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   Start with Why, Simon Sinek (2011) 
 
 This message is inherently optimistic and those who 
believe in it share it. We can all learn to lead. Only the Wright 
brothers started with WHY among the competitors to fly. Apple 
inspires. Apple starts with WHY. Martin Luther King started 
with WHY. Those who are able to inspire give people a sense of 
purpose or belonging that has little to do with any external in-
centive or benefit to be gained. Most companies have no clue 
why their customer are their customers or their employees are 
their employees. The only 2 ways to influence human behavior 
are to manipulate it or inspire it.  
 Manipulations work. Price is highly effective. In the 
drug world addicts are called junkies. In the business world we 
call them commodities. In 2008, US consumer bought more 
foreign-made automobiles than America-made. Like price, 
promotions also work. “Breakage” measures the % of customers 
who fail to take advantage of a promotion and end up paying 
full price. “Slippage” is the % of customer who don’t bother to 
apply for the rebate. A rebate lures customers to pay full price 
for a product, but nearly 40% fail to apply for the refund. Call it 
a tax on the disorganized, but retailers rely on it.  
 It is the belief that the robber has a real gun that is con-
sidered by the law in a case of armed robbery. Fear, real or per-
ceived, is arguably the most powerful manipulation of the lot. 
When fear is employed, facts are incidental. This how terrorism 
works. If fear motivates us to move away from something horri-
ble, aspirational messages tempt us toward something desirable. 
Aspirational messages are most effective with those who lack 
discipline or have a nagging fear or insecurity that they don’t 
have the ability to achieve their dreams on their own. You can 
get someone to buy a gym membership with an aspirational 
message, but to get them to go 3 days a week requires a bit of 
inspiration. The short-term response to long-term desire is alive 
and well. Like the habitual dieter, many never have the time or 
money to do it right the first time, but always have the time and 
money to do it again. Peer pressure works because we believe 
that the majority or the experts might know more than we do 
and we fear that we may be wrong.  
 Many confuse innovation with novelty. What compa-
nies cleverly disguise as “innovation” is in fact novelty. Before 
Apple, all of T-Mobile, Verizon Wireless, Sprint, and AT&T 
dictated to Motorola, Nokia, Ericson, LG what phones will do. 
But when Apple announced that they would tell the service pro-
vider what the phone would do, only AT&T agreed, earning 
them the exclusive deal to offer the new technology.  
 No manipulation breeds loyalty, though they are the 
norm in both business and politics today. Leadership is the abil-
ity to rally people, not for a single event, but for years. Repeat 
business is when people do business with you multiple times. 
Loyalty is when people are willing to turn down a better product 
or price to continue doing business with you. Manipulations are 
only a valid strategy for any behavior required once or on rare 
occasions. Ads discrediting opponents, a focus on single issues, 
and reliance on fear or aspirational desires are all indicators. It’s 
in tough times that loyal customers matter most. The prolifera-
tion of toothpaste varieties is a metaphor. Deciding what law 
firm to hire, college to attend, car to buy, company to work for  

 
or candidate to elect—there are too many choices. Manipula-
tions are the norm.  
 The danger of manipulations is that they work and 
have become the norm. We, the manipulators, have been ma-
nipulated by our own systems. With every price drop, promo-
tion, fear-based or aspirational message and novelty we use to 
achieve our goals, we find our companies, our organizations and 
our systems getting weaker and weaker. But there is an alterna-
tive. 
 There are a few leaders who choose to inspire rather 
than manipulate in order to motivate people. Every one of these 
inspiring leaders thinks, acts and communicates the same way. 
They do it by following a naturally occurring pattern that I call 
The Golden Circle. The Golden Circle finds order and predicta-
bility in human behavior. It helps us understand why we do 
what we do. Apple, Harley-Davidson, Dr. Martin Luther King, 
John F. Kennedy inspire(d) action instead of manipulating peo-
ple to act.  
 From the outside of the circle in, sequentially WHAT, 
HOW, and WHY. By WHY I mean what is your purpose, cause 
or belief? And WHY should anyone care? When most organiza-
tions or people think, act or communicate they do so from the 
outside in, from WHAT to WHY. But not inspired companies or 
leaders. Every one of them--regardless of their size or industry--
thinks, acts, and communicates from the inside out.  
 You see this pattern in business-to-business environ-
ments. “Here’s our law firm. Our lawyers went to the best 
schools and we represent the biggest clients. Hire us.” In poli-
tics--”Here’s the candidate, here are her views on taxes and im-
migration. See how she’s different? Vote for her.”  
 Let’s look at the Apple example again in the order they 
actually communicate: “We believe in thinking differently by 
making our products beautifully designed, simple to use and 
user-friendly. And we happen to make great computers. Wanna 
buy one?” Apple doesn’t simply reverse the order of infor-
mation, their message starts with WHY. WHAT they do serves 
as tangible proof of their cause. Their products give life to their 
cause. It is always clear that Apple “thinks different.” Apple’s 
WHY, to challenge the status quo and to empower the individu-
al, repeats in all they say and do. It is Apple’s clarity of WHY 
that gives them such a remarkable ability to innovate.   
 People don’t buy WHAT you do, they buy WHY you 
do it. Companies try to sell us WHAT they do, but we buy 
WHY they do it. They communicate from the outside in; they 
lead with WHAT and HOW. All of Apple’s competitors lost 
their WHY. Now all those companies define themselves by 
WHAT they do. When that happens, price, quality, service and 
features become the primary currency to motivate a purchase 
decision and its products have become commodities.  
 Knowing your WHY is the only way to maintain a 
lasting success. The story of the railroads has eerie similarities 
to the music industry, as does the newspaper, publishing and 
television industries. Our need to belong is not rational, but it is 
a constant that exists across all people in all cultures. When we 
feel like we belong, we feel connected and safe. As humans we 
crave the feeling and we seek it out. We trust those with whom 



2 

 

we a perceive common values or beliefs. When a company 
clearly communicates their WHY, what they believe, and we 
believe what they believe, then we will sometimes go to ex-
traordinary lengths to include those products or brands in our 
lives. They become markers or symbols of the values and be-
liefs we hold dear. U2 and Apple belong together because they 
share the same values and beliefs. They both push boundaries.   
 The levels of The Golden Circle correspond precisely 
with the 3 major levels of the brain: The neocortex with the 
WHAT level—responsible for rational and analytical thought 
and language. The middle 2 sections comprise the limbic 
brain—responsible for our feelings, such as trust, loyalty, be-
havior and decision-making. The problem with love is we only 
know when we’ve found it because it “just feels right.” The 
same is true for other decisions. It’s not that people don’t know 
their true motivation for a decision, it’s that they have trouble 
explaining why they do what they do. Decision-making and the 
ability to explain those decisions exist in different part of the 
brain.  
 People don’t buy WHAT you do, they buy WHY you 
do it. A failure to communicate WHY creates stress or doubt. 
The heart represents the limbic, feeling part of the brain, and the 
mind is the rational, language center. The art of leading is about 
following your heart. Absent a WHY, a decision is harder to 
make. The part of the brain that controls decision-making is 
different from the part that is able to report that decision. Great 
leaders and organizations are good at giving us things we would 
never think of asking for 
 Feeling clean is more important to people than being 
clean. The power of the limbic brain is not only that it controls 
our gut decisions, but it can influence us to do things that seem 
illogical or irrational. It is not logic or facts but our hopes and 
dreams, our hearts and our guts, that drive us to try new things. 
 People want to do business with the company that of-
fers them the best-quality products, with the most features, the 
best service. But companies with the greatest loyalty rarely have 
all those. In reality, Apple’s customers don’t really care about 
Apple, it’s all about themselves. Products with a clear sense of 
WHY give people a way to tell the outside world who they are 
and what they believe.  
 When the WHY is absent, imbalance is produced, ma-
nipulations thrive and uncertainty increases for buyers. If you 
don’t know why you do what you do, how will anyone else? To 
inspire starts with the clarity of WHY. It’s the discipline to nev-
er veer from your cause, to hold yourself accountable to HOW 
you do things; that’s the hardest part. For values or guiding 
principles to be truly effective they have to be verbs.  
 A WHY is just a belief. HOWs are the actions you take 
to realize that belief. And WHATs are the results of those ac-
tions—your products, service, marketing PR, culture and who 
you hire. All must be consistent. With consistency people will 
see and hear what you belief--the only way they will know it. It 
is at the WHAT level that authenticity happens.  
 You can’t ask others what you have to do to be authen-
tic. Being authentic means you already know. Authenticity 
means is that your Golden Circle is in balance—that everything 
you say and do you actually believe. Authenticity matters. It 
produces the relationships upon which all the best sales organi-

zations are based. Relationships also build trust. And with trust 
comes loyalty.  Authenticity is a requirement for success to last.  
The final step is to keep it all in the right order. WHY must 
come first. Starting with WHY inspires people to act.  
 Southwest Airline was not built to be an airline. It was 
built to champion a cause. They happened to use an airline to do 
it. “We’re the champions for the common man” was the WHY 
they started the airline. Southwest had 2 price categories: night/ 
weekends and daytime. “You are now free to move about the 
country.” That’s a cause. Price was simply one of the ways the 
airline brought their cause to life. They are the most profitable 
airline in history. Delta and United launched low-cost alterna-
tives, but both failed. The problem was, no one knew WHY 
they existed. Differentiation happens in WHY and HOW you do 
it. What they do is not always significantly better. But WHY 
Southwest does it is crystal clear and everything they do proves 
it.   
 Manipulation and inspiration both tickle the limbic 
brain—those visceral limbic feelings that create loyalty. Loyalty 
and real emotional value exist in the brain of the buyer, not the 
seller. Even when a company airs its message, it is only an indi-
vidual that can receive it. There is no difference between sales 
and dating. WHATs don’t drive decision-making, WHATs 
should be used as proof of WHY. In business, like a bad date, 
many companies work hard to prove their value without saying 
WHY they exist in the first place.  
 The ability to put WHY into words provides emotional 
context for decisions. It’s more scalable than “I feel it’s right.” 
When you know your WHY, the highest level of confidence you 
can offer is, “I know it’s right.” The rational WHATs offer proof 
for the feeling of WHY. If you can clearly state your WHY, 
you’ll provide clear context for those around you to understand 
why a decision was made. And if the decision flies in the face of 
all the facts and figures then it will highlight the other factors 
that need to be considered. It can turn a controversial decision 
from a debate into a discussion.  
 We turn away business because some potential clients 
don’t believe what we believe and are not interested in anything 
to do with inspiring people. The goal of business should be to 
focus on the people who believe what you believe. When we are 
selective about doing business only with those who believe in 
our WHY, trust emerges.   
 If a company mistreats their people, watch how their 
employees treat their customers. You can’t have a good product 
or service without people who like coming to work. Trust is a 
feeling, not a rational experience. It emerges when we have a 
sense that another person or organization is driven by things 
other than their own self-gain. Value, by definition, is the trans-
ference of trust. You must earn trust by communicating and 
demonstrating that you share the same values and beliefs. You 
must talk about your WHY and prove it with WHAT you do.  
 Leading means that others willingly follow you and 
trust that your decisions have the best interest of the group at 
heart. Most healthy people like their life to win. The only varia-
tion is the score we use. The metric is relative, but the desire is 
the same. “We measure things the employees can control and 
make the stakes something the employees would win or lose 
together.”  
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 When we share values and beliefs with others, we form 
trust. American culture values ideals of entrepreneurship, inde-
pendence and self-reliance. We call our WHY the American 
Dream. It’s not true that all immigrants have an entrepreneurial 
spirit—just the ones that are viscerally drawn to America. 
That’s what a WHY does. Those immigrants will say of Ameri-
ca, “I love it here,” or “I love this country.” It’s how they feel 
about their own opportunity and ability to thrive. 
 We do better in cultures in which we are good fits. It is 
beneficial to live and work in a place where you thrive because 
your values and beliefs align with the values and beliefs of that 
culture. A company is a culture. The goal is to hire people who 
believe what you believe. “You don’t hire for skills; you hire for 
attitude. You can always teach skills.” The genius of Southwest 
came from figuring out why some people were such good fits 
and then developing systems to find more of them. Great com-
panies don’t hire skilled people and motivate them, they hire 
already motivated people and inspire them.  
 The role of a leader is to create an environment in 
which great ideas can happen. If the people inside a company 
are constantly reminded WHY it was founded and told to look 
for ways to bring that cause to life, they will do more than their 
job. Apples’ employees look for ways to bring their cause to 
life. At many other companies that define themselves by WHAT 
they do, instead of WHY they do it, they instruct their people to 
be innovative around a product or service—"Make it better.”  
 Companies with a clear sense of WHY tend to ignore 
their competition. The ability of a company to innovate is inval-
uable for navigating struggle. Southwest Airlines is famous for 
pioneering the 10-minute turnaround—the ability to deplane, 
prep, and board a plan in 10 minutes. Gambling is very different 
from calculated risk. With calculated risk steps are taken to ei-
ther guard against or respond to an unlikely but possible out-
come.  
 Barings lost its WHY. The lack of a clear set of values 
and beliefs, along with the weak culture that resulted, created 
the conditions for an every-man-for-himself environment. If 
people aren’t looking out for the community, then the benefits 
of a community erode.  
 Trust allows us to rely on others. Only when individu-
als can trust the culture or organization will they take personal 
risks in order to advance that culture or organization as a whole, 
for no other reason than it’s good for their own personal health 
and survival. Knowing that the net is there gives the trapeze 
artist the confidence to try something he’s never done before, or 
to do it again and again. Remove the net and he will only do the 
safe tricks, the ones he knows he can land. For those within a 
community or organization, they must trust that their leaders 
provide a net—practical or emotional. Great organizations be-
come great because the people inside it feel protected. The 
strong sense of belonging acts like a net.  
 It’s a subtle irony that Southwest, one of the best cus-
tomer service companies in the country, focuses on its employ-
ees before its customers. The trust between the management and 
employees, not dogma, is what produces the great customer 
service. Some in management positions operate as if they are in 
a tree of monkeys. They make sure the everyone at the top of 

the tree looking down sees only smiles. But all too often, those 
at the bottom looking up see only asses.     
 If companies work to keep their Golden Circle in bal-
ance—clarity, discipline and consistency—then they must re-
mind everyone WHY the company exists, WHY it was founded, 
and WHAT it believes. Bonuses and incentives must revolve 
around them. The company must serve those whom they wish to 
serve it. This is the root of passion—feeling like you are a part 
of something that you believe in, something bigger than your-
self. If people do not trust that a company is organized to ad-
vance the WHY, then passion is diluted. Without trust, people 
will show up to do their jobs and they will worry primarily 
about themselves. This is the root of office politics. 
 If employees come first and are treated right, they treat 
the outside world right, the outside world uses the company’s 
product again, and that makes the shareholders happy.  
 There is no current measurement of a celebrity’s 
WHY. Use of a celebrity will fail to build trust. The opinions of 
others matter. The opinions of those we trust matter most.  
 The Law of Diffusion of Innovations explains the 
spread of ideas. The consumer population is broken into 5 seg-
ments across a bell curve: innovators, early adopters, early ma-
jority, late majority and laggards. Mass-market success can only 
be achieved after you penetrate between 15-18% of the market, 
past the early adopters. Loyalty is when people are willing to 
suffer inconvenience or pay a premium to do busines with you.  
This says more about them than about you and your products. 
The transition between the early adopters and the early majority 
is hard to cross, but not if you know WHY. The challenge is, 
which are the influencers? We are all influencers at different 
times for different reasons. The entire act of incentivizing an 
influence is manipulative and erodes trust and the value of the 
influencer. Absent a WHY, new ideas and technologies quickly 
find themselves playing the price-and-feature game.  
 Dr. King was absolute in his conviction. He knew 
change had to happen in America. His clarity of WHY, his 
sense of purpose, gave him the strength and energy to continue 
his fight against seemingly insurmountable odds. His words had 
the power to inspire: ”I believe. A just law is a man-made code 
that squares with moral law. An unjust law is a code that is out 
of harmony with moral law…Any law that uplifts the human 
personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is 
unjust.” He gave us clarity, a way to explain how we felt. He 
gave us the words that inspired us. We believed.  
 Start with WHY, but know HOW. Energy incites. Cha-
risma inspires. Bill Gates doesn’t have energy, but he inspires. 
All great leaders have charisma because they have clarity of 
WHY, an undying belief in a purpose or cause bigger than 
themselves. What inspires us is Gates’s undying optimism that 
even the most complicated problems can be solved. It’s his op-
timism to which we are drawn. The Gates Foundation has noth-
ing to do with software, but is another way he has found to 
bring his WHY to life. Charisma comes from a clarity of WHY 
and commands loyalty. Energy does not.  
 Regardless of WHAT we do in our lives, our WHY 
never changes. WHAT we do is simply the tangible way we 
find to breathe life into that cause. When a WHY is clear, those 
who share that belief will be drawn to it and may want to take 
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part in bringing it to life. With each success, what was previous-
ly just a dream becomes a provable and tangible reality. The 
pessimists are usually right, but it’s the optimists who change 
the world. WHY-types are the visionaries. HOW-types live 
more in the here and now. Most people are HOW-types.  
 The vision is the public statement of the founder’s in-
tent, WHY the company exists. The mission statement is de-
scription of the route, the guiding principles—HOW the compa-
ny intends to create that future. The best chief executives are 
WHY-types. The best chief financial officers and chief operat-
ing officers are high-performing HOW-types.  
 A shared upbringing and life experience increase the 
probability of shared values and beliefs. Reach and frequency 
are commonly used by ad agencies to gauge the number of peo-
ple exposed to the advertising. For a message to have real im-
pact, to affect behavior and seed loyalty, it needs more than 
publicity. It must be amplified to reach enough people to tip the 
scale. The Golden Circle is, in practice, a megaphone. It re-
quires that everyone in the organization be held accountable to 
HOW you do things—to your values and guiding principles. 
 Know WHY. Know HOW. Then WHAT? A WHY 
never changes. Ever notice that Apple’s advertising never shows 
groups enjoying their products? Always individuals. Empower-
ing the individual spirit is WHY Apple exists. Apple knows the 
WHY and so do we. The only contact that an organized system 
has with an unorganized one is at the base—at the WHAT level. 
Everything an organization says and does communicates the 
leader’s vision to the outside world. 
 As a WHY company grows, systems and processes are 
added and other people join. The cause embodied by an individ-
ual slowly morphs into a structured organization and the cone 
starts to take shape. As it grows, the leader’s role changes into 
the personification of the WHY--to inspire. I love asking CEO’s 
what their biggest priority is. I generally get 1 of 2 answers: 
customers or shareholders. Both of these exist outside the or-
ganization in the chaotic world of the marketplace. The leader’s 
responsibility is not to focus on the outside market—it’s to fo-
cus on the layer directly beneath: HOW. WHY exists in the part 
of the brain that controls feelings and decision-making but not 
language. WHATs exist in the part of the brain that controls 
rational thought and language. We tell stories and use symbols. 
We use tangible things for those who believe what we believe to 
point to and say, “That’s why I’m inspired.”  
 Our flag is infused with so much meaning that some 
have tried to pass laws banning its desecration. The goal of the 
laws they propose is to protect the meaning the symbol repre-
sents: the WHY. They pit our desire for freedom of expression 
with our desire to protect a symbol of that freedom.   
 For a logo to become a symbol, people must be in-
spired to use it to say something about who they are. There are 
people with Harley-Davidson tattoos. The logo has become a 
symbol which is no longer about Harley, it’s about them. A 
London double-decker bus or a cowboy hat—both are symbols 
of national cultures. We call it “lifestyle marketing” because 
people have integrated commercial products into the style of 
their lives.  
 Best practices are not always best. What matters more 
is that WHAT and HOW you do things are consistent with your 

WHY. It’s not that other’s advice isn’t good, it’s just not good 
for you. The advice doesn’t fit. Starting with WHY not only 
helps you know which is the right advice for you to follow, but 
also which decisions will put you out of balance. A WHY pro-
vides a clear filter for decision-making.  
 Disney operates with a clear sense of WHY they exist-- 
to promote good, clean family fun--and everything they say and 
do has for decades worked to prove it. Southwest has been so 
consistent over time that we almost know what to expect from 
them. It offers only open seating. If Delta or United or Conti-
nental tried to do the same, it wouldn’t make sense; open seat-
ing doesn’t fit their way. Everyone knew what VW stood for—
power to the people. When they introduced a luxury model, few 
people bought one. Honda and Toyota knew this principle better 
than VW. When they decided to add luxury modes to their 
lineups, they created new brands, Lexus and Acura respectively 
to do it. If a company tries too many times to “seize market op-
portunities” inconsistent with their WHY, over time their WHY 
will go fuzzy and their ability to inspire and command loyalty 
will deteriorate. It is at the WHAT level that a cause is brought 
to life.  
 The biggest challeng is success. San Walton believed 
in people. Wal-Mart was WHAT Walton built to serve his fel-
low human beings and customers. Service was a higher cause. 
The problem was that his cause was not clearly handed down 
after he died. They forgot Walton’s WHY and their driving mo-
tivation became all about “cheap.” Efficiency and margins be-
came the name of the game. “A computer can tell you down to 
the dime what you’ve sold, but it can never tell you how much 
you could have sold,” said Walton. Nearly every Walmart scan-
dal has centered on how poorly they treat their customers and 
employees. There was a time when legislators would help pass 
laws to allow Walmart into new communities; now lawmakers 
rally to keep them out because of Walmart’s reputation for un-
fair labor practices. WHAT they do and HOW they are doing it 
hasn’t changed. What has changed is that their WHY went 
fuzzy, and we all know it.  
 I asked a group of high-performing entrepreneurs how 
many of them had achieved their financial goals. 80% of the 
hand went up. “How many of you feel successful?” About 80% 
of the hands went down. This group of entrepreneurs gathered 
to discuss matter of WHY, and at times it was quite intense. 
There was a feeling of immense trust rather than ruthless com-
petition. Every one of these successful business owners knew 
WHAT they did. They knew HOW they did it. But for many, 
they no longer knew WHY.  
 Many who achieve great success don’t always feel it. 
Some who achieve fame talk about the loneliness that often 
goes with it. That’s because success and achievement are not the 
same thing, yet we often mistake one for the other. Achieve-
ment comes when you pursue and attain WHAT you want. Suc-
cess come when you are clear in pursuit of WHY you want it. 
Our achievements, WHAT we do, serve as the milestones to 
indicate we are on the right path. It is not an either/ or—we need 
both. Some, while in pursuit of success, simply mistake WHAT 
they achieve as the final destination. Most of us, unfortunately, 
reach a place where WHAT we are doing and WHY we are do-
ing it eventually fall out of balance.  
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 At the beginning, ideas are fueled by passion. Many 
early employees demonstrate classic early-adopter behavior. 
The reason so many small businesses fail, however, is because 
passion alone can’t cut it. For passion to survive, it needs struc-
ture. A WHY without the HOWs, passion without structure, has 
a high probability of failure. Only 10% of small businesses 
don’t fail in their first 3 years. But for structure to grow, it needs 
passion. I often witness successful entrepreneurs who stopped 
focusing on WHY they started business in the first place.  
 The single greatest challenge any organization will 
face is success. Whereas gut was the filter for early decisions, 
rational cases and empirical data serve as the sole basis for later 
decisions. The volume of the megaphone comes solely from 
growth of WHAT. The moment at which the clarity of WHY 
starts to go fuzzy is the split. At this point organizations may be 
loud, but they are no longer clear. When organizations are 
small, clarity of WHY is understood because the source or pas-
sion is near—in fact it physically comes to work every day. The 
School Bus Test is useful: if a founder or leader of an organiza-
tion were to be hit by a school bus, would the organization con-
tinue?  
 Christina Harbridge started Bridgeport Financial col-
lection agency. She built her company on her WHY—that eve-
ryone has a story and everyone deserves to be listened to. Her 
approach was to have her agents try to establish rapport with the 
debtor on the other end of the phone in the course of a 3-minute 
conversation. The goal was to learn everything they could about 
the person’s circumstances. “We would get people to tell us the 
truth.” Bonuses were given based on how many “thank you” 
cards her agents sent out. Only good-fit hires would be capable 
of creating an environment on the telephone that would actually 
warrant sending a thank-you card, even though the purpose of 
the call was to ask for money. Harbridge measured WHY her 
company existed, not WHAT they did, and the result was a cul-
ture in which compassion was valued above all. Bridgeport Fi-
nancial collected 300% more than the industry average and most 
of the people and companies who were initially being pursued 
ended up doing more business with the original company that 
sent the collections agency after then in the first place—almost 
unprecedented in the collection industry. She succeeded because 
she found a way to measure the WHY. 
 Unfortunately, most companies have poor measure-
ments to ensure that a WHY stays clear. Value is a feeling, not a 
calculation. Bill Gates is special because he embodies what he 
believes and is a reminder of WHY everyone comes to work. 
He founded Microsoft with Paul Allen in 1975 to advance a 
higher cause: if you give people the right tools, and make them 
more productive, then everyone, will have an opportunity to 
achieve their real potential. “A PC in every home and on every 
desk,” he envisioned; remarkable from a company that didn’t 
even make PCs. He saw the PC as the great equalizer. Microsoft 
has done more to change the world than Apple. It is Microsoft 
that was responsible for the advancement of the personal com-
puter. With Gates gone, Microsoft does not have sufficient sys-
tems to measure and preach their WHY anymore. This an issue 
that will have an exponential impact as time passes.  
 Originally hired by Jobs in 1983, John Sculley was a 
capable executive with a proven track record, having risen 

quickly through the ranks of PepsiCo. At Pepsi, he created the 
wildly successful Pepsi Challenge taste test advertising cam-
paign. Playing off Sculley’s ego, aspirations and fears, Jobs 
completed a perfectly executed manipulation in hiring him. But 
Jobs was ousted from his own company a few years later. It 
wasn’t until Jobs returned in 1997 that everyone inside and out-
side the company was reminded WHY Apple existed. When a 
person who personifies the WHY departs without clearly articu-
lating WHY the company was founded in the first place, they 
leave no clear cause for their successor to lead. The result is 
diminished morale, mass exodus, poor performance and a slow 
and steady transition to a culture of mistrust and every-man-for-
himself.  
 If you look back at the history of Starbucks, it thrived 
not because of its coffee but because of the experience it offered 
to customers. Howard Schultz’s vision of building a comforta-
ble environment between work and home, the “third space,” as 
he called it, created a coffeeshop culture in the US that had until 
then only existed on college campuses. When he left, Starbucks 
faltered until he returned. Failing to put the movement into hard 
words leaves them as the only ones who can lead the movement.  
That’s why we call it a succession, not a replacement. There is a 
continuity of vision.  
 Test whether WHAT a company is doing effectively 
proves WHY they were founded. The part of the brain that con-
trols the WHY doesn’t control language. An investment in Wal-
Mart on the day Sam Walton died would have earned a share-
holder a 300% gain by the time this book was written. An in-
vestment in Costco on the same day would have netted an 800% 
gain. Costco’s advantage is that the embodiment of the WHY, 
Jim Sinegal, is still there. Apple’s ability to ignite revolutions 
and Microsoft’s ability to take ideas to the mass market illus-
trated the WHY of each company and their respective founders. 
Jobs had always been about challenge and Gates has always 
been about getting to the most people. All computer and tech-
nology companies have open access to talent and resources and 
are just as qualified to produce all the products Apple does.  
 Every person has a WHY and every organization has 
one too. My WHY is to inspire people to do the things that in-
spire them, and if I am to be authentic to that cause there was 
only one decision to make—to give it away, to talk about it, to 
share it. The only thing that I do that most don’t is, I learned to 
start with WHY. When you compete against yourself, everyone 
wants to help you. All organizations start with WHY, but only 
the great ones keep their WHY clear year after year. We come 
to work to inspire people to do the things that inspire them. Our 
goal is to find customers who believe what we believe and work 
together so that we can all succeed. 
  If every organization started with WHY, decisions 
would be simpler. Loyalties would be greater. Trust would be a 
common currency. Optimism would reign and innovation would 
thrive. All leaders must have a vision of the world that does not 
exist and the ability to communicate it.   
    
[The only 2 ways to influence human behavior are to manipu-
late it or inspire it. People don’t buy WHAT you do, they buy 
WHY you do it. Value, by definition, is the transference of trust. 
We call our WHY the American Dream. It’s not true that all 
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immigrants have an entrepreneurial spirit—just the ones that are 
viscerally drawn to America. Great companies hire already mo-
tivated people and inspire them. The Golden Circle is, in prac-
tice, a megaphone. A WHY provides a clear filter for decision-
making. The volume of the megaphone comes solely from 
growth of WHAT. Every person has a WHY and every organi-
zation has one too.] 


