be used to 
improve our lives. They define a nudge as “any aspect of the choice 
architecture that alters people’s behavior in a predictable way with‑
out forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic 

Former New York mayor Michael Bloomberg in his office bullpen.207
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The difference in the two lines adds up to a 2 percent improve‑
ment in productivity for the whole workforce. It’s like getting a 
free employee for every fifty you hire, or in our case a hundred free 
employees for every five thousand we hire. Not a bad return for a 
 fifteen‑  minute presentation and an email.224

There’s an added benefit to giving Nooglers a nudge that com‑
plements what we do for managers. Even if the manager misses a 
checklist step, the Noogler picks it up. We’re borrowing a concept 
called  poka-  yoke or “mistake proofing.” It’s a Japanese manufactur‑
ing concept, applied by Shigeo Shingo in his work at Toyota in the 
1960s,225 that shows up in many modern products. In most cars, fail‑
ing to fasten your seatbelt causes an alarm to go off, signaling you 
that there is an error. The iPod Shuffle turns off automatically when 
you unplug your headphones, preserving the battery. A Cuisinart 
blender turns on only if the lid is securely locked, preserving your 
fingers. Similarly, we want to minimize the number of mistakes we 
make in getting Nooglers productive, and the best way is to put a 
reminder on both sides of the process.

Percent of Nooglers who are fully productive.
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Googlers are nudged to be vigilant about on-campus safety thanks to this 
sign on every building door.
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This silly little cartoon, perhaps because it was so silly and 
because it was posted at every door, broke the ice. It made it okay 
for people to ask to see badges and check ID. As a result, the rate of 
thefts and unauthorized entries dropped. Now when someone holds 
the door for you, you’ll notice that they always take a quick look at 
your hips. Don’t worry. They’re just checking your badge.
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earnings. But their accumulated  wealth—  their savings, their invest‑
ments, their  houses—  ranged from roughly $15,000 to $450,000. 
In other words, when you hold earnings constant and look only 
at households with roughly the same lifetime income, the most 
wealthy have accumulated thirty times as much money as the least 
wealthy. And this general pattern persists at every income level. 
Look at the spread between the highest and lowest wealth levels 
for each decile. Even in the first (or lowest) decile, where substan‑
tially all income comes from government support, some households 
are able to accumulate $150,000 in wealth. This is a phenomenal 
achievement, requiring tremendous discipline at that income level.

Relationship between lifetime income and wealth accumulation.
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How is this possible? Are some households better investors? Do 
they have smaller families? Maybe a windfall inheritance? Is greater 
wealth due to some households being more  risk‑  seeking, gambling 
on riskier investments that have greater payouts for some? Or per‑
haps families with less wealth had some unfortunate medical needs 
they needed to fund? Do they have caviar tastes?

Nope. None of these factors have a significant effect.
Rather, Venti and Wise explain, “most of the dispersion could 
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helped me lose thirty pounds over two years and keep it off. Even if 
you don’t have cafés in your office, you may have a break room, or a 
vending machine, or a  mini‑  fridge. And you’ve surely got a kitchen 
at home. Maybe some of what we’ve learned will help you too.

We decided to test three types of intervention:lxvi providing 
information so that people could make better food choices, limiting 
options to healthy choices, and nudging. Of the three, nudges were 
the most effective.

One study tested whether shocking signage would reduce 
consumption of sugary beverages. It was inspired by the work of 
Professor David Hammond of the University of Waterloo, Can‑
ada.238 Starting in December 2000, Canadian cigarette packs were 
required to bear health warnings accompanied by graphic illustra‑

lxvi Note that our experiments aren’t perfect. Providing free food tends to cause 
overconsumption, at least until the novelty wears off. The constant and easy avail‑
ability of food likely contributes to overconsumption as well. And our population 
isn’t representative of the places we live. But we do apply the same rigor and tests of 
statistical validity as you would find in a  peer‑  reviewed publication.

“Shock signage” on a Canadian cigarette package.
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tions and blunt text about the risks of smoking, as can be seen in the 
side label. Hammond surveyed 432 smokers about the effect of the 
labels on their smoking habits over a  three‑  month period. Nineteen 
percent reported smoking less as a result of the warnings. Those 
smokers who experienced fear (44 percent) or disgust (58 percent) 
in looking at the labels were much more likely to have reduced the 
amount they smoked and increased their likelihood of quitting.

We wondered if we could reduce the rate of  sugary‑  beverage 
consumption with a similar approach, though of course soda and 
cigarettes are far from equivalent.

We posted these signs in the microkitchens in one of our offices 
and monitored beverage consumption for two weeks before and 
after the signs went up. The signs had no significant impact, per‑
haps because they weren’t startling enough, or the brand power 
of the soda overcame the shock of gaining ten pounds per year, or 
because the stakes were lower than with smoking.

We also tried  color‑  coding food in our cafés, with red labels for 
unhealthy food and green labels for healthy food, which Googlers 

Sample shock signage used in our soda experiment. © Google, Inc.
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In figure 1, are the black circles the same size, or is one larger 
than the other? What about in figure 2?

In 1, even though the circle on the left looks larger, they are 
both the same size. In 2, even though the black circles look the same 
size, the one on the right is 20 percent larger. Now imagine the 
white circle is a plate, and the black is the food.

It turns out that in this case, seeing is believing. Our assessment 
of how much we eat and our satiation are heavily shaped by the size 
of the serving dish. The bigger the dish, the more we eat and the 
less satisfied we feel.

The professors presented six studies, one of which considered 
breakfast at a health and fitness camp. The subjects were overweight 
teenagers, who had been taught about portion control and how to 
monitor consumption. Experts, right?

Not even close. Campers who were given smaller cereal bowls 
not only consumed 16 percent less than campers who received 
larger bowls, they thought they consumed 8 percent more than the 
 large‑  bowl campers. They ate less but were more satisfied, despite 
having been trained in how to measure and pace their consumption.

Illustration modeled on Delboeuf illusion.

Figure 1

Figure 2
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develop. Eric wasn’t particularly interested in my strategic vision. 
He had more pressing concerns.

Google had almost doubled from about three thousand people 
in 2004 to 5,700 people in 2005. Over the next year, Eric knew, we 
were going to do it again, ballooning to almost 10,700 people. We 
needed to go from hiring fifty people each week to almost a hun‑
dred, without compromising quality. This was the biggest people 
challenge we had.

I’d made an amateur mistake. Before Eric would entertain any 
esoteric ideas, People Operations had to deliver on Google’s most 
important issue. I learned that to have the privilege of working on 
the cool, futuristic stuff, you had to earn the confidence of the orga‑
nization. In 2010, we enshrined that notion in a graphic that encap‑
sulated our approach. The pyramid shape was a nod to psychologist 
Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,259 which he presented as a 
pyramid with our most fundamental needs at the bottom (air, food, 
water), topped by the need for safety, belonging, love, and finally 
 self‑  actualization. After seeing our version, a few folks from our 
team took to calling it Laszlo’s hierarchy.

“Laszlo’s hierarchy.” © Google, Inc.
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Work rules

Chapter 1

WORK RULES . . . FOR BECOMING A FOUNDER
•	 Choose	to	think	of	yourself	as	a	founder.
•	 Now	act	like	one.

Chapter 2

WORK RULES . . . FOR BUILDING A GREAT CULTURE
•	 Think	of	your	work	as	a	calling,	with	a	mission	that	matters.
•	 Give	people	slightly	more	trust,	freedom,	and	authority	than	

you are comfortable giving them. If you’re not nervous, you 
haven’t given them enough.

Chapter 3

WORK RULES . . . FOR HIRING (THE SHORT VERSION)
•	 Given	 limited	 resources,	 invest	 your	 HR	 dollars	 first	 in	

recruiting.
•	 Hire	 only	 the	 best	 by	 taking	 your	 time,	 hiring	 only	 peo‑

ple who are better than you in some meaningful way, and 
not  letting managers make hiring decisions for their own 
teams.

Chapter 3

WORK RULES . . . FOR SELECTING NEW EMPLOYEES
•	 Set	a	high	bar	for	quality.
•	 Find	your	own	candidates.
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•	 Assess	candidates	objectively.
•	 Give	candidates	a	reason	to	join.

Chapter 4

WORK RULES . . . FOR FINDING EXCEPTIONAL 
CANDIDATES

•	 Get	 the	 best	 referrals	 by	 being	 excruciatingly	 specific	 in	
describing what you’re looking for.

•	 Make	recruiting	part	of	everyone’s	job.
•	 Don’t	be	afraid	to	try	crazy	things	to	get	the	attention	of	the	

best people.

Chapter 5

WORK RULES . . . FOR SELECTING NEW EMPLOYEES
•	 Set	a	high	bar	for	quality.
•	 Find	your	own	candidates.
•	 Assess	candidates	objectively.
•	 Give	candidates	a	reason	to	join.

Chapter 6

WORK RULES . . . FOR MASS EMPOWERMENT
•	 Eliminate	status	symbols.
•	 Make	 decisions	 based	 on	 data,	 not	 based	 on	 managers’	

opinions.
•	 Find	ways	for	people	to	shape	their	work	and	the	company.

Chapter 7

WORK RULES . . . FOR PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT
•	 Set	goals	correctly.
•	 Gather	peer	feedback.
•	 Use	a	calibration	process	to	finalize	ratings.
•	 Split	rewards	conversations	from	development	conversations.
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Chapter 8

WORK RULES . . . FOR MANAGING YOUR TWO TAILS
•	 Help	those	in	need.
•	 Put	your	best	people	under	a	microscope.
•	 Use	surveys	and	checklists	to	fi	nd	the	truth	and	nudge	peo‑

ple to improve.
•	 Set	a	personal	example	by	sharing	and	acting	on	your	own	

feedback.

Chapter 9

WORK RULES . . . FOR BUILDING A LEARNING 
INSTITUTION

•	 Engage	in	deliberate	practice:	Break	lessons	down	into	small	
digestible pieces with clear feedback and do them again and 
again.

•	 Have	your	best	people	teach.
•	 Invest	 only	 in	 courses	 that	 you	 can	 prove	 change	 people’s	

behavior.

Chapter 10

WORK RULES . . . FOR PAYING UNFAIRLY
•	 Swallow	hard	and	pay	unfairly.	Have	wide	variations	in	pay	

that refl ect the power law distribution of performance.
•	 Celebrate	accomplishment,	not	compensation.
•	 Make	it	easy	to	spread	the	love.
•	 Reward	thoughtful	failure.

Chapter 11

WORK RULES . . . FOR EFFICIENCY, COMMUNITY, 
AND INNOVATION

•	 Make	life	easier	for	employees.
•	 Find	ways	to	say	yes.
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•	 The	bad	stuff	in	life	happens	rarely	.	.	.	be	there	for	your	peo‑
ple when it does.

Chapter 12

WORK RULES . . . FOR NUDGING TOWARD HEALTH, 
WEALTH, AND HAPPINESS

•	 Recognize	 the	difference	between	what	 is	 and	what	 ought	
to be.

•	 Run	lots	of	small	experiments.
•	 Nudge,	don’t	shove.

Chapter 13

WORK RULES . . . FOR SCREWING UP
•	 Admit	your	mistake.	Be	transparent	about	it.
•	 Take	counsel	from	all	directions.
•	 Fix	whatever	broke.
•	 Find	the	moral	in	the	mistake,	and	teach	it.

Chapter 14

WORK RULES
1. Give your work meaning.
2. Trust your people.
3. Hire only people who are better than you.
4. Don’t confuse development with managing performance.
5. Focus on the two tails.
6. Be frugal and generous.
7. Pay unfairly.
8. Nudge.
9. Manage the rising expectations.
10. Enjoy! And then go back to No. 1 and start again.
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