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  What You Do is Who You Are, Ben Horowitz (2019) 
 

  I sought advice from CEOs and industry leaders who 
all told me, “Pay attention to your culture. Culture is the most 
important thing.” But when I asked them, “What exactly is 
culture, and how can I affect mine?” they became vague. Is 
culture perks, or corporate values or aspirations? 
 When I was the CEO of LoudCloud, I figured that 
our company culture would be just a reflection of my values, 
behaviors, and personality. So, I focused all my energy on 
“leading by example.” To my bewilderment and horror, that 
method did not scale as the company grew and diversified. 
Poor ethics occurred, though I never endorsed them. One 
person getting away with them made it seem okay. 
 Your culture is how your company makes decisions 
when you’re not there. It’s the set of assumptions your em-
ployees use to resolve the problems they face every day. If 
you don’t methodically set your culture, then 2/3 of it will end 
up being accidental, and the rest will be a mistake.  
 There’s a saying in the military that if you see some-
thing below standard and do nothing, then you’ve set a new 
standard. That is also true of culture—if you see something 
off-culture and ignore it, you’ve created a new culture.  
 In the 1960s, Bob Noyce said, “Coaching, and not 
direction, is the first quality of leadership now. Get the barri-
ers out of the way to let people do the things they do well.” 
This created a culture of empowerment: everyone was in 
charge and Noyce was there to help. If a researcher had an 
idea, he could pursue it for a year before anyone would start 
inquiring about results. Noyce had created the culture of Sili-
con Valley.  
 Breakthrough ideas have traditionally been difficult 
to manage for 2 reasons: 1) innovative ideas fail far more than 
they succeed, and 2) innovative ideas are always controversial 
before they succeed. If everyone could instantly understand 
them, they would not be innovative. The problem is that obvi-
ously good ideas are not truly innovative, and truly innovative 
ideas often look like bad ideas when they’re introduced. Wik-
ipedia was considered a joke when it started. Today it is so 
much more comprehensive than anything that came before it 
that it’s widely considered the only encyclopedia.  
 If tech startups outsource their engineering, they 
almost always fail. It’s easy to build an app or a website that 
meets specifications of an idea, but far more difficult to build 
something that will scale, evolve, handle edge cases graceful-
ly, etc. A great engineer will only invest the time and effort to 
do all those things, to build a product that will grow with the 
company, if she has ownership in the company—literally as 
well as figuratively. Understanding how historical culture 
shapes people’s view led me to consider what they must do to 

change themselves and their culture. Grasping that seemed to 
be key to creating the kind of culture I wanted.  
 The samurai called their principles “virtues” rather 
than “values”; virtues are what you do, while values are mere-
ly what you believe. Doing is what matters. Companies—just 
like gangs, armies, and nations—are large organizations that 
rise or fall with daily microbehaviors of the human beings that 
compose them. Most books attempt to dissect successful com-
panies’ cultures after the companies have succeeded. This 
approach confuses cause and effect. A desirable product can 
overcome a miserable environment, at least for a while. To 
avoid survivorship bias, I try not to reverse engineer. In this 
book, you just find techniques to make your own culture do 
what you want it to do.  
 Your employees are far from uniform. Culture only 
works if the leader visibly participates in and vocally champi-
ons it. So, how do you identify who you are and what parts of 
you belong in the organization?  How do you become the kind 
of leader that you yourself want to follow? Culture is a system 
of behaviors that you hope most will follow most of the time. 
No large organization gets nearly 100% compliance on every 
value, but some do much better than others.  
 Culture is to a company as nutrition and training are 
to an aspiring professional athlete. Great nutrition and training 
make every athlete better, but don’t guarantee success. So, 
why bother? In the end the people who work for you will 
never forget how it felt to work there, or the kind of people 
they became. What you are is what you do. What you do is 
who you become.  
 The secret to finding a breakthrough idea, is to be-
lieve something that nobody else does (Peter Thiel). The 
stamping out of slavery is one of humanity’s great stories. And 
the best story within that story is the Haitian Revolution—the 
only slave revolt that succeeded. Slavery chokes the develop-
ment of culture by dehumanizing its subjects--and broken 
cultures don’t win wars.  
 In 1789, Saint-Domingue provided a third of the 
world’s sugar and half of its coffee; it was the most profitable 
colony in the world, and therefore of massive strategic inter-
est. Every empire wanted to control it. While Taussaint Lou-
verture, a slave, was still a teenager, he was made caretake of 
his master’s estate’s mules and oxen—a post usually held by a 
white man. Louverture seized this rare opportunity to educate 
himself in his free time and to read through his master’s li-
brary, including Julius Caesar’s works and Abbe Raynal’s 
accounts of trade between Europe and the Far East. They 
helped him understand politics and the art of war, and gave 
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him a thorough grounding in the economics of the region and 
of Europe.  
 In 1797, in the midst of the long revolt he led, Lou-
verture demonstrated that he could not only lead troops, but 
also persuade and inspire civilians with his vision for a new 
way of life. Europeans were forced by his revolt and leader-
ship to see that it was the culture of slavery rather than the 
nature of the slaves themselves that shaped their behavior. 
Europeans negotiated with him not through the lens of the 
color of his skin but the lens of the culture he had created.   
 To created his army, Louverture began with 500 
handpicked men who learned the art of war with him as he 
drilled and trained them assiduously. In this way he was able 
to create the new culture with minimal divergence. He used 2 
preexisting cultural strengths to great effect. 1) Songs: He 
would begin their voodoo songs—which were incomprehensi-
ble to the European troops—and when they reached a certain 
verse, it was the signal to attack in concert. 2) Many of Lou-
verture’s solders brought military skills with them.  
 In any human interaction, the required amount of 
communication is inversely proportional to the level of trust. 
As the organization grows, communication becomes its big-
gest challenge. If soldiers fundamentally trust the general, then 
communication will be vastly more efficient than if they don’t. 
To instill trust throughout his army Louverture established a 
rule forbidding married officers from having concubines. The 
reason: “If we can’t trust you to keep your word to your wife, 
we definitely can’t trust you to keep your word to us.” Mar-
riage, honesty, and loyalty were symbols of the society that 
Louverture aspired to lead—and he programmed them all into 
his culture with this one simple shocking rule.  
 The rebels were trying to build an army that could set 
them free and a culture that could sustain their independence. 
So, they adopted the best practices from armies that had suc-
ceeded before them. Something as simple as a dress code can 
change behavior and therefore culture, not only in war but in 
business. Also, rather than executing vanquished leaders, 
Louverture often left them in place so that they could govern 
the region using their superior understanding of the local cul-
ture. Building a great culture means adapting it to circum-
stances. And that often means bringing in outside leadership 
from the culture you need to penetrate or master.  
 The more counterintuitive the leader’s decision, the 
stronger the impact on the culture. Louverture not only let the 
plantation owners live, he let them keep their land. But he 
insisted that they pay their laborers ¼ of the profits. And he 
ordered them to live on their plantations, so that they would be 
directly accountable for paying their workers and treating 
them well. The revolution wasn’t about revenge. The well-
being of the colony was its highest priority.  

 He lived with the men in his army and shared their 
labors. By his incessant activity on their behalf he gained their 
confidence, and among a people ignorant, starving, badgered, 
and nervous, Louverture’s word by 1796 was law—the only 
person whom they could be depended upon to obey. A leader 
creates culture chiefly by his actions—by example.  
 Integrity, honesty, and decency are long-term cultural 
investments. Their purpose is to create a better place to work 
and to make the company a better one to do business with in 
the long run. One difficulty in implementing integrity is that 
it’s a concept without boundaries. Louverture’s new state 
would be based on personal industry, social morality, public 
education, religious toleration, free trade, civic pride, and 
racial equality.  
 The end of Louverture’s story is dismaying. After he 
wrote a constitution in 1801, Napoleon persuaded Dessalines, 
Louverture’s 2nd in command, to double-cross him. He was 
captured and spent his remaining days badly treated in a 
French jail. Dessalines ordered most of the French whites in 
Haiti to be put to death and nationalized all private land, ab-
ruptly reversing much of the cultural and economic headway 
that Louverture had made, so that it remains the poorest coun-
try in the Western world today.  
 Louverture’s optimistic view of human potential 
blinded him to certain truths. Because he believed in the 
French Revolution and the freedoms it claimed to embody, he 
saw Napoleon as an enlightened product of the revolution 
rather than as the racist he was. After Napoleon captured Lou-
verture, he attempted to reinstitute slavery on the island—but 
was beaten by the army Louverture left behind. Though he 
was already dead, Louverture defeated his third European 
superpower (after the English and the Spanish). Napoleon 
suffered more losses in Saint-Domingue than he would at 
Waterloo, and these reverses forced him to sell Louisiana and 
parts of 14 additional states to the US for $15m. The French 
emperor later confessed that he should have ruled the island 
through Louverture.  
 Later rebellions in Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela, 
Curacao, Guadeloupe, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Louisiana were 
attributable, at least in part, to Haitian agents and their follow-
ers. These rebellions influenced the eventual withdrawal of the 
French, British, and Spanish empire from the region. In the 
US, Louverture inspired the abolitionist John Brown to launch 
the raid on the armory at Harpers Ferry. Louverture made 
missteps that locked him up for life, yet he helped liberate us 
all. The techniques he used with rare ingenuity and skill work 
brilliantly at modern companies as well.  
 When Steve Jobs returned to run Apple in 1997, the 
company was in bad shape. Its market share had fallen from 
13% to 3.3% and was only a quarter’s worth of cash away 
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from insolvency. The theory of PC economics at the time was 
to focus on selling an operating system to run on anyone’s 
hardware. One of Jobs’ first acts was to stop licensing Mac OS 
to other hardware providers. For Jobs, the issue was not the 
economic structure of the PC industry. Apple just needed to 
build better products. He would need to transform its culture 
to make that happen, but it would only happen if he built upon 
Apple’s strength, not Microsoft’s.  
 Integrating hardware and software had always been 
Apple’s core strength. They did integration better than anyone 
else. Jobs went out of his way to keep the employees who 
understood user-experience perfectionists like him. Apple had 
to build on aspects of its culture that had distinguished it in the 
past. Jobs narrowed the product line to ensue focus on deliver-
ing great experiences to individuals. He kept the software and 
hardware integrated. To further control the customer experi-
ence, Jobs opened Apple Stores, which became one of the 
best-performing retail businesses in the world. From being 90 
days away from broke, today it is the most valuable company 
in the world.  Job, the former founder, knew that Apple’s 
original strengths should be the foundation of its new mission.  
 To change culture, create shocking rules. Here are the 
rules for writing a rule so powerful it sets the culture for many 
years:  

• It must be memorable. If people forget the rule, they 
forget the culture.  

• It must raise the question “Why?” It should be so bi-
zarre and shocking that everybody who hears it is 
compelled to ask, “Are you serious?” 

• Its cultural impact must be straightforward. The an-
swer to the “Why?” must clearly explain the cultural 
concept.  

• People must encounter the rule almost daily.  
  
 Amazon’s value, frugality, is defined as Accomplish 
more with less. Constraints breed resourcefulness, self-
sufficiency, and invention. Dive deep encourages leaders to 
stay connected to the details, audit frequently, and investigate 
thoroughly when metrics and anecdotal evidence disagree.  
 No PowerPoint presentations in meetings. At Ama-
zon you must prepare a short-written document explaining the 
issues to be discussed and your position on them. When the 
meeting begins everyone silently reads the document. Then 
the discussion starts, with everyone up to speed on a shared set 
of background information. Most people can absorb new in-
formation several times faster and more effectively by reading 
information than listening to it. Also asking people to present 
their plans in written format forces them to express their ideas 
with a deeper level of detail. A culture is a set of actions. It 

helps do what you are doing better, but it can’t fix your strate-
gy or thwart a dominant competitor.  
 To shock the system and change the culture, when 
Mary Barra took over as the CEO of General Motors in 2014, 
she reduced the 10-page dress code to 2 words: dress appro-
priately. The new code empowered—and required—managers 
to manage. “If you walk into the room wearing an elegant dark 
suit, you pick up unbelievable positioning power. If you want 
respect, carry yourself in a way that commands it.” Cultures 
are shaped more by the invisible than the visible. They are 
willed. 
 To succeed as an enterprise software company 
(LoudCloud) selling our platform to big businesses, we would 
have to become a culture distinguished by urgency, competi-
tiveness, and precision. I needed to bring in a leader with those 
attributes. To sell, you must have 1) competence 2) confidence 
to state your point of view and 3) courage to have 4) the con-
viction not to be sold by the customer on why she wasn’t go-
ing to buy our product. Mike Cranney was obsessed with 
training every salesperson, testing them, and holding them 
accountable on the four C’s. In his first 9 months, our sales 
team expanded to 30 people and our win rate went from the 
low-40s to the mid-80s. If you bring in outside leadership, it 
will make everyone highly uncomfortable. That’s what cultur-
al change feels like.  
 In 2007, Reed Hastings at Netflix had to shift the 
culture from one that prioritized content and logistics to one 
that prioritized content and technology.  
 Podesta, the chairman of Mrs. Clinton’s campaign 
wasn’t hacked because he used a bad password, but by re-
sponse to a phishing email pretending to be Google asking for 
his credentials because, according to the fake email, he had 
already been hacked. Pretending you’ve already been hacked 
is a common tactic because it can push people to quickly click 
malicious links without thinking through or checking the con-
sequences. The first rule about Internet Security is, don’t click 
on an unknown link and enter your password. A legitimate 
business will never ask you to do it. Everyone was required to 
use a 2-factor authentication. But Clinton’s actions overrode 
her intentions. Her talk said, “Secure your email”; the walk 
said, “Personal convenience is more important.” The walk 
almost always wins. That’s how culture works.  
 Every leader will make decisions she later regrets. 
The most important aspects of an organization’s perfor-
mance—quality, design, security, fiscal disciple, customer 
care—are all culturally driven. When you inevitably take an 
action that’s inconsistent with your culture, the best fix is to 
admit it, then move to overcorrect the error. This is opposite 
the ironclad rule of US politics: “Never admit you were 
wrong.”  
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 The nature of culture is not a single decision—it’s a 
code that manifests itself as a vast set of actions over time. 
Like computer programs, every culture has bugs. And culture 
is significantly more difficult to debug than programs. What 
you measure is what you value. Once you remove the re-
quirement to follow certain rules or obey certain laws, you 
basically remove ethics from the culture. The most dangerous 
bugs are the ones that cause ethical breaches. Spelling out 
what your organization must never do is the best way to inocu-
lated yourself against bugs that cause ethical breaches. It’s 
critical that leaders emphasize the why behind their values 
every chance they get, because the why is what gets remem-
bered.   
 Louverture spoke to his slave army as though they 
were philosophers. The samurai (with a powerful code we call 
“bushido”) are the taproot of Japanese culture to this day. 
Bushido’s dictates were crisp, coherent, and comprehensive—
a system not of values but of virtues. The reason so many 
efforts to establish “corporate values” are worthless is that 
they emphasize beliefs instead of action. Culturally, what you 
believe means nearly nothing. What you do is who you are. 
 A striking aspect of modern Japanese culture is their 
craftsmanship and attention to detail. The samurai code rested 
on 8 virtues:  Rectitude or justice, courage, honor, loyalty, 
benevolence, politeness, self-control, and veracity or sincerity. 
Each was carefully defined and reinforced through a set of 
principles, practices, and stories. They regarded honor as the 
immortal part of themselves. The rules were rooted in the 
belief that politeness is the most profound way to express love 
and respect for others. Words were seen as sacred. First, they 
detailed every permutation of potential cultural or ethical 
dilemmas to prevent the code from being misinterpreted or 
deliberately misused. Then they stamped their code deeply 
with vivid stories.  
 We tell the truth even if it hurts. To cement this prac-
tice in our culture we focused on the virtue of being on time. 
Stories and sayings define cultures. John Morgride, the CEO 
of Cisco from 1988-1995 wanted every spare nickel spent on 
the business. He came up with a pithy axiom: “If you cannot 
see your car from your hotel room, then you are paying too 
much.” 
 Shaka Senghor had been the CEO of a prison gang, a 
tough organization to manage. (His group and rival prison 
organizations did not self-identify as gangs, but as religious 
organizations. I call them squads). He shaped a culture, recog-
nized its flaws, then transformed it into something better. 
People who end up in prison generally come from broken 
cultures. Prison provides culture’s hardest test case; to build 
culture there, you have to start from the very beginning, from 
first principles. It is one integrated system from the streets, to 

the jail, to the prison. Your personal brand follows you. They 
called it gladiator school, because it’s where you established 
your rank. One violent object lesson on the day of his entry, a 
moment of profound introspection, and James White (his 
former name) was fully oriented into Michigan’s prison cul-
ture. He knew that to succeed there, he had to change—and he 
did.  
 White joined the Melanics, a squad that had originat-
ed in prison and taught idiosyncratic principles derived from 
the Black Panthers and Malcom X, including self-
determination and using education as a force for black uplift. 
Most of the squads in the Michigan system were nominally 
organized around a form of worship. “Our leaders were char-
ismatic but duplicitous. ”I was able to challenge the leadership 
with their own moral code. Part of the code was that you could 
never physically violate another member. So, my takeover had 
to be psychological.”  
 “If a leader does not follow his own instructions, is 
he a leader?” I asked. Our members began to realize we need-
ed to change, and they followed my idea that we’re going to 
do what the fuck we say we’re gonna do. I first realized that I 
could be a different person when I read The Autobiography of 
Malcolm X. I took the name Shaka Senghor from the great 
warrior Shaka Zulu and from Leopold Senghor, the Senega-
lese poet and cultural theorist who served as the first president 
of Senegal.  
 When you have power, you have responsibility. To 
build the culture, we would hold study groups once or twice a 
week. As educational director, I’d pass out literature such as 
Visions for Black Men by Na’im Akbar, The Autobiography of 
Malcom X, James Allen’s As a Man Thinketh, or Napoleon 
Hill’s Think and Grow Rich. I wrote study guides that broke 
these books into basic components and made it mandatory for 
guys to study. 2 years after joining up, I became the Melanics’ 
cultural leader, which meant the leader. The younger guys 
really bonded to me, because everybody wants something to 
believe in.  
 If you’re not honoring the culture yourself, nobody 
fucking believes you. The principles were my natural princi-
ples. I believed in them. I was also willing to defend them. 
This shifted the culture to a better place. I shifted our way so 
there was a consequence for Cartheu (a guy in our squad)--not 
for a guy he robbed. Cartheu should apologize to him and pay 
retribution. The way you treat outsiders will leak back into 
your own organization.  
 Other squads used to incentivize addicts to take out 
their enemies. Their power derived from having so many hit 
men on payroll. But their team wasn’t battle-ready, because it 
lacked what you needed when things get difficult: loyalty and 
commitment. I based our Melanics system on belonging and 
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loyalty with 2 requirements. You either had to be willing to 
serve a life sentence for whatever we asked you to do, or be 
willing to die. Once in, in order to stay in, you had to carry 
yourself in a certain way. You couldn’t use the N-word, or 
profanity. If you smoke, you couldn’t smoke while wearing 
your membership badge. You couldn’t do anything that would 
be perceived as weak or disrespectful. Your shoes had to be 
clean and your prison blues had to be neat and pressed. In 
addition, you had to work out every day and dine with us in 
the chow hall. I emphasized discipline and bonding. Our gang 
was less than half the size of rival squads, but when the 
fighting started, 100% of our guys were ready to go, while 
80% of their guys would abandon their group. So, nobody 
wanted to go against us. 
 Our culture was so strong that not even the Nation of 
Islam wanted to go to war with us over a guest. Their leader 
ultimately respected our logic, backed by our strength. Sen-
ghor studied the culture, assimilated it, and meticulously im-
proved it as he rose through the ranks. Once he reached the top 
of the gang, he realized that all those life-risking decisions 
he’d made, all those moments of serial integrity, had added up 
to a culture he didn’t want. Culture is weird like that. Because 
it’s a consequence of actions rather than beliefs, it almost 
never ends up exactly as you intend it.  
 Once Senghor realized the power of his influence, he 
began to make a concerted effort to shift the culture. ” I recog-
nized my own hypocrisy when I chose to resolve conflicts by 
the rules of the yard as opposed to my own evolving princi-
ples. It takes time, so I made it mandatory that we broke bread 
together. At our lunches we’d discuss the books that I’d sent 
out. That bonding and sense of everybody feeling taken care 
of created a whole shift. I utilized my position to set up daily 
classes like “Real Men, Real Talk,” where we’d do deep dives 
on emotional intelligence. The classes were always packed, 
and we were able to dive into a lot of our bullshit. So now I’m 
being entrusted by the same administration that was demoniz-
ing me.” 
 Senghor used one of the best techniques for changing 
a culture—constant contact. By requiring his team to eat to-
gether, work out together, and study together, he made them 
constantly aware of the cultural changes he was making. Noth-
ing signals the importance of an issue like daily meetings 
about it. Senghor has now been out of prison for 10 years, is a 
best-selling author, and is a true leader in our society. “I want-
ed my abilities to make my path, but the street culture ended 
up determining who I was.” If you want to change who you 
are, you have to change the culture you’re in.  
 Culture is an abstract set of principles that lives—or 
dies—by the concrete decisions the people in your organiza-
tion make. This gap between theory and practice poses huge 

challenges.  Our own perspective on culture is not that rele-
vant. The relevant question is, what must employees do to 
survive and succeed in your organization. Every ecosystem 
has a default culture.  
 Senghor walked into a culture that was designed to 
fix criminal behavior, but actually increased it. How do you 
know what your culture is? The Heisenberg Uncertainty Prin-
ciple of Management: The act of trying to measure your cul-
ture changes the result. The best way to understand your cul-
ture is through how new employees behave. Ask new employ-
ees these questions after their first week. What’s different 
from other places they’ve worked and what’s worse? Ask 
them for advice: “If you were me, how would you improve the 
culture based on your first week here?” Your first day, your 
first week in an organization is when you’re observing each 
detail, figuring out where you stand. That’s when you diag-
nose the power structure: Who can get things done, and why? 
What did they do to get in that position? Can you replicate it? 
How did you behave on arrival--how did other people see you-
-affects your standing and potential in the company and de-
termines your personal brand.  
 First impressions of a culture are difficult to reverse. 
This is why new-employee orientation is better thought of as 
new-employee cultural orientation. Cultural orientation is our 
chance to make clear the culture you want and how you intend 
to get it. If any part of it is accidental, then so is your culture. 
What people do at the office, where they spend most of their 
waking hours becomes who they are. Office culture is highly 
infectious. If profanity is rampant, most employees will take 
that home, too. People become the culture they live in and do 
what they must do to survive and thrive.   
 A leader must believe in his own code. Embedding 
cultural elements you don’t subscribe to will eventually cause 
a cultural collapse. Many CEOs require managers to write 
performance reviews, but won’t take the time to do it them-
selves. When I was CEO, I had a rule that everyone, including 
me, was held to: if you don’t complete all your written per-
formance reviews, nobody who works for you will receive 
their raises, bonuses, or stock-option increases. We always had 
100% compliance on written feedback, because no manager 
wanted to be burned at the stake by her people. You must 
transfer principles to your team in a way that sticks because it 
not only establishes the culture, but cements you as the leader.  
 Cultural behaviors, once absorbed, get deployed 
everywhere. Senghor’s guys could gain credibility as “killers” 
by picking an easy target. Senghor revealed their true motives 
by increasing the difficulty of the target—and the consequenc-
es of hitting it. Virtues are superior to values, but until that 
understanding becomes widespread, many companies will 
continue to have values.  
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 Cultures tend to reflect the values of the leaders. 
Ultimately, Senghor had to change himself to get the culture 
he wanted. I had to change in order for us to change our cul-
ture from telling the truth to making sure people heard the 
truth. This shift derived from our original goal of trust. Trust 
is the foundation of communication. Culture is a strategic 
investment in the company doing things the right way when 
you are not looking. 
 Genghis Khan was the most effective military leader 
in history. He conquered more than twice as much land as 
anyone else. He built his realm on such firm foundations that 
after his death it continued growing for 150 years. His sweep-
ing meritocracy made his army fundamentally different 
from—and more powerful than—any that came before it. 
Genghis’s army consisted entirely of cavalry, so they were all 
equals and they moved fast. Each man carried what he needed: 
clothes for all weathers, flints for making fires, canteens for 
water and milk, files to sharpen arrowheads, a lasso for round-
ing up animals or prisoners, sewing needles for mending 
clothes, a knife and a hatchet for cutting, and a skin bag for 
packing it all. They all milked their animals and fed them-
selves from hunting and looting.  
 The Mongols were organized in concentric circles. 
Each squad of 10 men was part of a brigade of 1000, a new 
“tribe” Genghis created to replace the Mongols’ hereditary 
ones. These brigades, in turn, were part of a battalion of 
10,000 men. At the pinnacle of the army’s power, 10 of these 
10,000-man battalions encircled Genghis Khan, who rode in 
the middle. This structure enabled the Mongols to outmaneu-
ver, surround, and destroy their enemies.  
 Mongol forces routinely defeated armies 5 times their 
size. Genghis’s campaigns were marked by rapid advances—
his cavalry could move 65 miles a day and were reluctant to 
engage in hand-to-hand combat. They were guerrilla warriors 
who happened to have an army. Because they had no system 
of their own to impose upon their subjects, they were willing 
to adopt and combine systems from everywhere. They 
searched for what worked best; and when they found it, they 
spread it to other countries.  
 Genghis created a remarkably stable culture by 
founding it on 3 principles: meritocracy, loyalty, and inclu-
sion. He abolished inherited aristocratic titles and eliminated 
the cast hierarchy; all men were equal. He introduced the 
concept of the rule of law. There was just one exception to this 
principle: Genghis himself. At his worst he behaved like any 
other despot. And he further weakened the meritocracy by 
favoring his own children. By converting his army from a 
genetic hierarchy to a true meritocracy, Genghis Kan rid him-
self of the idlers and mediocrities who rule in an aristocracy, 

raised the army’s talent level considerably, and inspired ambi-
tious soldiers to dream that they, too could lead.  
 Genghis’s purpose in battle was to preserve Mongol 
life. He preferred to conquer through intimidation that led to 
surrender. Unique among conquerors, Genghis never punished 
any of his generals, which explains why, across 7 decades, 
none of them deserted or betrayed him. Genghis demanded 
that his army’s ethic apply to outsiders as well. By elevating 
loyalty to a higher principle, Genghis created a massive mili-
tary advantage. Precisely because he wasn’t asking his troops 
to die for him, they eagerly would. Rather than treating con-
quered aristocratic leaders with care and enslaving the rank 
and file, he executed the aristocrats (so they couldn’t later rise 
against him) and incorporated the soldiers into his army. In 
this way he not only swelled his ranks, but also established 
himself as an equal-opportunity employer.  
 When the highly civilized Uighur people surrendered 
without a fight in 1209, Genghis deployed many of their offi-
cials throughout his realm as judges, generals, scribes, secret 
agents, and tax collectors. They helped to give the empire 
ideological and spiritual legitimacy. By incorporating foreign 
engineers, he captured the knowledge needed to build the most 
technically advanced fighting force ever assembled; in this 
way he adopted such weapons as the trebuchet and the cata-
pult. Their engineers combined elements from China (gun-
power) and the Islamic world (flamethrowers) inside a Euro-
pean innovation (casting metal bells), to create a new and 
awesome weapon: the cannon.  
   Genghis outlawed kidnapping women and made it 
illegal to sell them into marriage. He declared all children to 
be legitimate, thereby eliminating the concept of illegitimate 
or lesser people. And he introduced, perhaps for the first time 
anywhere, total religious freedom. While they had to obey the 
Mongol common law, they could otherwise believe what they 
liked and follow their own laws. Because he had grown up as 
an outcast, Genghis Khan saw what blinded other leaders in 
his day and indeed most leaders even today. Where they per-
ceived only differences, threats they would be prudent to sup-
press, Genghis saw only talent he could use.  
 Don Thompson told me there are 2 ways to approach 
being the only black guy in the meeting: 1) They don’t like 
me; they don’t like black people. 2) I’m going to talk to them 
and they will learn about me and I will learn about them and 
we might even strike up a wonderful friendship that leads to a 
long-lasting business relationship. A meeting is a game. I’m 
trying to figure you out and you’re trying to figure me out. 
Reset your framework to thinking that you’re bringing the new 
stuff, the good stuff, the stuff they don’t have. Thompson was 
raised by his grandmother, Rosa, in what he affectionately 
refers to as the Neighborhood, rather than the ‘hood—where 
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others see bleakness, he sees opportunity. “There is no way 
that you are going to deter me from what I am here for. I’ve 
seen you before.”  
 We created the first white male network. They didn’t 
want to call it that, of course, so we called it the Inclusion 
Network. Many modern corporations employ a subtle cast 
system. But hiring women and minorities into senior positions 
usually accelerates inclusion efforts. Good intentions, pursued 
without meticulous forethought and follow-through often lead 
to catastrophe. If you only listen to music from one race then 
you probably do not understand music. If you only hire talent-
ed people from one race or gender, then you probably do not 
understand talent. Every organization tends to resemble the 
person in charge.  People understand their own strengths, 
value them highly, and know how to test for them in an inter-
view.  
 One head of marketing was a woman and she had a 
lot of women working for her. I asked her what was in her 
profile that made it difficult for men to get a job in marketing. 
“Helpfulness,” she replied. Helpful people want to talk more 
about the interviewer than about themselves: by learning about 
her they can anticipate her needs and be, well, helpful. After 
interviewing someone, did you want to spend more time with 
him? Fix the talent process so you can cure your blindness. 
Women are more willing to confront a coworker and have a 
difficult conversation. It’s easy to value the things that you test 
for in an interview and nearly impossible to value things that 
you don’t test for  
 Design your culture. It sounds obvious and easy, but 
it’s not. While you can draw inspiration from other cultures, 
don’t try to adapt another organization’s ways. For your cul-
ture to be vibrant and sustainable, it must come from the 
blood, from the soul.  
 A CEO will often hear something like this from a 
board member: “I don’t think your CFO is as good as the 
CFOs of other companies whose boards I’m on.”  A good 
response is, “Great. Let me know what you think makes those 
CFOs better than our guy, and please introduce me to them.” 
Know which parts of you need work. I learned to counterpro-
gram the culture against my inclinations by surrounding my-
self with those with the opposite personality trait. And I made 
rules to help manage myself.  If a meeting was called without 
a tightly phrased written agenda and a desired outcome, we’d 
cancel it.  
 Once you’re comfortable with who you are, you can 
begin to map that identity onto the culture you want. It is 
much easier to walk the talk when the talk is your natural 
chatter. No matter how much you want a learning environment 
or a frugal company, you will not get one unless that is what 
you instinctively do yourself. Culture and strategy do not 

compete. For either to be effective, they must cohere. Pick the 
virtues that will help your company accomplish its mission.  
 Any company of significant size will have subcul-
tures in addition to its main culture. In tech, the most pro-
nounced difference is between sales and engineering. In a 
well-run organization, engineers get compensated more for 
how good the product is than for how much money it ends up 
bringing in. Hallmarks of an engineering culture often include 
casual dress, late morning arrival times, and late or very late 
evening departure times. Great salespeople are more like box-
ers. Sales organizations focus on commissions, sales contests, 
president’s clubs, and other prize-oriented forms of compensa-
tions. Great sales cultures are competitive, aggressive, and 
highly compensated–but only for results.  
 Virtues must be based on actions rather than beliefs. 
It’s easy to fake beliefs in an interview. If you hire for what 
people can do, find out through references. Then test for it in 
the interview. Who you hire determines your culture more 
than anything else. One stellar sales leader said he looked for 
people who were smart, humble, hardworking, and collabora-
tive. Smart (disposed toward learning): “Tell me about the last 
significant thing you learned about how to do your job better.” 
Humble: If you’re humble, people want you to succeed. It is 
also essential for the kind of collaboration we want. Hard-
working: When you’re here, you’re disciplined, professional, 
and focused. Collaborative: Proven leadership from every-
where. Responsibility for team performance is shared. Success 
is limited by the worst performers.  
 The mission of the hiring team is purely cultural. 
“Prioritizing this role sends a message to every candidate that 
Amazon’s culture is vitally important.” The most important 
element of any corporate culture is that people care about the 
quality of their work and the mission. Every time an employee 
is recognized or rewarded for pushing the company forward, 
the culture strengthens.    
 After a certain company merger, a pattern emerges—
nobody seemed to care about what he or she did and couldn’t 
get answers to simple management questions. So, I made 
every employee in my several-thousand-person organization a 
promise: “If you have an issue and need a decision and you 
cannot get one from your manager, send it to me and I will get 
you a decision in one week.” In just a few weeks we went 
from a “can’t do” culture to a “can do” culture.  
 How do you know when you’re off track? 1) The 
wrong people are quitting too often. 2) You’re failing at your 
top priorities. 3) An employee does something that truly 
shocks you. Once lines were crossed, our interpretations be-
came loose. I needed an everyday lesson that said, “If you lie 
to your coworkers, you are fired.” An object lesson is a dra-
matic warning you put into effect after something bad has 
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happened and you need to correct it in a way that will reset the 
culture and make sure it never happens again. 
 The best culture for decision making: Everyone has 
input, then I decide. This seeks a balance between getting the 
right information, using all the brain power available, and 
keeping the process efficient. It’s critical to a healthy culture 
that you insist on a strict rule of disagree and commit. You can 
disagree in the meeting, but afterward you must not only sup-
port the final decision, you must articulate the reasons the 
decision was made. There must be zero tolerance of managers 
who undermine decisions, because that leads to cultural chaos.  
 The final consideration in the empowerment-versus-
control question is whether you are in peacetime or wartime. 
The transition from wartime CEO Steve Jobs to peacetime 
CEO Tim Cook dramatically changed Apple’s culture around 
product decisions. Peacetime CEOs tend to be diplomatic, 
patient, exceptionally sensitive to the needs of their teams, and 
comfortable giving them lots of autonomy. Wartime CEOs 
tend to be far more comfortable with conflict, obsessed with 
their own ideas about the direction of the organization, and 
almost unbearably impatient and intolerant of anything other 
than perfection. So usually, if a change must occur, the board 
fires the old CEO and brings in someone with the requisite 
mindset for the new conditions. Executives who like working 
for peacetime CEOs often don’t like working for wartime 
CEOs and vice versa.  
 No culture is right for everyone. Indeed, no single 
virtue makes universal sense. The truth about telling the truth 
is that it doesn’t come easy. It’s not natural. It requires judg-
ment and skill. Trust derives from candor, and your company 
will fall apart if your employees don’t trust you. The trick—
and it’s a trick—is to tell the truth without destroying the 
company. You can’t change reality, but you can assign it a 
new meaning. If you assign meaning to a layoff before anyone 
else and you do so candidly and convincingly, your interpreta-
tion has a decent chance of being the one that everyone re-
members. State the facts clearly. If your leadership caused or 
contributed to the setbacks that necessitated the layoff, cop to 
that. Explain why taking the action you’re taking is essential 
to the larger mission and how important that mission is.  
 The shining example of assigning meaning was what 
Abraham Lincoln did in his Gettysburg Address. In explaining 
to the country why soldiers laid down their lives at Gettys-
burg, he gave new meaning to the Civil War. Before his 
speech most people did not think of the US as a country “ded-
icated to the proposition that all men are created equal”; after 
it, it was hard to believe anything less. Lincoln acknowledged 
the terrible cost in lives of a war he’d conducted, but he as-
signed that loss significance. He not only gave purpose to the 
event; he gave meaning to the country itself.  

 If you’re okay with bad news, they’ll be okay, too. 
“This is going to make the company so much stronger once we 
solve it.” You will usually find that the underlying issue was 
communication, prioritization, or some other soluble problem 
rather than a particularly lazy or idiotic employee. I expect 
from employees 2 things: First, ethical integrity. Second, that 
they optimize for the company rather than themselves. Ulti-
mately, loyalty is about the quality of your relationships. Peo-
ple don’t leave companies, they leave managers.   
 The leader of an organization can have meaningful 
relationships in the company that extend far beyond the people 
who report to her. If she takes a genuine interest in the people 
she meets, stays true to her word, and is known throughout the 
organization as someone you want to get behind, she can cre-
ate deep bonds and loyalties even in the most dynamic indus-
tries.  
 A perfect culture is unattainable. Your goal is to have 
the best possible culture for your company, so it stays aimed at 
its target. Culture begins with deciding what you value most. 
When your culture turns out to lack crucial elements, you have 
to add them. You have to pay close attention to your people’s 
behavior, but even closer to your own.   
 
[Your culture is how your company makes decisions when 
you’re not there. Virtues are what you do, while values are 
merely what you believe. What you are is what you do. What 
you do is who you become. The required amount of communi-
cation is inversely proportional to the level of trust. Most 
people can absorb new information several times faster and 
more effectively by reading information than listening to it. A 
culture is a set of actions. When you take an action that’s 
inconsistent with your culture, the best fix is to admit it, then 
move to overcorrect the error. The “why” of every decision is 
what gets remembered. The samurai are the taproot of Japa-
nese culture to this day--a system not of values but of virtues. 
Culture is a consequence of actions rather than beliefs. Noth-
ing signals the importance of an issue like daily meetings 
about it. If you want to change who you are, you have to 
change the culture you’re in. You can’t change reality, but you 
can assign it a new meaning. The shining example of assign-
ing meaning was what Abraham Lincoln did in his Gettysburg 
Address. 
  


