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Culture Code: The Secrets of Highly Successful Groups, Daniel Coyle (2018)  

 In dozens of trials, kindergartners built structures that 
averaged 26” tall, while business school students built struc-
tures that averaged less than 10.” What matters is the interac-
tion. The business school students engaged in a process psy-
chologists call status management. They are figuring out 
where they fit into the larger picture: Who is in charge? Is it 
okay to criticize someone’s idea? What are the rules here? But 
the kindergartners’ behavior is efficient and effective. They 
are not competing for status. They work energetically to-
gether. They move quickly, spotting problems and offering 
help. They experiment, take risks, and notice outcomes, which 
guides them toward effective solutions.  

Group culture is one of the most powerful forces on 
the planet. We sense its presence inside successful businesses, 
championship teams, and thriving families. We all know that it 
works. We just don’t know quite how it works. Their cultures 
are created by a few skills. Build Safety—explores how sig-
nals of connection generate bonds of belonging and identity. 
Share Vulnerability—explains how habits of mutual risk 
drive trusting cooperation. Establish Purpose —tells how 
narratives create shared goals and values.  

Nick (actor) portrays 3 negative archetypes: the Jerk 
(an aggressive, defiant deviant), the Slacker (a withholder of 
effort), and the Downer (a depressive Eeyore type). His behav-
ior reduces the quality of the group’s performance by 30-40%. 
The drop-off is consistent whether he plays the Jerk, the 
Slacker, or the Downer. However, 1 group with Jonathan out-
performed. When Nick behaves like a jerk, Jonathan reacts in-
stantly with warmth. Then Jonathan pivots and asks a simple 
question that draws the others out, and he listens intently and 
responds.  “Hey, this is all really comfortable and engaging, 
and I’m curious about what everybody else has to say.” It was 
amazing how such simple, small behaviors kept everybody en-
gaged and on task. Small behaviors made all the difference. 
Jonathan succeeds without taking any of the actions we nor-
mally associate with a strong leader. His group succeeds not 
because its members are smarter but because they are safer.  

Safety is not mere emotional weather but the founda-
tion on which strong culture is built. When you ask people in-
side highly successful groups to describe their relationship 
with one another, they all tend to choose the same word--fam-
ily. A pattern of interaction • Close physical proximity • Pro-
fuse amounts of eye contact • Physical touch (handshakes, fist 
bumps, hugs) • Lots of short, energetic exchanges (no long 
speeches) • High levels of mixing; everyone talks to everyone 
• Few interruptions • Lots of questions • Intensive, active lis-
tening • Humor, laughter • Small, attentive courtesies (thank-
yous, opening doors, etc.). Spending time inside these groups 
was physically addictive. There was something irresistible 
about being around these groups that made me crave more 
connection.  

Belonging cues are behaviors that create safe connec-
tion in groups. Proximity, eye contact, energy, mimicry, turn 
taking, attention, body language, vocal pitch, consistency of 
emphasis, and whether everyone talks to everyone else in the 
group. A steady pulse of interactions. Belonging cues have 3 
qualities: Energy: They invest in the exchange that is occur-
ring. Individualization: They treat the person as unique and 

valued. Future orientation: They signal the relationship will 
continue. These cues add up to a message that can be de-
scribed with a single phrase: recognize how deeply obsessed 
our unconscious brains are with it. We are built to require lots 
of signaling, over and over. This is why a sense of belonging 
is easy to destroy and hard to build.  

It’s possible to predict performance by ignoring all 
the informational content in the exchange and focusing on a 
handful of belonging cues. The first 5 minutes of sociometric 
data strongly predicted the outcomes of negotiations. The be-
longing cues sent in the initial moments of the interaction mat-
tered more than anything they said. The content of the pitch 
didn’t matter as much as the set of cues with which the pitch 
was delivered and received. Team performance is driven by 5 
measurable factors: 1. Everyone in the group talks and listens 
in equal measure, keeping contributions short. 2. Members 
maintain high levels of eye contact, and their conversations 
and gestures are energetic. 3. Members communicate directly 
with one another, not just with the team leader. Members carry 
on back-channel or side conversations within the team. 5. 
Members periodically break, go exploring outside the team, 
and bring information back to share with the others. Ignore 
every individual skill and attribute we associate with high-per-
forming groups. When we see people in our peer group play 
with an idea, our behavior changes. That’s how intelligence is 
created. That’s how culture is created. Google personnel inter-
acted exactly as the kindergartners in the spaghetti-marshmal-
low challenge.  

After a suicide attempt, in the months after their re-
lease, half of patients received a series of postcards. Those that 
received the postcards were readmitted at half the rate of the 
control group. The amygdala, and it’s our primeval vigilance 
device, constantly scans the environment and plays a vital role 
in building social connections. When you receive a belonging 
cue, the amygdala switches roles and starts to use its immense 
unconscious neural horsepower to build and sustain your so-
cial bonds. It transforms from a growling guard dog into an 
energetic guide dog to make sure you stay tightly connected 
with your people. The moment you’re part of a group, the 
amygdala tunes in to who’s in that group and starts tracking 
them. Belonging happens from the outside in. Our social 
brains light up when they receive a steady accumulation of al-
most invisible cues: a flame that needs to be continually fed by 
signals of safe connection. Cohesion happens when they are lit 
up by clear, steady signals of safe connection.  

World War I marked the historical intersection of 
modern weapons and medieval strategy. The 1913 Christmas 
Truce was far bigger than what has been reported, involving 
10s of thousands of men along 2/3 of the British-held line. The 
interactions included eating, drinking, cooking, singing, play-
ing soccer matches, exchanging photos, bartering, and burying 
the dead. It began not on Christmas but weeks before, when a 
steady flow of interactions created bonds of safety, identity, 
and trust. The physical closeness of the 2 sides--while it 
brought violence--also brought connection through the smells 
of cooking and the sounds of voices, laughter, and songs. Sol-
diers on both sides became aware that they followed the same 
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daily rhythms and routines of meals, resupply, and troop rota-
tions. The tacit cease-fires grew to include supply lines (off 
limits), latrines (same), and the gathering of casualties after a 
battle. Those interactions each involved an emotional ex-
change of unmistakable clarity. The connections grew. In sev-
eral sectors, certain areas were designated as “out of bounds” 
for sniper fire and designated with white flags. Together, re-
peated day after day, they combined to create conditions that 
set the stage for a deeper connection.  

A WIPRO call center in Bangalore, India in the late 
2000s found its employees leaving in droves, 50-70%/year. 
They tried to fix things with incentives, with little effect. But 
one group also received standard training, plus an additional 1 
hour focused not on the company but on the employee. They 
were asked questions like, “What is unique about you that 
leads to your happiest times and best performances at work?” 
In a brief exercise, they were asked to imagine they were lost 
at sea and to consider what special skills they might bring to 
the situation. At the end of the hour, they were given a fleece 
sweatshirt embroidered with their name alongside the com-
pany’s name. Trainees from this group were 250% more likely 
to still be working at WIPRO. They received a steady stream 
of individualized, future-oriented, amygdala-activating be-
longing cues. All these signals were small—a personal ques-
tion about their best times at work, an exercise that revealed 
their individual skills, a sweatshirt embroidered with their 
name. These signals didn’t take much time to deliver, but they 
made a huge difference because they created a foundation of 
psychological safety that built connection and identity. “I 
don’t remember much about that day, but I remember it felt 
motivating.”  

The Minuteman missileers in the 1940s formed a per-
fectly designed storm of anti-belonging cues, where there was 
no connection, no future, and no safety. Yet they found suc-
cessful and fulfilling lives once they left the broken missileer 
culture. It’s useful to contrast the missileers’ dysfunctional 
culture with that of their navy counterparts who work in nu-
clear submarines. Where they differ is in the density of the be-
longing cues in their respective environments. Sailors in sub-
marines have close physical proximity, take part in purposeful 
activity (global patrols that include missions beyond deter-
rence), and are part of a career pathway that can lead to the 
highest positions in the navy. 

The best National Basketball Association coach of 
the modern era was determined by predicting how many 
games a team should win. Gregg Popovich, Coach of the San 
Antonio Spurs, resides alone at the far reaches of the graph, a 
planet unto himself. The Spurs rank as the most successful 
team in American sports over the last 2 decades. “Selfless,” 
LeBron James said. “Guys move, cut, pass, you’ve got a shot, 
you take it. But it’s all for the team and it’s never about the in-
dividual.” Popovich is a product of the Air Force Academy 
which values discipline above all. Create the most cohesive 
team in all of sports? (The Spurs include players from 7 coun-
tries.) The way Pop approaches every relationship: He fills 
their cups. ”He’ll tell you the truth, with no bullshit, and then 
he’ll love you to death.” Longtime Spurs star Tim Duncan de-
scribes his selection process.  They didn’t just meet—they 
spent 4 days together traveling the island of St Croix, US Vir-
gin Islands, visiting Duncan’s family and friends, swimming 

in the ocean, and talking about everything under the sun ex-
cept basketball. Popovic wanted to determine if Duncan was 
the kind of person who was tough, unselfish, and humble 
enough to build a team around. It evolved into a father-son re-
lationship, a high-trust, no-bullshit connection that provides a 
vivid model for other players. 

After their previous night playoff loss the in Okla-
homa City, Popovich showed a  CNN documentary on the 50th 
anniversary of the Voting Rights Act. As the story unfolded 
they watched. When it was over he asked questions, what did 
you think of it? What would you have done in that situation? 
Popovich would create similar conversations on the war in 
Syria, or a change of government in Argentina, gay marriage, 
institutional racism, terrorism. The message: there are bigger 
things than basketball to which we are all connected. He uses 
food and wine as a bridge to build relationships with players. 
There are team dinners, smaller group dinners with handfuls 
of players, and coach’s dinners, which happen every night on 
the road before a game. At the end of the season, each coach 
gets a leather-bound keepsake book containing the menus and 
wine labels from every dinner. 

Highly successful cultures are energized and en-
gaged, but at their core their members are oriented less around 
achieving happiness than solving hard problems together. 
They are all led by those who say, I’m giving you these com-
ments because I have very high expectations and I know that 
you can reach them. They contains 3 cues: 1. You are part of 
this group. 2. This group is special; we have high standards 
here. 3. I believe you can reach those standards. These signals 
provide a clear message that lights up the brain: Here is a safe 
place to give effort. They have 3 types of belonging cues. • 
Personal, up-close connection --I care about you. • Perfor-
mance feedback--We have high standards here. • Big-picture 
perspective-- Life is bigger than basketball. Popovich toggles 
among the 3 signals to connect his team. But together they 
create a steady stream of magical feedback. This adds up to 
build a relational narrative: You are part of this group. This 
group is special. I believe you can reach those standards. 

This is more impressive when you consider that self-
ishness is incentivized in the NBA. The play-offs received 
$22,044 additional salary per field goal Passing the ball in-
stead of shooting is the equivalent of handing a teammate 
$28,161. Popovich does not use his computer; his assistant 
prints out his emails. While his staff persuaded him to buy an 
iPhone last year so that he could receive texts, he has yet to 
send one.  

Tony Hsieh is the founder of Zappos in downtown 
Las Vega—a Sim City unfolding in real time, with Hsieh as 
both designer and player. “If you set things up right, the con-
nection happens.” He is a human version of a social app, and 
he makes each connection with the same light, low-key, posi-
tive vibe. Collisions are, he believes, the lifeblood of any or-
ganization, the key driver of creativity, community, and cohe-
sion. He has set a goal of having 1000 “collisionable hours” 
per year for himself and a 100,000 collisionable hours per acre 
for the Downtown Project. He funnels people through a single 
entrance. “My job is to architect the greenhouse. Collisions are 
what matters. When an idea becomes part of a language, it be-
comes the default way of thinking. You don’t feel it in your 
head, you feel it in your stomach. It’s a feeling of possibility”, 
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and he creates it wherever he goes. It’s unconscious with him. 
Why do they respond to you? He says, ‘I have no idea.’ 

For an interview with Hsieh, Hsu said she got a 2-
lime email, “Meet these people, then ask them who else you 
should meet. I ended up moving here. It wasn’t logical at all. It 
was like I had to do it,” she said. Hsieh is anti-charismatic, 
does not communicate well, and his tools are grade school 
simple— meet people, you’ll figure it out. One pattern was ap-
parent: The most successful projects were those driven by sets 
of individuals who formed what Allen called “clusters of high 
communicators.”  

The distance between desks mattered most in creating 
a successful team. It had less to do with intelligence and expe-
rience and more to do with where the desks were located. Vis-
ual contact is very, very important. If you’re on a different 
floor in some organizations, you may as well be in a different 
country. At distances of less than 8 meters, communication 
frequency rises off the charts. Certain proximities trigger huge 
changes in frequency of communication; >50 meters and com-
munication ceases. Proximity functions as a connective drug. 
Get close, and our tendency to connect lights up.  

We don’t get consistently close to someone unless 
it’s mutually safe. We’re more likely to interact virtually with 
people who are physically close. (One study found that those 
who shared a location emailed one another 4 times as often as 
workers who did not). Tony Hsieh leverages the Allen Curve. 
“We sort of do it in a sneaky way. We give them a place to 
stay for free and don’t tell them too much. They get here, hang 
out and see what’s happening, and some of them decide to 
join. Things just happen. About 5% end up moving here. ” 
Hsieh has built a machine that transforms strangers into a 
tribe. “I never say very much; I don’t make any big pitch. I 
just let them experience this place and wait for the moment to 
be right. Then I look at them and ask, ‘So when are you mov-
ing to Vegas?’  

Will Felps has applied these principles to his personal 
life. “I try to show that I’m listening. When they’re talking, 
I’m looking at their face, nodding, saying ‘What do you mean 
by that?’ ‘Could you tell me more about this?’ or asking their 
opinions about what we should do, drawing people out.” Cre-
ating safety is about dialing in to small, subtle moments and 
delivering targeted signals at key points. Overcommunicate 
your listening: “Posture and expression are incredibly im-
portant,” Avoid interruptions. The smoothness of turn taking 
is a powerful indicator of cohesive group performance. Draw a 
distinction between interruptions born of mutual excitement 
and those rooted in lack of awareness and connection. “What 
am I missing?” “What do you think?” “To create safety, lead-
ers need to actively invite input. It’s hard for people not to an-
swer a question from a leader who asks for their opinion or 
their help. Hug the messenger of negative feedback and let 
them know how much you need it. At the end of each basket-
ball season, Popovich takes each of his star players aside and 
thanks them for allowing him to coach them. It has less to do 
with thanks than affirming the relationship. All this thanking 
ignites cooperative behavior. Thank-yous aren’t only expres-
sions of gratitude; they’re crucial belonging cues that generate 
a contagious sense of safety, connection, and motivation. De-
ciding who’s in and who’s out is the most powerful signal any 
group sends. The groups I studied had very low tolerance for 

bad apple behavior and were skilled at naming those behav-
iors. 

The groups I visited were uniformly obsessed with 
design as a lever for cohesion and interaction. In company caf-
eterias merely replacing 4-person tables with 10-person tables 
boosted productivity by 10%. Create spaces that maximize 
collisions. “We used to hire out our food service to a contrac-
tor.” A food service company wants to make money, and the 
only way they can do that is to decrease the quality of the food 
or the service. Now we have really good food and people stay 
here instead of leaving, and they have the kind of conversa-
tions and encounters that help our business. Food really is part 
of our core business.” “No meeting can end without everyone 
sharing something.” The underlying key is leaders who seek 
out connection and make sure voices are heard.  

Michael Abrashoff, a navy captain took command of 
the destroyer USS Benfold in 1997. At the time, the Benfold 
ranked at the bottom of the navy’s performance scores. One of 
his first acts was one-on-ones with each of the ship’s 310 sail-
ors for 30 minutes. He asked, “What do you like most about 
the Benfold? What do you like least? What would you change 
if you were captain?” Whenever Abrashoff received a sugges-
tion he felt was immediately implementable, he announced the 
change over the ship’s intercom, giving credit to the idea’s 
originator. Over the next 3 years, the Benfold rose to become 
one of the navy’s highest-ranked ships. John Wooden, 
UCLA’s legendary head coach, picks up trash in the locker 
room. Ray Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s, was famous for 
picking up trash. Exceptional leaders do the menial work, 
cleaning and tidying the locker rooms—and along the way 
vividly model the team’s ethic of togetherness and teamwork. 
A muscular humility—a mindset of seeking simple ways to 
serve the group. Parking places (egalitarian, equity in salaries, 
particularly for start-ups) send a larger signal: We are all in 
this together.  

Cultures treat threshold moments as more important 
than others. They pause, take time, and acknowledge the pres-
ence of a new person, marking the moment as special: We are 
together now. Avoid giving sandwich feedback (good, bad, 
good). Handle negatives through dialogue, first by asking if a 
person wants feedback, then having a learning-focused 2-way 
conversation about the needed growth. Handle positives 
through ultraclear bursts of recognition and praise. Laughter is 
the most fundamental sign of safety and connection. When 
you watch highly cohesive groups in action, you will see many 
moments of fluid, trusting cooperation. as if they are all wired 
into the same brain. It’s beautiful. If you look closely, how-
ever, you will also notice moments that don’t feel so beautiful. 
These moments are clunky, awkward, as they struggle to-
gether to figure out what is going on. They happen by design.  

The BrainTrust is Pixar’s method of assessing and 
improving its movies during their development. It is where di-
rectors are told that their characters lack heart, their storylines 
are confusing, and their jokes fall flat. But it’s also where 
those movies get better. “The BrainTrust is where we figure 
out why they suck, and it’s also where they start to not suck.” 
The SEAL [After Action Report] AAR is a gathering that 
takes place immediately after each mission or training session: 
“That’s where we figure out what really happened and how to 
get better.” Other groups use looser, more organic methods.  
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Imagine you and a stranger asking each other the fol-
lowing 2 sets of questions. A) What was the best gift you ever 
received and why? Where did you go to high school? What 
was your high school like? B) Is there something that you’ve 
dreamed of doing for a long time? Why haven’t you done it? 
What is the greatest accomplishment of your life? Set B would 
make you and the stranger feel closer to each other. While Set 
A allows you to stay in your comfort zone, Set B generates 
confession, discomfort, and authenticity that break down barri-
ers between people and tip them into a deeper connection. 
While Set A generates information, Set B generates something 
more powerful: vulnerability. Vulnerability sends a clear sig-
nal that you have weaknesses, that you could use help. And if 
that behavior becomes a model for others, then you can set the 
insecurities aside and get to work, start to trust each other and 
help each other. If you never have that vulnerable moment, on 
the other hand, then people will try to cover up their weak-
nesses. The interaction from group B can be called a vulnera-
bility loop--a shared exchange of openness. It’s the most basic 
building block of cooperation and trust. The vulnerability 
loop, in other words, is contagious. “Trust comes down to con-
text. The sense that you’re vulnerable drives your need for 
others, that you can’t do it on your own.” Vulnerability 
doesn’t come after trust—it precedes it. When it comes to cre-
ating cooperation, vulnerability is not a risk but a psychologi-
cal requirement. It lets us work as one unit. 

The Failure Wall that Dun & Bradstreet Credibility 
Corporation built was a whiteboard where people could share 
moments where they’d fallen short. Apple founder Steve 
Jobs’s had a penchant for beginning conversations with the 
phrase, “Here’s a dopey idea.” Good teams tend to do a lot of 
extreme stuff together. A constant stream of vulnerability 
gives a much richer, more reliable estimate on what their trust-
worthiness is, and brings them closer, so they can take still 
more risks. It builds on itself. Exchanges of vulnerability, 
which we naturally tend to avoid, are the pathway through 
which trusting cooperation is built. Cooperation is a group 
muscle built according to a pattern of repeated interaction.  

Navy SEAL teams can reliably navigate complex and 
dangerous landscapes in complete silence. “We were once 
teamed on a mission with Rangers, our guys and their guys, 
doing the same mission. He’s (unit commander) talking the 
whole time, and we aren’t saying a thing.” Training for the 
army’s Delta Force is equally difficult and even more selec-
tive. (It has a 95% dropout rate, as opposed to 67% for 
SEALs.) I call it ‘unconscious genius.’ The people who built 
the original SEAL training program didn’t completely under-
stand why this was the best way to build teams, but they un-
derstood that it was. What sets Log PT apart is its ability to 
deliver 2 conditions: intense vulnerability along with deep in-
terconnectedness. Log PT delivers some of the highest, purest 
levels of agony. The only way to do this is to pay keen atten-
tion to your teammates. When Log PT is done poorly, the log 
bucks and rolls, the trainees fight each other, and emotions 
rise. When Log PT is done well, it looks smooth and quiet. 
But that smoothness is an illusion, because just beneath the 
surface communication is happening. This exchange of vul-
nerability and interconnection is woven into every aspect of 
SEAL training and enshrined in a set of iron values.  The Har-
old is a group brain workout in which you experience, over 

and over, the pure, painful intersection of vulnerability and in-
terconnection.  

SEALs are highly intelligent, copious readers. The 
most important 4 words any leader can say: I screwed that up. 
Usually you take the mission from beginning to end, chrono-
logically. You talk about every decision, and about the pro-
cess. The goal of an AAR is to build a shared mental model 
that can be applied to future missions. The phrase “backbone 
of humility” describes the tone of a good AAR, a relentless 
willingness to see the truth and take ownership. The real cour-
age is seeing the truth and speaking it to each other.  

The supercreative people at Bell Labs who had filed 
many dozens of patents also shared the habit of regularly eat-
ing lunch in the Bell Labs cafeteria with a quiet Swedish engi-
neer named Harry Nyquist. Nyquist possessed warmth and a 
relentless curiosity. “Nyquist was full of ideas, full of ques-
tions,” Bell Labs engineer Chapin Cutler recalls. “He drew 
people out, got them thinking.” The best way to find the 
Nyquist of a groups is to ask people: “If I could get a sense of 
the way your culture works by meeting just one person, who 
would that person be?”  

Roshi Givechi works at the New York office of 
IDEO. It has won more design awards than any other company 
in history. She’s incredibly skilled at unlocking teams and ask-
ing questions that connect people and open possibilities. “I 
love stories, but I’m not the person in the middle of the room 
telling the story. I love asking them because I’m trying to un-
derstand what’s really going on.” (Think of them as IDEO’s 
version of the BrainTrust or AAR.) The word she uses for this 
process is surfacing. “Because individuals are really different 
you have to find different ways to make it comfortable and en-
gaging for those to share what they’re really thinking about. 
That has to do with asking the right questions the right way.” 
Roshi detects small changes and responds to them swiftly. The 
one thing that excites me about this particular opportunity is • 
I confess, the one thing I’m not so excited about with this par-
ticular opportunity is • On this project, I’d really like to get 
better at… “She’s truly seeing you from your position, and 
that’s her power.” She knows people so well that she under-
stands what they need. “She’s really listening, hearing what 
you said and asking what it means.“ Concordances happen 
when one person can react in an authentic way to the emotion 
being projected in the room.” “It’s about understanding in an 
empathic way, then doing something in terms of gesture, com-
ment, or expression that creates a connection.” The most im-
portant moments in conversation happen when one person is 
actively, intently listening. The more concordances occur, the 
closer people feel. What’s more, the changes in closeness hap-
pen not gradually but all at once.  

Building habits of group vulnerability is like building 
a muscle. It takes time, repetition, and the willingness to feel 
pain in order to achieve gains. At Google, leaders ask their 
people 3 questions: What is 1 thing that I currently do that 
you’d like me to continue to do? One that I don’t currently do 
frequently enough that you think I should do more often? 
What can I do to make you more effective? When a leader 
asks for feedback in this way, it makes it safe for the people 
who work with them to do the same. 

If you have negative news or feedback to give some-
one, deliver it face-to-face. It deals with tension in an up-front, 



5 
 

honest way. Two critical moments that happen early in a 
group’s life—the first vulnerability and the first disagreement. 
‘Are we about winning interactions, or about learning to-
gether? Why don’t you agree? I might be wrong, and I’m curi-
ous and want to talk about it some more.’ What happens in 
that moment helps set the pattern for everything that follows. 
Resist the temptation to reflexively add value. “One of the 
things I say most often ‘Say more about that.’” Use Candor-
Generating Practices like AARs, Brain Trusts, and Red Team-
ing. What were our intended results? What were our actual re-
sults? What caused our results? What will we do the same next 
time? What will we do differently?  

SEALs have a habit of running the AAR without 
leadership involvement. Select a red team that is not wedded 
to the existing plan in any way and give them freedom to think 
in new ways that the planners might not have anticipated. Aim 
for candor that is smaller, more targeted, less personal, less 
judgmental. It requires a group to endure 2 discomforts: emo-
tional pain and a sense of inefficiency. It’s more effective to 
keep performance review and professional development sepa-
rate. Performance evaluation tends to be a high-risk, identify-
ing strengths and providing support and opportunities for 
growth. Linking them into one conversation muddies the wa-
ters.. “The best teams tended to be ones I wasn’t that involved 
with, especially when it came to training. They were better at 
figuring out what they needed to do themselves than I could 
ever be.”  

In 1982 James Burke ordered an immediate national 
recall of every Tylenol product on the market—31 million 
pills in all—at a cost of $100 million. “We believe our first re-
sponsibility is to doctors, nurses, and patients; to mothers and 
fathers and all others who use our products and services.” 
Over the next days and weeks, Johnson & Johnson trans-
formed itself from a pharmaceutical company into a public 
safety organization. It designed and manufactured innovative 
tamper-proof packaging; developed exchange, disposal, and 
refund programs; and built relationships with government, law 
enforcement, and media. Four weeks after the attacks, it mobi-
lized more than 2000 salespeople to visit doctors and pharma-
cists to listen to their concerns and inform them of the upcom-
ing changes. In ensuing years, Tylenol’s response has become 
the gold standard for handling corporate crisis. “If you look 
back, we didn’t make any bad decisions, really. The public 
was going to be served first, because that’s who was at stake.” 
The key to Johnson & Johnson’s extraordinary behavior can 
be located in a previously processed one-page document. The 
311 words of the Credo oriented the thinking and behavior of 
thousands of people as they navigated a complex landscape of 
choices. You are safe. We share risk here—connect people 
and enable them to work together as a single entity. What’s 
this all for? What are we working toward?  

The same focus exists within a team’s language. 
Walking around these places, you tend to hear the same catch-
phrases and mottoes delivered in the same rhythms. These 
groups, who by all rights should know what they stand for, de-
vote a surprising amount of time telling their own story, re-
minding each other precisely what they stand for—then re-
peating it ad infinitum. Purpose is about creating simple bea-
cons that focus attention and engagement on the shared goal. 
Successful cultures do this by relentlessly seeking ways to tell 

and retell their story. Mental contrasting: Envision a reachable 
goal and envision the obstacles. This triggers significant 
changes in behavior and motivation. Motivation is not a pos-
session but the result of a 2-part process of channeling your at-
tention: Here’s where you’re at and Here’s where you want to 
go.  

Stories do not cloak reality but create it, triggering 
cascades of perception and motivation. When we hear a story 
our brain lights up like Las Vegas, tracing the chains of cause, 
effect, and meaning. Stories are the best invention ever created 
for delivering mental models that drive behavior. “There 
wasn’t anything else I could have done. Every person who 
worked for Johnson & Johnson in the world was watching the 
poisonings. The difficult choices they made weren’t really all 
that difficult. They were closer to a reflex.”  

The Harvard Test of Inflected Acquisition: Replacing 
one story—These are average kids—with a new one—These 
are special kids, destined to succeed— served as a locator bea-
con that reoriented the teachers, creating a cascade of behav-
iors that guided selected students toward that future. Warmth 
(the teachers were kinder, more attentive, and more connec-
tive). Input (the teachers provided more material for learning) 
Response-opportunity (the teachers called on the students 
more often and listened more carefully). Feedback (the teach-
ers provided more, especially when the student made a mis-
take). Every time the teacher interacted with the student, a 
connection lit up in the teacher’s brain between the present 
and the future. Together, they created a virtuous spiral that 
helped students thrive in ways that exceeded their so-called 
limits.  

One of the best measures of any group’s culture is its 
learning velocity—how quickly it improves its performance of 
a new skill. For a surgical team, experience, surgeon status, 
and organizational support mattered far less than the simple, 
steady pulse of real-time signals that channeled attention to-
ward the larger goal. Sometimes those signals involved the 
hospital (This is an important learning opportunity); some-
times the patient (Patients will benefit); sometimes the team 
member (You have a role and a future with this team); some-
times they placed value on rehearsal or reflection. But they all 
performed the same vital function: to flood the environment 
with narrative links between what they were doing now and 
what it meant. The value of those signals is not in their infor-
mation but in the fact that they orient the team to the task and 
to one another. What seems like repetition is, in fact, naviga-
tion. One group received clear beacons of meaning throughout 
the process, and the other didn’t. High-proficiency environ-
ments help a group deliver a well-defined, reliable perfor-
mance, while high-creativity environments help a group create 
something new. Building purpose in these 2 areas requires dif-
ferent approaches.  

A successful restaurant, like a successful Antarctic 
expedition, depends on ceaseless proficiency. Good service, 
training, branding, leadership, adaptability, and luck are not 
enough. Survival depends on putting all of it together, night 
after night. If you fail, you disappear. Restaurateur Danny 
Meyer and the staff ranked their priorities: Meyer then at-
tempted to name the specific behaviors and interactions he 
wanted to create at his restaurants. Collecting the dots means 
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gathering information about guests; connecting the dots is us-
ing that information to create happiness. Skunking is spraying 
negative energy into the workplace. We take care of people. 
Meyer became more intentional about embedding his catch-
phrases and stating priorities in training, staff meetings, and all 
communications. He pushed his leaders to seek opportunities 
to use and model the key behaviors. He began to treat his role 
as that of a culture broadcaster. 

If you want to grow, you’d better name your priori-
ties, and the behaviors that support the priorities—the “Micro-
processes” driving those interactions. A simple set of rules 
stimulate complex and intricate behaviors benefiting custom-
ers. A simple set of priorities can function as a lighthouse, ori-
enting behavior and providing a path toward a goal. These 
rules of thumb are as follows: If there’s no food, connect with 
one another. If connected, stay connected and move toward 
the light. If you reach the light, stay connected and climb. 
“Honeybees work the same way,” Madeleine Beekman says. 
“So do ants and many other species. They all use decision-
making heuristics that provide guidance by creating if/then 
scenarios in a vivid, memorable way.“ If someone is rude, 
make a charitable assumption. You can’t prevent mistakes, but 
you can solve problems graciously. If it ain’t broke, fix it. 
Mistakes are like waves; servers are really surfers. The road to 
success is paved with mistakes well handled. He seeks snappy, 
visceral phrases that use vivid images to help team members 
connect. 

We are all paid to solve problems. Pick fun people to 
solve problems with. Leaders of high-proficiency groups focus 
on creating priorities, naming keystone behaviors, and flood-
ing the environment with heuristics that link them. “Pressure 
is a privilege,” “It’s an honor, not a job,” No shortcuts,” 
“Work hard, be nice,” “Don’t eat the marshmallow,” “Team 
and family,” “If there’s a problem, we look for the solution,” 
“Read, baby, read,” “Do the right thing when no one is watch-
ing,” “Everything is earned,” “Be the constant, not the varia-
ble,” “If a teammate needs help, we give; if we need help, we 
ask,” “No robots,” and “Prove the doubters wrong.” They’re 
not corny—they’re part of the oxygen. He’s exceptional at re-
alizing that people are looking at him every second, and he’s 
delivering those messages every second, every day.  

The lighthouse method: Create purpose by generating 
a clear beam of signals that link A (where we are) to B (where 
we want to be). Pixar can be thought of as a machine that cre-
ates hits every single time. It was created as a small studio 
with ambitions of fusing computers and filmmaking. All crea-
tive projects are cognitive puzzles involving thousands of 
choices and potential ideas, and you almost never get the right 
answer right away. Building purpose in a creative group is  
about building systems that can churn through lots of ideas in 
order to help unearth the right choices.  “There’s a tendency in 
our business, as in all businesses, to value the idea as opposed 
to the person or a team of people, but that’s not accurate. Give 
a mediocre idea to a good team, and they’ll find a way to 
make it better. The goal needs to be to get the team right, get 
them moving in the right direction, and get them to see where 
they are making mistakes and where they are succeeding.”  

In field trips, teams immerse themselves in the envi-
ronments of their movies (scuba-diving trips for the Finding 

Nemo team; archery lessons for the Brave team; cooking les-
sons for the Ratatouille team). At Pixar University, an assort-
ment of classes acts as a kind of mixer, allowing people from 
different areas of the company to learn side by side. (The clas-
ses teach everything from fencing to painting to tai chi.) The 
fundamental difference between leading for proficiency and 
leading for creativity: Meyer needs people to know and feel 
exactly what to do, while Catmull needs people to discover 
that for themselves. If Danny Meyer is a lighthouse, beaming 
signals of purpose, then Ed Catmull is more like the engineer 
of a ship. Managing is a creative act,” he says. “It’s problem 
solving, and I love doing that.” Disney CEO Bob Iger at-
tempted the corporate equivalent of a heart transplant, pur-
chasing Pixar and putting Catmull and Lasseter in charge of 
reviving the most storied brand in animation—and in all of en-
tertainment. “It takes time,” he says. “You have to go through 
some failures and some screw-ups, and survive them, and sup-
port each other through them. And then you really begin to 
trust one another.” “The people who made these films are the 
same people who were there when they were failing.” We put 
in some new systems, and they learned new ways of interact-
ing. Building creative purpose isn’t really about creativity. It’s 
about building ownership, providing support, and aligning 
group energy toward the arduous, error-filled, fulfilling jour-
ney of making something new. 

Building purpose is a never-ending process of trying, 
failing, reflecting, and learning. Listing your priorities, which 
means wrestling with the choices that define your identity, is 
the first step. Be 10 Times as Clear About Your Priorities as 
you think you should be. Statements of priorities were painted 
on walls, stamped on emails, incanted in speeches, dropped 
into conversation, and repeated over and over until they be-
came part of the oxygen. Create conversations that encourage 
people to grapple with the big questions: What are we about? 
Where are we headed? Every group skill can be sorted into 
skills of proficiency or skills of creativity. Skills of profi-
ciency are about doing a task the same way, every single time. 
Goal behaviors are clearly defined, such as service. Creative 
skills are like supplying an expedition: You need to provide 
support, fuel, and tools and to serve as a protective presence 
that empowers the team doing the work. Cheesy obviousness 
is not a bug—it’s a feature. Create simple universal measures 
that place focus on what matters. Create awareness and align-
ment and to direct behavior toward the group’s mission.  

 
[Build Safety. Share Vulnerability. Establish Purpose. 
Safety is the foundation on which strong culture is built. We 
are built to require lots of signaling. This is why a sense of be-
longing is easy to destroy and hard to build. When an idea be-
comes part of a language, it becomes the default thinking. De-
ciding who’s in and who’s out is the most powerful signal any 
group sends. Laughter is the most fundamental sign of safety 
and connection. Food is part of our core business. The most 
important moments in conversation happen when one person 
is actively, intently listening. Stories are the best invention for 
delivering mental models that drive behavior. One of the best 
measures of any group’s culture is its learning velocity—how 
quickly it improves its performance of a new skill. We are all 
paid to solve problems. Pick fun people to solve problems 
with.] 
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