Google Culture and the Threefold Way
[Part Two]

Yegge excerpt:

QEvery week it seems like there's a E new survey asking us all if
there's any possible way in which life at Google could be better.O

Quote in its original context here:
http:// steve- yeqge.blogspot.com/ 2006/ 09/ good- agile- bad-
agile 27.html

Discussion:
Active vs. Passive Feedback Systems

The most important distillation of this statement is that Google, as a system, actively self-
monitors, seeking disruptive ideas and feedback. Many organizations have passive
feedback systems in place, like comment boxes or 1-800 phone lines for consumer
questions and complaints. Unlike a passive system, which lies latently receptive, and
places the onus of initiation upon the respondent, an active feedback system initiates the
process, it is solicitous. There are, of course, good examples and bad examples of active
feedback methods. On the bad side, everyone can cite an example of being interrupted by
some well-meaning follow-up survey from a company looking to improve their customer
service. The organization as rude interruptor does no one any favors.

Business Intelligence vs. Business Wisdom

At Google, the system itself is sacred; the primary concern is to scale the experience of
the dorm-room passion project into a giant company. Because the system is sacred, its
leaders play with it as much as possible, tweaking everything from the cafeteria offerings
to organizational structure to company-wide best policies and practices. Page and Brin’s
highest priority is to develop and refine their organizational culture. The primary question
in this endeavor is, how could we possibly get better at being ourselves? This mindset
characterizes an introspective organization. An introspective organization probes
internally for signals of change and disruption. This practice both contrasts and augments
the more conventional outward-looking signal search.

The strategy of looking to the surrounding business and technology environment for
knowledge-gathering is called Business Intelligence, and is crucial for Strategic
Creativity. The operative question of Business Intelligence in Strategic Creativity is, Who
or what can we be because of this [external signal]?(or, as in Alex’s famous example “Is
this good for the Jews?”) 1 would expand this knowledge-gathering requirement to



include the necessary practice of actively seeking internal disruptive signals. From an
organizational perspective, looking outwards fosters Business Intelligence, and looking
inwards fosters Business Wisdom. We understand the importance of the Socratic truism
First, know thyself on an individual level, but such words are not often spoken in
reference to organizational understanding. Google periodically mines internal
information in its ongoing pursuit of Business Wisdom.

Steve’s blog post informs us that Google actively solicits feedback in the form of
questionnaires. Feedback is one of the base elements of any system of deliberate practice,
so Google is well-served by adding frequent feedback solicitations into their
organizational culture. However, the optimal active feedback system is not periodic, not a
staged event, and not something that must be checked off a list or pushed out the door.
Feedback must not be perceived as an exercise periodically performed outside normal
business functions: “Hey, take a moment and fill this out?” but instead designed into the
system as one of its implicit functions, its base properties. A base property is something
that the system requires to run properly. In a system of deliberate practice, feedback
mechanisms are integrated into routine interactions and transactions that occur at
all levels of the organization, starting with the individual employee and reaching all the
way up to large-scale organizational self-analysis.

[SIDEBAR]

Feedback as Systemic Base Property: eBay [further edits required]

eBay has integrated a vital feedback mechanism into each and every one of its millions of daily
transactions. In eBay commerce, each transaction is not fully concluded until both involved parties leave
feedback for one another. Feedback is thus a base property of the system, and further serves as scaffolding
for the rest of the system, as feedback ratings provide a layer of knowledge so that participants self-police,
make more informed decisions, and are rewarded for being trustworthy.

[find that article on eBay hacking, crime, feedback (Wired?)]. It is a testament to how vital feedback is to
the eBay system that it is manipulated and hacked by subversive users, because positive feedback implicitly
contains monetary value and thus contains incentive for asymmetric intervention.

Structured vs. Unstructured Feedbadk

The best way to foster organizational wisdom is to design a system of perpetual feedback,
not only in structured, specific categories but also in unstructured, freeform feedback.

Consider this example to elucidate the distinction between rigid, structured feedback and
highly subjective unstructured feedback: I spent most winter weekends of my childhood
and youth on the slopes, training and competing as a downhill ski racer. The structured
feedback in the training system was the digitally recorded time in which I completed the
course. This information was valuable for showing my how performance compared to the
other racers and to my own previous runs on that course. The unstructured, subjective
feedback came in other forms, first on the hill as observations and tips from my coaches,
and later as recorded race videos, through which we could analyze individual form and
technique.



This example recalls the assertion that unstructured information, though highly subjective
and tougher to process (but becoming increasingly less-so through component analysis
architectures like UIMA,) is rich in subtlety. Determining a structured framework for
feedback is valuable for objective comparisons, but fails to detect highly disruptive and
subjective signals. We know that the most disruptive signals do not fit into pre-existing
categories. They are game-changers. Thus, unstructured feedback mechanisms are
necessary to make these disruptions visible to the organization so that they may process
the implications of unanticipated signals, and avoid catastrophic change. Being open and
receptive to unstructured feedback — even the very idea that Steve Yegge would feel so
unconstrained by his organization that he’d write an exhaustive blog post, speaking to a
large general audience about the specifics of the culture of his employer (howsoever
effusively) — goes to show that Google fosters an atmosphere of openness and is
solicitous of opinions from everyone, at all levels, not just certain people who are
designated for feedback tasks.

Top-Down / Bottom-Up Leadea ship vs. Mutual Mentoring

The experts on Expertise & Expert Performance describe feedback in a system of
deliberate practice as emanating from a Mentor, or “more knowledgeable other.” As a
young ski racer, I relied upon my coaches’ expertise and the guidance of more
experienced teammates to help me refine my technique and prepare me to face new
challenges. What Google understands is that at different times and on different subjects,
we are all more knowledgeable others. An inclusive feedback system brings every
voice into the conversation, and thus, everyone mentors.

This principle may call to mind the familiar term bottom-up leadership. This term is
notorious for striking fear into the hearts of designated organizational “leaders”:
managers and executives. The term itself gains its meaning from flipping the traditional
hierarchy of influence on its head. It is the opposite of the top-down, militaristic chain of
command that still permeates many organizations.

The top-down model of leadership is frequently at loggerheads with the bottom-up
model. This conflict permeates cultural axioms with phrases like oo many cooks in the
kitchen or, to be totally un-PC, too many Chiefs, not enough Indians. But top-down and
bottom-up are simply different strategies of dealing with the same old structure.

The truth inherent in the two axioms I cite above is that any organization is unhealthy if it
is bulky in the middle. It is still relevant, applicable and worthy of consideration: a
system won’t work if there are too many people giving orders and not enough people
doing the work. Most concepts of bottom-led systems eventually bump up against this
problem. What is required here is a new way of thinking about these statements. The flip
in thinking is not vertical (top-down to bottom-up) but horizontal.

Imagine a system that is not “bulky in the middle” because there is, essentially, no
“middle” at all. It’s flat; a networked web instead of a pyramid. In a flat system, the



people giving orders and the people doing the work are the same people. In that situation,
“leading from the bottom up” becomes inaccurate and irrelevant, because there is
effectively no bottom level to the structure. There’s no middle either, and not much of a
top — just anchor points, dense nodes, basic behavioral parameters and guiding principles.
The system then becomes an organization of self-led and peer-led individuals working
towards their personal goals. Through no small accident, it must be noted, these personal
goals are congruent with the goals of the organization.

[SIDEBAR]

Aligning Goals [further edits required]

Alex says that we should not “fit innovations to business” but instead “fit business to innovation.” This is
awesome and true and a brilliant flip. What if, bear with me, what if — instead of fitting the employees to
the goal of the organization we instead fit the goals of the organization to the goals of its employees? That
system would be agile, bottom-led, highly motivated, and adaptively-potentiating like crazy. [What type of
organization or group is like this in any way? Think of just one example. Or maybe find aspects of that
paradigm in existing organizations.] This would be a system that says, tell us what your goals are and we
will become the vessel to your goals. How do we make You possible? Who can you be because of us, and
what can we be because of you? A company that felt like that would be so human, incredibly healthy and
the energy going into that system would be insane. You’d have an explosion of passion energy going into
that system every day that would influence the parameters of the system itself, and the parameters of the
system would amplify that energy rather than mitigate it. the ultimate work-play system, might be
Montessori education? It makes sense that the Google guys, products of a Montessori system, would
implement some of its guiding tenets into constructing a Montessori workplace. [What a great scenario that
would be, I should outline some of the characteristics it would have.]

There’s another metaphor I’ve heard used to describe bottom-up leadership structure. In
this metaphor, the bulk of the organization is a large ship, like an aircraft carrier, that
slowly chugs along. For the giant ship, the easiest thing to do in terms of energy use is to
maintain its current course rather than change direction. This ship is the instantiated
opposite of agility. The “bottom-up” aspect in this metaphor is in how the giant ship
adjusts its course. Shifts in direction occur by sending out all kinds of smaller boats as
advance parties. The small boats are “feelers” in the environment, attracted to the most
efficient navigational path. They scatter in all directions out from the big ship, and are
attached to the main ship by ropes. If enough of the little boats find a similarly efficient
path of navigation, they cluster in that direction, and slowly their accumulated force alters
the course of the giant ship.

Some existing “little boats” in the big-ship strategic model are R&D labs, foresight
exercises, carpet-bombing/chum the waters innovation models, and “fail-early-and-
cheaply” multiple-innovation strategies — all principles I endorse — but they best serve a
different type of system entirely. What gives me pause, like the hierarchical system with
a bulky waistline, is the existence of the big ship in the first place. Sending out “feelers”
is much better than chugging along blindly until the ship hits an iceberg (catastrophic
change,) but the role “feelers” play in this model is to mitigate the ship’s direction. We
need to re-imagine that model with another horizontal flip. Let’s get rid of the aircraft
carrier and replace it with an armada, a fleet of medium-small boats. The logic here is
that an iceberg can’t sink a school of fish.



Summary and Further Investigation [needs completion]
- active vs. passive feedback (latent vs. solicitous)
- internal vs. external organizational knowledge (intelligence vs. wisdom)
- structured vs. unstructured feedback (objective vs. subjective)
- leadership/mentoring in a ‘flat’ system

To Be Continued...
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