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WHY TALENT MATTERS

This book started with a conversation.

We search for talent—obsessively—as part of our jobs. After we met a few years ago, we started to talk about our approaches to hiring, and how, for both of us, the search for rare, transformative talent is so important. This started as a workplace fascination, but over time it morphed into a way of seeing the world—we were constantly searching for hidden talents in people we met in all parts of our lives.

During that first meeting we quickly began to trade tips and generate new hypotheses. We set up a WhatsApp channel to pursue the dialogue, which was punctuated by periodic visits and a few joint trips, all motivated by a mixture of fun, obsessive mischievousness, and the desire to learn something of practical value. What happens if you take two very opinionated people, both working on talent search, and let them tease each other, prod each other, hack away at each other, challenge each other’s prejudices, and bicker with each other for a few years, all on how to spot talent?

This book is the product of those exchanges.

Tyler remembers one of his early chats with Daniel. Daniel stressed the importance of hobbyists and “weirdos,” noting that many major mainstream internet revolutions started with products that appeared to be niche. It is the people who work intently on pleasing a narrow fan base, but pleasing them intensely, who end up with the skills and networks to market the product to broader audiences. So very often, if you are looking for a start-up that will hit it big, do something counterintuitive by seeking out people aiming, at least at first, to please smaller and weirder audiences.

Daniel recalls that he first learned from Tyler this question for prospective hires: “What is it you do to practice that is analogous to how a pianist practices scales?” You learn what the person is doing to achieve ongoing improvement, and perhaps you can judge its efficacy or even learn something from it. You also learn how the person thinks about continual self-improvement, above and beyond their particular habits. If a person doesn’t practice much, they still might be a good hire, but then you are much more in the world of “what you see is what you get,” which is valuable information on its own. If the person does engage in daily, intensive self-improvement, perhaps eschewing more typical and more social pursuits, there is a greater chance they are the kind of creative obsessive who can make a big difference.

If those two anecdotes focus on outsiders, it is because we are each outsiders in our own ways. Daniel started with gaming and did not pursue higher education, while Tyler began his career ascent in the early days of blogging. Both of us think of ourselves as examples of initially hidden talent, and that is part of the reason we wish to help you find other outsiders for your ventures.

Daniel Gross once wrote a self-description starting with “I spent most of my youth feeling like an outsider looking in.” Before his foray into the tech world Daniel was an obsessive gamer, but he decided to bring his competitive experience from gaming to address bigger and more socially relevant problems. He began his tech career with a company called Cue, which he ended up selling to Apple when he was twenty-three, becoming a director at Apple at a time when Apple experienced some of its most dynamic growth. Daniel next served as a partner and founder at Y Combinator, an esteemed Silicon Valley start-up incubator with an aggregate market cap of over $100 million. There he helped build and then institutionalize what is perhaps the most influential systematic approach to venture capital and talent search in the world. He also became an angel investor, seeking out promising companies and creators in their very early stages, an exercise in talent search, of course.1

In 2018 Daniel founded Pioneer, an upstart venture capital firm based in San Francisco. Pioneer is devoted to finding new talent around the world, using online methods and gaming in addition to the usual techniques of referrals and interviews. Daniel and Pioneer are committed to the view that there is much more talent to be found out there, including in new and unusual places. They want to find the creators that everyone else is failing to see in the first place. Daniel mostly is looking to find and fund company founders, but of course he hires for Pioneer as well, for a variety of roles at all levels of the company. But don’t think of Daniel as a practitioner alone: in his spare time he cruises Google Scholar for research articles on talent, and then sends them to Tyler.

Tyler is a professor of economics at George Mason University, where he has been involved in academic hiring and graduate admissions for over thirty years. He is the head of the Mercatus Center, a research center with nearly two hundred employees. Within Mercatus he directs a philanthropic fund devoted to spotting and funding talent—typically young talent—called Emergent Ventures. He has written a daily blog, Marginal Revolution, for eighteen years, runs an online economics education site, Marginal Revolution University, and hosts a podcast, Conversations with Tyler. Tyler remains an academic, but he is involved in personnel selection and project management almost every day.

One of his blog commentators, Alastair, described him as follows: “Tyler is contrarian in method. His superfast reading speed, various professional roles, constant podcasting and networking, obsessive learning, perpetual travel, and sheer stamina enable him to take in many more and different inputs, which allows him to have many more and different outputs. But it’s what’s in between where he shines. He sees the world as an economist, philosopher, psychologist, sociologist, anthropologist, liberal and conservative, globalist and nationalist, foreigner and native, art critic and artist, employer/administrator and employee, grant provider and grant recipient, interviewer and interviewee, teacher and student. There is almost no one who views the world like Tyler because almost no one has a comparable number or variety of inputs or mental models. Even if his conclusions were conventional, his reasoning and perspectives wouldn’t be.”2

We might seem pretty different based on our jobs; furthermore, Daniel is in his late twenties and Tyler is in his late fifties. Daniel was born in Israel (to American parents) and moved to San Francisco, and Tyler was born in New Jersey and ended up in northern Virginia. Daniel can come across as a little grumpy, while Tyler seems detached. Daniel seems surprised each time that Tyler actually teases him. Daniel goes scuba diving and listens to EDM, while Tyler plays basketball and listens to Beethoven and Indian classical music. Daniel hated high school and rebelled against it, but Tyler mostly ignored it. Still, we share a stubborn curiosity, a love for ideas, and the willingness to persist in hacking away at tough problems. Thus, once we started talking we never stopped.

This dynamic started right away when Daniel and Tyler first met on February 1, 2018, at a group dinner, a kind of informal salon in a private room at a San Francisco restaurant. Tyler was visiting friends, and he was invited along to an event that was fascinating in its own right for its insights into British politics. But Tyler also noticed Daniel, whom he had not previously met. Daniel was sitting in a corner seat at a large table and was reasonably quiet, but Tyler perceived immediately just how quickly and thoroughly Daniel was taking everything in. “Who is this young guy?” he was thinking. “What should I be making of that wry smile?” Tyler also noticed right away how much the other people at the dinner, some of them eminent Silicon Valley founders and venture capitalists, listened carefully whenever Daniel did speak.

One of the first things Daniel noticed about Tyler was his now-iconic tote bag. This simple accoutrement, filled with an iPad and a few books, speaks to the aesthetic of Mr. Cowen: whimsical, down-to-earth, and nontraditional. People from “old money” do not lug around such things. After everyone was seated, the game of dinner discussion began. Events like this, in which ideas are shotgunned out at a rapid pace, often provide a quick window into whether a person’s true interests lie in status or in ideas. They allow you to catch a glimpse into a person’s creative talents. Status-seekers focus on maximizing attention from the perceived elite. Idea-seekers, on the other hand, want to advance knowledge and stimulate curiosity, speaking to the entire room and holding the attention of the group. Intrigue is their reserve currency, and conjectures are often framed as questions, not statements. Daniel felt Tyler embodied the latter kind of creative spark. In group conversations the two usually managed to catch each other’s attention and to follow up on each other’s points and themes, a good sign they ought to be talking further. By the end of the evening, each felt the other had understood the ongoing dialogue in the same general terms.

Each meeting led to another, and it was while having lunch at a San Francisco Chinese restaurant in 2019 that we decided to write this book. The plan flowed quickly, and we both agreed that the key was to get started and to allow the gains from intellectual trade to flow. Tyler recalls feeling very guilty during this conversation, as he had to report to Daniel that he could not start work on the project for several months because he first had marketing obligations for his previous book (Tyler hates it when people cannot start on their work right away). Still, Daniel noticed that Tyler hated this fact, and that pleased him just enough to keep the momentum going.

We then discussed how such a book should offer (among other topics) a high-level treatment of intelligence, personality traits, and how to interview, blending the oral lore of the venture capital tradition with newer perspectives on how to search for diverse talents. Such a book should apply those insights to both start-ups and to the plain ol’ regular economy.

It is evident that a lot of people want to find talent, but they do not always succeed. According to the Conference Board Annual Survey, hiring talent is the top concern of CEOs and other senior business executives. Furthermore, the unavailability of needed skills and talent is judged to be the number one threat to businesses. When we speak to CEOs, nonprofit directors, or venture capitalists, lack of proper talent—and how to go about finding more of it—is an obsessive concern of theirs.3

That is all the more true today as individuals have been leaving jobs in record numbers and reevaluating their futures, in part due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We are entering a brave new world where remote work is far more common, which means a great deal of talent needs to be repriced for a world where connections and meetings so often are made over Zoom.

Of course, talent search isn’t just about jobs and business. It’s about handing out scholarships, allocating auditions, choosing the right athlete in the draft, opting for the right co-author, and even choosing your friends and partners. Talent search is one of the most important activities in virtually all human lives. Elon Musk personally interviewed the first three thousand employees at SpaceX because he wanted to make sure the company was hiring the right people.4

Don’t just think of talent search as a problem faced by “the boss” or by human resource departments. If you are hoping to be discovered, one of the most valuable things you can learn is how other people are thinking about talent (or how they should be thinking about talent), in case you can showcase exciting and valuable traits that potential employers otherwise might miss. You have to worry about talent judgments at least as much as the boss does.

Just about everyone is on a quest to find talent in others or to show off their own. Surely you care about how talented your boss and co-workers are, as you want to work with the most talented people possible, especially if they are your bosses. That is one good way to grow more talented yourself. The decision to take a job or pursue an opportunity is almost always a decision about other people—namely, those you will be working with and answering to, no matter what your place in the hierarchy.

The practical value is that identifying underrated talent is one of the most potent ways to give yourself a personal or an organizational edge. Large companies can afford to overbid for the “obvious” talent, but if you are in a smaller institution you might not be in a comparable position. Screening correctly for the overlooked late-career woman, the non-obvious misfit producer, or the hidden genius is your best bet at building a unique, motivated, and loyal team. If you work for an established large institution, perhaps you have seen a descent into excess credentialism and highly bureaucratic hiring procedures rather than the quest for inspired talent that made the company great in the first place. You might like to get your institution taking more chances again—good chances, of course.

Most of all, we oppose and seek to revise the bureaucratic approach to talent search, which is poorly serving the American economy—and many American and global citizens. The bureaucratic approach, as we define it, seeks to minimize error and loss, and it prizes consensus above all else. It demands that everyone play by a set of overly rigid rules, that individualism be hidden or maybe even stamped out, and that there is never any hurry, so another set of procedures can be applied, virtually without end. At the end of all this you have a hiring process full of “kludge” and “sludge,” to cite two terms coming into fashion in political science, and you will attract candidates of comparable temperament. Virtually all of you are familiar with the standard bureaucratic interview setup. A bunch of people show up in a room, armed with scripted questions (and answers), often bored by the process and hoping for the best; they are trying to find someone who seems “good enough” and capable of commanding consensus by being decent but most of all sufficiently unobjectionable.

We are realists, and we recognize the world is never going to eliminate these approaches, if only because bureaucracy is so widespread. Still, we are revolutionaries when it comes to hiring, and we think that a lot of you really can do much better than the typical approach. When it comes to talent, we will try to teach you how to think past the bureaucracy.

We focus on a very specific kind of talent in this book—namely, talent with a creative spark—and that is where the bureaucratic approach is most deadly. In referring to the creative spark, we mean people who generate new ideas, start new institutions, develop new methods for executing on known products, lead intellectual or charitable movements, or inspire others by their very presence, leadership, and charisma, regardless of the context. Those are all people who have the gift of improving the world by reimagining the future as a different and better place. And because they are often hard to spot, such people can turn up at all levels of an organization. It might be the CEO or a high-level executive, but it might just as well be a new marketing director who overturns your longtime approach to advertising or even an intern who wonders whether you should start a new kind of podcast. If you are trying to hire talent “on the way up”—as we think you should be—you will need to hone your skills to find that creative spark, rather than just looking for people with a long track record of achievement.

Doing better on the talent question really is critical. When we—Daniel and Tyler—read the project proposals that cross our respective desks, so often we see that talent and not money is the truly scarce variable. Tyler reads a proposal for a think tank in Indonesia, but who exactly will be the director and fundraiser? Daniel sees a company pitch asteroid mining in outer space, but rarely does one meet an individual with the perfect mixture of chutzpah and gravitas to execute on such an interplanetary idea. “Who is going to be the project driver on this one?” is a question that recurs again and again, and perhaps you see it in your work as well. Far too often there is no really good answer, not because the talent doesn’t exist somewhere, but because it is hard to find and mobilize. There is a shortage of workers and leaders who can make things happen. That is true whether the question is building a new church, writing a hit pop song, or starting a successful company, thereby creating sustainable jobs for many other talented workers.

The scarcity and importance of talent are such major issues that they show up at the level of the macroeconomy. In essence there is a scarcity of talented labor relative to capital, as evidenced by the relative plenty of venture capital and what economists call “the savings glut.” The Japanese conglomerate SoftBank, with its stash of billions, has become the world’s largest venture capital firm, but it can’t always find the right opportunities, and it has made many mistakes, such as funding WeWork and its CEO and founder, Adam Neumann. Sovereign wealth funds, in nations as diverse as Singapore, Norway, and Qatar, are looking for new and ever broader ways to invest their growing surpluses. They have the money and are looking for the always-scarce talent.5

If we look at the growth in U.S. output since 1960, by the best available estimates at least 20 to 40 percent of that growth has stemmed from the better allocation of talent. Circa 1960, the United States was doing a stunningly bad job at allocating talent, in part due to sheer prejudice and misconception. For instance, 94 percent of doctors and lawyers were white men. In 1952, when Sandra Day O’Connor graduated third in her class from Stanford Law School, she could only get a job as a legal secretary. In earlier times, and still today, we are not always putting the most productive people into the jobs they would best be suited for; in other words, we were and are underusing, indeed wasting, human talent. This is bad for our economy, but it is also a human tragedy for those who cannot rise, and it harms our national spirit and morale.6

When we think of discrimination, we often think in terms of race, gender, and sexuality. Those remain very real problems, and the issue is so deeply rooted that there are many other areas in which American society has made mistakes in allocating talent. Circa 1970, were we really using nerds and introverts to the greatest and most productive degree possible? How about people with disabilities, or recent immigrant arrivals, or short individuals? Prejudices were—and still are—distorting many of our talent allocation decisions.

The data on American incomes reflects how talent is increasingly the binding constraint. If you look at the years 1980–2000, the main driver of rising income differences—which explains 75 percent of the variation—is whether a person has a college degree, no degree, or a graduate degree. But for 2000 to 2017, when we look at the rise in income inequality, amount of education explains only 38 percent of the variation. (For the time being it suffices to know that explaining 100 percent of the variation is explaining all of it, while lower numbers indicate a weaker connection, zero percent being no connection at all. The contrast between 75 and 38 percent is a big drop in explanatory power.) In the latter period, most of the increases in income inequality are seen in people within the same educational groupings. In other words, simply being educated only gets you so far; the real returns are to your talent above and beyond your educational level.7

Globalization also has boosted the relevance of the talent question, because there is more talent to be found than ever before. Take Nigeria. Thirty or forty years ago, rates of malnutrition in that country were so high and school systems were so bad that most of the talent and potential talent there didn’t have much of a chance. Today, Nigerian living conditions are highly uneven and often miserable, but there is nonetheless a sizable middle (and upper) class. Nigerian entrepreneurs are starting businesses at a rapid clip, both in Africa and in the larger global community, and there is plenty more to come. In England, many of the kids with the strongest math scores have Nigerian backgrounds, and in the United States, Nigerian Americans are climbing the income ladder. Yet by no means have all Nigerians found their proper place in the world—again, a sign that talent search and evaluation could do far better, and furthermore, that you as a talent searcher have some very real opportunities.

Excess credentialism, one of the worst instantiations of the bureaucratic approach to hiring, is also a problem of talent search. Many jobs that decades ago required only a high school education now require a bachelor’s or even an advanced degree. The New York Times has reported that the master’s degree has become the new bachelor’s. Does a worker in law enforcement or construction management really need to have a master’s degree, as is currently a trend? Another way of asking the question: By requiring a master’s degree for those positions, are we potentially overlooking people with more relevant skills and talents who might be better for the job? Credentialism plays an important role in helping us narrow down who is best for the job. But when it misses the mark, it hurts the candidate and employer, limits the economic and social mobility of those who can’t afford an advanced degree, and encourages overinvestment in formal education. If we wish to combat excess credentialism and restore America as a land of true opportunity, we have to get better at talent search.8

Keep in mind that the venture capital or “Silicon Valley” approach to talent search worries much more about “sins of omission” than “sins of commission.” That is, if you’re a venture capitalist and miss one of the year’s big founders, you are out a lot of money and possibly out of your job as well. Thousands of people are trying to climb the heap with their start-ups, yet only seven or eight will truly hit it big, and in a given year, perhaps only one or two of those hits will be transformative companies. So missing out on the next big thing is a surefire way to lose money. By no means do venture capital or tech dominate our economy, but we can glean from them some useful ways to look beyond credentials and find hidden sources of transformative talent.

Talent search is a fundamentally optimistic endeavor, based on the premise that there is always more value to be found in our world. But finding this talent is itself a creative skill, akin to music or art appreciation. It cannot be done by boilerplate interviews, groupthink, algorithms, studying PowerPoints, or simple formulas.

Everyone talks about being impressed by a candidate. But in venture, one odd emotion Daniel focuses on is fear—specifically those moments when a founder launches their pitch and Daniel begins to feel a subtle fear, brought on by the person’s brazen ambition and drive, that they will do anything to succeed. It’s not that the founder is trying to scare him; rather, they ooze ambition, and Daniel picks up on that. If Daniel feels subtly afraid of them, he will pay attention. The twenty-first-century founder is akin to the pirate of the sixteenth century—an outsider overflowing with energy and brazen charisma. Sometimes Daniel anchors his investment conviction in the market: it was easy to see how Opendoor could become a large business. But sometimes he anchors it in the founder: Instacart, Cruise, and Embark come to mind as extremely profitable investments with non-obvious paths to profitability but very fearsome founders.

For all the importance of talent, we find it striking that there is not a single go-to book on talent search akin to, say, Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People for sales, Andy Grove’s High Output Management for CEOs, or Robert Cialdini’s Influence for marketing and personal relationships. There are, however, extensive literatures on talent and talent search in psychometrics, management, economics, sociology, education, art and music history, and sports, among other areas. We will give you the best of these insights, as filtered through our judgment and practical experience, in easy-to-digest, readily interpretable form.

Any book on discovering this kind of talent must fundamentally engage with larger questions about humanity and human behavior—specifically, which traits are correlated with creativity and predict a person’s ability to use their creativity to make a difference in whatever sphere they operate in. Which traits make people good or bad at working with others or at coming up with new ideas? To what extent can we predict human creativity with correlated personality traits and intelligence quotients? Or is human creativity irreducible, perhaps something we can glimpse through intuition but is unique each time it appears? Which kinds of people actually can get things done? The art and science of talent search get at those questions and thus offer a new way to understand the world around us.

In our many conversations, we have come to see the world’s inability to find and mobilize enough talent as one of the most significant failures of our time, and so this is also a book about how to fight for social justice. A world of rampant inequality and insufficient opportunity is, among other things, a world failing to recognize and mobilize talent. At the end of the day, too many potentially highly productive individuals are underutilized, to their detriment and to the loss of society as a whole. The idea that “talent search is one of the main things we are bad at” is a radical reconceptualization of the way so many parts of our world have gone astray. The traditional bureaucratic approach to finding talent doesn’t typically intend to be discriminatory, but the focus on credentials, hierarchies, and consensus is far from ideal for giving better chances to outsiders. Therefore, we will focus on how you, within current structures, can make the world better at giving other people—the otherwise overlooked ones—their justly deserved opportunities. It is now commonly recognized that diversity and inclusion efforts are based on structural failures in our institutions, so improving your ability to spot talent is another way to have a direct and positive impact.

Before proceeding, we’d like to lay out four core perspectives that inform our approaches. You will find these themes recurring throughout the book, and they are general lessons worth carrying through any talent search problem, and indeed they apply to many other life dilemmas as well.


Talent Search Is an Art and a Science

Performing better at talent search really is possible if you put in enough study and practice, just as the experienced basketball watcher understands a game better than does a novice, and just as music and art and cinema appreciation repay careful study even if you don’t always find fixed rules for quality. You invest in skills of pattern recognition that come in handy in the field, even though most of your individual decisions cannot be boiled down to a simple principle. “Red paintings are always good” is a silly rule, but if you study how Titian and Mondrian deployed the color red, it will help you recognize other artistic talents and other effective ways of painting with red. And the same is true of talent spotting more generally. One must understand both the science and the art of talent spotting, and the art side means looking for general regularities that are not rules and seeing how they manifest themselves in particular instances of individual talent. This helps you develop your intuitions so that you can spot yet another individual with potential.

The most famous and successful talent spotters process a phenomenal amount of data, but they also inject their intuition into the process. Peter Thiel found and helped to mobilize the talents of Elon Musk, Reid Hoffman, Max Levchin, Mark Zuckerberg, and others, including Steve Chen, Chad Hurley, and Jawed Karim (all behind YouTube), and Jeremy Stoppelman and Russell Simmons (behind Yelp). His approach is not well described by any kind of mechanical formula, and Peter’s own background is in the humanities—philosophy and law—rather than science or tech. Many of his current interests concern religion, as he studied the Bible under French anthropologist and philosopher René Girard, who was a professor of Peter’s at Stanford. We understand Peter as applying a very serious philosophical and indeed even moral test to people. This isn’t a point about whether you agree with Peter’s approach to politics or, for that matter, with his morality. In a venture capital context, Peter realizes that our moral judgments are some of our most penetrating and motivated sources of insight, and that helps him bring extra faculties to bear on talent judgment issues. In our view, Peter actually asks whether you deserve to succeed, as he understands that concept, and he derives additional information from that interior and indeed deeply emotional line of inquiry. It is often moral judgments that call forth our deepest and most energetic intuitions.

Michael Moritz is another remarkable judge of talent. From Stripe to Google to PayPal, Mike has had a remarkable eye for talent and is regarded by many in the industry as the best. Prior to joining Sequoia Capital, he spent his whole career as a journalist, and we believe this helps him suss out who has talent and who does not. Whereas we understand Thiel’s mind to be more philosophical, Moritz seeks a story of authentic, raw energy in the individual, and his art is in spotting such backgrounds. A tale of exceptional endurance, especially during childhood, will spark Moritz’s interest. People who have had to endure hardships have a chip on their shoulder and thus a need to prove themselves, and he has found this to be correlated with success. It is no accident that Moritz worked with famous soccer manager Alex Ferguson on the latter’s autobiography, and in that book Ferguson explains how the very top players in the game, such as Ronaldo and Lionel Messi, have an extra obsession with self-improvement that puts them above the rest. Moritz realizes that the most important prospects do not always arrive with big successes under their belts, but rather are determined to work harder than anyone else to reach the top.

The scientific side of talent search is most relevant when you have lots of data on preexisting performance capabilities. Sports has seen a lot of progress in identifying and recruiting talent, mostly through measurement. Are you trying to evaluate a young baseball pitcher? Well, you can start with the speed of the kid’s fastball, but these days you also should measure his spin rate and the kind of rotation he imparts to the ball.

The revolution Billy Beane brought to baseball, documented in Michael Lewis’s book Moneyball and then in a hit movie starring Brad Pitt, started with the Oakland Athletics early in this millennium, and it brought that initially mediocre team to the playoffs in 2002 and 2003. The Moneyball philosophy, in a nutshell, uses statistics to spot players and strategies that are being undervalued by the baseball establishment. At least for a while, the Oakland Athletics were able to find and develop talented players that other teams could not. A similar emphasis on data followed in most of the other major sports—for example, the NBA moved to more three-point shots, and teams began drafting and then playing more good three-point shooters. Numbers are great when you can use them, but we also recognize they aren’t relevant in many cases.9



Developing the Talent-Spotting Mindset

We hope to spark your interest and curiosity in talent in all parts of your own life, and that you will think and talk about talent as much as you possibly can, not just at work. Try to figure out the people you encounter and to analyze the situations you find yourself in, even when there is no evident practical value to that obsession. Pay attention to talent in fields unrelated to your job, such as sports, entertainment, politics, or even celebrity gossip, and try to figure out who really has it and who does not. When you happen to meet other talent evaluators, take advantage of it by striking up conversations about talent. Getting better at talent evaluation really does require continuously testing and honing your skills by observing the natural experiment that is everyday life. Make talent evaluation one of your hobbies.



Scientific Research Matters, but Read Your Sources

We have learned a great deal from the academic research on talent search, but we’ve also found that some writers make overly strong claims. Many results cannot be replicated, or they are not convincing in the first place, or they apply only to a very particular context. For instance, we will see that the quality called “grit” matters, but when you look at the numbers, perseverance is a personality feature that matters much more than passion taken alone. We have made a pact to not rely on the mere possibility of an academic footnote to leap to a conclusion—we look carefully at the methods, the depth of the surrounding literature, the quality and specificity of the data, and whether it accords with the testimony of practitioners, among other issues. There are times when we rely primarily on our intuition and experience rather than research results, and we also make this clear.

Similarly, we encourage you to be skeptical of the hyperbolic pronouncements in many management and tech books, particularly those that claim to have identified the one (or three) things that will make you better. Always ask: In which areas might this work? Might this not work? When does this work or not work? We call that last question “looking for the cross-sectional variation.” If you don’t understand when and where a particular claim is wrong, you probably don’t understand the claim in the first place, and you probably shouldn’t be relying on it so heavily. It is the understanding of context that breeds alertness to talent.

We are both “fallibilists,” to use a term that has been revived by Irish tech entrepreneur and Stripe CEO Patrick Collison. That means we’re also going to tell you about things you might think you know but that aren’t true. For instance, for a large swath of jobs, intelligence and IQ are far less important than many smart people believe. Discarding faulty knowledge and being open to surprise are two of the most important things you can do to discover previously unknown talent.



There Is an Ethics of Judgment

Finally, we recognize that spotting talent can be a morally uneasy enterprise. For most jobs or posts, there are many more applicants than winners, and so often you are making only one person feel good about the outcome. Most of the time, you are saying no to most of the people. Furthermore, to the extent you are a good assessor of talent, you’re essentially saying to people, “No, we are not rejecting you because of your bad shoes or the school you went to. The real problem is you.” It is hard to feel entirely comfortable with issuing that kind of judgment, even if it is your responsibility and even if it is better in the long run for those who are rejected.

If your goal is to found or lead a company, you will need to get over any potential butterflies and lean into that. What is the practical alternative? Not everyone can be a CEO, and, both practically and morally, it is better to judge individuals as individuals than to rely on group stereotypes, even if that means a brutal pinpointing of a person’s weaknesses. You can help the world a great deal by being a better judge of talent. That said, we are not going to pretend that this is only a feel-good book. Any move to become a better appreciator of the talents and virtues of others probably also will improve your skills at ruthlessly identifying the causes of human failure. Such is the burden of knowledge.

Proper use of this book thus requires you to deploy a kind of dialectical perspective. You should try to hold in your mind, at the same time, both the marvels of human achievement and the causes of human failure, without fear of contradiction. The marvels should come through more strongly (the world is on net a very good thing), but with this balance you will be able to deploy multiple perspectives on talent to maximum positive effect. You will then be able to simultaneously find people who can help you further your mission, help those people take the next step to wherever they are trying to go, and avoid doing them the harm of taking them down the wrong path only for them to have to go back and start again.
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HOW TO INTERVIEW AND ASK QUESTIONS

These days, our very favorite interview question is this one:


	“What are the open tabs on your browser right now?”



In essence, you are asking about intellectual habits, curiosity, and what a person does in his or her spare time, all at once. You are getting past the talk and probing for that person’s demonstrated preferences.

Especially for higher-level jobs, the question of spare time is a critical one. The very best performers don’t stop practicing for very long, and if you hear or sense that a person doesn’t do much practicing and skill refining in his or her spare time, they probably are poorly suited to assume a top position or to meet very high expectations. The browser-tab question gets at this, but it is not as awkward or exaggeration-inducing as “How hard do you work anyway?” or “How much do you try to improve your skills in your spare time?”

(If you are wondering, Tyler’s open browser windows at the moment of writing are his blogging software, two email systems, Twitter, the Google Doc for writing this book, another Google Doc for another writing project, WhatsApp, his calendar, a friend’s blog, an article on quantum computing, his RSS feed, a podcast on chess, an article on progress in the life sciences, an article on online interviewing, a French radio station [Fip] that plays Jamaican dub, and an article on in-migration to Poland. Daniel’s open browser windows include his email, calendar, WhatsApp, Slack, two psychology studies, Spotify [rock], the Advanced Running subreddit, a new Pioneer feature, and an article from Stack Overflow on fixing an elusive programming bug. Hire or fire us accordingly!)

We both find during interviews that “downtime-revealed preferences” are more interesting than “stories about your prior jobs.” So for instance, “What subreddits or blogs do you read?” usually is better than “What did you do at your previous job?” We very much like the title of the research paper by Mohammed Khwaja and Aleksandar Matic, “Personality Is Revealed During Weekends,” and in that piece the researchers attempt to measure how people use their smartphones outside of work hours. If someone truly is creative and inspiring, it will show up in how they allocate their spare time.1

Just to repeat that wonderful title phrase once again: “Personality Is Revealed During Weekends.”

There is a striking study of violinists and how they excel—namely, through practice. But do you know what kind of practice is most predictive of success? No, it is not teacher-designed practice; rather, it is practice alone, driven and directed by oneself. Think of practice habits as one path toward continuously compounding learning and performance. Try to learn the practice habits of the person you are interviewing, as it will reveal one aspect of their approach to work. You also should try to learn just how self-conscious a person is about what he or she is doing for self-improvement. And if they give you a fumbling or bumbling account of their practice habits, as we have heard numerous times, you can help them out very easily by suggesting they think about practice a little more systematically.2

Another way of measuring time allocation and actual behavior is to look at what Sam Altman, former head of venture capital firm Y Combinator (YC), describes as speed of response. Here is an excerpt from Tyler’s 2019 dialogue and podcast with Sam:3


COWEN: Why is being quick and decisive such an important personality trait in a founder?

ALTMAN: That is a great question. I have thought a lot about this because the correlation is clear, that one of the most fun things about YC is that, I think, we have more data points on what successful founders and bad founders look like than any other organization has had in the history of the world. We have that all in our heads, and that’s great. So I can say, with a high degree of confidence, that this correlation is true.

Being a fast mover and being decisive—it is very hard to be successful and not have those traits as a founder. Why that is, I’m not perfectly clear on, but I think it is something … about the only advantage that start-ups have or the biggest advantage that start-ups have over large companies is agility, speed, willing to make non-consensus, concentrated bets, incredible focus. That’s really how you get to beat a big company.

COWEN: How quickly should someone answer your email to count as quick and decisive?

ALTMAN: You know, years ago I wrote a little program to look at this, like how quickly our best founders—the founders that run billion-dollar-plus companies—answer my emails versus our bad founders. I don’t remember the exact data, but it was mind-blowingly different. It was a difference of minutes versus days on average response times.



In essence, this quality of speed of response is picking up on how much the individual is focused on being connected to the world and responding to plausibly important queries. If your queries are not a priority for the person, then perhaps that individual is not the right match. And no matter what your level, give further thought to responding more quickly to at least some of your interlocutors, especially if you wish to continue your dialogues with them.


Why Are We Intrigued with Interview Questions?

Hiring experts often draw a distinction between “structured” and “unstructured” interviews. By structured we mean a situation where a set of common questions is determined in advance, often at the organizational level, and the answers are collated and judged by common standards applied to many candidates across the organization. Those are important methods for large institutions and they underpin bureaucratic methods of hiring, but they are not what we teach in this book. In similar fashion, in some areas testing and examining credentials and reading letters of recommendation may be important; for instance, eye tests and reaction tests for military pilots may be critical. But again, our potential value added and expertise are about exercising individual judgment, so we will, in this chapter and the next, focus on talking to people and asking them questions on an individual basis (in later chapters we will consider how you might modify these strategies for people with different cultural, racial, or disability backgrounds).4

Unstructured interviews flow more naturally and are more like normal conversation, albeit with a specific purpose. In practice almost every interview has unstructured segments, no matter how it is classified, and that is where most of our advice is targeted. The higher the level you are hiring at, or the more creative the job under consideration, the more likely the interview will have a significant unstructured component. If you are hiring a cashier, the needed skills are pretty standardized, but if a CEO is hiring his or her chief of staff, personality mesh will matter more; that individual may need to have idiosyncratic talents and understand the full scope of the business, requiring a more in-depth and also a freer-flowing interview style.

So let’s say you find yourself in a room with a job candidate and half an hour to chat. How can you discover if the candidate is the right hire, the best business partner, a deserving recipient of a fellowship? The interview is fundamentally about how to engage with people, and if you cannot engage with people, you cannot break through the combination of bravado, nerves, and possibly even deceit that people bring to their interviews. During an interview, you can ask anything (legal) in the known universe and explore any angle you wish. What a splendid but also baffling position to be in.

Before proceeding, let’s look at some of the arguments against the use of interviews at all, to get a sense of both their strengths and limits.



Do Interviews Matter?

Yes, interviews very much do matter.

You may have read articles like the one that Sarah Laskow wrote a few years ago in The Boston Globe, “Want the Best Person for the Job? Don’t Interview,” or the one Jason Dana published in The New York Times, “The Utter Uselessness of Job Interviews.” These and other stories make the all too familiar claim that interviews do not boost your ability to spot the better job candidates. You might then wonder whether interviews, or trying to improve your interview skills, are worth your while.

This common myth of interview impotence misses the point. At the very least, interviews can help you rule out some candidates quickly. But the main reason why virtually all top companies stick with doing interviews is that interviews yield useful information.5

Most importantly, many of the research studies pessimistic about interviewing focus on unstructured interviews performed by relatively unskilled interviewers for relatively uninteresting, entry-level jobs. You can do better. Even if it were true that interviews do not on average improve candidate selection, that is a statement about averages, not about what is possible. You still would have the power, if properly talented and intellectually equipped, to beat the market averages. In fact, the worse a job the world as a whole is at doing interviews, the more reason to believe there are highly talented candidates just waiting to be found by you.

In most of the studies on this subject, interviews were more effective for higher-level jobs. So if you wish to hire an economist, Tyler believes that asking a person substantive economics questions during an interview is a good way to start assessing their competence, though to our knowledge this never has been proven or disproven in study form. Daniel believes that if you wish to fund an applicant for venture capital, it is worth asking about the business plan to see how well the basic idea is presented and defended. If they can’t make a case for it to you, they’ll probably have trouble attracting talent to help them. The anti-interview crowd, many of whom are centered in academia, overlooks these obvious truths.

Interviews also play a crucial role in recruiting candidates and helping spread a positive impression of you and your company, even in cases where you don’t end up hiring the person. So put aside any inclination to skip or devalue this part of the process. Interviews are essential, and, because so many organizations rely on mindless bureaucratic approaches, the bar is low and the payoff high.



The First and Most Important Rule: Be Trusted and in Turn Be Trustworthy

Don’t approach interviewing as a process where you are trying to trick or trip up the other person. First, that is intrinsically a bad way to behave. Second, once the person realizes what you’re doing, they’ll stop trusting you and, in most cases, become guarded. That will make it harder for you to determine whether the person is a good match for your job or assignment, not to mention harder to land them should you decide they are.

Our approach is to begin by trying to establish common ground. How to do this obviously depends on context, but you could talk about a shared regional history, hobby, or interest, or start with a question about the kind of job or task at hand. Another approach is to ask the person a substantive question, based on your knowledge of his or her previous employment history. Most importantly, it should be a question you really want to know the answer to. So if the person worked in a ball bearings factory in Cleveland, ask yourself if you care more about ball bearings or more about Cleveland. And your follow-up questions should also reflect real interests of yours.

Caring about their answers will put the other person at ease, but more importantly, it will often put you at ease too. It will get them—and you—into the mode of inquiry, the mode of curiosity, the mode of conversation, and the mode of learning. It will signal that you feel you can learn from them, and encourage them to feel comfortable responding in kind. Most importantly, it will take you out of the realm of the dull, obvious, phony job interview.

Nature has equipped most humans with the ability to sniff out phoniness and perfunctory interest. There is only one real and credible protection against those phoniness-spotting abilities: to be actually worthy of someone’s trust. When we are genuinely curious it draws people out, and as we show interest, they begin to trust us. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t ask hard questions and challenge answers that don’t add up—it’s simply that you must be genuine.



Getting into the Conversational Mode

As noted, a key benefit of avoiding phoniness from the start is that it helps you get the candidate into the conversational mode as quickly as possible, and this is a critical principle of interviewing. By this we mean how people relate to each other directly, outside of interview settings, when they just say things. It sounds spontaneous, and indeed it is spontaneous. In the conversational mode, you are getting a much better look at how that person will interact with others on a daily basis on the job. We’re not saying that it shows “the real person,” whatever you might take that to mean. The conversational mode still involves a lot of conscious and subconscious presentation of the self to the outside world. It reflects that person’s signaling, airs and affectations, feints, and conditioned social habits. Still, at the very least, you are getting “the real version of the fake person,” and that is still more valuable than trying to process prepared interview answers.

How exactly can you get people into the conversational mode? Here are our main suggestions, starting with a particular favorite of Daniel’s.


Get Candidates Telling Stories About Themselves Rather than Reciting Facts or Canned Answers

A simple question designed to elicit a story, such as “What did you do this morning?,” is a good way to begin to get to know a person without being threatening. The stories you hear will reflect how the candidate organizes ideas, adds emotional valence, drives a narrative arc, and selects what is important. Telling a story also forces the candidate to demonstrate a sense of audience—namely, their sense of you and the others in the room, and what kinds of understanding or context you might be bringing to the interaction. Having a sense of an audience is an important skill for virtually any kind of job involving human interaction, and even if there is a certain phoniness to storytelling, for most jobs a certain amount of phoniness is necessary. You also are testing how well the candidate understands the nature of the interview itself.

It is hard to fake an entire story on the fly, so when you ask for a story, maybe some relevant details are being censored, but you are likely to hear some version of the truth. If you ask, “Tell us a detailed story about how a co-worker expressed appreciation for you,” virtually everyone will tell a version of what actually happened. Precisely because the storytelling mode occupies us with so many details and particular structural features of the story itself, the storyteller cannot lie so easily, as that would involve juggling too many balls at once. It is much easier for the candidate to lie in response to a merely factual question, such as “Were you loved at your last job?” If you hear in response “Oh, yes, absolutely, everyone loved me there,” as both Daniel and Tyler have heard versions of, what exactly are you supposed to do with that?

In some cases, you will be talking with a “survivor” who experienced trauma in the realm you’ve asked about. For instance, perhaps they were sexually harassed in the job you asked them about. Tyler once asked a job candidate about previous experience and received a series of tense, nervous answers that hinted at a history of harassment. He will never know the real story, but at the very least, you should be aware that for these individuals, the proffered stories are not and maybe cannot be about the full truth. So look for intelligence and sensitivity in their reactions, rather than just simple evasiveness, especially if you sense that something might be lurking beneath the surface or if you intuit a certain awkwardness in presentation. And rather than pounding again on the topic of the original question, think what you might ask to defuse the tension. Try to figure out what topic this person actually might want to talk about and move in that direction—for instance, try an open-ended question about which problems the job candidate enjoys working out in her head.

Dullness is catching. The main problem with obvious questions is that they tend to elicit obvious answers. Try not to ask for stories that are likely to be canned. Don’t ask for a story about something the person did right or wrong on the previous job. Don’t ask whether a person is easy or hard to work with. Every interviewee has an answer at the ready for questions like these. Testing for preparation is fine and to some degree necessary, but it is one of the easiest things to do and relatively easy to judge. Our whole purpose, as we’ve said, is to help you test for other qualities.

Here are some questions that not only will elicit stories but also might yield relatively interesting answers:


	“How did you spend your morning today?”

	“What’s the farthest you’ve ever been from another human?”

	“What’s something weird or unusual you did early on in life?”

	“What’s a story one of your references might tell me when I call them?”

	“If I was the perfect Netflix, what type of movies would I recommend for you and why?”

	“How do you feel you are different from the people at your current company?”

	“What views do you hold religiously, almost irrationally?”

	“How did you prepare for this interview?”

	“What subreddits, blogs, or online communities do you enjoy?”

	“What is something esoteric you do?”



Buyer beware: when asking these uncommon questions, you’ll often get a long silence, followed by an unrelated answer. This is a great sign! It means the candidate wasn’t prepared and needs time to think. You’ll want to give the candidate, who may well be nervous, time to contemplate before blabbering. One strategy is repeating the question: “That’s great. What’s another reason you want to work here?” Another is to be explicit about the situation: “Now, you might not have an answer prepared. That’s fine! While you think, let me tell you about something esoteric I do.…”

Once the words are streaming out of their mouth, your real task begins: assessing their response and what it reveals. And to do that you need to draw on a broad variety of knowledge about cognition and personality as well as on your own trained intuition. One good place to start is to consider their general quality of resourcefulness, which is obviously of use in any job, especially in crises or in difficult times. And when testing for resourcefulness, whether or not you are disappointed in particular answers, keep on asking yourself whether the candidate is successively able to draw upon intellectual and also emotional resources in his or her answers. They might just keep on showing innovative responses, no matter how far or how hard you push them. That is a sign of the broader stores of intellect and energy that the individual will be able to bring to the job.

Daniel’s company creates tournaments to select recipients of their investments. A group of potential founders is asked to play a series of online games, and their progress and commitment are tracked over the course of weeks. This tests technical skill, dedication, and competitiveness, all important qualities in the world of tech start-ups. Daniel also likes to ask interview candidates to share their criticisms of the Pioneer tournaments he runs to select eventual recipients of Pioneer’s investments. He is looking for a specific approach to their critique, as much as the substance of their response. He gets especially worried when they ramble on vaguely rather than providing a focused approach to feedback, or when they choose to unload their gripes on the broader world of tech (a common response that suggests a lack of focus). He seeks specificity and frankness that focus on how Pioneer’s tournaments can be improved.

Daniel also places candidate answers in a very specific framework. As the candidate tells their story, Daniel continuously asks himself: Whom is this person responding to or used to performing for? Whom do they view as important to impress? Their parents? A particular peer? High school friends? A former boss? This is revealed at moments when they disclose some angles of their past successes and failures rather than others. You might be surprised how often this information comes through in the context of an interview. For instance, a person may refer to college teachers who scorned her or did not appreciate her innovations, or a person may still be wrapped up in how he was viewed as a child by his parents. Thinking about this question can give you the context people are speaking from and, more generally, a sense of their ambitions and worldview. If they are still trying to impress their high school peers, for instance, they might have focus but they are unlikely to understand the broader picture behind your company or grasp its global ambitions. Most importantly, be alert for the distinction between those who are stuck in their past and those who learned from it but are moving forward and seeking to expand the sphere of people they can impress. Daniel sold Tyler on the importance of this approach early in their discussions and debates.

Most of us have a bias toward well-spoken and articulate storytellers. But make sure you keep an awareness of this at the front of your mind, for it can cause you to hire glib but unsubstantial people and overlook rare creative talent. Do not overestimate the importance of the person’s articulateness. Focus instead on the substance and quality of the answers to your questions. Many very qualified candidates are not that quick on their feet, nor do they speak off the cuff in well-formulated, smooth-sounding sentences, but if they have good content, notice it. Perhaps you have seen how some Americans are impressed by the accents of British people. Well, nothing against hiring British people, but in the workplace the accent probably isn’t worth much, just as what Americans might consider a “clumsy” German accent or “effete” French accent should not be used as stand-ins for particular assessments of personality or intelligence. We too often correlate accent with linguistic fluency, or sometimes intelligence. Similarly, it is fine to notice if someone’s voice has an unusual pitch or their speech has unusual prosody, but don’t leap too quickly to conclusions about the person being “a weirdo,” because you probably cannot draw reliable inferences from that data; furthermore, “weirdos” may end up as some of your best performers.

You may encounter candidates who at times do not seem able to pass a Turing test, or in other words, they will not make enough sense to prove that they are a human rather than an imperfect software program, such as Siri given a question too difficult for it to handle. If a candidate fails the Turing test that is relevant information, as many jobs require a baseline of a particular kind of verbal fluency. Still, try to develop a deeper understanding of what is going on rather than just dismissing that person. The brilliant Alan Turing did not himself seem convinced of his own articulateness or quickness on his feet, and yet he was one of the leading mathematicians, computer scientists, logicians, and cryptographers of his time. He was very good at processing information at levels that did not correspond to the skills we use to generate charming casual conversations.6

Daniel has also found it useful to pay attention to any particular strategies candidates seem to use in order to maintain focus and generate good answers (he calls these strategies “triggers,” analogizing to the way athletes, for instance, prime themselves with mental triggers to maintain good form during a performance—a weightlifter, for example, might think “Chest up” before performing a lift). Sometimes these can be seen in a small physical gesture—say, the person sits up a bit straighter, they take a slightly deeper breath, or their voice takes on a more commanding tone. Alternatively, you might see a negative trigger—you might hear a change in voice or excessive repetition when a candidate loses focus. Ask yourself what kind of impression this person seems to be trying to make in the interview and how they are trying to do that. How well is that strategy working? This will help you build out a more insightful image of the person you are talking to.

In order to obtain the best sense of a candidate, it is important not only what you ask but also how you ask it. End at least some of your questions on a note of surprise. Do not be afraid to let a question hang in the air after you ask it; hold the tension as a way of making it clear that you expect an answer, and a direct answer at that. Do not reduce that tension with a nervous laugh, with too noticeable a blink, or by turning away—anything that would reduce the focus on the matter at hand. Don’t be afraid to keep on looking at the candidate, though don’t do this in an unfriendly or overly challenging way. Be relaxed but attentive. If the candidate avoids the question, ask it again.

This insistence on an answer is one strategy that makes many interviewers feel uncomfortable or even a little mean. When it’s obvious that a candidate is avoiding giving an answer, many people feel a great temptation to ease the tension by allowing the topic to be changed. By maintaining or even heightening the focus on the substance of the responses, you will see how the candidate responds to pressure, but most of all, you will ensure that every question generates a maximally informative answer.

As you present your questions and listen to the candidate’s stories in response, note whether the interviewee uses unusual expressions, seems to be coining their own phrases, explains basic concepts in a way different from what you might hear in the mainstream, speaks as if they are developing useful memes, has unusual rhythmic patterns to their speech, or conjures up a unique worldview. There are some people who, when they speak, no matter what the topic, seem to draw you into their own worldview, almost like an act of magic, like you are stepping into a movie, TV show, computer game, or graphic novel of their making. This can be a sign of their energy and creativity.

The first time each of us met Peter Thiel, for instance, we noticed how engrossed he was in his explanations and, furthermore, how quickly and effectively he pulled people into his worldview, introducing and applying concepts such as “technological stagnation,” “the inability to imagine a future very different from the present,” “Georgist economics,” and “the Girardian sacrificial victim.” Maybe you don’t know what all of those concepts refer to, and maybe Peter’s audience doesn’t always either, but that is not the point. There is a logic to his argument, and Peter communicates that logic with the utmost conviction; the audience correctly senses a coherent underlying worldview, involving themes of lost dynamism, pessimism, and the all too human desire to copy other people and their habits. When Peter, in a public dialogue with Tyler, referred to the “Straussian interpretation of Christ,” everyone basically went along with it and kept on listening with extreme attentiveness, even though probably few of them understood the reference.

Demonstrating a language of one’s own is not always a positive sign, especially if you are hiring for a job requiring low creativity and high conscientiousness. But if you are looking for a founder, an entrepreneur, a maverick, or a highly productive intellectual to lead a venture to the next level, creating and commanding one’s own language may be an important positive feature. It may suggest that you have found a truly creative, charismatic, and generative individual, one of the 1 or 2 percent of people who are capable of creating something grand. It’s not that having a special language always translates into successful results; if someone creates and opens up their own world with language, there’s no guarantee that such a new and original world is a good one, or a good match for what you want to achieve as an employer or backer. But it is a sign that further investigation into the person is warranted, for there’s a chance that they might be an earth-shattering, pathbreaking genius.

As an aside, this point about language is one reason knowledge of the humanities, reading fiction, and being bilingual or trilingual can help you locate creative talent. If you are going to recognize what new personal languages look like, it helps to have been exposed to them in the past. It helps to know the sound of Shakespeare, whose language is like no one else’s, of his time or any other. It helps to be fluent in French, Spanish, Hindi, Chinese, or whatever other language you may have learned. And don’t neglect popular culture; shows such as Seinfeld, The Simpsons, Game of Thrones, and Rick and Morty have rhythms and languages all their own, just like the high-culture masterworks from the past. Tyler is a big advocate of learning as many different such “languages” as you can, not only to boost your understanding of the world, but also so you can recognize and better evaluate the languages and cultural codes of other people.



Change the Physical Setting of the Interview

Go to a coffee shop or restaurant. Take a walk or sit on a park bench. This can happen mid-interview, or you can hold the entire interview there. In any case, the different setting allows you to see how the candidate responds to unexpected change and can ease the move to a more conversational exchange. It also makes it harder for the candidate to keep up the protective interview mode. The candidate can’t speak to the server or cashier in interview mode, so you get to see a different side of the person. Besides, once the candidate has spoken more naturally to the server, it is harder for the candidate to switch back into protective interview mode with you.

The new setting also gives you the chance to ask the candidate more questions for which they won’t have a stock answer: “What do you think of the service here?” Or “Do you usually find rooms to be so noisy?” You are giving the candidate a chance to express emotions, register grudges, and evaluate new and unexpected settings, all in relatively unfiltered form. It’s just not possible for the candidate to fall back entirely on prep in addressing such questions.

New physical settings also introduce the possibility of random and surprising events, in a way you probably won’t get just sitting in an interview room. Maybe there won’t be an open seat at Starbucks, so how will the candidate react and what will they suggest as a next course of action? Does the candidate decide to suggest the next course of action, or do they rely on you? If the checkout line is interminably slow, when will they start to exhibit frustration? Best yet, how do they respond if a server spills something onto their shirt (though we do not recommend arranging this in advance—remember: be good).

If time or circumstances don’t allow this kind of change, you can switch rooms for a while. At the very least, that is likely to rearrange the seating positions, even if all the same people are involved, and that too will change the nature of the dialogue.

The key point here is that the best interviews are not formal interviews at all. We’re sure you can think of other creative ways to take the candidate out of interview mode and into their everyday self. This is important, because the everyday self is what you’ll get if you hire them. Furthermore, non-work settings often lead to more revealing conversations. Try seeing a basketball game together—most likely you will end up talking about work issues during halftime and time-outs. Or go running with the person. The old-school approach here was to suggest a round of golf. In any case, be very open to doing something that might stand outside of the normal hiring routine.



Be Specific and Use Forcing Questions

A good rule of thumb is this: if you found your question in a job interview book or on a website, it is likely you are simply testing the candidate’s preparation level. Again, that is fine up to a point, but don’t confuse it with additional insight.

Here are a few somewhat more unusual questions we recommend—again, depending on context—with more questions coming in the section on how to get “meta”:


	“What are ten words your spouse or partner or friend would use to describe you?”

	“What’s the most courageous thing you’ve done?”

	“If you joined us and then in three to six months you were no longer here, why would that be?” Or ask the same question about five years down the line as well and see how the two answers differ.

	“What did you like to do as a child?” This gets at what they really like to do, because it harks back to a time before the world started bossing them around.7

	“Did you feel appreciated at your last job? What was the biggest way in which you did not feel appreciated?”



You’ll notice that these questions ask for some very specific pieces of information. They also ask for stories and for the candidates to reveal something of their true natures.

Regarding the last question, the one about not feeling appreciated: many people cannot hold in their emotions here. In general, be wary of candidates who use a lot of negative words; it is a sign of possible future troubles and lack of cooperativeness in the workplace. Even if the negative experiences at the person’s previous job were not at all their fault, you wish to assess the extent to which they can move on from bad experiences. Negative words can be less of a bad sign if you are interviewing a potential boss or founder, as in that case you may be looking for a kind of revolutionary disagreeableness; even then, users of negative words can be trouble. Be wary of curse words, excess deployment of the word “hate,” and too much talk about whose feelings got hurt and why and whether the complaint is justified or not.

Another way to keep the focus on specifics is to test how well the candidate understands your institution. Anyone who is serious about the job will have learned basic information about your key products or services, so questions about them are unlikely to reveal very much. We’re big believers in asking questions designed to see how well they can zero in on the key conceptual challenges we face in our chosen fields. So you might ask instead:


	“Who are our competitors?”



Reed Hastings, the Netflix CEO, once famously said that his biggest competitor was sleep, and furthermore, that he was winning. At the Mercatus Center, a research center with an emphasis on studying markets, Tyler argues to his co-workers that their competitor is often Google, not some other research center. If people want to know things, they might just go to Google rather than to any particular research center. So you had better place your work well on Google—or, better yet, induce people to go to you before they go to Google. For Daniel’s Pioneer, the biggest competitor is not another venture capital firm but rather the risk that top prospects might prefer to take a steady salary at a good company and forget about any bigger plans. (Is it so bad to live out a comfortable but less challenging life?) Daniel understands that the mystique and thrill of building a new company have to outweigh the inertia of the status quo and its easier defaults, and that he is in part responsible for articulating that vision of creating something new.



Which Clichéd Questions Should You Avoid?

Peggy McKee’s 2017 book How to Answer Interview Questions lists more than a hundred common questions. Here are just a few examples:


	“Give me an example of a time that you felt you went above and beyond the call of duty at work.”

	“How can you apply your specific skills to help the organization achieve sustainable growth and generate revenue?”

	“How do you handle stress and pressure on the job?”

	“What did you like or dislike about your previous jobs?”8



You might escalate your quest for questions and Google “15 Favorite Interview Questions to Completely Disarm Job Candidates,” in which case you would end up with an article by Jeff Haden and a list that includes the following, which are snoozers:


	“What are the failures you most cherish?”

	“If you could go back five years, what advice would you give your younger self?”9



There is a whole class at Stanford, for engineers, on how to best prep for interviews and answer interview questions.10 Their paradigmatic example of a question to be prepared for is:


	“What is your greatest weakness?”



Again, by now most people are ready for that one, especially when you are interviewing at higher levels, where you encounter better-prepared candidates. Both of us have heard (in joint interview sessions, where we were not the ones asking the questions) answers like “Sometimes I feel I am just too committed to my job.” We are not sure what to make of such responses, other than perhaps the respondent read someone else’s book on interview strategy.

If you are going to ask achievement-oriented questions, avoid the ordinary by continuing to ask for successive instances of candidate success until the respondent can’t come up with any more. So don’t just ask “Give me an example of a time that you felt you went above and beyond the call of duty at work” one time, because there you are just testing for basic prep. Ask it again. And again. And again, until the candidate can’t come up with any more answers. And don’t look away, break the tension with a chuckle, or give the candidate a chance to divert attention and halt the questioning process.

The first time you ask this question, most candidates will draw upon their preparation. Sustained repetition, however, will get the person out of prep sooner or later, usually sooner. The previously cached answers will be exhausted, leaving time for the real meat. You will then see the depth of the candidate’s intellectual resources and emotional resilience. How does the person respond when being challenged continually? How many instances can the person come up with? If the respondent feels stymied and truly has no further responses, how readily and how poorly is he or she willing to resort to BS? Finally, if the candidate really does have seventeen significant different work triumphs, maybe you do want to hear about what number seventeen looks like.

For a creative job, you can repeatedly ask the candidates for their best idea. As with their work triumphs, plenty of people will have prepared one or two answers to this kind of question, but how does a person respond when asked five times? Eight times? How does the candidate handle the arrival of the moment when the honest and right answer is: “Those are all the good ideas I’ve had that I can think of.” Or maybe the candidate should say: “I can tell you about some other ideas I’ve had, but I’m not sure how good they were.” Then you are likely in uncharted territory, out of candidate prep, and you will learn more about how the person really thinks and responds to unusual situations, how well that person thinks about the quality of what he or she is doing, and also about that person’s self-evaluation more generally.

With that idea of uncharted territory in mind, you also might ask, “What have you achieved that is unusual for your peer group?” But again, don’t just ask it once. Keep on asking to elicit as many answers as possible. And if you encounter a candidate who has achieved twenty-three different things unusual for his or her peer group, well, that is worth knowing. Even a simple, one-tiered answer like “I started a successful company at the age of seventeen” has the power to impress.

Who wants to hear about the boring management or career success book the person came prepared to talk about? But if books come up naturally in the conversation, or music, movies, or most other art forms, by all means pursue the topic. One of Daniel’s strongest initial bonds with Tyler—which boosted the prospects for our collaboration on this book—was discovering we both had a love of Orson Scott Card’s science fiction novel Ender’s Game, which is in fact about a series of talent competitions for young children. As we discussed it, we found that we appreciated the same things: its directness, its engagement with questions of meritocracy, and its sense of just how early talent can blossom or be revealed. The book embodies precisely the right mix of competitiveness, playfulness, empathy, gamification, and the stakes really mattering, which is what a great book about talent search should offer. By the end of that conversation, Tyler and Daniel had a much better sense of their shared interest in those topics. If a person seems to have a good grasp of a book or other artistic or aesthetic object, by all means be willing to let the conversation flow in that direction, because you will end up staring right into that person’s soul.




The Cycle of Interview Questions

Many interview questions have a limited period of usefulness, and so they eventually need to be discarded or modified. Consider one of the most renowned interview questions of all time: “What is it you believe to be true that other smart people you know think is crazy?” There are other versions of this question, typically of a contrarian bent, such as “What is your most absurd belief?” This type of question is often attributed to Peter Thiel, although it seems it first came from a blog post by Tyler in 2006, and it is part of a broader philosophic tradition of critical self-examination.11

In its early days, this question was magnificently effective. It caught respondents by surprise, and at the very least you could observe how they responded to an unexpected situation, which was a plus for gathering data about their performance abilities. Furthermore, their answers revealed a good bit about how they understood the world. You had a chance to learn “What kind of kook is this person?”—and really, what would you rather know? That kind of information usually isn’t contained on a resume. You could see how quickly they could put together an argument, and how quickly they could make it sound plausible (or not).

Alternatively, some people will confidently answer the question with a totally ordinary, orthodox belief, convinced they have stated something highly unusual. Those individuals may be good hires for their reliability and conformity, but don’t expect them to shake up any internal systems that need reforming. If they think “globalization extended too far” is their weird, radical, absurd belief, whether or not you agree, the proper conclusion is that they are not exposed to many truly radical, weird ideas at all and wouldn’t know one if it hit them on the head.

When Tyler first put the absurd beliefs question out there, his favorite (written) answer was: “I believe that if you go to the beach, but you do not give the ocean a chance to taste you, she will come take her taste when she chooses.” He later met the person who wrote that, and she turned out to be remarkably smart and productive, and she was underplaced in her job at the time.

Part of what made this question work was its unpredictability. Most interviewees are working hard to please the interviewer, and that includes answering all of the questions. But when confronted with this question—well, if you had never thought about it before, it is hard to come up with a decent answer … other than the truth. A lie is too risky, would be too hard to articulately defend, and could make you seem entirely insipid—“I think apple pie has too much sugar.” Besides, many of the possible lies you might tell would make you look even crazier than you really are. So most people struggled to reach for some version of the truth, even if it was a partially sanitized version.

That interview question, for a while, was very effective at identifying true contrarians. Tyler recalls seeing some respondents utterly baffled because they couldn’t think of any nonconforming view they held. He checked the mental box “Not a contrarian” on them.

But the question was too good, and thus, it became widely used. Over time, interviewees came, if not to expect it, at least to show up prepared for it. After all, if you interview for a bunch of jobs, you might end up being asked the question at least once, and you would be alerted for the next time. And a canned answer to that question, while it revealed skills of preparation, just wasn’t that revealing anymore. The interviewee would prep to demonstrate just the level of contrarianism that he or she thought the interviewer was looking for. And suddenly the question now was rewarding a perverse kind of conformity—conformity to the proper level of contrarianism—rather than the true contrarianism it was supposed to ferret out.

Tyler also has experimented, with success, with an inverted version of the question. This one is useful only for limited purposes, but here goes:


	“What is one mainstream or consensus view that you wholeheartedly agree with?”



Let’s think through what this question does and does not do. First, it does not so strongly select for intelligence or analytic acuity, since enough elements of the status quo are defensible even if they are not entirely ideal. It is hard to totally whiff on the question, since it is not demanding a specific answer or even a non-corny one. Second, it does not cause the person to feel extremely threatened or challenged.

What does the question do, then? First, it contains an element of surprise. Reactions to surprising questions usually have some intrinsic informational value, no matter how easy the question. Second, it is not really a question a person can brush off or refuse to answer without looking excessively grumpy. Third, it probes how a person interacts with the authority of mainstream institutions. Fourth and most importantly, it gives the person a chance to signal his or her values and orientation in a way that is nonthreatening. No one is worried that their answer to this question might be used against them on Twitter. At the same time, the respondent can signal his or her real priorities. Is it faster innovation? Poverty reduction? Patching the holes in democracy? With the question, you have created a nonthreatening way of eliciting where the person really stands in the world—where and how they fit in—and which values he or she assigns high weight to. For values-based jobs and applications (as you frequently find in the nonprofit world, for instance), that can be highly useful.

Another set of interview questions that is now outmoded is sometimes called “the Google questions.” Google is famous for the highly analytical questions it once posed to potential hires, especially for software and engineering jobs. These are best illustrated by example:


	“How many golf balls can you fit into an airplane?”

	“How many gas stations are there in Manhattan?”



Or maybe you would like a longer, more complicated one:


	“You are given two eggs.… You have access to a hundred-story building. Eggs can be very hard or very fragile, which means they may break if dropped from the first floor or may not break even if dropped from the hundredth floor. Both eggs are identical. You need to figure out the highest floor of the hundred-story building an egg can be dropped from without breaking. The question is how many drops you need to make. You are allowed to break two eggs in the process.”12



You can think of these questions as good tests of one very particular kind of analytical ability, especially designed to distinguish very, very smart people from those who are only quite smart. Smart in a particular mathematical sense, that is.

As it happens, Google itself has moved away from using these questions. Laszlo Bock, formerly Google’s Senior Vice President of People Operations, announced, “We found that brainteasers are a complete waste of time.” That is perhaps an overstatement, as there are still successful quantitative hedge funds that seem to find such questions useful for testing analytical abilities. Still, for most jobs, you probably are better off asking a direct analytical question about the actual job in question. You could investigate the candidate’s knowledge of economics, programming, mathematics, and so on. For the most part, these Google-linked questions should be ushered into a dignified retirement.13

Keep in mind that the person actually has to become understandable to you, and the brainteaser questions don’t help very much in that regard, unless the job in question has an extremely specific set of technical requirements.



Going Meta: The Best Ways

Rather than trying to go small with your questions (e.g., “How many ping-pong balls fit into a Volkswagen?”), it is often more useful to look for the larger picture. For instance, how well do your applicants understand themselves and their place in the world? Toward that end, how about these questions?


	“Which of your beliefs are you least rational about?”

	“What views do you hold almost irrationally?”



These questions ask the respondent to give an account of their own self-awareness. In essence, you are trying to learn how many cultural and intellectual worlds an individual is master of, and how much perspective they have on their own perspectives. That is what we mean by “meta”—that the person is considering their own thought world from a viewpoint one level higher, more general, and more distant. You are testing their facility with ideas and also how readily they can identify with alien viewpoints.

It is hard to stonewall when asked these questions. Surely everyone has some pretty irrational views, maybe a lot of them. But presenting your irrational views almost necessarily requires an awkwardness or revelation of weakness since you are forced to explain why you are so irrational on these questions. It is hard to be purely mechanical on the response here, because the irrational reasons typically are quite human ones. By asking this question, you are pulling the person into the human mode, into the self-awareness mode, into the awkwardness mode, and into a bit of weakness. When you can do all of that at once, useful interview information is likely to be forthcoming.

A related and decent interview question is:


	“Which of your beliefs are you most likely wrong about?”



The most brutal of all the meta questions is:


	“How do you think this interview is going?”



An even more brutal version of it is to have two separate people ask the same question at different points throughout the day, and later compare notes. We don’t recommend it for most settings, but let’s pause for a moment and think through what this question does. You are in essence asking the candidate how much weakness he or she wishes to disclose. Should the candidate give an articulate account of her weaknesses so far, thereby impressing you with her insightfulness but also confirming your negative impressions? Or should the candidate stonewall and instead give an account of everything that has gone well? If nothing else, you will confront the candidate with a surprise situation and put her in a difficult position, but one that gives her a chance to shine in confronting a challenge.

But here’s why we are not entirely enamored of this one. Let’s say the candidate opts for the risk-averse choice and simply stonewalls it on the negative, offering a strong positive account of what went well. How much should you hold this risk aversion against the candidate? Is it a true and reliable signal that the person actually is too risk-averse? The answers here are not obvious to us. The candidate just might not trust you enough to give the full answer, and so you cannot distinguish the “insufficiently strong trust” hypothesis from the “candidate is too risk-averse” hypothesis. If you ask the candidate to perform too risky a task, as might be the case here, you can end up with too little information being revealed. So while we can think of particular situations where this question might work very well, deploy it with caution and don’t get too caught up in its cleverness.

Finally, here is another useful question used by Peter Thiel:


	“How successful do you want to be?”



Or this variant favored by Tyler:


	“How ambitious are you?”



Offhand, this one might sound a little silly, but it can be useful to ask an individual to put his or her cards on the table. If the essence of the answer is “I wish to ensconce myself as a midlevel manager in a secure company,” well, that is probably the truth. You would then be ill-advised to invest in that person as an ambitious entrepreneur or a founder. You might want to invest in them as a midlevel manager, but even then be aware that promotion incentives may not motivate the person very much. When Tyler posed this question to one potential academic hire, the candidate simply responded: “I would like to publish some papers and get tenure.” (“That’s it!?” Tyler wanted to shriek.) Alternatively, a potential fellowship recipient might have the ambition to cure cancer; a person who actually has such an ambition will be able to articulate it pretty clearly and with some degree of conviction.

Upon reflection, this question is surprisingly difficult to fake. If you really don’t have the ambition to cure cancer, it isn’t so easy to claim in an interview that you do and defend the reality of your vision. It will sound like mere bragging, not backed up by analysis or details about the planned execution of the vision. On the other hand, people with truly ambitious goals often are eager to tell this to the world, and often they have some plans already worked out. Of course, in some cases you will immediately sense that a person’s ambitions are set implausibly high, and that is reason for doubting their judgment and self-knowledge, however sincere their answer might be. World peace would be a wonderful thing, but we’re not sure you should hire the candidate who pledges to bring it about.

The degree of a person’s ambition is pretty valuable to know, and it gives you a clear sense of their potential upside. It also offers you a sense of a person’s self-knowledge and of how they present and defend that self-knowledge when they are in an unexpected situation. We have found that hardly anyone is expecting this question. It is somehow too direct, too probing, and it touches too deeply upon a person’s inner thoughts. Most people are used to settings where the default is to fake some mix of ambition, lack of ambition, or both, and where everyone else goes along with the faux presentation.

Two caveats about using this question. First, it may become less useful over time as it becomes known and expected. If the respondent has a prepped, fine-tuned answer to the question, they may be presenting exactly the level of ambition they think you are looking for. The question would become correspondingly less valuable. Second, there may be gender, cultural, or racial differences in the answers, a topic we will return to in later chapters. Suffice it to say, for example, that for a variety of reasons, women may be less willing to express extreme ambition—or maybe even visualize it to themselves. So if you ask a woman this question, the answer you receive may well be affected by some measure of social inhibition in addition to a sense of ambition, and that may render the answer correspondingly noisier in terms of information. Be aware of this potential distortion. The same problem may exist with some minority and immigrant groups, again, a topic we will return to. Even if the person is extremely ambitious, he may, for cultural reasons, view the interviewer as higher in status and may thus be unwilling to voice an ambition that is greater than, say, the current status of the interviewer, fearing that might be viewed as a kind of improper aggrandizement or insubordination. As always, be aware of your cultural context.

Another set of meta questions reverses the tables. Try this one: “What criteria would you use for hiring?” Again, you are testing an individual’s understanding of the job, of him- or herself, and of the interview process itself.

It can be very instructive to ask, “What questions do you have for me?” or “What questions do you have about us?” or similar variants on this theme. The goal is to get the candidate to voice information about what he or she really cares about, and it also tests how well the candidate knows the job or project under consideration. On top of all that, it is testing for whether the candidate has penetrating insight into things you know about and, furthermore, whether the candidate might someday be in a position to insightfully interview, and perhaps hire, other people.

Still, this question only works some of the time, in part because so many people prep for it. It works best when you’ve already covered what they might have asked about from their prep, or when you can phrase the query in such a specific way that they can’t fall back on their prep. Something like: “During the middle of this discussion, we chatted about [a very particular project]. What questions do you have about that project?” Then you are testing their engagement in the conversation and how much their understanding can evolve rapidly on the fly. If you simply ask them to present you with questions and they come back with “What does your benefits package look like?,” then you have tested only for prep. That is an entirely reasonable comeback on their part, but usually you are looking for a greater revelation of information.



Interviewing the Person’s References

We are big fans of interviewing a person’s references, especially for higher-level jobs. Here are some basic tips for doing that effectively:

1. The person you are calling probably wants to get off the phone quickly, help or not harm the candidate, and also not lie too badly. However, they are probably willing to bend the truth.

2. As with the interview itself, the key is to move out of the realm of the bureaucratic and into a more conversational mode. Their limited time means you need to rapidly create an atmosphere where the reference giver feels criticism can be given safely, without violation of confidence or without a single negative comment being turned into a case for the prosecution. That can be done by simply mentioning the nature of this problem, showing understanding for the complexities of job candidates, and signaling (honestly, one hopes!) that you do in fact keep an open mind about people with flaws.

3. Ask questions about specific quantitative comparisons, because in those instances, even a truth-bending reference is unlikely to lie. “Will this person be a better COO than John Smith?” may not get a completely honest answer, but if the reference does not immediately answer “Yes, the candidate will be a better COO,” you should take that as some form of negative information. In the academic hiring market, it usually works to ask the recommender to compare the potential hire to another student they have tried to place on the market or perhaps to another tenured professor with a reputation.

4. If the candidate’s reference list doesn’t contain leaders (or at least links in the chain of direct reports) of the prior organization, that’s a bad sign.

5. Keep the person talking, in part by being interesting yourself. And if you don’t come away from those conversations with a sense of the candidate’s drawbacks, know that you have failed in your investigation so far.

Finally, we are struck by these three questions for interviewing that Stripe CEO Patrick Collison presented to Reid Hoffman in their public interview from 2019.14 Patrick doesn’t seem to have intended these as “for references only questions,” but nonetheless we find them useful in that context. Here goes:



	Is this person so good that you would happily work for them?

	Can this person get you where you need to be way faster than any reasonable person could?

	When this person disagrees with you, do you think it will be as likely you are wrong as they are wrong?



Those are all very good forcing questions; ask them of the references but also of the job candidates as well.

In sum, conversing well with potential hires or award winners is one of the most important things you can do. Keep in mind that it not only brings you talent, but it helps you retain talent and mobilize those individuals to use their skills better. If you cannot relate to your talent at a conversational level, you will learn less, you will build less trust, and you will end up relying too heavily on direct monetary incentives to motivate people. If you are looking for something to practice, practice your own skills of conversing.
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HOW TO ENGAGE WITH PEOPLE ONLINE

We’ve noticed that evaluators often make incorrect assessments when real-world conversational models are accidentally applied to online interactions. Someone with whom you’re conversing online might come across as “obnoxious” because they’re loud. But of course, loudness may just be an artifact of people’s uncertainty about how sound is reproduced in virtual meetings. One must also be careful not to allow frustration at the medium to seep through to a judgment of the participant. When calls hang or meetings lag, subsequent discussion might suffer extra scrutiny, much as bad handwriting might cause readers to disbelieve its contents. Keep your cool, and realize that you are looking at distorted filters, so to speak.

By the way, these questions are sufficiently complex that they can provide an interesting interview question:


	“Why are person-to-person interactions often more informative than Zoom calls?”



That will test rather quickly a person’s understanding of a product’s limitations and advantages (“How does Zoom really work anyway?” “What makes a personal meeting a good one?”) and also a person’s introspective abilities and social abilities. The candidate likely has been doing numerous online and in-person interviews. How did those go? How did they feel, and how did the types of interview feel different? How would the candidate articulate those differences? These questions test self-awareness and articulateness and also a person’s ability to focus on a task they need to excel at—in this case, the interview process.

Or try this tougher one:


	“In which ways might a Zoom call be more informative than a person-to-person interaction?”



Not only are we suggesting that question, but we’d like to spend the rest of this chapter answering it. The online medium is different from face-to-face interactions. But how? And how can you turn those differences to your advantage, or at least minimize their disadvantages?

Even before COVID-19, people were using virtual meetings with increasing frequency, and it’s safe to say that this will continue when the crisis passes. Daniel’s company, Pioneer, interviews and advises people around the world, mostly online, and the same is true for Tyler’s Emergent Ventures. Well before the pandemic, we had Skype and, later, Zoom calls virtually every day. These days there is also “virtual lunch” persisting as a thing, webinars replacing many public talks, university classes moving fully or partially online, Zoom dating, Clubhouse, BlueJeans, Houseparty, and much more.

Furthermore, talent search has become more global, and so if you are speaking to a possible hire in Mumbai or Lagos, that will likely be done online, at least for the early rounds of the process and, as is increasingly common, perhaps for the entire process. Even if the person is merely across town, traffic congestion, office bookings, or scheduling constraints all might favor online contact.

How to do an online interview is one of the questions we receive most often, and unfortunately there is not yet a solid body of research on the best methods. Nor do most books on talent search and management reflect the new realities of how humans now communicate. Because of the lack of research or years of established best practices, this chapter is necessarily more speculative than the others, but we feel confident that our basic conclusions are useful.


What Is Similar and What Is Different Online

Some fundamental truths remain the same for online connections: you need to be trustworthy, and to establish trust you need to start a natural conversation. As you know from the previous chapter, this requires finding a way to engage with the interview subject. But what in the online format is different? Why does this work differently than in an in-person meeting?

For one thing, with an online interview it is much harder to use body language and eye contact to bond and to establish trust. With a Zoom call, for instance, you see the person’s face and background in two dimensions, but usually not more.

Among other limitations, you cannot easily tell exactly where the person is looking, since your frame of reference and their frame of reference are not the same. Even if you superficially feel you are “looking right at the other person,” you are not, just as you do not receive true eye contact when watching your favorite star on television. Nor is the eye tracking of two callers synched in the same way that it might be face-to-face. (Having multiple callers only heightens these problems.) If you stare at the screen, it is difficult for the other party to tell if you are engaging with their eyes (provided the angle of your head signals some limited kind of attention) or gazing into space or past the countenance of the other person. In this regard, screen calls can be relatively impersonal.

So all other things being equal, online trust will be lower. Consequently, edgy interview questions are harder to pull off in these settings. As an interviewer, you are more likely to appear obnoxious, or overly pushy, or simply “off,” and in any case your intentions will be harder to read. So you may be forced to use fewer such questions or to blunt their hard edges. That is one reason online interviews tend to be less informative, and it is also a factor you need to respect when choosing your angle of approach.

That said, you can compensate for this greater difficulty. You can try to establish greater trust up front. You can deploy more bonding over common interests, or use self-deprecating humor more, if only to blunt your own harder edges later on. You can use more assuring rhetoric throughout the interview as a whole. All that takes time, and it can limit your own effectiveness; still, those approaches can give you greater leeway for pushing harder in other directions for more specific information.

It’s likely that the interviewee will find it harder to take risks in the online setting. When interviewed, often we start an anecdote or story and rely on implicit visual feedback to encourage or discourage us from proceeding further. But when most of that feedback is absent or delayed, we are less likely to go down that particular route to begin with. So interviewees will often be more boring, risk-averse, and homogenized, and as the interviewer, you will need to adjust your expectations accordingly.

To consider the information poverty problem more generally, when you use distance communications you are missing out on at least three distinct sources of knowledge: social presence, information richness, and the full synchronicity of back-and-forth. By social presence we mean your understanding of how the person interacts with others and projects a self-image. Information richness refers to the ability of the in-person interaction to indicate more about how a person walks, shakes your hand, greets others entering the room, and so on. And synchronicity concerns the rhythm and patter of your interactions, the nature of the pauses, the speed of the convergence of understanding, how well you coordinate on who is due to speak next, and so on.

For a particular interview, it is worth thinking through which of these you really need to make up for, and which you are willing to do without. Don’t just mentally compare Zoom to “real life”; rather, disaggregate and break down the exact problem you are facing. Missing out on social presence, for instance, is probably important if you are trying to hire a salesperson or a team leader. It could be less important if you are looking for someone who will telecommute and largely work solo, such as a writer or copy editor.

Very often, online interactions are fine for specific, focused discussions based around a concrete problem or issue or point of contention. They seem to function much less well as a way of generating spontaneous interaction or as a means of eliciting non-goal-specific information, and thus—compared to in-person interviewing—you don’t get a sense about things you would have never thought to ask about in the first place. If someone visits your office for a chat, they might note a common bond because of something in a photo, a piece of artwork, or a poster on the wall. That kind of observation is much less likely to happen over Zoom, both because the cue is less likely to be seen in the first place and also there is less “space” in the more focused conversation for raising it. So if that kind of background information is important for the job in question—for instance, by getting a sense of the broader social context a person is coming from—by all means compensate by asking about such matters directly.

By breaking down the deficiencies of online communication in this fashion, you get a better sense of how you might need to generate more information elsewhere. You could make up for the deficiencies of the online interview by asking a person more direct questions about the information-deficient area or adding questions when talking to references.

Online interviews also bring greater coordination problems when it comes to discerning whose turn it is to speak. Due to various technical glitches, there still may be delays in transmitting messages (perhaps some of those problems will be fixed by the time you are reading this; at the moment, about half of Tyler’s podcast guests have this problem at least once during the dialogue). Truly high-speed, uninterrupted internet access still is not the norm in the United States. Online conversations still often have short lags, or worse yet, the system can freeze up, if only temporarily. That harms the general flow of the conversation, even if a freeze or lag is not happening at a particular moment, because the discussants are never sure how their information is being transmitted, and they are never sure how well and how swiftly they are reading the signals of the other party to the conversation. There is a much greater disconnect—sometimes literally as well as figuratively—between the parties to these online interactions. Again, that is going to make a lot of interpersonal signals harder to read.



Status Relations Online

Another notable feature of online interaction is that it drains away many of the traditional markers of status.

Think of how many aspects of status relations are blurred or obliterated by the online setting. For instance, at a business meeting or interview there is typically a seating order of some kind, whether it is planned in advance or has arisen spontaneously. The boss or decision-maker is not usually pushed into the corner, for one thing. But with online calls, other than having a designated host who may “control the dials,” those status markers are largely absent. Furthermore, the person in control of the dials on the call often is a technical assistant, not the actual boss.

Many women have remarked on Twitter that they feel on more equal footing on a Zoom call. The (usually male) boss is not dominating the center of the room; he cannot so easily employ “me first” body language; it is harder to interrupt people; and the rotation of turns to speak is often more symmetric. So interviewers need to realize that they are not projecting leadership or charisma in the usual ways. Dress as a marker of status also plays a different role in online chats. Shirts, haircuts, and posture might matter more, but shoes, watches, gait, suits, and height all matter less. The notion of a commanding physical presence doesn’t play a big role. Handshakes may be on the way out anyway, but you certainly can’t do them through a Zoom call, so no one knows if yours is firm or weak. A lot of people used to coming across as high-status and charismatic in person will feel a bit lost through the screen. Witty repartee also can be hard to pull off over an internet call, and that too may diminish the stature of those individuals who are accustomed to using clever banter to command a room.

This all means you need to rethink how status relationships are projected in the online medium. Typically the online medium raises the influence and stature of people who can get to the point quickly. You should aim to do that anyway, but online that is all the more imperative. Many online professors report that for their longer scheduled sessions, they find it necessary to resort to Zoom breakout sessions to give the class some sense of control over their own education and thus to maintain the students’ involvement and interest. Over the longer term, those methods will reward non-paranoid leaders who are okay with giving up some sense of control in the moment, and you will need to adjust your style more in that direction, if you have not already.1

People who need to feel that they are coming across at their best fare worse in the environment of online presentation, because they just can’t do that well, and thus, they will become nervous, anxious, and feel inadequate. Those who are more oblivious to a sense of their own imperfections are more likely to have the upper hand. If you are easygoing and have a relatively secure sense of place in the world, you may end up coming across as higher status than the person who used to command the room through pushiness and signals of dominance.

It is striking that during the lockdowns traditional movie and television celebrities did not have access to their usual platforms. Many of them took to streaming personal content online, but as Spencer Kornhaber opined in The Atlantic, “celebrities have never been less entertaining.” They came across as bored and inept rather than relaxed and genuine. Most of these celebrities are used to context-created deference or even worship, but at the other end of an iPhone-created video they are just another mugging face, except they are less likely to realize that. So when Gal Gadot, Natalie Portman, Jamie Dornan, Sia, Pedro Pascal, Zoë Kravitz, Sarah Silverman, Leslie Odom Jr., Jimmy Fallon, Will Ferrell, Norah Jones, and Cara Delevingne created clips of themselves singing John Lennon’s “Imagine,” this was embarrassing rather than fascinating.2

Don’t be like these celebrities, no matter how much you are the boss face-to-face. Online interactions simply strip away a lot of your mystique, and you need to adjust accordingly.

One of the hardest mental adjustments for people to make is to realize how much their positive affect relies on their in-person projection of high social status. To give a simple example, you might not be as witty as you think! You will do better in the online call if you realize how much your in-person presence relies on a kind of phoniness, and allow your online charisma to be rebuilt on different grounds—those that are easier, more casual, more direct, and just plain charming (but in the modest rather than pushy sense of that word). So rather than treating that high status as something automatically conveyed by your suit and your place at the table, maybe now you, as an interviewer, will have to work harder for it. Treat that as a plus, and as a chance to learn something and to shine in a very personal and human way.

Another problem is this: if you are on “Zoom center stage” in the large box as the speaker, people have no choice but to look at you square on, unless they just aren’t paying attention. That can be stressful for you, because everyone can notice all of your imperfections, whether a pimple on your face, your unusual speech patterns, or your head movements. You too can see those same imperfections, and perhaps you too are not sure where you should be looking, and so you are torn between looking away in an effort to forget about it and glancing periodically at your own weirdness in order to try to correct it. Unfortunately, the watching crowd knows something a little strange is going on. When speaking live, experienced lecturers use all kinds of misdirection, including hand motions, body movements, and charisma, to cover up their blemishes, but on Zoom that is much harder to do.

Some individuals try to use their customized Zoom backgrounds to convey their importance, but this isn’t easy. Putting a skyscraper window view behind you is not good for the visual mechanics of the call—too much bright light—so maybe over time expensive works of art will come to play that role.

Overall, we’ve found that in the recent COVID-19 migration to the internet savannah, status symbols have changed from designer jackets to digital bitrate. High-powered investors and CEOs are spending thousands on studio-style cameras and lighting. Daniel has found that many of his Pioneers, on the other hand, are mimicking this style of status marking using clever software. Using green screens, voice-modifying software, and video filters, they are changing their appearance to make themselves look the part of an impressive founder, and doing it on a budget. This demonstrates not just impressive technical skills but also an interesting maturity. The fact that they care so much is a remarkable awareness of the perception of self by others, and none of this could have happened in a world of face-to-face interviews only. It is harder to send status signals online, but that in turn gives some people the chance to excel at that same task.

Tyler uses a David Burliuk sketch of books on a table for his Zoom background (Burliuk was a Ukrainian avant-garde artist from the early twentieth century), and if the camera tilts the right way you can see some classic Haitian art (Wilson Bigaud’s Night Market). Tyler is signaling openness, including openness to different cultures, plus a sense of the mysterious, encouraging you to probe more deeply into what he is doing. Daniel is flanked by a bright yellow background, identical to the color of his website, reflecting the Pioneer brand. It radiates “tech” rather than “culture.” There is not necessarily anything wrong with a candidate who has a mediocre background image, but still, it is one piece of information about that person’s self-presentation to the outside world—namely, that you are more likely to succeed with this match if you are hiring for a “substance job” than for a “flair job.”

Zoom calls can also provide collateral information about a person’s home and family life. Maybe that isn’t fair, but sometimes it is impossible to create a truly insulated environment for the online discussion. The phone can ring in the background, people may talk or yell, the dog might bark, and you may get a sense, however limited or vague, of the basic rhythms of family life in the house. And of course, you, as an interviewer, may be giving off comparable signals. Yes, sometimes you do have to get up to sign for a package from the UPS delivery person. The online chat breaks down the distinction between work space and home space; this is especially true if the parties are doing it during a pandemic, with everyone else at home, but it holds more generally too.

We view these as positive features of the online medium. We are not suggesting you take any kind of dogmatic stance as to what kind of home life is the right one to look for (should the dog’s bark be shrill and yapping? Deep and guttural? Who knows?). Still, this blurring of home and work life introduces variation in the basic interview structure, and that is a good thing, a bit like observing how the candidate interacts with the workers at Starbucks. Welcome any possible easing of tensions, ambiguity, or strangeness offered by the interview setting. Lean into it. Treat it as a surprise topic to talk about, to get the candidate out of interview mode and into conversational mode. But don’t start by prying into the person’s home life. Lead with something about your own situation, and then see how it all unfolds. Sometimes the home environment offers more chances for serendipity than does an office interview room, so take advantage of that.

Along these lines, Tyler has found that teaching online, through Zoom, has given his students the feeling of “being invited into his home.” His wife, Natasha, has walked over to the screen to wave to them; they see his sofa; and once or twice he has stood up to get a bottle of water from the refrigerator. Those are all small touches, but overall the feeling is a more egalitarian one. At least for his graduate students, that brings them further along the path of thinking of themselves as his peers—which they should aspire to be—rather than as drone-like students with homework due. Daniel, on his Zoom calls and seminars, typically is wearing a T-shirt. Silicon Valley was casual in the first place, but now it is easier than ever to bring the casual standards of the home into the workplace, as those two venues are increasingly one and the same.3

Many celebrities, when they began doing online interviews from home during lockdown, had bookshelves behind them, though we are not sure how much of this was design and how much was accident. Cate Blanchett, in her background, had Postcapitalism, by Paul Mason, and also the Oxford English Dictionary, both making her appear intellectual. In the background for Prince Charles was a book called Stubbs, by Basil Taylor, referring to the eighteenth-century English painter well-known for his portraits of horses. That volume would not suit Daniel or Tyler, but for Prince Charles it seems about right. One journalistic study of British members of Parliament found they were likely to cover up their bookcases and make their backgrounds bland and nondescript, perhaps out of fear that voters offended by visible book titles would be a bigger problem than any possible upside from showing off one’s reading prowess. Nabokov’s Lolita is a deeply subtle novel, but do you really want your constituents to see it in your home?4

While we enjoy the more egalitarian features of online interviews and interactions, we realize that new forms of status hierarchy are emerging in our own online interviews, and not just because of how the Pioneers program their software backgrounds. The more stripped-down the online environment, the more important the individual performance itself, in particular the answers to interview questions. These online interviews are a bit like online speed chess, where all that matters is the quality of the moves—in this case, it’s the quality of the answers. If the fanciness of your shoes or cuff links matters less, the fluidity of your banter matters more. That may be a better signal of intellectual merit, but still, you as an interviewer need to realize you are receiving a very limited set of signals; you should not be too entranced by the smooth talkers, and you need to set your epistemic humility awareness on high.

Finally, Zoom and other online calls may penalize those individuals who are prone to suffer from “Zoom fatigue.” As we’ve seen, when you are participating in a Zoom call or other online encounter, you don’t have access to all of the social information you are accustomed to, such as many hand gestures and body movements. Instead, you are supposed to concentrate on the words being said, and indeed, you don’t have too many other options (other than just being distracted and inattentive, of course). But many people thrive on interpreting social signals from body language and broader demeanor, and on mirroring those same signals back—if your interlocutor smiles, you smile too. The scientific evidence suggests that many of us—perhaps most of us—find it disorienting to be cut off from so many of the usual social signals and forced to focus on only a few markers of the communicative experience. So if the person you are talking to seems a little “out of it,” don’t be too quick to infer they are inattentive more generally. Zoom calls may penalize the extroverts among us to a disproportionate degree, and yet for some jobs those extroverts may be the people you are looking to hire. If you are trying to hire a “cold call” salesperson who will go around knocking on doors, put less weight on the Zoom call than if you are trying to hire a programmer.5

One of Daniel’s suggestions to avoid Zoom fatigue is simply to shut off the video and just use the audio, like a phone call. Many times the video is misleading anyway, and phone calls can be more intimate than video calls. Furthermore, this decision may prevent you from getting sick of Zoom and other video calls altogether, assuming there will be cases when you need to use them whether you wish to or not. When it comes to talking heads, sometimes it is better just to say no.6



When We Avoid Face-to-Face Contact

In a Catholic church’s confessional, the priest and the confessee are separated by a partition. There is no eye contact or chance of eye contact—unlike a Zoom call. Yet this setting seems to have useful features. Earlier in history, Catholic confession was performed in public; the “dark box” method did not come into use until the mid-sixteenth century. But the dark box method proved useful, and it spread through the church over the course of centuries. It seemed to make people more willing to confess.7

Arguably public confession is making a comeback in our “cancel culture,” especially on social media, but it seems that making confession a public practice induces too much performativity and falseness rather than being uniquely suited to producing truth. That, again, suggests some reasons that less direct contact and less visibility might sometimes be better at eliciting truth.

The classical approach to psychotherapy also makes a point of deliberately avoiding a direct face-to-face interaction: the patient lies on a couch and does not look the therapist directly in the eye while speaking. To be clear, this is only one option for therapy—people who see therapists in person often do so face-to-face, and there is a good deal of therapy by Skype and Zoom these days—but many people still take the time, trouble, and expense to go to the office of a psychotherapist just so they can lie down and rather decidedly look the other way. It’s yet another case of a time-honored practice where individuals are not pursuing the maximum degree of face-to-face contact, and we can learn from that.

One common element in the confessional and therapeutic settings is that a lack of eye-to-eye contact can be used to stimulate or ease confession, or at least an opening up. If the priest were staring the confessee right in the eye, it might be harder for the confessee to admit to having failed to fulfill one’s family responsibilities. Furthermore, anonymity would be broken. Similarly, in psychotherapy, it might be easier for the patient to relate a childhood trauma when no one is offering a direct, visually available response (“Did he raise his eyebrow at that? Or sneer, or laugh?”). Eye contact can be a bond, but it can also be a threat, or a source of undue or distracting focus, and it makes it harder for many people to relax or open up. In the therapeutic setting, opinions differ on the effectiveness of the couch, but it may aid free association and the pacing of the session and make the overall environment less threatening.8

The lack of eye-to-eye contact also means that the mutual reassurance mode is probably weaker in an online call. There is less implicit pressure to be polite, or to smile, or to look for acknowledgment and approval by the other person. At least sometimes, the removal of that conformity-inducing information can give us the opportunity to probe a little more deeply. And you can learn something about how the interviewee carries him- or herself when social trust is not entirely present or is not continually being confirmed by the cues of direct social presence.

Some anecdotes from lockdown-inspired methods of online dating support this possibility that people may open up more in a more stripped-down environment. Consider twenty-seven-year-old Judy Kwon, a Brooklynite. She expressed an important sentiment about the potential upside of online dating: “There are obviously a lot of drawbacks to this, but at least for me, this [scenario] has prompted more serious conversations.… I’ve been more vocal about how I feel, and I’ve asked him [the dating partner] to do the same, because we can’t read each other the same way you would when you’re getting to know someone in-person. It’s made us more in touch with our feelings, for sure.”9

It is both an advantage and disadvantage of the Zoom date that there are fewer ways of filling awkward pauses. You cannot easily pick up the pitcher of water on the restaurant table and pour to create a distraction or to fill time. So what do people—at least some people—do? They speak directly and start baring their souls. And this can lead two people to get to know each other more quickly and more deeply—at least if the date doesn’t just collapse right away into boring awkwardness.10

When it comes to interviews, it may sound crazy to prefer less rather than more contact with the interviewee, but if you ever have enjoyed a “walking interview,” where direct eye contact typically is minimal, you should not find these claims so strange. A walking interview can be more useful and more revelatory than a face-to-face, across-the-table interview. There is somehow more room to explore tangential ideas, and a broader penumbra for topics and the sequencing of a discussion. Being side by side can create feelings of mutuality, safety, and even playfulness. Perhaps some conversants feel less “liable” for what they are saying, compared to a chat across a desk or small table.

Media interviewer Terry Gross, who has worked for National Public Radio, deliberately uses a distance technique that is not direct and face-to-face: “While guests sit in a remote studio, Gross sits in her ‘little box’ at WHYY in Philadelphia—a setup that provides a kind of faceless intimacy not unlike that of confession or psychoanalysis, where the patient and practitioner face away from each other, under the theory that the obscurity will allow thoughts and fantasies to flow more freely. Perhaps that is what lures her guests into such a revealing mode.”11

In yet other settings, distance can provide a path toward openness. During the lockdown, researchers conducting telephone surveys have found that respondents have been more willing to pick up the phone and indeed to converse with the interviewer. Many respondents not only answered the survey questions but confided in the interviewer about their fears, their sadness, and how they were faring during the pandemic. Those conversations may have served as a safety valve of sorts, and it seems that many people found the faceless phone interviewer to be a sort of confidant. In one data set, a series of interviews that used to average ten minutes took fourteen minutes during the pandemic because the respondents were chattier than usual.12

With all that in mind, one possible strategy for online interviewing is to try asking a question or two that evokes a sense of confession. Don’t make this a challenging or sharp question; rather, present it passively and openly, as if you are there to listen, not to judge. How about this?


	“We have all committed mistakes in the workplace, as have I. What is an example of a mistake you have committed but did not come to regret for a long time?”



Or try this one:


	“In the context of the workplace, what does the concept of deliberate sin really mean? And how does it differ from a mere mistake? Can you illustrate this from the experience of one of your co-workers?”



Note that the invocation of the co-worker makes the inquiry less threatening and is more likely to induce an honest response. If you wish to go direct, you might try:


	“When have you experienced great regret in the workplace and why? How much were you at fault in that interaction?”



In a face-to-face interview, the interviewee might feel too inhibited to serve up a useful answer. But online, if you feel you stand a chance of eliciting a “true confession,” so to speak, these are worth a try. That said, if you receive a truly revealing answer, take it as information, not as a sign that the person is dysfunctional and falling apart. It is you who made the effort to draw out this information, and if the answer is more explicit than usual in some manner, remember that you sought it out. Adjust your expectations accordingly and try to see the positive in it. Such an answer is, in part, a reflection of your success as an interviewer, not necessarily a defect of the interviewee.

Note also that in some cases, especially those involving younger women and male interviewers, lack of direct eye contact may facilitate trust. Eye contact also can be a threat or a reminder of previous unpleasant situations, possibly involving harassment. This is yet another illustration of how the online medium simply is different rather than lacking or inferior in every regard.

Of course, if you are being interviewed, you may wish to protect against being too casual and open. Some Zoom daters have expressed that they feel a sense of comfort in the ritual of “a workout, a shower, and some date-worthy clothes” before going on an online date. Others have made a point to put on their best cologne or perfume and even to make their bed (just in case they get lucky?). Along similar lines, we think many individuals, to maintain proper levels of concentration, should dress and prepare as if it were a real face-to-face interview. So if you otherwise come across as not sufficiently disciplined, consider putting on your dress shoes for that Zoom call. But note: we do not recommend this for the more casual world of tech and venture capital interviews. Again, you wish to match your style of presentation to the worldview of your interviewers, and you should choose your mode of presentation accordingly.13



The Future of Online Communications

The sooner you realize that online interviews operate in an intrinsically different medium than face-to-face interactions, the better. You will know that your older standards for recognizing talent in the face-to-face interview need to be modified. Technological advances will not change that basic difference.

You should avoid the trap of thinking that the distance interviewing technology simply has to be “good enough.” Maybe someday we will have a form of holographic virtual reality that approaches a perfect simulation of face-to-face interaction, but in the meantime, evolutions in online technologies are not simply better approximations of face-to-face interactions. Instead, they skew our attention in certain directions rather than others. Technologies do not improve along all dimensions at once (e.g., Viagra came before an Alzheimer’s cure, so life extension for some people’s body parts works better than for others), and future improvements we will see in online communications will have biased impacts on our perceptions. For instance, finer resolution on screens may boost information transmission without doing much for social presence. Yes, the new technology will be “better” in an objective sense. But if you don’t realize that your assessments now may include more impressions based on the greater number of pixels and not more impressions based on social presence, you can be led astray. Again, it is a mistake to think that the purpose of distance communications is to approximate “being there.”14

Alternatively, imagine that Oculus technologies develop very rapidly and that your virtual “Paris holiday” is almost as good as the real thing, except cheaper and more convenient. Your virtual-reality interview through Oculus still won’t have the same emotional resonance as would a face-to-face interaction. If nothing else, your virtual interaction won’t have the potential inconveniences of the face-to-face encounter. Your avatar likely is programmed never to stumble or spill the coffee, there is no question of being late for the appointment because of traffic, and the skill of reading a virtual three-dimensional room probably won’t be exactly the same as negotiating the “real world.” It is possible that in advanced virtual reality, everyone will seem just a bit too antiseptic. It is hard to give advice for a technology that is not yet mature, but when it does become mainstream, you will have to figure out how to compensate for those differences, no matter which side of the interview you are on. Just don’t confuse that new technology with face-to-face reality.

To be futuristic again for a moment, imagine a future where online interviewing offers much more informational richness than face-to-face interviewing. You might imagine, for instance, that you can use AI to monitor the online interview and give you running commentary on how the person is doing, what kind of personality they have, and which questions you should ask next. Furthermore, it might be harder and more awkward to use such a technology during a face-to-face interview, if only because you could not so easily look down all the time to see what the AI device is telling you. It is also possible that, in the future, an online interaction offers better “personal presence” information than does a face-to-face interview. That may sound impossible virtually by definition, but keep in mind human heterogeneity. You have a particular experience of personal presence in an interview, but you don’t know how others would have responded to the same interactions. It may be easier for machine intelligence to break down the online interview and report to you how the interviewee “performed” in terms of personal presence for typical others, not just for yourself. Again, we could find ourselves in the unusual situation of the face-to-face interview being the relatively more deficient mode of communication.

Yet even in this supposedly ideal situation, the AI-based interviews will introduce biases in your evaluations. In particular, such technologies would divert your attention toward what the AI can measure well and distract you from the noisier pieces of information. And if many institutions have access to the same AI technologies, as is likely to be the case, it may be precisely the idiosyncratic, noisy pieces of information that become the most important for you. Keep in mind that everyone is looking for talent, and you need to spot the talent that your competitors cannot. It is not obvious how much AI would help you in that quest if it was generally available, and in some regards it might make your task harder because it would make it easier for others to spot the same otherwise undervalued job candidates you’re looking for.

Finally, keep in mind that face-to-face interactions can distract you from making the right interview decisions. Not all interview cues are the right ones. Over Zoom you have less of a sense of how the person dresses (shoes, anyone?), not much sense of how the person reacts to others entering the room, and no sense of how the person smells, among other missing pieces of information. We don’t know which of those are valuable for making good hiring decisions (it is possible none of them are), and we may misinterpret cues in those areas even if in principle they might be properly informative. So again, don’t go into online interactions with a defeatist attitude—in some cases such interviews may save you from being your own worst enemy. The online dialogue at least offers some chance of greater focus on the information that really matters.

Individuals will work pretty hard to obscure their true level of conscientiousness. In fact, they might be fooling the interviewer most of the time, because who wants to appear non-conscientious in an interview? Most interviewers consider a person’s gait, microexpressions, and interactions with third parties when judging how trustworthy that person really is, whether those judgments are fair or not. And we don’t know how accurate those signals really are. So if the online interview equalizes those signals across candidates somewhat, you may end up making a better decision. You may have to look more closely at what a person has done, and as you will see later, we are big fans of “demonstrated preference”—actual life activities and achievements—as the most reliable source of information about an individual.

The supposed information poverty of the online interview also may help some interviewers overcome potential biases against women and also some minority groups. We’ve already mentioned that the online world makes it harder for you to pick up on traditional cues of charisma and social presence, but for many jobs charisma and social presence can be misleading indicators. In particular, understandings of charisma vary across cultures. We have often found that individuals from non-Western cultures are what we perceive as “excessively” respectful when being interviewed (both online and otherwise), perhaps falling back on politeness because they are aware they don’t have in-depth knowledge of the cultural world they are suddenly dealing with and are afraid of making mistakes (see Chapter 8, on gender and race). There is nothing wrong with politeness, to say the least, but it will be hard to judge the charisma of an individual who takes this approach. As a result, you, as an interviewer from a Western culture, may be tempted to conclude that such individuals are not very charismatic, but of course, that is a mistake—the person is simply afraid to display their charisma for you. The online interview, by making everyone less charismatic, may help counter your bias against these individuals. Once again, it is all about learning how to turn the online medium to your advantage.
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WHAT IS INTELLIGENCE GOOD FOR?

Might it be that talk of intelligence tends to induce overly hierarchical thinking and ranking? After a long back-and-forth, we’ve concluded that intelligence usually is overrated, most of all by people who are smart. But research also suggests some very important cases where intelligence really matters. We’d like to give you a guided tour as to when smarts really matter, and what is known and also what is not known about this question. As we’ve noted before, context rules when it comes to talent search.

We’re going to start with the positive, because intelligence can help a person find new ideas and put the pieces together where others cannot, and extreme intelligence may be required to be credible when exhibiting the highest levels of leadership skills, especially when you are leading other very smart people. Let’s now dig into the details of that.


Inventors, Leaders, and Entrepreneurs

Let’s consider inventors in particular, because there are some very good data available and the results from them are noteworthy. These data are from Finland, and they cover the entire male workforce born between 1961 and 1984, matching their eventual professions with their measured IQs taken from their period of conscription (only men were conscripted during that period, and thus, women do not enter into this study). The researchers also have comprehensive information about those individuals throughout significant parts of their lives, including incomes and levels of education for them and their parents. As is often the case in the Nordic countries, the data are pretty comprehensive and considered to be reliable.1

The most striking results are for the job category of inventors. If you are looking for inventors, IQ is by far the most significant of all the measurable variables we have. Furthermore, at higher levels of measured IQ the probability of becoming an inventor rises all the more. The relevant IQ measure here, by the way, is a variant of the Ravens test, which focuses on visuospatial skills rather than verbal facility.

The relationship between IQ and the probability of becoming an inventor can be expressed in a number of different ways. For instance, being in either the 91st–95th percentile of measured IQ or the 96th–100th percentile increases the probability of being an inventor by about 2–3 percentage points. Alternatively, if we hold other factors constant, having all individuals in the highest IQ decile would, statistically speaking, involve a 183 percent rise in the number of inventors compared to the status quo.

It is noteworthy how much of the explained variation in the inventor profession is explained by IQ: a stunning 66 percent of that total (if you have statistical training, that is not the partial R-squared, as most of the choice of professions comes from unmeasured variables; instead, that 66 percent is how much of the available explanation, conditioned on measured variables, comes from IQ). That number is striking, in part, because it can be compared with other variables. For instance, the next most significant variable—parental education—accounts for only 1 percent of the variation in who becomes an inventor.2

The simplest way to put this is that most people do not become inventors, and who will become an inventor is very hard to predict no matter what. But still, of all the predictors we have in this data set, IQ performs by far the best.

You might be wondering how this all squares with our general view that IQ, or more generally, intelligence, is overrated as a source of professional achievement. Well, the same paper shows that IQ plays a much smaller role in determining who ends up in other notable professions. If we look at who in Finland becomes a doctor, of the explained variation IQ accounts for only 8 percent of the total. For a lawyer, the explained variation by IQ is lower yet, namely about 5 percent. In other words, IQ is not, in general, very important, but to the extent measured variables can explain the decision to become an inventor, IQ appears to be quite important, at least compared to other measured variables.

In that same data set, if you are considering what does explain who becomes a doctor or a lawyer, parental education (and not IQ) is the main explanatory variable, accounting for 39 and 52 percent of those career decisions, respectively. Furthermore, parental income plays a larger role in pushing you into being a doctor or a lawyer than it does in being an inventor.

One lesson is that inventors are, on the whole, pretty smart, at least in Finland but probably elsewhere too. As for doctors and lawyers, it is very important to “come from a good family.” Maybe that is the kind of socioeconomic background you really need to succeed at law and medicine, but another possible reading of the data is that entry into Finnish law and medicine is in some ways too exclusionary, and lots of smart potential candidates are being kept away merely because they do not have the right socioeconomic background and upbringing.



The Very, Very Top of the Market

We also believe that super-talented individuals, near the top of the achievement distribution, are in some fundamental ways like inventors. These individuals arrive at the top of their craft because they have pioneered new ways of doing things, whether it is Picasso and Braque creating cubism, Henry Ford realizing he should pay his workers $5 a day, or Sergey Brin and Larry Page realizing that the search problem could be cracked by sufficiently clever mathematics. These individuals need to see around corners that others cannot, and that’s our best guess for where smarts will continue to be important.

One carefully done study considers the connection between IQ and lifetime wages at the very top of the IQ distribution, in this case in the top 0.5 percent. The data come from children initially chosen based on a survey in California schools in 1921–22, 856 men and 672 women, and the study traces how much those individuals earned over their lifetimes. In this study, one additional point of IQ correlates with earnings of about 5 percent higher, or in this data set about $184,100 more over the course of a lifetime. In other words, even within the category of people with very good test scores, being “smarter yet” correlates with a noticeable boost in pay. And here is the critical point: among this high-IQ group, that is a steeper pay/IQ gradient than we find for the population as a whole. That steeper gradient at the top is consistent with our view that intelligence probably matters most for the very high achievers.3

The claim that intelligence matters most at higher levels of achievement has been tested most extensively with a Swedish data set covering 12,570 workers and running from 1968 to 2007. The data for that population show that personality and conscientiousness matter most at the bottom of the distribution. For instance, in the bottom tenth of earners, non-cognitive skills—which include, for instance, features of personality—matter two and a half to four times more than do cognitive skills. However, for the population in general, a boost of one standard deviation in cognitive ability is associated with a larger wage gain than is a rise of one standard deviation in non-cognitive skills. (Standard deviation, by the way, is a statistical concept referring to spread; if a variable is “normally distributed” in a sample, about 68 percent of the individuals in that sample will be contained within a one-standard-deviation segment to each side of the mean or average value.) Furthermore, the relationship between cognitive ability and wages is convex, meaning that the higher we go in the wage distribution, the more potently cognitive ability predicts earnings. In other words, once again, the top of the distribution is where smarts really matter for performance.4

Yet even then we should not regard measured intelligence as any kind of guarantee of success, if only because most people with superior measured intelligence do not end up being extremely successful in their careers.

Arguably many top talents are well described by what is called the multiplicative model of success. In the multiplicative model, final success requires a fairly tight combination of several traits—variables expressing the strength of particular traits are in some manner multiplied together to achieve a powerful final effect. For instance, to be a top-tier classical music composer, you might need great work habits, musical genius, ability to play the piano, skill in orchestrating, persistence, and to have come from a major musical center in or near central Europe. If all of those traits come together, the result may be magic, as was the case with Mozart or Beethoven. But if you are missing just one of those traits, perhaps you fail altogether. Musical genius without great work habits, for instance, might mean you become a brilliant local improviser who never puts pen to paper to compose a major symphony.

Consider the words of Vladimir Akopian, the brilliant Armenian chess player who never worked very hard at the game and thus never rose to the top: “I believe there are many talented chess players. When I play, sometimes I see players who are very talented. And by talent, many players can be compared easily; it’s not something special. But hard work is very important. And not only hard work but also a player’s weakness in character or some psychological instability can make a difference. Chess is very complicated and all of this counts. Purely in terms of talent, I believe, not only me but many others even maybe surpass these top players. It’s possible. But when you consider all things together—not only talent but the willingness to work hard, to sacrifice everything else, to be psychologically strong—not many have it in them to make it to the very top … there are many factors that need to be in place for a player to reach the world’s elite.” And outside of the very top of the game of chess, where the champions are indeed very smart, the evidence does not support a very strong link between chess achievement and intelligence.5

It is easy to think of other examples of the nonlinear importance of intelligence at the very top tiers of achievement. Being a top CEO, baseball pitcher, or Nobel Prize–winning scientist may require a combination of numerous traits, where again, the total is greater than the sum of its parts. We call this the whole package.

As a result, if you have a limited data set, you may make all sorts of choices based on variables you think ought to matter, such as extreme intelligence, but find you are getting nowhere. The people you are choosing need to have the whole package, again, especially at the higher levels of achievement. Even if some relatively well-designed statistical studies show that intelligence has a marginal value of zero, many top performers still may need to be very smart at what they do, otherwise they have no real chance of offering the whole package. In that sense, looking for extreme smarts is one necessary part of the talent search at these levels.



Underexplored Territory

The value of pursuing intelligence also is relatively high when you are the first one on the scene and there is no general competition to hire that same talent. That means intelligence is a better indicator of promise for the very young, for individuals from remote or economically underexplored areas, and for individuals being brought into networks for the very first time. In contrast, intelligence is a worse indicator of hire quality if you are considering a sixty-year-old individual with an established track record.

One implication is that if you think you are especially good at spotting intelligence and other desirable qualities, you should spend more time working with the young and trying to locate and develop young talent. Arguably, you also might want to devote more attention to foreign markets or relatively untapped cultures within the United States, which perhaps have not been combed over so extensively as, say, the American coastal cities and suburbs. Alternatively, if you have decided that trying to spot intelligence is a hopeless activity, at least for you, maybe go into a sector where a lot of older people are working and you can judge them by their experience and vitas, as indeed is most appropriate.

The import of underexplored territory is another reason intelligence and other features of talent can be relatively important to find at the very, very top of the market. If you consider how the Mark Zuckerbergs, Paul McCartneys, and LeBron Jameses—the absolute top performers—developed, you can do very well by looking for stars early in their careers. Peter Thiel was the first venture capitalist to support Mark Zuckerberg, and manager Brian Epstein found and cultivated the talent of the Beatles, in both cases with handsome returns.

In what might seem like a paradox, it can be hard to spot intelligence, drive, and other positive qualities at the very, very top. Why? Well, the very, very top of the market usually is underexplored territory, virtually by definition. The most talented people usually are doing something extraordinary and fairly new, and often they are so unbelievably talented that most of us just don’t have the ability to appreciate their talents, at least not until their final achievements are on full display. If a young Gustav Mahler sat down in front of you and hummed one of his melodies, you probably wouldn’t have the talent required to see his potential to become one of the greatest Romantic composers of all time.

In other words, the super-talented are best at spotting other super-talented individuals, and there aren’t many of those super-talented talent spotters to go around. So if you are yourself a super-talented spotter of super-talented talent, you will find many instances of undervalued intelligence, undervalued positive work habits, undervalued drive, and so on. Those qualities will (correctly) appear to you undervalued because few other individuals will notice them. For example, circa 1961, who understood that the Beatles were going to shake up the world? (In fact, they were turned down by numerous record companies, and they offered their early American releases on the relatively obscure Vee-Jay label.)6

Do you know the story of John H. Hammond in music? He was the talent scout, enthusiast, and mentor who discovered and promoted Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen, Billie Holiday, Count Basie, Benny Goodman, Big Joe Turner, Pete Seeger, Aretha Franklin, George Benson, Leonard Cohen, and Stevie Ray Vaughan, among others. He also played a key role in reviving interest in Delta blues legend Robert Johnson. Now, that’s a pretty impressive record, but if you read about Hammond, it is not obvious what his magic formula was or how anyone else might replicate it. He did spend a lot of time around music and musicians, he was independently wealthy from childhood, and he worked in a non-racist way in a racist time, which meant he was focused on spotting black performers that others were overlooking. Perhaps George Benson offered one clue to Hammond’s success when he said, “John Hammond didn’t necessarily care about how many records I could sell: his approach was more along the lines of ‘look at what this talent can do, and I hope you enjoy him as much as I do.’” Still, at the end of the day, Hammond’s history as a scout shows that most of the top talent is not spotted by the establishment right away, precisely because those creators are doing something new and original.7

When the multiplicative model holds for potential top performers, the notion of underexplored talent is especially relevant. Usually it is much harder to spot the whole package than to look for a person who is smart, or who plays the guitar well, or who has a 98-mph fastball. Those particular traits are relatively easy to spot or measure. Yet seeing the whole package requires a much deeper synthetic ability, a good deal of luck, and what we are calling entrepreneurial alertness—that is, the ability to spot and perceive talents that others do not see.



When Choosing a Whole Group of People Who Will Work Together

Talented people make each other better, often in dynamic, nonlinear fashion, and this holds for intelligence as a measure of talent as well. One of Tyler’s colleagues at George Mason, Garett Jones, has written an entire book on this topic, called Hive Mind: How Your Nation’s IQ Matters So Much More than Your Own, and in that book he stresses how intelligence can have a nonlinear positive effect. That is, smart people can feed off each other and make each other better, within companies and even within nations. If you put Bill Gates in the jungle alone, he might not do better than a less talented manager, but Bill Gates with a team of one hundred hand-picked helpers may enjoy a pronounced advantage.8

Or consider the intuition from another direction. Let’s say you put one super-smart person into a dysfunctional company. That person probably cannot improve things very much on their own because bad cultures represent a series of dug-in bad practices, norms, and expectations, and such situations are very difficult to reform. Yet a company full of effective, cooperative people can make a big difference. In similar fashion, putting a good defender on a basketball team that doesn’t play solid, attentive team defense probably doesn’t help much. Someone is going to mess up their assignment and leave a shooter open, and a single good defender just can’t cover all of the other team’s shooters. Nonetheless, a basketball team full of first-rate defenders will demonstrate the power of team defense to great effect.

Silicon Valley has had much more success in writing software than any other comparable region, and that is because of its human (rather than natural) resources and how well those human resources cooperate with each other, which in this context is the smart thing to do. The productivity gap between Silicon Valley in software and, say, Chicago, Illinois, is much larger than the (relatively small) wage gap between higher-IQ and lower-IQ individuals. Silicon Valley has many very smart people working together trying to write software and also trying to teach each other how to do start-ups. Chicago does not have the same focus, and so Silicon Valley has many unicorns (start-ups that reach a valuation of $1 billion) and Chicago does not. That difference is a testament to the power of well-organized groups.

There is, furthermore, direct evidence that higher-intelligence people are better at cooperating. Researchers Eugenio Proto, Aldo Rustichini, and Andis Sofianos paid individuals to play varying games of cooperation for real money rewards. The researchers had data on the personality characteristics and IQs of the individuals playing the games, so it was possible to measure the strategies and successes of different types of people. The results were clear: high-IQ individuals in general cooperated more in these games, and IQ mattered the most in games where there were trade-offs between short-run goals and longer-run considerations. The researchers put it this way: in this situation, “intelligence matters substantially more in the long run than other factors and personality traits.”9

You also need to get just the right kind of cooperation in place, and that means looking for complementarity across your smart and otherwise meritorious hires. There is a difference between individual intelligence and how an individual contributes to the productivity of a broader group. Stephen Curry fit into his Golden State Warriors team perfectly, as he was paired with other strong shooters who made it harder to guard Curry exclusively and to whom Curry could pass the ball; Curry probably would have been much less effective on a team of slower, bigger men.

For you as an employer or talent scout, what does all this mean, practically speaking? If you are hiring one person into a relatively mature institution, intelligence and other features of talent will matter much less, while ability to fit in will matter more. If you are creating a start-up, or otherwise building an institution from scratch, and hiring a whole team, various markers of talent—including intelligence and cooperativeness—will matter much more. Hiring a whole batch of very smart people has the potential to create strongly positive, dynamic, nonlinear benefits. Look more for markers of talent when you are hiring groups of people in a relatively short period of time.

So if you have a buddy in the start-up world (Tyler’s friend here is Daniel, and Tyler wrote this particular paragraph) and he or she is working with very, very smart people … well, you don’t have to feel jealous. Instead, you can go to bed at night knowing that something has gone right with our world.



The Case Against Smarts

That all said, smarts have truly significant limitations, and now let’s look at those. The more you are talking about the population in general, the less intelligence is likely to matter for achievement and success.

Let’s start by considering the views of one of the smartest people we have met: Marc Andreessen, who is a general partner and co-founder at Andreessen Horowitz and who invented the Web browser. As a venture capitalist, Marc helped fund companies such as Facebook, Twitter, Groupon, Lyft, Airbnb, and Stripe, among many others. If you have any doubt about Marc’s smarts, imagine inventing the Web browser when such a thing never had been done before! But it’s not just that. If you ask Marc about political philosophy, ancient Roman history, or how a Hollywood contract might work—virtually any topic—he will stream a torrent of brilliant observations that will just blow your mind.

Yet even Marc realizes that, in general terms, smarts are overrated. In 2007 he wrote an essay called “How to Hire the Best People You’ve Ever Worked With.”10 He argued that intelligence is overrated in making hires. Intelligence is context-dependent, and it matters most when a company already is favorably situated with respect to the market, Microsoft and Google being two examples of that phenomenon. No company has succeeded simply by putting out its shingle for intelligent individuals or by asking hires to solve difficult logic puzzles. While intelligence is, of course, a good thing, Marc argues that, all other factors equal, the more important qualities in a hire are drive, self-motivation, curiosity, and ethics. He also suggests that drive and curiosity coincide to a pretty high degree, especially in an era when the internet allows you, in your spare time, to keep up on your field for free.

We think Marc’s points are well taken. Let’s also consider some more systematic and data-driven reasons why maxing out on intelligence is not, in general, the right way to go.



Formal Measures of Intelligence Don’t Predict Earnings Very Well

One way of judging talent is to look at how much a person eventually earns. It is not that the market always gets it right, but if a trait does not predict earnings at all, that trait probably is not so important for productivity.

One classic study of IQ and earnings, by economists Jeffrey S. Zax and Daniel I. Rees and based on data from Wisconsin, finds that, on average, one IQ point predicts less than a 1 percent increase in lifetime earnings. Overall, associating one IQ point with about a 1 percent increase in lifetime earnings is a slightly generous estimate of the correlation, as in some studies the point higher in IQ correlates only with a 0.5 percent increase in lifetime earnings. In sum, more IQ just doesn’t convert into that much more money.11

Or for another result, a study co-authored by Nobel laureate in economics James Heckman found that moving from the 25th to 75th percentile for intelligence was correlated with a 10 to 16 percent boost in earnings. That 10 to 16 percent pay gap is a pretty modest difference in living standards (pre-tax, by the way!), and you would readily expect to find much bigger pay differences among those living on a typical American block, or between a starting salary and what an individual might earn after a year or two of raises in a typical job.12

Alternatively, you might consider a recent study on Canadian earnings. The math here is a little more complex, but the main result is that a one-standard-deviation increase in cognitive ability corresponds to an earnings boost of 13 to 16 percent. Again, that’s a fairly large difference in smarts corresponding to only a modest difference in wages. In other words, we are looking at individuals who are pretty different but not extremely different in terms of intelligence, and finding they earn only a small amount more or less.13

Yet another approach is to look at top achievers and see how smart they are, at least as we typically measure that concept through intelligence tests. That is hard to do because the data are difficult to find, yet there is one study of Swedish CEOs, based on very good data, that does exactly this. The main results are that the median or “most typical” small-company CEO is above 66 percent of the Swedish population in cognitive ability, and the median large-company CEO is above 83 percent of the Swedish population in cognitive ability. In both cases those individuals are smarter than average, but they are not in the top 5 percent, much less the top 1 percent. So at least when it comes to CEOs, even very high achievers, at least as measured by their intelligence scores, are not as smart as you might think.14

There is also a sizable academic literature on intelligence and job performance. The most measured and thoughtful study is by Ken Richardson and Sarah H. Norgate and is titled “Does IQ Really Predict Job Performance?” IQ need not be the same thing as general intelligence, but the researchers’ conclusions are pretty sobering: “In primary studies such correlations [between IQ and job performance] have generally left over 95% of the variance unexplained.”15

So to put it another way, chasing high-IQ hires with few other considerations is not a good way to find talent. The general danger is that smart people—and maybe you are one of them—overrate the importance of smarts. Perhaps that is not a huge surprise.



Intelligence Is Often Priced into the Market

Another reason not to obsess over intelligence per se is that often it is priced into the market. Most people value some kind of smarts, so if you just go running after the people who are obviously smart, you may find you are paying full price for them. The obviously smart people are not always the obvious bargains.

Consider an analogy from finance. What if someone told you to “buy up the stock of companies full of really smart people”? That is not good advice. You can believe in the importance of smarts all you want, but quality companies also tend to have expensive share prices, and that will be true of these companies full of smart people too, at least insofar as those smarts really matter. Economists have known for a long time there are no extra gains to be had from investing by running after positive qualities but neglecting price. The key instead is to find undervalued companies, and that means companies with hidden virtues. The importance of hidden virtues holds for quality hires as well, whether the dimension in question is smarts or something else.

In some cases, a phenomenon known as “winner’s curse” may mean that you end up overpaying when you get into bidding wars. If a number of companies are bidding for the same worker, the company most likely to win is the one that overvalues that worker and ends up paying too much. Even when the winner does not overbid relative to quality, the resulting gains from winning a bidding war may not be what you expect either.

How much you should chase after a particular talent marker depends on the nature of your business and the source of your profit. Let’s say you have a powerful brand name, or a special location that your competitors cannot easily copy, and thus high returns. In that case, you do not need to profit from your particular hiring decisions; you just need workers who can keep the franchise up and running. It works perfectly fine to pay the going market rate for talented individuals—and that can include smarts—and you don’t need to work hard to beat the market assessment. Your business has other virtues going for it, and you need to keep those virtues intact; going for the safe hires and paying full price for that talent is fine as a strategy.

Alternatively, your business model might be based on the superior picking of talent, as in the case of venture capital firms or sports teams. Then it is not good enough to pay the prevailing market price for ordinary measures of talent, and you need to think about going beyond readily available information to find the undiscovered gems. For instance, the three-time NBA champion Stephen Curry was picked no higher than seventh in the 2009 draft, right after the now-unknown Jonny Flynn, but Curry is headed for the Hall of Fame. At the time of the draft, Curry seemed too short, and when he arrived in the pros, he was not an obvious star and was injury-prone at first. So you can’t just look at a person’s underlying statistics and expect a revelation; you have to think carefully about how to select for the particular kinds of intelligence you really care about. It was not obvious in 2009, but Stephen Curry had not only an amazing athleticism but also the off-the-charts basketball intelligence to practice and master the deep three-point shot in a way that no one had before.

If you need to be talked down out of obsessing over intelligence and talked back into the importance of understanding context, look at many other jobs. How about U.S. president? To get even close to being president, you probably have to be pretty smart, at least along some dimensions, such as knowing how to appeal to enough of the public to get elected. But within that range of individuals, how much do smarts really matter for the job? Well, the data do not obviously support the view that the smarter presidents were the better presidents. Historians, for instance, typically have regarded Woodrow Wilson, Richard M. Nixon, and Jimmy Carter as three of the intellectually smartest presidents of the twentieth century. We don’t intend to start political arguments here, but the records of these individuals are at best mixed by most reasonable standards. Wilson brought more racist and segregationist practices to government, he cartelized parts of the economy (temporarily), and his World War I legacy paved the way for World War II. Nixon had some significant achievements in foreign policy and with the Clean Air Act, but he was an inveterate liar and he was forced to resign, mired in scandal and disgrace; nonetheless, the level of intellect and literacy displayed in his books was remarkable. Jimmy Carter is one of the harder cases to debate, but many view him as a failed one-term president, weak in foreign affairs, who left America with a legacy of high inflation, high interest rates, and a troubled economy; maybe that wasn’t his fault, but he is not an obvious example of a successful American president.

Partisans will disagree about which American presidents were successful, but Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan are two common picks (obviously the choice depends on the party and ideology of the person being asked). Neither was intellectual in the traditional sense, and while each certainly had plenty of shrewdness, they are not typically considered the smartest of U.S. presidents either, at least not as might be measured by standardized testing.

We’re not saying we should elect presidents with no consideration of their intelligence levels. Rather, we’re pointing out that once we restrict our attention to people who have any chance at all of winning the presidency, other factors besides intelligence are very often more important.

You might look at the National Association of Colleges and Employers 2020 job outlook survey, where you will find more emphasis on intelligence, which is not surprising since the focus is on college graduates (a minority of Americans). The number one desired quality in hires is “problem-solving skills,” which seems pretty clearly directly linked to intelligence. Still, next are “ability to work in a team” and “strong work ethic,” and overall, seven of the top ten entries do not refer to intelligence. In this survey, intelligence clearly matters; it simply does not dominate in relevance.16

Okay, so that is our take on smarts. What about personality?
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WHAT IS PERSONALITY GOOD FOR? PART ONE: THE BASIC TRAITS

Elon Musk is not your ordinary guy. He has built and founded or co-founded multiple billion-dollar companies, including PayPal, SpaceX, and Tesla. He has a plan to give the entire world internet access with Starlink, and he provided the initial capital for SolarCity, a successful solar venture. He founded The Boring Company to build tunnels. He has gone to space and back. He is also a co-founder of Neuralink and OpenAI. At times he is the richest man in the world. He also smoked pot on Joe Rogan’s show (endangering his security clearance), tweeted what appeared to be obscenities at the Securities and Exchange Commission, and through shrewd publicity moves and tweets he took Dogecoin from a joke to (for a while) a highly valued crypto asset. You can’t quite say “he does whatever he wants,” but he probably comes closer to that designation than any other major player in the business world today. He also seems to have an extreme tolerance for risk.

Of course, most of the time you are not looking for the next Elon Musk, which is fortunate, because quite possibly there is no next Elon Musk. Nonetheless, he demonstrates the importance of personality in extending one’s reach and influence beyond what even a formidable intellect like his would have generated.

Which features of personality really matter in a given context, and which among them do people often overlook or fail to appreciate? What false assumptions do people hold about personality? This chapter will give our perspective on standard personality psychology and some of the most commonly discussed traits, whereas the next, more speculative, chapter will consider some more exotic and less well-tested personality concepts.

We’ll start by dissecting the so-called Five Factor personality model, often used by Silicon Valley venture capital firms in evaluating talent. We’ll then look at some of the buzzwords breathlessly cited in the media in describing traits necessary for workers of the future, who, we are told, have to be open, bold, and daring, or whatever else is the catchword of the day. Often those claims are correct to some degree, but only within a particular context. So one of the essential skills in thinking about personality is to be able to take a claim about personality and job and realize how that claim is context-dependent rather than universal.

We would put our view of the Five Factor model this way: if you’ve never heard of it or worked with it, it can teach you something, but at the same time, most of the practitioners who use or cite it tend to significantly overrate its effectiveness and overlook its limitations. To get this chapter written, Daniel and Tyler had to talk each other out of an extreme emphasis on the Five Factor model. In truth, both of us have ended up de-emphasizing the theory. Daniel benefited from having a sister who is a psychologist and understands the limits of predictive personality research. Tyler benefited from being an economist and knowing that economics is often more art than science, and that it typically fails to find universal predictive laws, including in the area of personality. After two years of debating the Five Factor model, this is what we ended up with.


Five Factor Personality Theory

Five Factor theory aims to boil down human personalities to their simplest and most intuitively understandable explanatory components. The dominant form of this theory, which is sometimes used to categorize potential hires, presents five major categories for understanding personality: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Those five factors are complex, and subject to much debate, but here are some shorthand definitions:

Neuroticism

A general tendency to experience negative emotions and negative affect, including fear, sadness, embarrassment, anger, guilt, and disgust.

Extraversion

High extraversion will be manifest in terms of an outgoing personality, friendliness and sociability, talkativeness, and a proactive desire to engage with other individuals.

Openness to Experience

This trait involves open-mindedness, a willingness to explore new and diverse ideas, an experimental bent, curiosity, and an active imagination looking to conceive of additional possibilities.

Agreeableness

High agreeableness means a desire to get along with others, to help them, to be sympathetic with them, and to cooperate. An individual low in agreeableness is more likely to be competitive and also contrarian.

Conscientiousness

High-conscientiousness individuals have high self-control, are very responsible, have a strong sense of duty, and usually are good at planning and organizing, due to their reliability.

Commonly, the very top venture capitalists, when seeking a hitherto undiscovered founder, will look for high disagreeableness and also high openness. The disagreeableness will motivate the individual to charge full steam ahead with a new idea, even when others are not convinced. The openness will make that person more of an innovator and more willing to accept feedback when needed.

To be clear, you should put aside knee-jerk judgments about which of these personality features might be “good” or “bad.” Neuroticism may sound bad to you, and in some circumstances it is—but not unconditionally. If you are looking to hire a crusader on behalf of a social justice cause, someone who will notice injustices and then complain about them, neuroticism might be a desirable trait. Many of history’s most important social movements were led by people who might count as highly neurotic in terms of Five Factor theory. We don’t have formal information on how to classify, say, Joan of Arc, John Calvin, or Gandhi in terms of their personalities, but it does seem they were commonly regarded as pests or as prickly individuals. Again, context matters. Similarly, too much openness can suggest a lack of ability to distinguish between useful efforts and those that are not useful, agreeableness can suggest a lack of depth, and extraversion at the extreme can quickly become annoying … or not. You may need to end up with a judgment as to whether a particular set of qualities is desirable for a particular job, but you will handicap yourself intellectually if you start with a preordained take on whether these personality qualities are good or bad.

Furthermore, note that Five Factor theory de-emphasizes questions of motivation. Maybe you know people who are very conscientious when doing what they wish to do, but are otherwise pretty slack and unreliable. In fact, maybe that is you. (Or us? Tyler is highly motivated to seek out Indian classical music concerts, but not to clean up his office. Daniel is keen to run marathons, but less interested in waiting in line to buy concert tickets.) So again, Five Factor theory is just a starting point, and you will need to refer back to context. One of the most important questions about an individual is how that person’s behavior varies across different contexts, and if anything, Five Factor theory discourages you from looking too closely into that matter.



What Is Five Factor Theory Good For?

As for how well Five Factor personality theory predicts earnings, one commonly accepted answer is that if you take fairly accurate readings of an individual’s five personality factors, you can predict about 30 percent of the variation in earnings across individuals. In one of the highest-quality and best-known papers in this literature, the Big Five personality traits, taken together, predicted about 32 percent of the variation in career success as measured in terms of income.1

To make that statistical concept clear, if one variable fully explains another (for example, height measured in inches predicts height measured in centimeters very well), that variable would have 100 percent predictive power. Similarly, if one variable has nothing to do with another, it would have zero predictive power and thus explain none of the variation in the second variable (an example is that one flip of a fair coin does not predict the next flip at all). So predicting 32 percent of the variation in earnings is between those two performances, but it is not close to 100 percent.

Another of the sounder papers in this area considers data from the Netherlands and uses a different combination of five personality factors: extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and autonomy. That work is able to explain about 15 percent of the variation in earnings, so the 32 percent estimate is probably an upper bound, at least for the time being.2

One way to test these correlates between personality and earnings is to see if personality has a comparable impact on other measures of achievement—for instance, eminence in science. In one study of scientists, personality variables explained up to 20 percent of the variance in achievement, after adjusting for scientific potential and intelligence. That’s not proof of how well personality variables predict wages, but it does show a broadly consistent picture regarding how much personality correlates with human success in mastering and climbing external hierarchies, whether those hierarchies concern pay or scientific recognition.3

Considering Five Factor theory as a whole, is explaining 15 to 32 percent of the variation in observed earnings a lot or a little? Does that make Five Factor theory strong or weak? Furthermore, remember that you are looking to fill a specific job, not just hiring a generic person for a generic job. For a specific job, personality could explain earnings by either more or less. Overall, you should not obsess over Five Factor theory, even though it is marginally useful.

For some further relevant results, you might consider a recent research paper based on Canadian wage data. Of the five factors, only conscientiousness and neuroticism are statistically significant for predicting wages. A one-standard-deviation increase in conscientiousness is associated with a 7.2 percent wage boost, and a one-standard-deviation increase in neuroticism is associated with 3.6 percent lower wages (again, standard deviation is a measure of statistical variance; refer back to Chapter 4 or see Google for an explanation). In our view, those results hardly show an overwhelming performance for the personality variables. We are back again to talent selection being an art at least as much as a science.4

As for the reliability of this work: the studies on personality traits and life outcomes do replicate to a reasonable degree (that is, redoing the studies yields roughly the same answers—something that is unfortunately not always the case with academic research). A study by psychologist Christopher J. Soto, of Colby College, found that “87% of the replication attempts were statistically significant in the expected direction.” Furthermore, the results about personality and earnings discussed throughout this chapter have been replicated in laboratory experiments where people play games for cash prizes. In that setting, neuroticism is associated with lower earnings and conscientiousness with higher earnings—both outcomes that are consistent with the results from labor market data. The main difference in results is that in an experimental setting, openness is no longer correlated with earnings.5

One nice feature of this topic is that you don’t have to obsess too much as to whether correlation implies causality. Let’s say that everyone who showed up for an interview wearing pointed shoes was a highly productive candidate. You can just hire them! You don’t need to worry about whether pointed shoes cause productivity, productivity induces people to put on pointed shoes, or other variables that have an effect on the relationship (perhaps smart parents both send their kids to good schools and buy them pointed shoes). For our purposes, the causal story, or lack thereof, very often is not of first-order importance. Our main enterprise is prediction of talent, and in that sense we can learn something from correlations without always understanding the underlying causal processes.

Another problem is that personality traits are difficult to measure. One sorry truth about personality psychology is just how much the key variables usually are measured simply by asking people about themselves. A variable such as conscientiousness, for instance, actually is referring to how conscientious a person claims to be when asked on a questionnaire. In that sense, a great deal of personality psychology is built on relatively thin foundations. Very often there is no better way to proceed, as the researchers will tell you, but this gives additional reason to take the results of personality psychology with a grain of salt.

Furthermore, even well-trained interviewers cannot always divine personality traits from interviews. So however much you might be skeptical of the methods used in personality psychology, you yourself may not be outperforming those same flawed methods. In one study, there was a modest correlation between interviewer assessments and self-assessments of the candidates (0.28), though the interviewers could not evaluate the candidates as well as their close friends could—again, measuring both against the person’s self-assessment. Interestingly, the two traits hardest for the interviewers to assess were conscientiousness and emotional stability, most likely because candidates actively manage those impressions during the interview process itself. Faking behavior in interviews is frequent and usually undetected.6

In particular, just about everyone knows they ought to be trying to fake conscientiousness, so that is one reason to be wary of your interview impressions. Unless you devote serious time to interviewing references, often you don’t have a good sense of conscientiousness in advance; it’s something you learn about after the hire is made. For this reason, we view “looking for conscientiousness” as overrated in the hiring process, even when conscientiousness is important for the job. Or when conscientiousness truly does matter, make sure you interview the person’s references as well, a topic we cover in more detail later.

By the way, before we move on, you might be wondering why we should bother with all these personality categories and how they’re measured. Can’t we go right to the human genome instead and scientifically determine from it what a person “is really like”? Well, some researchers have been trying to do just that, and to date, they have been unsuccessful. One recent study concluded: “The attempts to identify specific genetic variants underlying the heritable variation in entrepreneurship have until now been unsuccessful.” Someday that may change, but for the foreseeable future, genetic shortcuts are not available to us, and that makes the art of talent selection all the more important.7



Particular Personality Traits and Their Importance

Personality, such as the traits specified by Five Factor theory, probably matters most when you consider founders and entrepreneurs, individuals tasked with creating an enterprise and seeing it through to some level of maturity. The stakes are higher in the first place, and the high rates of start-up failure suggest that not everybody is good at these jobs. Those individuals must show initiative and daring, and they must wish to impose their will on the world in some way. At the same time, they will be called upon to perform many different duties and take on many different roles, often with no advance warning. They must be flexible and resourceful at a very deep level, open in some critical ways, yet stubborn and unyielding too, with high levels of discipline when needed.

Perhaps the most underrated challenge of being a founder comes from having “hung their name on the door.” Unlike an employee, the founder often derives their sense of personal self-worth from the success of their venture. Failures and setbacks hit particularly hard when there’s nobody else to blame. Great founders productively gain knowledge and momentum from their experiences, even the failures, and that requires a great degree of energy, curiosity, and power. Those are some pretty complex personality characteristics—they are not always easy to spot, and they can be very hard to find in the first place. Sam Altman, the former head of the venture capital firm Y Combinator, offers his own take on the idiosyncrasies of founders:8


I look for founders who are scrappy and formidable at the same time (a rarer combination than it sounds); mission-oriented, obsessed with their companies, relentless, and determined; extremely smart (necessary but certainly not sufficient); decisive, fast-moving, and willful; courageous, high-conviction, and willing to be misunderstood; strong communicators and infectious evangelists; and capable of becoming tough and ambitious.

Some of these characteristics seem to be easier to change than others; for example, I have noticed that people can become much tougher and more ambitious rapidly, but people tend to be either slow movers or fast movers and that seems harder to change. Being a fast mover is a big thing; a somewhat trivial example is that I have almost never made money investing in founders who do not respond quickly to important emails.

Also, it sounds obvious, but the successful founders I’ve funded believe they are eventually certain to be successful.



Of course, we must look beyond founders, and then we may see that a single dimension of personality is much more important than the others in certain contexts. If you are hiring a cashier, the conscientiousness of that person probably is more important than their curiosity or openness to new ideas. (In fact, the person who is very open to new ideas might be bored more quickly by that job and thus be a worse candidate.) You don’t need a complete personality profile if you’re hiring a cashier, but you do need to know if they will show up and do the job properly with a good attitude. On the other hand, elite fighter pilots may need a certain amount of daring and bravado. Tom Wolfe, in his study of such pilots, The Right Stuff, cited this view: “Hell, we wouldn’t give you a nickel for a pilot who hasn’t done some crazy rat-racing [informal drag races] like that. It’s all part of the right stuff.” You want those individuals to show up for battle in perfect shape, but in some regards they will deviate significantly from the classical understanding of conscientiousness.9

Perhaps the best and most accurate study we have for personality psychology and earnings focuses on the very top of the IQ distribution, but the data and methods are good, so let’s take another look at a study we already mentioned in the intelligence chapter. Miriam Gensowski, at the University of Copenhagen, revisited a data set chosen from California students in grades 1–8 in 1921–22, covering students from the top 0.5 percent of the IQ distribution (then scores of 140 or higher, covering 856 men and 672 women). The students also were rated on their personality traits, along lines similar to those of Five Factor theory, such as openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. Yes, 1921–22 was a long time ago, but that means we have very good data on final career outcomes, running through 1991 (it also means we focus on men, because labor markets for women have changed so much in terms of opportunity and discrimination).10

One prominent result in this data set was that conscientiousness really mattered for earnings. The men who measured as one standard deviation higher on conscientiousness on average earned $567,000 more over their careers, which measures as 16.7 percent higher average lifetime earnings (though again, we cannot be sure this is a causal relationship).

Extraversion also is correlated with higher earnings. Those men who were higher in extraversion by one standard deviation earned, over their careers, $491,100 more. Furthermore, the earnings premium from extraversion was the highest for the most highly educated of the men.

As for agreeableness, it turns out that the more agreeable men in this data pool earned significantly less. Being one standard deviation higher on agreeableness is correlated with a reduction in lifetime earnings of about 8 percent, or $267,600. While that result is confirmed only for high-IQ individuals in California for a particular span of the twentieth century, it is broadly consistent with the results of other studies, some of which have been cited here already. These people might just not be aggressive enough in pushing their own case forward, instead preferring to go with the flow.

Furthermore, a systematic study of venture capital pitches yielded some broadly similar results about agreeableness. The study looked at 1,139 venture capital pitches from 2010 to 2019, using machine-learning techniques to categorize the styles of the pitches. The main result was that venture capitalists like to hear very positive, optimistic pitches, but the people making those pitches underperform when it comes to actual results. So don’t be too swayed by agreeableness, because very often it doesn’t deliver on its promises. The disagreeable founders, who will tell you that you have it all wrong and that the world is badly screwed up and on the wrong track, may end up doing better.11

These data show another interesting feature: when personality matters (in terms of correlates) and when it does not. Personality traits correlate more strongly with income beginning when workers are in their early thirties, and the correlations peak in strength between the ages of forty and sixty, after which the correlations dwindle considerably. We are not sure how to interpret those results, but one speculation is that it takes a while for your most distinctive personality traits to fully blossom (or fester?), and also that there is an eventual evening-out of personality with extreme maturity.

Since Gensowski’s study focuses only on high-IQ individuals, it is worth considering some other results to see if they are broadly consistent. For instance, one well-known study of Finnish identical twins finds that the more extroverted or the more conscientious of a pair of twins tends to earn more—roughly about 8 percent more for an increase of one standard deviation in those personality traits. Furthermore, the more neurotic of the two twins tends to earn less. Neuroticism harms earnings in part because the more neurotic individuals seem to have a tougher time staying with the same job long enough to acquire seniority and climb the ladder. A one-standard-deviation difference in the neuroticism score tends to lower expected earnings by about 8 percent.12

Those results are broadly consistent with the literature as a whole. It is a common result, for instance, that high conscientiousness predicts career success, as do low neuroticism, low agreeableness, and high extraversion. But again, keep in mind that context matters when it comes to most hiring decisions. It is unlikely, for instance, that low agreeableness is a positive for all jobs, and perhaps it is not a positive for most jobs.13

The research on personality has produced some incomplete results regarding which personality factors are most useful for which particular kinds of jobs. These correlations have not, in general, been confirmed through reliable replication, but they are interesting as partial results or speculations. In one study, for instance, the researchers looked at West Point cadets and found that grade point average predicts early promotion better than cognitive ability does. This holds over a sixteen-year time horizon.14

The researchers sum up some additional results as follows:15


For professionals, only Conscientiousness scales appear to be predictive of overall job performance. Similarly, for sales jobs, only Conscientiousness and its facets of achievement, dependability, and order predict overall performance well. For skilled and semi-skilled jobs, in addition to Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability appears to predict performance. For police and law enforcement jobs, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and Agreeableness are useful personal characteristics. In customer service jobs, all the Big Five dimensions predict overall job performance. Finally, for managers, the Extraversion facets dominance and energy, and the Conscientiousness facets achievement and dependability, are predictive. Thus, different sets of personality variables are useful in predicting job performance for different occupational groups.



There is yet another specific result that is easy to believe: that charisma is important for CEOs but not for CFOs, with COOs falling in as an intermediate case between the two. Yet another paper compared GitHub contributors with tennis players, using linguistic analysis. (GitHub is an institution, now part of Microsoft, that allows individuals to post a kind of resume of their programming achievements). It turns out that GitHub contributors are high in openness and low on conscientiousness, agreeableness, and extraversion, while the successful tennis players were the exact opposite for each trait. One look at the literature on emergency personnel and high-reliability occupations (e.g., airline pilot, military) recommends high extraversion, high conscientiousness, and low neuroticism for those jobs.16

As for what predicts success in science, as measured by publications and citations (and distinct from earnings), scientists as a whole are conscientious, achievement-oriented, emotionally stable, and low in neuroticism compared to the general population. None of that comes as a huge surprise. Interestingly, eminent scientists are more likely to be dominant, arrogant, hostile, and self-confident compared to scientists as a whole. They are also more flexible in thought and behavior than scientists of lesser laurels. That is consistent with our more general view (presented in more detail shortly) that conscientiousness may be more important for tasks of lesser import and less important for leadership positions.17

Caveat emptor, of course, but still, those are starting points for your own pondering and talent search. Finally, before moving on, we would like to stress one very basic point about the importance of good ethics and honesty. We can go back to Marc Andreessen, who offers one of the best and least contingent good pieces of hiring advice you can find:


Ethics are hard to test for.

But watch for any whiff of less than stellar ethics in any candidate’s background or references.

And avoid, avoid, avoid.

Unethical people are unethical by nature, and the odds of a metaphorical jailhouse conversion are quite low.



This advice is so universal because bad ethics in a workplace can spread like cancer. Your ethical people will be repulsed by the behavior of the bad-ethics hire. And the bad-ethics people you have around—probably you have hired some—will find reason to behave worse and worse. There is little upside to hiring an unethical person, and the more talented that person is, the more trouble he or she may end up bringing (with an incompetent unethical person, perhaps the discontent will spread less far).

One study of the matter considered 58,542 workers and found that about one in twenty workers eventually is terminated for being a “toxic worker.” Toxicity is defined in terms of behaviors such as sexual harassment, workplace violence, falsifying documents, fraud, and other “egregious” instances of misbehavior on the job. Unfortunately, toxic workers encourage others to be toxic as well. In part because of the contagion effect, it seems that the costs of having a single toxic worker are greater than the benefits of replacing an average worker with a superstar worker. Of course, talent search isn’t just about finding the stars; it is also about avoiding the lemons.18

The main scenario in which hiring an unethical person makes sense is when you yourself have a fundamentally unethical business model. But then we don’t really wish to give you advice at all.



In Which Contexts Is Conscientiousness Overrated?

Conscientiousness is, of the five factors, the single best predictor of overall job performance.19 Nonetheless, there are some reasons you should be suspicious of conscientiousness as an end-all and be-all for job search.

First, as we discussed in the chapter on intelligence, non-cognitive skills tend to matter more for lower earners. In essence, it seems that conscientiousness is correlated with people being employed, which is good, but it doesn’t do so much to boost their prospects of rising into the higher echelons of earnings. As we’ve noted, in the bottom tenth of earners, non-cognitive skills matter two and a half to four times more than do cognitive skills, but for the population in general (based on data from Sweden), a boost of one standard deviation in cognitive ability is associated with a larger wage gain than is a one-standard-deviation rise in non-cognitive skills. At higher levels of earnings, the relationship between cognitive ability and wages becomes increasingly significant.20

Second, conscientiousness can end up distributed in the wrong places, or at least in places where you as an employer may not want it, just as we earlier mentioned with the issue of motivation. A new hire may be very conscientious with respect to assembling his manga collection, or attending every local electronica concert, or swimming for two hours every day. The novelist Vikram Seth has said that he ended up writing his masterpiece, A Suitable Boy, because he did not have enough conscientiousness to finish his economics Ph.D. at Stanford. But that points out the need to ask the question “Conscientiousness for what?” He did finish a very long novel (and subsequent works) and work very hard on its quality, and the book went on to be a bestseller and also a literary classic. As Seth said: “Obsession keeps me going.” He eventually developed the right obsession and piled hard work on top of that.21

It is a sorry truth that work responsibilities and family responsibilities may conflict. Arguably many performers at the very top neglect their families or are somewhat estranged from them. As a boss or talent selector, what exactly are you looking for? We can’t presume to offer up the correct ethical judgment here, but conscientiousness does not always operate in your commercial favor, and it does not always boost extreme talent at the very top levels of performance.

Another possible downside is that some conscientious people stick to the job because they enjoy the familiar work process for its own sake. That keeps them on track and has some upside, but some of them end up piling on work for its own sake and taking delight in the satisfaction of process per se. Tasks end up taking more time rather than less, even though you observe the person working diligently the whole time. In the longer run, your organization can become less dynamic and more bureaucratic, in part because the people are doing exactly as they have been told.

The concept of “externalizing behavior”—that is, directing emotions and motivations outward—is linked to aggression and hyperactivity, and it is very often a bad thing. Nonetheless, for many individuals, especially for many men, such externalizing behavior predicts higher earnings, and you can think of this point as related to the virtues of disagreeableness. For these men, the externalizing behavior predicts both lower educational attainment and higher earnings; in other words, don’t always look for superior performance in school. John Lennon was a talented writer as well as a brilliant musician, and effective as a marketer and media celebrity, but also, in his youth, he was an aggressive, drunken brawler. It is no accident that after the Beatles split up he wrote the song “How Do You Sleep?” eviscerating his former bandmate and collaborator Paul McCartney. And yet Lennon was one of the most successful musical stars of the twentieth century.22

The search for a rebellious, disagreeable outsider is common in venture firms too. Marc Andreessen of Andreessen Horowitz looks for similar traits, though with an outsider flair of his own. Andreessen’s utensil is a little bit more dopaminergic. A famous night owl, he is someone who speaks quickly, eats quickly, and attempts to tug on the strings of reality faster than the universe will permit. He is equal parts cheery and angry at the same time, embodying contradictions in a manner that seems common among the top talent in venture capital. Note that Marc is paired with Ben Horowitz in the firm Andreessen Horowitz. Whereas Marc is bubbly and exuberant, Ben comes across as quieter, more establishment, and more corporate in his orientation. The mix works, in part because they trust each other so intensely, and they can read each other’s signals in a millisecond. The normal, conscientious person is not exactly their typical pick for success; instead, they are looking for people who are true outliers.23

Note also that the connection between conscientiousness and cooperation seems to be low or maybe zero in some data sets, as we discussed in Chapter 4. If in a team endeavor conscientiousness does not feed into cooperation, it may be of less value than you thought. The conscientious worker still might show up on time and perform some basic duties, but the upside of the resulting teamwork will be limited. One reason conscientiousness might perform so poorly in predicting cooperation is that conscientiousness has numerous facets, and one of those facets is a kind of cautiousness. In some settings, cautiousness may induce individuals to cooperate less rather than more, for fear that others will not cooperate in turn, or perhaps because the cooperative act is a deviation from a set, known program. Many real-world instantiations of cooperation require some proactive behavior and indeed boldness, and the conscientious person is not always the bold one.

Here is a useful comparison to shake up your thinking about conscientiousness. Are you familiar with the hardworking nation of South Korea, which rose from poverty to wealth in less than two generations? Yet if you rank workers, nation by nation, according to their reported conscientiousness, South Korea—surprisingly, to many people—comes in second to last. Nonetheless, if you rank nations by work hours, South Korea comes in first. What does that mean? Are the metrics worthless? Or maybe South Koreans work hard because of money and social pressures and not because of innate characteristics? More generally, if you look at the rank-ordering table of all measured nations, there is no positive correlation between conscientiousness and hours worked; in fact, there is a (statistically insignificant) negative correlation. Again, that may mean conscientiousness is not as useful as you might have thought. Perhaps you want some workers who are not so conscientious but who respond readily to incentives and will end up doing what you tell them to. If the non-conscientious can mimic the behavior of the conscientious, at least under the right circumstances, perhaps conscientiousness is not always the best variable to look for. It may even embody a certain lack of flexibility.24

To push your skepticism further, another recent study found no connection between conscientiousness and the practice of mask-wearing during the coronavirus pandemic in Spain. Maybe there is something wrong with these studies, but an alternative possibility is that the research concept of conscientiousness has been so finely honed that it is replicable across time and across different methods of evaluation, but in the process it has become somewhat disconnected from the commonsense understanding of that term.25

Sometimes leaders of organizations can have too much rather than too little conscientiousness. We are not saying that all of these leaders need to be crooks, but leadership skills often involve a mix of creativity and daring and ability to reimagine the risky future, and those are not necessarily the traits found in the people who punch the time clock promptly every day. Elon Musk would have gotten in less trouble had he not smoked a joint on the live video stream of Joe Rogan’s podcast, but a more sedate Elon Musk probably would not have built SpaceX and Tesla with the same fervor. Sometimes the leaders are the ones who need to decide when the rules can be broken, or at least bent. Consistent with that view, meta-studies suggest that conscientiousness is less important as a predictor of job success for more complex tasks and for higher-level positions. We wonder if conscientiousness is somewhat overrated for leaders and creators, and perhaps a degree of neuroticism is somewhat underrated as a correlate with job performance. It is a recurring theme of this book that what predicts well for the median worker is not always what predicts well for the top performers and the stars.26

Finally and perhaps most importantly, as a potential employer, you are not necessarily wanting to predict an individual’s wage per se, for reasons we explained in the previous chapter. Let’s say, for instance, that being conscientious explains a good deal of the wage in your particular sector, and that you know this for sure. But it is still the case that you, as an employer, don’t necessarily want to hire high-wage individuals per se; rather, you wish to hire undervalued individuals. And there is not much serious research in Five Factor theory to help you identify those individuals, in part because it is hard to measure an individual’s true net contribution to profits, that being relative to the wage you must pay. Most of all, the idea of hiring conscientious or hardworking individuals is hardly a novel one, so if there are any qualities that are reflected in the going market wage for an individual, you would expect conscientiousness and being a hard worker to be among them. Conscientiousness, in essence, is too easily and uniformly valued in the marketplace.



The Import of Stamina

We find it useful to contrast the concepts of conscientiousness, grit, and what we call stamina. We see stamina as one of the great underrated concepts for talent search, especially when you are looking for top performers and leaders and major achievers.

On stamina, economist Robin Hanson wrote: “It wasn’t until my mid-30s that I finally got to see some very successful people up close for long enough to notice a strong pattern: the most successful have a lot more energy and stamina than do others.… I think this helps explain many cases of ‘why didn’t this brilliant young prodigy succeed?’ Often they didn’t have the stamina, or the will, to apply it. I’ve known many such people.”27

Robin also points out that many high-status professions, such as medicine, law, and academia, put younger performers through some pretty brutal stamina tests in the early years of their career. In essence, they are testing to see who has the requisite stamina for subsequent achievement. (You might feel those tests are wasteful in some way, but still, those tests seem to survive in some very competitive settings.) Successful politicians are another group who seem to exhibit very high stamina levels—many of them seem to never tire of shaking hands, meeting new people, and promoting their candidacies. So if we meet an individual who exhibits stamina, we immediately upgrade the chance of that person having a major impact, and that the individual will be able to invest in compound returns to learning and improvement over time.

Bob Dylan is a good example of a famous individual who has incredible stamina. He has studied folk and blues music obsessively since he was a teenager, and he has put out dozens of albums over a period now stretching almost sixty years, mastering both folk guitar and lyrics, and experimenting with a variety of styles ranging from folk to rock to pop to gospel to blues and American popular standards. He has starred or played in several movies, worked as a DJ for satellite radio (picking excellent material), written a compelling memoir, won a Nobel Prize for literature, published eight books of drawings and paintings and had exhibits in major art galleries, and it seems he has been on tour constantly for decades (the “Never Ending Tour”), in the 1990s and 2000s often playing a hundred or more dates a year. He continues to give concerts (at least pre-COVID), even though he is eighty years old as of late 2021. You may or may not love his work, but there is a guy who’s got stamina, and he has made a major impact on both music and the broader world.

Or consider John le Carré, the spy thriller author. Washington Post reporter John Leen spent two weeks with him in Miami, investigating the local crime scene with le Carré’s assistance. At the end of that temporary partnership he wrote: “I was astonished by his energy, his drive, his ability to go out there every day and trundle through the hours of interviews, lunches, dinners. I was a little more than half his age and I was exhausted. He never appeared tired, never was less than sharp and penetrating. He already had half a dozen No. 1 bestsellers and more money than he could ever spend. Why did he want or need another one? What kept him out there, what was the engine that drove it all?”28

Sometimes the literature speaks of “grit,” but we find “stamina” to be a more accurate term. Grit is sometimes defined as “passion and perseverance for long-term goals of personal significance,” but that involves two dimensions, the passion and the perseverance. Furthermore, it turns out that grit is strongly correlated with conscientiousness. The one feature of grit that still seems to matter statistically, after adjusting for conscientiousness, is perseverance of effort, not passion. That result is close to what we are calling stamina, and so the stamina concept seems to transcend conscientiousness and to be the more relevant portion of grit. Ideally, what you want is a kind of conscientiousness directed at the kind of focused practice and thus compound learning that will boost intelligence on the job.29

Even for what are supposedly “unskilled” jobs (not a term we would in general endorse) stamina really can matter. Consider Dworsky, a sales guy from another company at Daniel’s pre-pandemic San Francisco office. During the lockdown, a colleague asked Dworsky to take care of a plant; he responded by watering all sixty plants in the office every morning. In secret. It was just the sort of thing he felt compelled to do, for reasons that had to do with his intrinsic motivation. The people at Pioneer call this “Dworsky strength” because the default musculature is so strong, you do a lot without realizing it is a lot. In this case, all of those plants ended up being watered. No matter what the level of the hire, look for Dworsky strength.

Because stamina can matter a good deal, and because stamina can be so hard to read in a short interaction, this is yet another reason to interview a person’s references. Remember our saying “Personality is revealed on weekends”? Well, a person’s references often have a pretty good idea of what that individual is up to on weekends, or weekdays for that matter. A judgment of stamina in particular may require observation over longer periods of time, and so your skills as an interviewer need to be multifaceted and directed toward the references as well.
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WHAT IS PERSONALITY GOOD FOR? PART TWO: SOME MORE EXOTIC CONCEPTS

Five Factor personality theory offers a general guide for starting to think about personality—and it is also a set of checks and balances, in case your intuition gets too carried away with your own pet theory of what really matters. But there is yet another use of personality psychology: namely, as a way of developing a common language so that you and your team can discuss and evaluate claims about personality. We suggest using Five Factor theory in this manner. When hiring or otherwise looking for talent, doing interviews, or meeting prospective partners, ask your team how individual candidates fare in terms of those categories. That will give you one very quick take on what the person is good at or not, and it will give you a framework for comparing one candidate to another and for matching candidates to the qualities required for particular jobs. Five Factor theory is thus an entry point for talking and thinking about people rather than a comprehensive theory of how much people will earn or a clear formula for assessing their creative value.

Most of all, Five Factor theory is useful because it is a “sticky” language, one that your co-workers can readily adopt, share, and eventually innovate upon. The five categories make intuitive sense to most people, and they are captured in memorable words and phrases. Simply having such a common language in the hiring or talent search process is most of the value in the concept.

Many researchers have criticized or tried to revise the Five Factor model. For instance, it has been argued that there is a sixth and culturally specific factor that is of relevance to East Asia and especially China: a tradition factor. Furthermore, there are numerous variants on the theory, some including as many as sixteen basic personality factors; of course, the more factors you add to your basic theory, the more different cases you can cover and the more explanatory power you can generate.1

But our goal here is simpler—namely, to create the proper framework for discourse among your team and come up with the factors that might matter for you. Even if a sixteen-factor model “predicts better” or is more useful in some research settings, it is probably not possible for your team to remember all sixteen factors (repeat after me, as a kind of tongue-twister, preferably without pause or consulting your notes: abstractedness, apprehension, dominance, emotional stability, liveliness, openness to change, perfectionism, privateness, reasoning, rule-consciousness, self-reliance, sensitivity, social boldness, tension, vigilance, and warmth). They will not become a common mode of discourse, and such a personality theory will, to those who work with you, seem like more of a cognitive burden than anything else. And besides: Why sixteen? Why not seventeen, eighteen, or more? Why not a separate list for every culture and region?

That all said, having the common language from Five Factor theory for personality discussions will help your team come up with new concepts that maybe aren’t of general use but are relevant for the sector or institution you work in. If you are engaged in programming work, for instance, you might look for more specific forms of introversion that predict an individual’s ability to lock him- or herself in a cave for a few days to meet a programming deadline—let’s call that “Morlockism,” after a character in H. G. Wells’s novel The Time Machine. You may get a sense of a candidate’s Morlockism from a well-done screen and interview, but we doubt it is going to have explanatory power in a broad-based earnings regression, and it will not force us to create a sixth major factor for theory. Yet for some employers, the concept is important.

To return back to the general point, personality theory—in its various guises—is a tool for mobilizing and communicating the dispersed knowledge to be found among your hiring network. So if you are going to modify Five Factor theory, or add to it, think more in terms of a useful language for your team rather than trying to reflect, replicate, or anticipate the latest academic results.2

If you are looking for a parallel from academic economics, consider economist Israel Kirzner’s analysis of entrepreneurship, as outlined in his 1973 book Competition and Entrepreneurship. Kirzner stressed entrepreneurial “alertness” as a key variable behind good economic decisions, and here we have in mind alertness to the talent of others. For Kirzner, alertness is a kind of insight that cannot be reduced to mere hard work or deliberative search or formal rules but rather reflects a special ability of perception. But where does this alertness come from? You need to have some potential categories at hand, even if you end up rejecting those categories as universal explainers. Talent alertness derives from having a broad variety of conceptual matrices, empirical results, and regularities at your disposal. The broader and better your toolbox, the more likely the “aha!” moment is to strike you when you are looking for talent.

In the previous chapter we already mentioned stamina as a useful category for analysis. Here are a few more personality categories we have found to be of use or of interest for improving hiring discourse, within the context of what we are trying to accomplish in our various projects.


Compound Returns to Self-Improvement

Consistent with the import of stamina, as discussed in the previous chapter, look to see if a person shows signs of improvement each time you meet with them. Does the person have an obsession with continual self-improvement? Let’s turn again to the words of venture capitalist Sam Altman:


It’s easiest if you get to meet people in person, several times. If you meet someone three times in three months, and notice detectable improvement each time, pay attention to that. The rate of improvement is often more important than the current absolute ability (in particular, younger founders can sometimes improve extremely quickly).3



The power of compound returns is important for human talent, just as it is for your stock portfolio. If a person improves, say, only 1 percent a year in terms of productivity, it will take about seventy years for that person’s productivity to double. Probably you can’t wait that long, and maybe a mere doubling isn’t so impressive anyway. For that person, what you see is what you get. But say a person can improve by 35 percent a year. That is difficult for many people, but it is hardly utopian, especially for those who are young and/or intellectually flexible in the right ways. Those people will double in productivity every two years. And if their productivity is doubling every two years, after only eight years they are sixteen times more effective. That is how compound returns work. At first the power of the effect seems relatively small, but with the passage of time compound returns are highly significant.4

You might think that other evaluators already understand the power of compound returns to self-improvement, but there is good evidence that most individuals do not think very effectively in terms of exponential processes. If one economy grows at a slightly higher rate than another, say even a single percentage point, after a few decades the more rapidly growing economy is much wealthier. Early in the pandemic, many people, including policymakers, neglected the danger posed by the novel coronavirus because they were not good at thinking in exponential terms. The number of infections was growing rapidly, perhaps doubling as quickly as every five to seven days. When that is the case, “things seem fine right now” just doesn’t cut it as a public health evaluation. The reality is that we wasted time in our preparations, not realizing just how quickly and powerfully this exponential process was going to come upon us.

One of your most significant skills as a talent evaluator is to develop a sense of when people are moving along a compound returns curve or not. So much of personality theory focuses on observing levels or absolute degrees of personality traits. You should instead focus on whether the person is experiencing positive rates of change for dynamism, intellect, maturity, ambition, stamina, and other relevant features.

If you are hiring a writer, look for signs that the person is writing literally every day. If you are hiring an executive, try to discern what they are doing all the time to improve their abilities at networking, decision making, and knowledge of the sectors they work in. In general, how open is a person to absorbing new ideas? Receiving critical feedback? Building small, resilient groups of peers who will motivate, inform, and mentor the candidate, expecting similar services in return? Again, don’t just think in terms of levels of current ability, because over time, rates of change very often prove to be more important. Think in terms of trajectories. When it comes to a job or fellowship candidate, think about the person’s developmental curve and whether the candidate is truly committed to consistent, perpetual self-improvement, as you might expect from a top athlete or musician.

As mentioned in the introduction, one question that Tyler likes to ask people is “What is it you do to practice that is analogous to how a pianist practices scales?” Tyler likes to think of many jobs in a way that a professional musician or athlete would find natural. By asking this question, you learn what the person is doing to achieve ongoing improvement, and again, as noted earlier, you might learn some tricks yourself. You also learn how the person thinks about continual self-improvement, above and beyond whatever particular practices they engage in. If a person doesn’t seem to think much about self-improvement, they still might be a good hire, but then you had better be pretty content with their currently demonstrated level of expertise.

In response to this question, a few good answers might be: “I give practice talks to my friends to hone my speaking abilities,” “I practice on obscure programming problems with no practical applications just to keep my skills fresh,” or “I am building up my knowledge in a very small corner of science just to figure out what it means to learn something really well and thoroughly.” A bad answer is simply “I don’t know.”

Here are some other categories we find useful for thinking about potential hires and affiliations.


Sturdiness

Sturdiness is the quality of getting work done every day, with extreme regularity and without long streaks of non-achievement. Sturdiness seems to be especially valuable in people working on longer-term projects. There is also evidence that sturdiness helps people make it through military training and also helps with jobs that involve high-stress management.5

You will note that sturdy people, in this sense of the word, often do not need much of what we have called Morlockism. Being perpetually early on deadlines is one of their distinguishing characteristics, and that is because they are working on the project from the very beginning.

If you are a writer, sturdiness is a very powerful virtue, even if you do not always feel you are being extremely productive. Imagine, for instance, that you are working on a book and you get one page done every day, but you do this every single day. That would give you 365 pages a year, which is longer than most books; furthermore, it is a pace that hardly any non-pulp author can match. If you ask Daniel to tell you about Tyler’s productivity, sturdiness will play a prominent role in his account. After settling in at a hotel after a long day of travel, Tyler can be consistently found happily typing away on anything from a news column to a blog post or new book. (While for most people such feats of fecundity are commonly achieved with the help of caffeine, Tyler consumes no coffee or tea. The engine is within.)



Generativeness

Some people will call it ambition, some will call it extraversion, but there’s a certain vitality to individuals that can be striking. They talk quickly, move quickly, and in general seem to be enthralled with life. They run all possible combinations of ideas through their heads, if only to better understand the possibilities. Along these lines, they tend to be high in openness as a personality trait. We call this quality “generativeness.”

If you hang around people like this, you are likely to come up with new ideas from your interactions. It is common, for instance, that a generative person talks about ideas that later blossom into companies, or perhaps policy proposals, or useful predictions about the future.

Being generative is a quality that is relatively high-status among the more intellectual segments of the Bay Area tech world. Balaji Srinivasan, the tech entrepreneur and crypto advocate, is a classic example of a person who is high in generativeness. He tweets his thoughts just about every single day on a wide variety of topics, ranging from media to crypto to the pandemic. A lot of it is speculative or maybe even wrong, but when he has a hit it is truly important. It is no accident that his predictions in January 2020 about the coronavirus crisis were so prescient: he foresaw that it would wreck society as we know it, kill many people, boost work from home, and lead to all of us wearing masks. That prescience arose because he was running all of the available information through his mind and exploring all of the different possibilities rather than adhering to fixed dogmas from the past. Will Balaji prove to be right about crypto? We do not share his degree of enthusiasm, but if you wish to hear the different scenarios for how crypto might evolve, Balaji is one of your go-to sources.

Generative people are valuable whether or not you agree with them, and they are often most valuable in the areas where you do not agree because there they will see possibilities that you will not.



Insecure Overachievement

Insecure overachievement, as we call it, is the (somewhat neurotic) quality of never quite feeling comfortable with your output, despite knowing at a deep level that it is good. The quality often comes with critical self-talk and a high level of aspiration. Since these individuals are never happy with themselves, despite high levels of achievement, they can be problematic team members. They can be very useful in motivating and disciplining those who need a further push, but often they push too hard and offer too few rewards for good performance—ever watch the ESPN special The Last Dance about Michael Jordan?

Insecure achievement often comes from family background, especially if the parents push the kids very hard, and sometimes it is associated with immigrant family backgrounds. One study of the psychosocial features of elite and super-elite Olympic athletes found they “came from families who strongly valued a culture of striving and achieving, while experiencing moderate sibling rivalry.”6



Pessimistic Perfectionism

We’ve met plenty of smart people who, unfortunately, fall into the category of pessimistic perfectionists. Such individuals typically believe that their work is never good enough, and that their careers are either likely to fail or not meet a high enough standard. You can spot them when you see someone who is smart but never quite ready to put their work forward. They don’t have the ongoing drive and impetus of insecure overachievers. Instead, it is common for individuals in this group to develop excuses and to sabotage their careers in advance, all so they don’t have to keep on encountering feelings of ongoing failure. Somewhat counterintuitively, they fail preemptively, in order to get it over with and so they can feel they are in control along the way. For them, it is truly hard to push that “send” or “publish” button or whatever the equivalent may be.

Perhaps there are ways you can take advantage of the smarts of these individuals. Often they tend to be perceptive about human relationships (part of their problem may be an absence of self-deception; after all, most people are not world-class, but they may be more motivated if they overestimate their own prospects by a bit). But make sure you are not relying on them to be either the initiators or the finishers. Sometimes they can work well in teams where they contribute but don’t feel so responsible for the final outputs or sign-off decisions.



Happiness (or Fun-ness)

Happiness is, in our opinion, an underrated quality to look for in people, at least when it comes to predicting their success. Always having a smile and a sense of amusement can be a powerful quality, ensuring that the person is almost always invited to participate in another endeavor. They’re fun to be around. If you are a baseball fan, you may know that Chicago Cubs Hall of Famer Ernie Banks was renowned for saying “Let’s play two!”—referring to his fondness for doubleheaders (two consecutive games in the same day). Commentator Scott Simon put it as follows: “It was a phrase he used to remind himself and other players that whatever their complaints, they got to play a game for a living, and hear the cheers of strangers. It was a reminder to all of us to cherish life and the chance to have work that gives enjoyment to others.”7

Happiness or fun-ness is often an input into generativeness, because the people who play around with all of those new ideas typically find it entertaining to do so. But there is an entirely different class of person, not ideas-oriented by nature, who simply wants to get up in the morning and start tackling problems with gusto. They may well be steady, but there is a quality of “burstingness” to them as well, an effusion of positive sensibility and can-do attitude, infectious to so many of those who surround them.



Clutteredness

There is a particular kind of smart, often intellectual person who knows a lot and also works hard. But these people cannot express their ideas in clear, simple fashion. When you ask them questions, they will respond by piling new information on top of the old rather than by clarifying their initial point. Cluttered individuals have some real virtues, and they do often know a lot, as evidenced by the thickness of the clutter. But often it is not clear exactly how these individuals with cluttered minds can be deployed with highly positive productivity. Their words and writings are cluttered because their minds and thoughts are cluttered too.

By no means should you dismiss these individuals as potential contributors. But it is almost always a mistake to place them in positions that require clarity of thought and communication.



Vagueness and Precision

Distinct from the cluttered mind is the vague thinker. The cluttered person imposes too much baroque order on the relevant concepts and sees too many distinctions without ordering them clearly. In contrast, some minds are satisfied thinking in mushy concepts and unspecific terms and not really drawing any conceptual distinctions at all. The joy of discussion is so strong they forget to mirror the experience of the counterparty, leaving them confused as to what the discussion is even about. Vague thinkers are like the director of a film that was just too long—“What scene are we in?” And yet there is always more they are willing to say. Perhaps some of it is insightful, but it can be hard to edit and mobilize.

In contrast, many of those in the opposite camp are unsatisfied with vague, never-ending narratives and instead want laser-precise thoughts. Usually slightly more introverted, such people often aim more at conveying information than at creating camaraderie, and perhaps they may be a bit unwilling to explain the relevant points fully. To go back to the movie director analogy, people like this are constantly asking themselves if the film they’re directing is entertaining to the audience of listeners. They take pride in speed and brevity. They’re high in the “gettothepointplease” quotient, wonderfully exacting in their explications of relevant points though sometimes too terse for the comfort of all of their co-workers.

It may be worth asking yourself which bucket your candidate is in—and which bucket do you want them to be in? A vague thinker might be better as a salesperson, while a strategist might do better to be more analytical.



Precocity

When it comes to scientists, the evidence suggests that age of first publication correlates with the person’s later productivity and prestige. Furthermore, Tyler believes that the age of first refereed journal submission—never mind publication—is predictive of later success as well. In most sports and in chess, precocity is pretty much required for success at high levels.8

As we will see in Chapter 8, precocity is a less reliable indicator of talent for women than it is for men. Furthermore, we don’t think it is a good metric for all professions; for instance, great novelists and moral philosophers are not always wunderkinds. Older programmers can be saner and safer than younger programmers, which for many jobs (not all!) is an advantage. Precocity may predict well for areas that rely on fluid intelligence rather than synthetic or accumulated knowledge, and for areas where an early start and a long time trajectory is important for success. In any case, for the area you are hiring in, do ask how much precocity is required, or not.



Adhesiveness

The trait of adhesiveness, which overlaps with the concept of a “team player,” is increasingly important as production grows more complex and roles become more specialized. Who can understand which kinds of efforts are needed for the team as a whole, then step up and supply them? Sometimes the phrase “glue guy” is used in sports, though this obviously includes “glue gals” and others. Social intelligence is at a premium, above and beyond whatever import you might assign to intelligence more generally. Team players tend to have a natural understanding of who is doing their job, who is slacking, who the leaders are in intra-firm groups, who is stepping out of line with aggressive behavior, and so on. Furthermore, they act on those intuitions to try to set things right. In one sense, we’ve been talking about team skills all along—for instance, with our treatment of ethics and also conscientiousness. Nonetheless, this ability to perceive group problems and to use social intelligence to step in to fix them is a distinct virtue. One recent study found that team skills add as much to productivity as does the overall intelligence of the group.9

One relatively straightforward way to find out about team skills is to ask about them: “Can you give us an instance where you perceived a team problem at work and stepped in to fix it? What exactly was your remedy?” Some people are capable of lying their way into an acceptable answer, but in reality a lot of the more clueless people (even if they are productive in other ways) just can’t tell this kind of story because they don’t think in socially adept terms. When testing for team players, see if the person has the skills to dissect and articulate a social problem in an institution and suggest its solution.



Other Traits

The value of the traits discussed in this chapter will vary according to the particular context of your industry and the position for which you are hiring. The most powerful advice we can give you is to work with your team to develop its own personality framework. Together, you should be able to come up with a common understanding of what matters in your context (as long as you’re willing to question your assumptions) and a common language for discussing it with precision.

Which other traits can you think of?

One trait we would draw your attention to as especially important is the ability to perceive, understand, and climb complex hierarchies. This is another way of saying that a person is keen to understand and master what it takes to reach the top.

Tyler, for instance, is struck by many of the chess players he met as a teen. Many of them were smart, indeed brilliant, and they also had the ability to work on their own. Of course, they understood the idea of winning and losing, and winning and losing rating points, but it was hard for many of them to look outside the chess hierarchy and see that they weren’t really headed anywhere fruitful. They saw only what was right before their faces. Chess gave them short-term positive feedback and a set of chess friends, and so they continued to pursue it locally, but too often they ended up at age forty-three with no real job, no health insurance benefits, and a future of steady decline. In contrast, Ken Rogoff was a great chess player but at some point left the game to become a Harvard professor and world-class economist—for much higher rewards, of course.

Or consider the world of early bloggers, inhabited by quite a few very smart and hardworking people. Some of them are still sitting in sweatpants in their parents’ basement and writing some intriguing posts. But Ezra Klein saw that the sector was evolving, and so he helped found the website Vox, aspiring to a higher station by creating a start-up and later moving to The New York Times. Henry Farrell, of the blog Crooked Timber, helped found the blog The Monkey Cage, which continues to be published by The Washington Post and exercises great influence. Megan McArdle worked her way into being a columnist for The Daily Beast, Bloomberg, and then The Washington Post. Those are among the individuals who understood the hierarchies before them and developed strategies for climbing toward the top. Were they smarter than their bloggy competitors? Maybe. But what really set them apart was their ability to figure out new ways to climb the totem pole of achievement and to move from a narrower to a broader vision of what that totem pole really is.

When it comes to the start-up world, Daniel sees too many young people who are content to go to one conference after another, receiving positive feedback because they are bright and articulate and seem to have promise. They also may play around on Twitter, building a profile and garnishing likes and retweets. But which useful hierarchy are they actually climbing? The best prospects are more focused on their actual projects and the building of their companies. If they meet a famous founder, they are more likely to ask “How did you find and hire your first five employees?” and less likely to inquire about their attitudes toward meditation or Yuval Harari.

It is very easy for individuals to overshoot and focus on goals that are too small, such as the mechanics of how to keep the books or how to arrange the office. In academia, an assistant professor might spend time on cleaning up the data set (which is appropriate) but neglect to motivate the research by tying it into broader questions of actual import. Those are very different skills, and too often people will stick with the tasks they feel comfortable with. If someone is good at identifying, tackling, and climbing hierarchies, it is a sign they know how to allocate their efforts and that they don’t let their insecurities blind themselves to the larger picture. It shows they are willing to take on the most relevant challenges, and if they are not good at those challenges initially, they will find the right help or invest in the proper self-education.

At the same time, other individuals choose goals that are too large and too indistinct, or which do not have useful intermediate outputs, test points, and checkpoints along the way. How would you feel about a job candidate who boldly announced “I am not interested in anything less than the elimination of all disease”? Even at the World Health Organization (especially at the World Health Organization), that is not a very practical attitude. Again, focusing on the “too large,” like focusing on the “too small,” is a sign that insecurities, blinders, and lack of perspective will prevent the person from climbing the relevant ladders of success.

Knowing how to perceive and climb the right hierarchies is one of the most stringent but also most universal tests available. It requires emotional self-regulation, perceptiveness, ambition, vision, proper sequencing, and enough order in one’s activities to actually get somewhere. Whenever you see signs that a candidate has this skill, look much more closely. If anecdotes suggest cluelessness about hierarchies, give that person a significant downgrade, at least for all jobs requiring ongoing initiative and learning over time.10

Yet another underdiscussed personality feature is what researchers call “demand avoidance” (in some cases called “pathological demand avoidance,” though in our view that’s too value-laden a term). In its more practical (rather than clinical) sense, the term refers to people who have a hard time knuckling under to bosses. They perceive some workplace hierarchies all too well and suffer under them. Too many workplace requests become seen as impositions, and often unjust impositions as well. Such a view is by no means implausible, since most workplaces do place some unreasonable or at least inefficient demands on their workers, sometimes to an extreme. Many bosses and supervisors are indeed jerks, or worse. The problem, however, is that resentments can build because people with demand avoidance are not always sufficiently emotionally detached from the depredations of the modern workplace. They are not good at just “sucking it up” and getting on with the job. Their extreme perceptiveness can mean that many of their criticisms are justified, but that just makes their existential predicament all the harder.

On the bright side, demand avoidance sometimes spurs individuals to start their own companies. If you don’t like taking orders, well, you can be the boss—if you have the right stuff for an independent undertaking. Still, most people do not end up as the boss, not even within their divisions. Beware of potential applicants who have demand avoidance. They can be very smart, very articulate, and super-sensitive, and for all those reasons they can make a great impression. Individuals with demand avoidance can be super-productive if they find the right setting, but those settings can be very specific. Many of them work as academics, or also as founders, and then there are many others who still go around cursing the boss and moving from one job to the next. Beware of this one, because it can trip you up rather easily, especially if you have some demand avoidance yourself (as the boss!), and thus, you might relate to these individuals quite well. Just keep in mind that if you are the boss, they cannot be the boss as well.

One final trait we find important is something we call “selective agreeableness.” Of the major concepts in Five Factor theory, as they typically are stated, agreeableness is the one we find the most problematic. If you will recall, the definition we gave earlier was: “High agreeableness means a desire to get along with others, to help them, to be sympathetic with them, and to cooperate. An individual low in agreeableness is more likely to be competitive and also contrarian.” Many highly successful individuals have had a very strong disagreeable streak, such as Steve Jobs, who would berate team members because the designed product was not yet beautiful enough. Still, when we think about career success, whether at high or low levels, it is not obvious to us that a one-dimensional spectrum of agreeableness versus disagreeableness is the appropriate construct. If we consider highly successful individuals, it seems they are very good at being selectively disagreeable when it most matters to be so. At the same time, they also may be wonderful diplomats and cooperators when circumstances dictate.

Returning to the Apple founder, consider this apt description from Jobs biographer Brent Schlender: “Steve also knew how to get what he wanted, and he negotiated with both carrot and stick.”11 Jobs wasn’t disagreeable per se; rather, he was extremely goal-oriented. A virtuoso of emotional scales, Jobs was always playing the right melody to accomplish his goal, whether through agreeable charm or disagreeable rancor. And it worked, as Daniel observed during the time he spent working at Apple early in his career, after Apple had purchased one of his companies.

So an alternative, more complicated, but also more sophisticated question is to ask, “Can this person be selectively agreeable and then also disagreeable when called for?” That quality probably is harder to test for, but this question is the better one to ask. When it comes to team leadership, there is a lot to be said for independent-thinking contrarians who are tough but also fine diplomats when that is called for.




Conceptual Frameworks at One’s Disposal

Finally, another trait to look for is how many different conceptual frameworks an individual has at his or her disposal. We could have put this discussion in the intelligence chapter, but we believe there is something about this trait that makes it distinct from intelligence. Some people are simply keen to develop as many different perspectives as possible, for some mix of both practical and temperamental reasons. This is a kind of curiosity, but it goes beyond mere curiosity of the sort that leads you to turn over unturned stones. This curiosity is about models, frameworks, cultural understandings, disciplines, and methods of thought, the kinds of traits that made John Stuart Mill such a great thinker and writer. A more recent example is Patrick Collison, CEO and co-founder of Stripe (and also an active writer). His content can draw from economics, science, history, Irish culture, tech, and many other areas and influences.

Is the person trying to figure out how engineers approach problems? What distinguishes the mental frameworks of programmers? How economists think? How the viewpoints of managers and employees might differ? That’s a person who’s interested in multiple conceptual frameworks. And you can extend this point well beyond the professions. How about someone who asks, “What is the Mormon conception of God, and how does it influence Mormon ideas about the world?” Or “Why are some American and Canadian perspectives so very different?” You needn’t expect individuals to be factual experts on these particular questions (though that would not be bad); rather, do they have enough conceptual versatility that they can understand what it means to have an understanding of such things? Could they acquire a substantive understanding of such questions if they had the time and will to do so?

That is one good way of thinking about a person’s versatility in the workplace as well as with customers and other employees, including with you. Tyler sometimes refers to “cracking cultural codes”—how good is the person at opening up and understanding new and different cultural and intellectual frameworks? Does the person invest time and effort in trying to do so? Does the person even know what it means to do so?

One advantage of this skill, to the extent you seek to cultivate it in yourself, is that you can do it while traveling and on vacation—indeed, it may be best improved in this manner. If you are in a different part of the world, or even a different part of your country or state, how quickly can you figure out what is going on? What exactly changes when you cross from Virginia into West Virginia? What exactly makes Haifa feel different from the other cities in Israel? Are the people at a Balinese cockfight really enjoying themselves? Those questions may not sound like talent search questions, but increasingly they are. To the extent you can train yourself to deconstruct cultural codes in general, you will be better at spotting different kinds of talent and, in the longer run, better at managing it too.

This point also bears on the growing importance of race and racism in workplace relations. Does the person have the conceptual frameworks to make some start on questions such as “What is it like to grow up black in an all-white neighborhood?” or “What are the potential pressures of a racially mixed marriage?” or “Which are the subtle, less often discussed problems of racism in academia or the tech sector?” As workforces grow ever more multicultural, those kinds of understandings will be more important in your job candidates and your affiliates. Again, you are not just asking whether the person understands those particular questions, but whether they have the capacity to acquire a superior understanding of questions in general. That, again, gets back to the question of how they manage different conceptual frameworks.

The productivity of conceptual frameworks is a neglected point. Silicon Valley has been successful for many reasons, but one reason is how many people there have mastered the framework of thinking that the future can truly be very different indeed. These people bring together their different visions to work the workable elements of common ground, which then get turned into companies.



Pattern Matching

Many of the traits we’ve discussed in this chapter and the previous one allow you to actively assess talent during interviews or a study of a person’s career or vita. There’s another form of thinking that’s more passive: pattern matching, an approach especially popular with Daniel. As we meet people and observe their speech, hand gestures, words, and style, we are reminded of other people who display a similar affect, and so we predict the candidate might have similar traits to the person they remind us of. This can lead to both positive and negative consequences, and much has been written about attempting to suppress this particular trait of the human psyche during interviews. We think pattern matching is relatively unavoidable, and research has shown that training about unconscious bias has little to no effect on it. A different approach is to lean into this skill: pattern-match, but do it effectively.

The challenge is with a novice interviewer who struggles to match against a limited bank of experiences. If this is your first job and tenth interview, you’re just not going to have a lot to compare to. This problem dwindles with experience, especially if you work with a wide variety of individuals from different backgrounds.

Until then, there’s an experimental way you might bootstrap your data bank: television, and in particular, movies and TV shows about corporate environments. This helps for two reasons. First, your mind will have more anchor points to associate individuals with. You will have “seen” more people. Second, you might use these as shared references with your team if you all watch the same content. “He’s very Jim Halpert from The Office” instantly conveys a specific simple likeability, while “She’s very Elizabeth McCord from Madam Secretary” communicates an orderly leadership ability, and “He reminds me of President Palmer from 24” is a rich way of exuding gravitas. Shows like The West Wing and Madam Secretary might be more useful here than Spider-Man: you want stories that are about organizations (although Spider-Man might be more useful if you are looking for the next hot artist or hit musician). Tyler is sometimes tempted to perform such matching exercises with professional chess players, although that tendency is virtually useless when trying to compare notes with other people.

We suggest matching strategies as an enhancement, not a foundation. Fictional characters are designed for entertainment, not accuracy, and often have significantly exaggerated traits compared to anyone in real life. We aren’t suggesting you become an associative robot that maps candidates to TV shows; rather, you can use media as a form of cognitive enrichment. It is a way to extend your thinking about different types of people, in particular those that you don’t ordinarily get exposed to. You might have a real edge as a talent spotter if you’re the only person in town who can identify underrated talent others pass on because you’re fueled by inspiring protagonists who are of a different gender, race, or personality type.



Know Your Place in the Pecking Order

Finally, when interpreting the data you have on potential hires, keep in mind where you stand in the pecking order. If you are at the very top of your sector, the selection process is very different than if you are in the middle or, for that matter, closer to the bottom. In particular, if you are not at the very top of your sector, an apparent positive can be a negative, and vice versa, all because of selection effects.

Let’s say, for instance, that you are Apple or Google looking to hire programmers or management talent. You will be able to choose from some truly top candidates, and in your interviews you should be looking for that kind of quality. You don’t need to be so preoccupied with the question “Why does this person want to come here?” Yes, you should ask yourself that question, because not everyone is a natural fit for your company, but there will be plenty of reasons top people will want to work at Apple and Google. You don’t need a big, complicated theory to explain why that might be the case—rather, you could start with the fact that many incoming and fairly junior hires at these companies start at salaries of about $300,000 or more, with interesting projects to work on right away and further opportunities for significant advancement.

It is different if you are from the middle or bottom tiers of your sector. In that case, not everyone will want to work with you, and perhaps most people won’t want to work with you, as they will be hoping for something better, whether realistically or not. If you are in this position, as many of us are, you need to think especially carefully about what is wrong with the people you are trying to hire. (Sometimes this is called the Groucho Marx effect, as Groucho once stated that he wouldn’t want to belong to any club that would have him as a member.) Some of them will look great, and they also will do very well in the interview and by other metrics you use. But in that case, you need to start getting nervous. If they want to work with you, maybe there is something wrong with them you haven’t seen yet. Why aren’t they already working somewhere much better? Why are they talking to you at all? Maybe they are totally lacking in self-confidence, or their personalities will turn out to be poison, or they plan on leaving after a year and they are just using you in the meantime. We have noticed there is an entire class of highly credentialed, fairly talented individuals who spend their whole lives hopping from one job to another, restless, never happy, and never able to put down any roots. They are good enough to keep on getting hired, but still, most of the time you should avoid them.

To be sure, confronting these possibilities is a little uncomfortable, because it raises the question of what is wrong with you too, and most people don’t like to face that question too directly. Still, if a candidate looks too good to be true, maybe he or she is too good to be true. You then need to figure out why that candidate wants to work with you and not with your industry’s equivalent of Apple or Google. And that means being self-aware about your own weaknesses as an institution, having an understanding of who is “gettable” for you and who isn’t, and knowing why there are sometimes positive exceptions to that.

As you assess candidates, you need to figure out what is “wrong” with the particular candidate who might accept your offer, and until you do so, your mind should not rest easy. Why would that person want to work here? Maybe his or her spouse has a job offer nearby, but another possibility is that the candidate simply isn’t that competitive but still can thrive in a warm, welcoming environment. Your partial mediocrity makes this environment possible, and the candidate is smart enough to see this. Embrace that mediocrity (while still trying to overcome it along other margins) and hire this person, comfortable in the knowledge that they’re not a pure lemon and might in fact turn out to be a pretty good match for you.

Again, the Groucho Marx effect means that unless you are at the very top, you shouldn’t obsess over particular metrics of achievement, even if those metrics sound very good or very convincing in the abstract. Who could possibly be against intelligence? Isn’t a charming personality a good thing? Yet if you run to find intelligence or charm as hard as you can, especially if you are not Google or Apple or Harvard, you may find it backfiring on you, and you will “pay for it” with other, hidden defects in the candidates you manage to recruit. The further down you are on the hierarchy of where people want to work in your sector, the more you need to think about making a fitting match and the less you should worry about the virtuous qualities of the candidate in the abstract.

In these cases—which are numerous and arguably the norm—often you will be relieved and sometimes even overjoyed when you begin to see the flaws in the candidate under question: “Ah, so that’s why they might want to work here.” It’s hard to keep that perspective in mind, because most people have a self-image of being entirely meritocratic and of favoring quality above all else. That is the appropriate self-image; you just need to keep in mind that good can be bad, and bad can be good, so to speak. When it comes to hiring, most of all you need a good match, not some supposed vision of candidate perfection. So skill in spotting flaws in other people can lead to very positive matching outcomes, and that is another reason the dialectical perspective of seeing both the good and bad sides of talent is highly useful.

Another problem with self-honesty comes when deciding which qualities you really need in an employee. Organizations love to tell themselves how bold and innovative they are, but this description applies only to a minority of institutions at any given time. Nonetheless, when it comes to hiring, there is a lot of search for innovative pathbreakers as a kind of managerial self-deception. Be honest about what you really need. Is it perhaps possible that your company is one whose next employee should be more steadfast and reliable than innovative? Might your institution have more of a “loyalty culture” than you like to admit? Keep your mind open to the possibility that your institutional self-description is not entirely accurate. Again, the big enemy can be you. You need to avoid satisfying your sense of self-importance at the expense of seeing through a more appropriate and ultimately higher-quality outcome.
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DISABILITY AND TALENT

Climate activist Greta Thunberg has been one of the biggest stories of the last few years. Sixteen at the time of her ascent, she had been diagnosed with autism, a condition often regarded as a disability. On her Twitter profile she describes herself as being Asperger’s, a closely related condition (and in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, Asperger’s has been rolled into the more general diagnosis of autism).

In 2019, Greta posted on her Twitter account a year-old photo of herself, sitting alone with a sign outside of the Swedish Parliament. In the photo, no one was paying attention, and she had a dejected look on her face. Yet within a year she became one of the best-known and most influential global celebrities, with 2.7 million Twitter followers and rising. She led a Global Climate Strike of over four million people in the fall of 2019, and she has been on the short list for the Nobel Peace Prize. She also was named Time magazine’s 2019 Person of the Year.

Even if you do not agree with everything she says or does, Greta Thunberg has been wildly successful in drawing attention to climate change. The story of how she did it reveals important lessons about how people with “disabilities” can be startlingly effective not because they “overcame” their disability but because of it. Many autistic people are considered to be especially blunt in their manner of expression, to be very interested or even obsessively interested in social justice, to be potentially single-minded in their avocations, and to have a strong dislike of hypocrisy. It is those very qualities that have helped magnify Greta’s appeal and drive much of her success.1

Greta also has an immediately recognizable speaking voice, which may be connected to the unusual prosody heard in the voices of many autistics. There isn’t any other well-known orator who comes across as Greta does. She gets to the point quickly, and her delivery is memorable. And it seems that is exactly what the climate change issue needed to become focal and emotionally salient to a larger audience.

There is yet another reason autism may be correlated with Greta’s success. Since many autistics have been socially marginalized or treated poorly, they may feel they have little to lose, and that can impel them to take more chances with their ideas and with their careers. They are some of the least likely people to be caught up in “establishment” or conformist modes of thinking. Furthermore, autism implies some different and unique modes of cognition, as we will see shortly.

Greta described herself as follows: “I see the world a bit different, from another perspective.… It’s very common that people on the autism spectrum have a special interest.… I can do the same thing for hours.”2

Peter Thiel also has suggested in numerous public talks that “being Aspergery” may be useful for insulating oneself from many social trends and thus for maintaining originality in one’s thinking. In Peter’s basic model of human behavior, influenced by his former Stanford professor René Girard, mimetic desire is strong—that is, human beings look to copy each other’s behavior and also to display signs of status. (His knowledge of Girard’s framework helped him see that Facebook would be a big success, since people would wish to signal their social rank and standing.) Yet if everyone is copying everyone else, who is left to be an original thinker? To the extent that autistic and Asperger’s individuals remain outside of the usual loops of social pressure and mimetic desire, they may retain strong capacities for original, non-conformist thought. Indeed, they are sometimes unable to conform, and that may encourage their thoughts to move in new and different directions. Many of you will know that Elon Musk, when he hosted Saturday Night Live on television in 2021, “came out” as being Asperger’s (or autistic, to use the now-preferred terminology).

You might think that Greta and Elon are just two examples, but they represent a broader trend—namely, that the world is mobilizing the talents of many more kinds of people than ever before. Greta is not only a woman and autistic, but at the time she came to public renown she was sixteen years old and was not living in a major media capital or political center. The question before us is pretty simple: Do you wish to be part of such trends for mobilizing the talents of strongly unique people, or are you going to let others eclipse you in the search for talent?

We’re going to focus on cognitive disabilities (or supposed disabilities, in some cases) in this chapter, but much of what we have to say applies to individuals with physical disabilities or, for that matter, individuals with no apparent disabilities at all. Whether you are interested in the particular topics we will cover here or in others, please think of these as further examples of how to look past the surfaces.


Atypical Intelligences and Abilities

When it comes to talent search, we recommend having some understanding of various disabilities, why you might wish to hire individuals with these disabilities or promote their work, and why you might wish to hire them because of the disability. In fact, we are not entirely comfortable with the term “disability,” as not every disability ends up being a disadvantage in every regard. One possible definition of disability might be “human differences in range and/or type of abilities, which are currently judged to impair essential aspects of functioning, regardless of actual outcomes or achievements.”3

But please do not be offended or conclude that we are somehow trying to refute or deny your own personal experience with disabilities. Nor are we trying to diminish appreciation for those who have struggled with disabilities, whether their own or in their families. In our discussion we are not trying to give a complete picture of disabilities or consider all of their possible issues. Nor are we able to choose language that will accord with the wishes of every reader; for instance, some people prefer “person with autism” while others use “an autistic,” with bitter disputes and no agreement in sight.

Instead, we are trying to show you the more positive cognitive sides of some well-known disabilities so as to improve your ability to find talent. That means we are going to emphasize the positive on the disability issues we are covering, because often that is the part of the picture that most people have the greatest trouble understanding. So please put the terminology and the politics aside, and focus on the substance of what you can learn about talent search.

To structure the discussion, let’s begin by noting that disabilities can reflect or augment talent through at least three mechanisms:

1. Different focus and redirection of effort

2. Compensation and adaptation, or making up for an initial problem

3. “Superpowers,” or ways in which people with disabilities also can have superior abilities

We’ll consider each in turn.



Different Focus and Redirection of Effort

Consider dyslexia, which is defined in terms of difficulties in learning to read or interpret words, letters, and other symbols, yet without a loss in general intelligence. A small research literature suggests that individuals with dyslexia are more likely to become successful entrepreneurs. We are not convinced this relationship is causal, or that it is entirely robust. Still, there is a good chance this is true, and it is something to keep your eye on. As is the case in many contexts, it doesn’t have to be a causal relationship to be a useful correlation for spotting potential entrepreneurial talent.

How might the potential entrepreneurial tendencies of dyslexics be an example of different focus and redirection of effort? Well, many dyslexic individuals cannot deal with each and every detail of a production process, in part because they have trouble reading all of the details or interpreting all of the relevant symbols with the required accuracy and speed. In response, they reallocate their efforts to the tasks they can perform successfully, including leadership roles. Sometimes that may be selecting talent and delegating authority, and so dyslexic individuals may learn to start their own enterprises and then delegate the tasks they are not good at. Again, this is a lesson in how apparent disabilities can be correlated with possible strengths on the job. Dyslexic individuals can face very real challenges reading, writing, and decoding information, but don’t stereotype dyslexic individuals as inferior performers.

And maybe many of the rest of us have a kind of status quo bias, or risk aversion, that keeps us from being entrepreneurial, whereas perhaps more of the dyslexic individuals are pushed into entrepreneurship by their (partial) disability. They have less of a future from deciding to “stay put” and settle into a boring, repetitive job. Thus, they may strike out in other, new directions, and end up as higher earners and more likely to change the world. Perhaps it is our complacency and risk aversion that should be called a disability too.

Richard Branson, British billionaire and the founder of Virgin Group, explained how his own dyslexia helped him in his career: “[My dyslexia] helped me think big but keep our messages simple. The business world often gets caught up in facts and figures—and while the details and data are important, the ability to dream, conceptualise, and innovate is what sets the successful and the unsuccessful apart.” In other words, an inability to focus on all of the details can, for some people, reallocate their attention toward a more important bigger picture.4

Branson also suggested that dyslexics will be well equipped to compete in the workplace of the future. That is very much a speculative opinion, but again, we are trying to open your mind to possibilities rather than to offer you a comprehensive account of dyslexia. If you understand why that claim might be true, it will be easier to spot the talents and virtues of others, including dyslexics. According to some estimates, there may be as many as 700 million dyslexics in the world. As a simple first step, you might consider thinking twice about individuals who appear to exhibit otherwise unreliable reading and spelling skills.5

This theme of redirecting effort is a general one. Just about any disability, by definition, implies that an individual is (at least initially) subpar at some set of skills. Many individuals respond to that initial deficiency by investing more in acquiring other, different skills. Disability is thus a potential marker for skill specialization, and skill specialization can be a very potent advantage, most of all in a world that is rapidly becoming more complex.



Compensation and Adaptation, or Making up for an Initial Problem

This second theme of compensation and adaptation is more counterintuitive than the point about redirection, yet it is an important theme when thinking about disability. Not only may individuals with disabilities be induced to excel in other areas unrelated to their disability, but they may be induced to excel in the area of initial disability itself. To see how that might be, let us consider an example.

A disability may sometimes turn a person’s attention to the importance of a particular area. Darcey Steinke, writing in The New York Times, explained why her stutter in some ways turned out to be a blessing: “The central irony of my life remains that my stutter, which at times caused so much suffering, is also responsible for my obsession with language. Without it I would not have been driven to write, to create rhythmic sentences easier to speak and to read. A fascination with words thrust me into a vocation that has kept me aflame with a desire to communicate.”6

Or consider the disability of aphantasia, the inability to visualize images in one’s mind. That means you can’t use your mind’s eye to summon up visual images at will. Many individuals, possibly 2 percent of the population, have aphantasia but don’t even know it, often because they don’t have an intuitive sense of how other people can perform this function, and thus, they do not know what they are missing. You might think that aphantasia rules out an individual from working in visually oriented professions, as those individuals would seem to be at an extreme disadvantage. Yet that is not the case. For instance, it is reported that quite a few people working in computer graphics have aphantasia. One example would be Ed Catmull, former president of Pixar and Walt Disney Animation Studios; another would be Glen Keane, an Oscar winner who created Ariel from The Little Mermaid.7

We’re not sure why such a connection might exist. Does the inability to see images in one’s mind motivate a person to create such graphic images for a more public medium? Or are the mechanical techniques for making such images intrinsically more interesting for those with aphantasia? Perhaps the “marvel of visual image creation” is all the more splendid and enthralling for those with aphantasia. Or maybe they think more readily in terms of interesting narrative because their minds are not filled up with images. Or it could be that aphantasia is correlated with some other difference in the brain, and that difference brings some cognitive advantages. Whatever the reason might be, aphantasia might be a reason to hire someone for the task of visual image creation, not a reason to stay away.

The famous geneticist Craig Venter is considered to have aphantasia (or to be aphantasiac). His main contribution has been to lead the first team to sequence the human genome and to first transfect a cell with a synthetic chromosome. Genetics is a field full of mappings and visual analogies, and the core facts about DNA are very often presented in visual form, such as intricate spirals. How is it that an aphantasiac might have ended up as the major leader in such a field? Might the aphantasiac have been induced to construct a compensating analytical framework, in lieu of the usual visual images, and perhaps that non-visual framework was highly conducive to further intellectual progress? Again, we don’t know, but the point is that you should not use a superficial understanding of disability to dismiss the possibility that someone might be a top talent in an area closely related to their disability.

Another example would be blind lawyers. You might think they would struggle to read and digest the relevant laws and court documents. But there are many workarounds, one of them being text-recognition software that converts the written word to speech. Alternatively, many blind lawyers might remember the law better, knowing it is probably harder for them to look things up. There is, in fact, a National Association of Blind Lawyers with several hundred members, and the former lieutenant governor of Washington State, Cyrus Habib, is a blind lawyer. The point is not that every blind person can or should be a lawyer, only that what we perceive as weaknesses or disabilities can sometimes be beaten or transcended.

Let’s take a look at one of the most common disabilities, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). The stereotypical picture of an ADHD individual is someone who can’t pay attention to any single topic for very long and who flits from one thing to the next, perhaps flunking out of school or losing a job in the process. That might explain some facets of the ADHD experience, including a possible reliance on appropriate medication. We have noticed, in contrast, that a pretty high proportion of successful individuals seem to be ADHD in some manner, even though they usually have not been formally diagnosed. Rather than being distracted to the point of chaotic ineffectiveness, they have learned to redirect their cognitive impatience as a force that propels them through an enormous amount of work and learning.

For instance, accept for just a moment the oversimplified popular caricature of ADHD and assume it impels individuals to be switching their attention all the time. Well, being impelled to do anything is actually a great potential motivator. If need be, just set up your two projects next to each other, and keep on switching from one to the other, whenever your attention is distracted from the one you are working on at the moment. It is so often the workers who are not impelled to do much of anything at all who are the problem. Have you ever wondered how so many people can just sit there in the airport waiting for their flights, doing nothing? It astonishes us, and it is also a loss of productivity.

Or let’s say you have ADHD and wish to read a long book. Is that impossible? Well, no. You might find a way to treat the next, forthcoming page as a “distraction” from the previous page, and that will keep you reading. When compensatory mechanisms are in place, an apparent disability doesn’t have to be a disability but can become an advantage. The reality is that a lot of ADHD individuals seem to develop mechanisms that allow them to take in enormous amounts of information while staying motivated the whole way through, or perhaps being super-motivated.

It is also worth understanding how the ADHD individuals in your workplace, whether they are diagnosed or not, will have different skills and inclinations than your other workers. For instance, they may have a higher demand for novelty and constantly be looking for the stimulus of new problems to solve. Other workers may find such a “diet” to be disorienting, and instead prefer to apply known methods to known problems and feel in control the whole way through a large volume of work. We’re not suggesting that any generalization will cover everyone, only that you should be aware of the heterogeneities in play here and understand human cognition as truly diverse.

Autistic individuals also provide numerous examples of how what might seem to be initial disabilities can be converted to strengths or at least partial strengths. By now it is well known that many autistic individuals are highly skilled at programming, mathematics, and other technical subjects; this has virtually become a cliché. There are whole companies, typically in the tech area, that specialize in hiring autistic people for jobs of this kind. That’s great, but the next step is to broaden your understanding of how autism might fit into other roles too.8

For instance, autism therapist Tony Atwood has suggested, based on his professional experience, that autistics may be overrepresented in the acting profession, of all places. If some of their social instincts are less developed in the first place, they may have to learn the skill of acting throughout their entire lives from young ages. That might make them skilled at professional acting later on. Again, don’t be captured by the cliché, but keep your mind open toward the various surprising possibilities in play.9

It is a common misconception that autistics lack social intelligence, and some definitions of autism make deficits in social intelligence core aspects of the condition. It is more insightful to think of autistics as having a high variance in social intelligence, noting that they are often not well in sync with social conventions. But that helps them to see many social foibles with special perspicacity or to understand situations in new and novel lights. For instance, the absurdity of rituals at cocktail parties or in higher education may be two of many areas where many autistics see through to the underlying reality more quickly. More generally, when autistics encounter social situations, very often they are absorbing too much social information and don’t know how to order or process it, which may confuse them. Yes, that can be a practical problem, it is a disability, and it reflects some problems with the ordering principles behind autistic cognition. Still, the point remains that the autistics are processing huge amounts of social information—above-average amounts, sometimes extraordinary amounts. If autistics learn to order it properly, through study and practice, they can be extremely insightful about social situations, even if they do not grasp all of the ordinary angles that non-autistics are likely to understand rather more readily.10

Tyler attributes a lot of his own success to his hyperlexia—his ability from a very young age to read much faster than other people and to absorb that information very readily. Hyperlexia is often connected to autism and its information-gathering proclivities, although Tyler does not think of himself as having low social intelligence or disabilities in communication skills, the latter being part of the formal clinical definition of autism.11

Another common misconception about autism is that autistics are always introverts and thus ill-suited for jobs that require a lot of extraversion. That view confuses autism, which is largely a cognitive category, with notions of personality. In reality, many autistics are quite extroverted and very happy to be forward and outgoing in their dealings with others; some autistics may possibly be too extroverted when it comes to sharing or talking about their particular special interests. Other autistics do in fact behave in an introverted manner, in part because they feel discouraged by how they are treated in various social situations. But that doesn’t mean they have the natural personality inclination to be an introvert. It is still unclear whether autistics, on average, are intrinsically more introverted, whether they simply act more introverted because they may understand some social situations poorly, or whether there is no correlation at all. In any case, don’t leap to a hasty conclusion on this one. If you equate autistics with “introverted, nerdy guys,” you are confusing different categories, and you will end up missing a lot of the talented autistics you might otherwise be trying to hire.12

Microsoft, for instance, found that “candidates with autism [often] don’t get through the initial phone screen because they may have yes or no answers or they may not elaborate on other skills.” In response to this dilemma, Microsoft adapted its hiring process to allow email to replace the phone call, gave individuals the chance to do a practice interview first, and gave individuals the option to code using their own laptops instead of having to do whiteboard work in front of other individuals. The company believes this allowed them to hire a greater number of talented autistic individuals.13

Also keep in mind that the generalizations about personality psychology are less likely to apply to autistics. For instance, it was already a weakness of personality psychology that categories such as “conscientiousness” might not be fully general but rather would depend on the degree of motivation in a particular area. This is likely all the more true for autistics, who typically have strongly “preferred interests” in specific topic areas. Do not, in general, expect to know when you are interviewing or reviewing autistics; nonetheless, especially when you are aware of it, look less for signs of conscientiousness in general and more for signs of conscientiousness (or not) in particular areas of relevance. For the interview process, bear in mind that autistics find “thinking in terms of stories” less automatic and perhaps less appealing as well, so if you try to engage them in the storytelling mode it may go poorly. Again, you can’t hope to be diagnosing interview subjects as you are proceeding, but do keep in mind that human beings have a wide variety of means of organizing information in response to a question.

One good framework for understanding the role of compensation in disability comes from economics, and it is best outlined in a 1987 article by David Friedman, “Cold Houses in Warm Climates and Vice Versa: A Paradox of Rational Heating.” The basic point of Friedman’s article, although he does not express it as such, is that compensation for an initial disadvantage can lead to a higher level of skill or achievement. To cite Friedman’s example, if you live in a cold climate, you might invest in a lot of home insulation and thereby end up warmer. Alternatively, if you grow up where the weather is usually sixty degrees, you might not have central heating at all, and thus, you can end up feeling pretty chilly at night.14

All this ties back to human disabilities. If you have a disability of some kind, you may need to work all the harder in that area and make a big adjustment. While that is a burden, and it will hinder or discourage many individuals, others will ultimately end up with superior performance. Just remember how Darcey Steinke’s stutter made her more aware of words and thus a better writer, as discussed earlier.



Superpowers

The core truth is this: even if you think disabilities are disadvantages on net, many of them come with offsetting advantages in the overall package. And sometimes those advantages can be very impressive.

We draw the term “superpowers” from the story of cartoonist Dav Pilkey, a bestselling children’s author who has sold millions of books, most of all from his Dog Man franchise. Pilkey is open about his dyslexia and ADHD, and often when he makes public appearances children with dyslexia and ADHD come to meet him and express their solidarity with signs. Pilkey once stated in an interview: “I don’t call it Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. I call it Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Delightfulness. I want kids to know that there’s nothing wrong with you. You just think differently, and that’s a good thing. It’s good to think differently. This world needs people who think differently; it’s your superpower.”15

Another part of the interview went like this:


Q: And you had to sit in the hall in elementary school?

A: So little was known about those conditions back in those days, and I think it was just seen as I was distracting everyone in the class with my silliness. I couldn’t stay in my chair and keep my mouth shut. So the teachers from second to fifth grade just put me in the hall. It ended up being kind of a blessing for me, too, because it gave me time to draw and to create stories and comics. I guess I made lemonade out of it.



Cognitive advantages can benefit autistic individuals as well. Among the cognitive strengths of autistics, catalogued and replicated in the research literature, are the following:


	Strong skills in collecting information and ordering knowledge in preferred areas

	Strong skills in perceiving and collecting small bits of information in preferred areas, science being one obvious example here

	Strong skills in pattern recognition and noticing details in patterns

	Strong visual acuity and superior pitch perception

	Less likely to be fooled by optical illusions

	Less biased about sunk costs

	Less likely to be subject to framing illusions and endowment effects, as presented in the behavioral economics literature, so in this regard more likely to employ a rational approach to decisions

	Greater chance of savant skills, such as performing impressive operations with numbers, codes, and ciphers

	Hyperlexia, which commonly involves the ability to consume and retain vast amounts of reading material at high speed

	Strong sense of right and wrong and social justice; arguably autistics are more likely to place higher weight on the demands of impersonal justice than on the immediate claims of persons around them



The claim is not that all autistics have all of these abilities, but rather that autistics have strong skills in those areas at higher rates than do non-autistics. There is also good evidence that autistics have strong performance on Ravens IQ tests (the Ravens Progressive Matrices test measures fluid intelligence and the ability to pick up skills such as spatial visualizing, inferring rules, and engaging in high-level abstraction). The scores of the autistics were, on average, 30 percentile points higher on the Ravens test, and sometimes more than 70 percentile points higher, compared to Wechsler scales of intelligence, which place greater stress on linguistic and cultural forms of knowledge. A third of the tested autistic children scored at or higher than the 90th percentile for the Ravens test. More generally, other studies find that higher genetic risk for autism correlates with higher IQ.16

Most generally, autistics may have higher rates of de novo genetic mutations than do non-autistics. That means autism may be correlated with a large number of other, different conditions, due to the higher general propensity for mutations, even if those conditions are not themselves “part of the autism.” That will make autistics “more unusual,” and in ways that could either boost or harm productivity.17

In 2001–2002, Tyler played a critical role in hiring Vernon Smith and his experimental economics team to George Mason University; several years later Vernon won a Nobel Prize, and his colleagues also did impressive work, so that was obviously a very good hire. Vernon is well known as an “Asperger’s autistic” and has written and spoken extensively on this, as he credits his extreme focus and work ethic to his autistic traits. For all of Vernon’s virtues, which include an extreme good-naturedness, it was not the easiest recruiting process. Vernon has an auditory processing disorder (a trait correlated with autism), and so he did not always register verbal agreements made in the room. Someone in an intermediary role had to figure that out, and that person turned out to be Tyler. Furthermore, when Vernon was considering coming to George Mason, money was not his number one consideration; rather, it was the freedom to work on his own projects with an extreme degree of autonomy. The offer was structured accordingly, and Vernon accepted even though he and his team could have earned higher salaries at a number of other schools.18

Temple Grandin, one of the most famous and visible autistic individuals, has stressed her strengths in visual thinking and thinking in terms of images. She has written, “When I first started my career as a designer of cattle handling systems in the 1970s, I believed everybody thought in pictures the same way I did. Before I drew the plans for a steel and concrete structure, I saw the finished structure. But that’s not how most plans are designed, I now know. Today, facilities and equipment I have designed are in almost all of the large beef processing plants. The visual thinkers, similar to me, have invented and created much of the really clever equipment used today such as intricate conveyor systems and ingenious packaging rigs.” Grandin also has written extensively on autism, and not surprisingly, the work focuses on visual thinking as one possible autistic cognitive strength.19

Or consider José Valdes Rodriguez, ten years old when he was the subject of a newspaper article in 2019. Diagnosed with autism, he speaks four languages, has memorized the value of pi to two hundred places, and at the age of ten was taking pre-calculus math in Victoria, Canada. He aspires to be a professional astronomer. Will José Valdes be a good hire someday, maybe even relatively soon? Possibly so, but we don’t yet know. Should you in any case give him a close look? Absolutely.20

We’ve only covered a few disabilities in this chapter, but you might be wondering about schizophrenics, or more broadly schizotypy, referring to a continuous spectrum of traits related to schizophrenia and psychosis. Might those individuals possibly have advantages, if only partial advantages, for some kinds of jobs?

The answer probably is yes. To be clear, we have found the literature on schizotypy and also on bipolar individuals difficult to interpret, in part because many of the papers seem to have low-quality data and also relatively few data points. Nonetheless, there are numerous accounts of how schizotypic individuals may suffer from local processing deficits (that is, they move too rapidly and too indiscriminately to global processing), working memory defects, an inability to maintain attention, disorganized behavior, hypo- and hyperexcitability, excessive speculative ideation, excess receptivity to information from the right hemisphere of the brain, delusions, and other problems. We do not contest this evidence or the very real human costs that may arise as a result.21

Nonetheless, we are struck by the large number of research papers that find a connection between schizotypy (and sometimes bipolar disorder) and artistic creativity. That indicates that schizotypy might boost particular kinds of insights.

Among the famous creative figures who have been labeled schizophrenic or possibly bipolar are Vincent van Gogh, Jack Kerouac, John Nash, Brian Wilson, Agnes Martin, Bud Powell, Camille Claudel, Edvard Munch, and Vaslav Nijinsky, among many others, to the point where this has become a cliché of art house cinema. Less anecdotally, some research papers suggest a more systematic positive relationship between artistic creativity and schizotypy. For instance, schizotypy is often associated with “the increased availability of distant or less common semantic associations,” possibly connected with “a relative weakening of left hemisphere dominance and strengthening of availability of right hemisphere processing.” Metrics for schizotypy correlate with metrics for creativity, including in relatives, and furthermore, polygenic risk scores for both schizophrenia and bipolar disorder appear to predict creativity. There is also genetic evidence showing that schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and other mental health problems are correlated with other genetic factors associated with higher levels of education.22

Kanye West, one of the leading musical creators of our time, renowned for his generativity and versatility, is one recent artist who has come out as having a bipolar diagnosis. On one of his songs he rapped: “See, that’s my third person. That’s my bipolar shit.… [T]hat’s my superpower, ain’t no disability, I am a superhero!”23 As you might expect, this was controversial, as Kanye came under fire for glamorizing what can be a major problem for many individuals. It can be dangerous to view it as a superpower and not to exercise sufficient caution. Still, the notion that bipolar and schizophrenic tendencies are related to creativity in some positive way simply does not go away.24

There also seems to be a connection between schizophrenia and a sensitivity to at least some kinds of social information. If, for instance, the information coming from the right hemisphere is filtered in a less disciplined or stringent manner, individuals with schizotypy can be extremely perceptive, perhaps in some circumstances too perceptive. Such individuals are often able to pick up on otherwise unperceived social associations or subtle social cues, or to imagine possibilities that others cannot see. They have extreme openness along some dimensions, and they can embody the opposite of extreme literalness, which may account for some of the correlation with creativity. They take leaps of faith, often without justification. For that reason, individuals with schizotypy may have tendencies toward paranoia or believing in a lot of social facts that are not true or even close to true. There is also a tendency to overreact to the gaze of others and to infer intentionality when no intentionality is present. There is a high level of distractibility and a relatively loose association between the nature of stimuli and resulting thoughts and feelings, which, again, can bring hallucinations and delusions. There can be an exaggerated sense of self-consciousness and an excessive concern with one’s position in the social order.25

That is a complicated set of traits, but the point is that many of these individuals may have superior creativity and also superior powers of discernment for some situations. They may be highly generative and a source of many new ideas. They also may have social insights and perceive social truths that others do not, even if their judgment is less than totally reliable, as reflected by the defects of many schizophrenics when it comes to “theory of mind.” So if you would like some insight into a social situation or to hear a new creative option, consider asking a schizophrenic, or an individual with tendencies toward schizophrenia, for advice. After you are done asking the autistic, that is.26

You might object that schizophrenic individuals, or even those with schizotypy or perhaps bipolar disorder, will prove disruptive in the workplace. This is not the time or place to debate the effectiveness of medication and how much the negative characteristics of schizophrenia and bipolar disorder can be controlled. If nothing else, please recall that this is a book about talent search, not just a book about hiring. So if you meet a highly talented but potentially disruptive individual, schizophrenic or not, well, maybe you shouldn’t hire that person into a full-time, on-site job. But consider some other possible roles, including telecommuting (with pay based on output), part-time consulting, buying their artworks or a share in their future income stream, or using the person as an advisor or a source of generative ideas.

Again, our goal here is not to present you with a definitive scientific understanding of schizophrenia, schizotypy, or bipolar disorder. Instead, we seek to open your mind to alternative possibilities for how you might spot talent in others, schizophrenic or not.



What Does This All Mean?

At the very least, please consider and internalize the general lesson that you should not let stereotypes dominate your thinking. Again, we are not saying the positive outcomes are the reality for all or even most individuals with disabilities, nor are we denying the very real possible hardships involved, even for successful individuals. We are saying that commonly labeled disabilities are complex phenomena, and they can have possible upsides, sometimes significant ones. You, as a searcher for talent, need to see as many sides of the picture as is possible and to spot the talent that other people are missing. Often that means understanding that apparent disabilities are by no means always disadvantages at the job.

In this chapter we have focused mostly on what might be called cognitive disabilities, but physical disabilities are relevant too. Many individuals have movement impairments, facial differences, or skin disorders; in your search for talent you are likely to encounter many other possible conditions. We will not list and consider them exhaustively. Rather, the general point is this: contemporary society still too often suffers from “lookism,” which is expecting smart and “able” people to fit a very particular physical picture of how to move and act and sound. To whatever extent possible, try to liberate yourself from those biases. No matter how open-minded you may be in some regards, or no matter how much you may have overcome racism or sexism, you are still probably somewhat of a captive of lookism, which hardly ever receives media attention. Look past looks, so to speak.

As already mentioned, we do not find the word “disability” entirely appropriate. Very often disabilities are paired with corresponding abilities, but still “disability” is the word in general use. In our context, that of finding talent, the word “disability” still might be useful for its shock value. “Often you want to hire people with disabilities” is perhaps a more memorable catchphrase, especially for your team, than the probably more accurate “What are called disabilities often signal a complex mix of skills and deficiencies, and perhaps those are the overlooked individuals in labor markets.” In any case, disability is a highly complex notion and by no means always negative on the whole, especially if your talent search is looking for the special cases and the outliers.

We don’t expect you to be able to sort this all out, least of all on the spot. Just keep in mind that disability is a complex concept, the label probably is a bad one, and apparent disabilities can be correlated with some really good hires. Keep an open mind.
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WHY TALENTED WOMEN AND MINORITIES ARE STILL UNDERVALUED

Clementine Jacoby has a most unusual background. She graduated from Stanford in 2015 and subsequently reported, “I left Stanford thinking that I would be a professional circus performer.” Indeed, she had worked as a circus performer in Mexico and Brazil, specializing in aerial hoop. She spent her first year after college teaching acrobatics, not to Cirque du Soleil wannabes but rather in a Brazilian gang-diversion program, to encourage those individuals to put aside lives of crime.1

The experience left her with a profound understanding of the problems of crime and lawlessness, and it also taught her that rehabilitation was in fact possible. She then went to work for Google as a product manager for four years, working on Google Maps and Android, which gave her organizational experience and helped her meet and learn from a lot of tech talent.

But when 2018 rolled around, she found herself nagged by a feeling that she should be doing more to improve the world. She developed the idea for Recidiviz, a nonprofit designed to identify individuals in prison who might be eligible for early release without endangering the broader community. More generally, this was part of a bigger movement to bring data analysis to the U.S. criminal justice system. She applied to Tyler’s Emergent Ventures program, asking for enough money so that she could quit her job and start the nonprofit. Tyler liked her pitch and within a few days sent a substantial sum of money her way, no further questions asked. Clementine did indeed quit her job and proceed with her plan.

Recidiviz really took off with the pandemic, when states wanted to release many prisoners in order to limit their COVID cases in penitentiaries. Many states consulted with Clementine and Recidiviz as to who could be released safely, and the result was that tens of thousands of prisoners were released and many lives saved. North Dakota, for instance, released 25 percent of its prison population in one month in an orderly manner. Recidiviz is now a highly successful nonprofit, and it has attracted many millions of dollars of additional funding.2

When Tyler thinks back to his video interview with Clementine, he was impressed by a few things. First, she had the vision of building Recidiviz with highly talented individuals only, rather than relying on a series of bureaucratized roles filled from the typical nonprofit pool of employees. Instead she drew upon her friends in the tech world. Second, she seemed determined and willing to do something “weird” (it seems less weird now that it has succeeded), even though it meant a big cut in pay and unclear future job prospects, or perhaps the lack of any future job trajectory whatsoever. She really believed in the project, and she was taking the plunge with no obvious parachute, usually a good sign.

At the same time, it’s safe to say that Tyler and Clementine didn’t entirely click during that first meeting. The call went just fine, but she wasn’t playing the strategy of “the charmer.” It was the facts and the facts alone, and that matched her vision for Recidiviz as a data-driven enterprise to advise policymakers. If she was going to pull that off, surely her pitch should be rational and data-driven as well, and it was.

Fortunately, Tyler had appropriate expectations for the conversation. Though Clementine didn’t seem warm in a superficial sense, Tyler realized that she was doing her best to navigate the fairly limited range of behaviors allowed women in professional settings. We’ll discuss this issue further in what follows, but often when a woman is interviewed by a man, there is less emotional space for her to inhabit in ways that would be considered both appropriate and impressive. With many interviewers, she would not be allowed to be too assertive, or for that matter “too smiley.” Tyler felt she was, given these possible constraints, pitching herself and the plan just right. The substance of her case was thorough and impressive. And so the grant was made.

That is just one example, but we would like to teach you how to overcome a broader set of biases when it comes to gender and minorities. This is a chapter about how to overcome or at least limit your own biases. Out in the streets, you can be a social justice warrior all you want, but when it comes to talent selection and also the workplace, you may well be biased nonetheless. It is not possible to unpack each and every instance of particular bias (“What exactly is the right way to interview people from urban areas in Mozambique?”), so we will focus on some of the most general lessons. You can take that as a kind of superstructure for filling in particular pieces of learning depending on the issues you face in your own circumstances.

The first part of this chapter will consider biases related to women, who are a majority group in most societies. Later on, we will take those general approaches to bias and discuss how to be more perceptive and less biased when it comes to race, noting that most of this treatment will be set in an American context, rather than covering, say, bias against ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia. Still, our goal is to uncover generalities rather than to detail each and every bias that might exist, so we hope the analysis will help you fight your own prejudices, or the prejudices of those you work with, no matter what your cultural setting.

And to be clear, we are writing this chapter as two white guys, if we may be perfectly blunt about that. We recognize that there is much about these topics we will never have an experiential understanding of, and that bias will remain in our treatment no matter what we do. We also are writing this chapter with the tone that we would use if we were speaking to people occupying positions of relative power in any situation and trying to educate them about their biases. We don’t intend that as a prejudicial decision, but we think that approach will give this chapter the greatest impact and influence. If you, as a reader, need to make some adjustments, please try to do so, and in the meantime, please don’t think we are intending to exclude you from this discussion. The whole point of this chapter is to help create the conditions for broadening the discussion.


Biases Against Women and How to Think About Them

Unfortunately, the arguments about the differences between men and women are usually frustrating and unproductive. Too often the core debate is about whether the differences between men and women are genetic and intrinsic or, alternatively, the result of socialization and thus perhaps malleable.

While we recognize those debates as important, we are deliberately leaving them aside as overdone and also as a distraction from our main mission. Rather than relitigating the James Damore memo (Damore was a Google employee who wrote about the intrinsic differences between men and women), we instead focus on a more practical question: How can we do a better job understanding women’s initial presentations of themselves and then harnessing their talents in the workplace? And if you are a boss or talent selector, how can you do a better job hiring women while improving your workplace and easing whatever injustices might exist in broader society? The points in this chapter are intended for the interview process, the promotion process, how you communicate with your employees, and how you should understand the workplace roles and environment you are creating.

It is better for everyone—yourself included—if you side with an emancipatory perspective that improvement is possible and you can be an agent of positive change. This holds even if you harbor very strong conservative views about the intrinsic differences between the sexes.

Here is why even the most conservative gender theorist among us should adopt and, furthermore, embrace an emancipatory perspective. Even if men and women exhibit systematic differences from birth, there still will be unfair discrimination against individual women. There is still considerable variation within each gender, and intrinsic gender differences will make it easier to miss the standout performers who do not belong to the favored group. Take tennis, where we do know that men on average have stronger and faster serves, almost certainly for intrinsic biological reasons. In that setting, it would be easy to neglect the talented women players, or to forget that women’s matches can be more interesting (longer, more complex rallies) and sometimes more popular with the crowd as well, all as evidenced by the world of women’s tennis. Yet in this setting, statistical discrimination can feel justified, and that can make it more stable. Nonetheless, you, as an entrepreneur and talent spotter, will have opportunities to spot the possibilities in women’s tennis, and also to spot the women who can beat most of the men, or perhaps the women who can innovate in tennis in ways the men do not. When it comes to gender, those opportunities may be all the greater precisely because many of the other talent spotters are wrapped up in the generalizations, even if those are correct generalizations on average. Indeed, it did take a long time for women’s tennis to rise to its current popularity and status.

Or say it turned out that, in fact, women were on average worse at some other workplace activity. Still, likely many women would be better at that activity than most of the men, and you would gain from spotting and enabling those women. So even if you think “women are worse at [fill in the blank],” it is still a mistake to dismiss female talent. These may be instances when the returns on talent spotting are going to be high, because other people are too attached to their statistical discrimination.

Thus, there is a strong case for believing that much more can be done to elevate the prospects of women in society and in the workplace. That case does not require any particular view on whether the observed differences between men and women are biologically or socially determined.

Before we proceed, a few points.

First, we are going to focus on women, but we also will offer some remarks on dealing with individuals from other cultures—“cultures” being broadly defined in a way that may include cultures from within your own country.

Second, we are going to make the discussion deliberately dispassionate and for the most part drained of anecdote and moralizing. We are well aware there is a truly massive literature on women in the workplace, including numerous personal accounts of bias, discrimination, harassment, outrage, and more, with some of those accounts being highly personal. We consider these presentations important but feel we do not have much to add to them, and so we will not attempt to systematically present all relevant injustices. If it sounds like we don’t “care enough,” that is because we are trying to mobilize your analytic, talent-spotting side toward practical, beneficial ends, rather than playing to your emotions.

Our drier approach will focus on a few key results from data science and what they can teach us about finding and mobilizing talented women. That means taking the kinds of research studies already presented and asking what they might imply for women in the workplace. That also means most of the arguments presented here are ones you don’t necessarily hear in the more popular discussions, and that is to ensure we are adding to the debate rather than just repeating what you already can find elsewhere.

Let’s now look at a few of the central empirical results relevant to women and talent.



Differences in Personality, and Do Aggressive Women Get a Fair Shake?

First, note that women measure as having somewhat different personality profiles than do men. Women score higher than men on the traits of agreeableness, neuroticism, extraversion, and openness, with the largest differences coming on agreeableness and neuroticism. As always, we are using those terms in the formal sense specified in personality theory, and you should not assume either that agreeableness is intrinsically good or that neuroticism is intrinsically bad.3

In many cases, men and women have broadly similar scores on the Big Five qualities but for different reasons, and thus, there are still underlying personality differences. Male openness and female openness are basically the same, but within that category men score much higher on self-assertion and women score much higher on being outgoing and friendly. Women are also more sensitive and socially flexible, and men are more likely to form larger competitive groups with relatively stable hierarchies. Men also have a higher variance of agreeableness, while women have a higher variance of extraversion. Just from personality differences as measured by scores, whether a person is male or female can be forecast with about 85 percent accuracy. That predictability is so high because the algorithms are looking at the entire constellation of personality traits, not just trait-by-trait differences between women and men.4

One striking feature of the research literature is that personality for women predicts earnings with more power than personality for men. That is a result from multiple papers, not just one; it seems to be robust, and it holds for Canadian data as well. For instance, in what is arguably the most systematic study of this question, by Ellen K. Nyhus and Empar Pons, personality matters much more for women in the workplace. (In technical language, in the unadjusted regressions, personality has an adjusted R-squared of 0.7 percent for men and 5.0 percent for women—a big difference.) For women, emotional stability measures as a greater factor determining wages, as does agreeableness, which in many studies affects wages negatively for women. That is, the agreeable women seem to earn less, for whatever reason. In the Canadian data, a one-standard-deviation increase in agreeableness for women is associated with a 7.4–8.7 percent income penalty, but there is no corresponding income penalty for men.5

Melissa Osborne Groves wrote her dissertation on gender and earnings and found some striking results. Moving beyond Five Factor personality theory, she considers other factors that have predictive power for the earnings of women in the United States and the United Kingdom. For instance, she considers the factor of “externality,” “the belief that outcomes are the result of fate or luck,” and shows that a one-standard-deviation increase in a woman’s externality score is associated with a more than 5 percent decrease in wages. This may mean that a sense of agency is good for productivity, but be careful that such an active temperament doesn’t go too far in the wrong direction. A one-standard-deviation increase in the trait of “aggression” is associated with an 8 percent decrease in wages, while a one-standard-deviation increase in the trait of “withdrawal” correlates with a decrease in wages of more than 3 percent. Again, these and other coefficients in the paper show a stronger connection between personality and wages than what is typically found for male earners.6

It is striking to view the results on the personality trait of aggression as it relates to male and female earnings. For men, the trait of aggression correlates with higher earnings in high-status professions but correlates with lower earnings in lower-status professions. If you are a bowling alley attendant, you are not supposed to act like a temperamental founder, but a CEO can get away with this. Aggressive women, in contrast, have earnings penalties correlated with both high- and low-status professions.7

What should we make of the apparent fact that personality matters more for how much women earn? One obvious insight is that the talent search for women is more difficult or requires a subtler set of skills. For instance, effective, talented women seem to boast less and show less overt aggression, for fear of incurring workplace and broader reputational penalties. That arrangement is unfair, but still, it is a potential opportunity for you to find those individuals by other means—for instance, by asking a candidate and her references more explicitly about the candidate’s skills and degree of dedication.

It’s also likely true that some employers do not like all of the personality traits of women and/or fear that their workers or customers do not like those traits either. The employers then offer lower wages (or no job at all) to women who seem to possess the undesirable personality traits and higher wages and better posts to women who they think will be more popular. We call that “the nice girl hypothesis,” presuming that employers might wish to hire “nice girls.”

As an employer, you can take advantage of other people’s prescriptive stereotypes. If a woman, or for that matter a man, has a personality trait that the marketplace finds not entirely desirable, a potential arbitrage opportunity, as well as a chance to undermine stereotypes, arises from hiring women with those traits. To be sure, some of the less-desired traits in question may actually hamper job performance. For instance, a male salesperson may be more persuasive in some contexts through his greater exercise of authority, even if unjustly so, due to the prejudices of his audiences. Still, in other cases where the market is less taken with the personality traits of women, they still can do just as effective a job. If you can view the matter more objectively than the rest of the market, you can make some relatively good hires.

There is yet another reason to give many supposedly “non–nice girls” an extra consideration. Even if the more aggressive women will alienate your customers or their co-workers, you don’t have to let them alienate you. The market as a whole is penalizing the more aggressive women by measuring their impact on customers plus co-workers plus the boss or hiring authority (you). At the very least you can become more detached and eliminate that source of bias. It then remains the case that you should pay more attention to the talented women whose personalities do not always fit perfectly what the market currently favors.

There is pretty clear evidence, coming from a variety of quarters, that bosses dislike some personality traits in women for reasons unrelated to job performance, and some of that research gives clues to the possible mechanisms at work. We don’t regard any of these pieces of research as bulletproof, but in combination they do seem to suggest some common patterns of differential treatment for women.

In one study, by economist Martin Abel, 2,700 people are hired to do transcribing work. Associated with the task is a fictitious manager who offers what is in essence fictitious feedback. In this setting, if the (fictitious) boss criticizes the worker, the worker’s job satisfaction falls, and furthermore, the worker starts assigning less importance to the job task. Criticism from the boss isn’t enjoyed, which is hardly big news. But here is the striking result: these effects are twice as large when the negative messages are perceived as coming from female bosses compared to male bosses. Since this is online communication, it cannot be that these (fictitious) bosses are behaving any differently. Rather, it seems that many people have a harder time being criticized by an entity they perceive to be a woman.8

The literature on female voices, and how female voices are perceived, provides further evidence that some kinds of reactions to women are often more negative than reactions to men. In general, deeper voices are perceived as more authoritative, and that makes it harder for women to exercise authority with the voices they usually have, at least not without appearing bossy or strident. Women have to work especially hard in this regard; for instance, Margaret Thatcher hired a speech coach to, among other things, dramatically lower the pitch of her voice. More generally, it is striking that the pitch of women’s voices has dropped significantly over the course of the postwar era. Women’s voices used to register a full octave higher than men’s voices, but now they register only two-thirds of an octave higher on average. That suggests women are trying to fit into a more “managerial” set of social roles, but it is not always easy for them, in part due to voice bias.9

Finally, consider the evidence, cited earlier, that both neuroticism and agreeableness affect the wages of women negatively. This is consistent with the feminist critique that women are supposed to be tough but not too tough, firm but not obnoxious, like men but not too much like men, and that they are asked to walk an almost impossible middle line in the workplace (and perhaps when running for political office too). It is less consistent with the view that difficult women are simply troublesome to deal with, and troublesome employees are costly for the company. If that were the dominant effect, one might expect agreeable women to command a premium in the workplace, yet that is not the case. So again, be open to the view that the “difficult” women may be undervalued in the marketplace. That may mean women are forced into a somewhat narrower set of acceptable workplace roles, and you can do better by cultivating a broader conception of how they might fit in. Think a bit less in terms of “women taking care of problems in the workplace” and more in terms of “women as innovators.”



Confidence Gaps?

Once you get past anecdotal observation, we find in the research literature several (interrelated) major gender differences that consistently survive replication challenges, including in papers authored or co-authored by women. These results also hold up on multiple methods, including real-world data from the field and also from lab experiments.10 These differences are the following:


	Women behave in a more risk-averse manner than men do.

	Women are more averse to competition than men.

	Women suffer from a confidence gap relative to men.

	Women in some key regards “put themselves forward” less.



Let’s start with the evidence that, perhaps in response to the labor market penalties suffered by aggressive women, women as a whole do not self-promote as aggressively as men do. One carefully done study recruited nine hundred workers on Amazon Mechanical Turk, both men and women. The men and women were given tasks with possible bonus payments. They also were asked to assess their own performance on the task. When the metric was “I performed well on the test,” with a scale of 1 to 100, women reported an average of 46. The men on average reported an average of 61 on the same scale, even though the actual performance of the men was no better than that of the women. That is a remarkably large difference in self-assessment. Furthermore, note this gap persisted even when both the men and the women had perfect information about their actual performance on the task.11

Another recent study looks at written proposals submitted to the Gates Foundation and finds a different kind of evidence for women being more hesitant. It turns out that women and men have different communication styles: women are more likely to use narrow, highly specific words, and men are more likely to use broader, bigger-picture words. (Are the men “more conceptual” or “blowhards”? Depends!) And reviewers, it turns out, favor broad words, which are more commonly associated with more sweeping claims, and disfavor the use of too many narrow words. It is important to note that the research associated with the more narrowly worded proposals, once created, did just as well in the intellectual marketplace as the research associated with the broader, bolder claims; furthermore, ex ante applicant quality was also measured as equal. This seems a clear case of intellectual bias, one where the average style of the women had a harder time competing. So don’t be too worried if the women you are interviewing aren’t making such sweeping claims.

The net result is that “even in an anonymous review process, there is a robust negative relationship between female applicants and the scores assigned by reviewers.” This discrepancy persists even after controlling for subject matter and other variables. Notably, however, it disappears when controlling for different rhetorical styles. This is consistent with the view that men often do not “read” very well the different rhetorical, intellectual, and, yes, perhaps personality styles sometimes used by women.12

Perhaps most significantly, much of the gender gap in wages seems to be mediated by the personality factor of self-confidence. In a large variety of workplace settings, women, on average, are less self-confident than men and exhibit less self-confidence in public settings. Yet labor markets often reward confidence, sometimes even excess confidence. Some of what appears to be discrimination against women is actually discrimination against lower-confidence individuals, with the burden falling on women disproportionately. Note that the wage gap between men and women is highest at the higher levels of achievement, consistent with this hypothesis about confidence really mattering for wages, as presumably high confidence is demanded more at the higher job positions.13

Finally, there is some evidence that this confidence gap comes from very early in our lives, from high school or perhaps earlier yet. In one paper, looking at school grades 7–12, young women exposed to “high-achieving boys” perform worse academically and show lower confidence and aspirations. In contrast, they are helped by exposure to high-achieving girls. The young men, in contrast, are not affected by their exposure to either high-achieving boys or high-achieving girls. That too suggests that female discouragement is possible and occurs too frequently.14

That said, confidence gaps to some extent are self-fulfilling prophecies. As younger women see that there are relatively few female role models in a particular area, that may lower their confidence all the more. A self-perpetuating cycle is set in motion, and that cycle can be hard for a society to break.

All of these results point to the notion of a confidence gap as one of the main differences between men and women in the workplace, especially for higher-level jobs.

What does that mean concretely for an employer or talent seeker? First, for some jobs, such as asset trading, a lower level of confidence may be an advantage rather than a drawback. The less bullish presumably will be less willing to trade so frequently and less willing to take outrageously risky positions with their portfolios. For many jobs, including in politics, diplomacy, and prudential supervision, epistemic humility is more important than risk-taking. There is evidence from economics, for instance, that the gender confidence gap comes mainly from male economists making proclamations about areas they don’t know much about.15

Second, if you are thinking of hiring a woman who is genuinely self-confident, you may well be underestimating her abilities because you may not so readily perceive the strength and virtues of her confidence, given the gender stereotype of lower female confidence. So look extra hard for such candidates, because women who are more competitive and less risk-averse than their gender average might be neglected by the broader market. By appreciating the true and higher value of those female hires, you can gain from the world’s statistical discrimination and in the process rectify an injustice. Furthermore, note that the confidence gap accounts for more of the gender wage gap at relatively high levels of achievement. So this point is especially important for top jobs and much less significant for, say, simple service jobs or lower-level managerial tasks.

Third, very often jobs frame risk-taking and competitiveness in manners shaped by the male leaders of a company, or perhaps those framings are a holdover from earlier practice and leadership. More concretely, that means that many tasks within an organization may be framed more competitively than they need to be, or there may be a “rhetoric of risk” surrounding activities and tasks that are not really all that risky. (Ever try reading one of those breathless magazine articles about how everything in business is so dynamically changing everything all at once? It’s not actually true.)

In short, one way to mobilize female talent within your company is to remove cultural barriers to the advancement of women. One study, for instance, found that it was possible to induce more women to compete simply with nudges and changing the choice of architecture to make competing in a particular situation “opt out” rather than forcing people to “opt in.” In this constructed experiment, women were induced to apply for more potential promotions and experienced no adverse consequences regarding either their performance or their reported well-being. That is hardly a definitive result about real-world institutions, but it does communicate the basic point that if you encounter a generalization that seems true to you, you’ve got a chance to do better and outperform the market, rather than accept a brief for fatalism.16

So far we’ve focused on women in typical workplaces, but a separate literature considers the role of women as inventors. The data on patenting also show that women could, if given better opportunities, contribute more to innovation than is currently the case. But this present shortfall also may have to do with the aforementioned confidence gap.

First, women patent less than do men. For instance, in the data from 1998 only 10.3 percent of U.S.–origin patents have one or more female inventors. European data from 2009 show that women are involved in 8.2 percent of patents, and in Austria and Germany the numbers are as low as 3.2 percent and 4.7 percent, respectively. You don’t have to think that patents are such a wonderful measure of inventiveness to realize that these numbers nonetheless are reflecting very real differences in what men and women are up to.

The common response to this reality is to suggest that there is a serious “pipeline problem”—that not enough women from a young age are encouraged to be engineers or to hold other comparable positions in the innovation pipeline. There is some truth to this charge, but the numbers support it less than we would have expected.

If you look more closely at the gender gap in patenting, it has multiple causes, but here is the surprising fact: “Only 7% of the gender gap is accounted for by the lower share of women with any science or engineering degree, while 78% of the gap is explained by lower female patenting among holders of a science or engineering degree.” (The remaining 15 percent of the gap comes from a lower rate of patenting among women who do not have a science or engineering degree.) The single biggest specific source of the patent gap is that women are underrepresented in patent-intensive fields of engineering such as electrical and mechanical engineering, and also underrepresented in development and design, which are the most patent-intensive job tasks. So practically speaking, to whatever extent the confidence gap might be closed, women might become more interested in entering the more patent-heavy fields.17

It seems highly unlikely to us that the distribution of talent across gender represents some kind of inviolate and immutable natural order. There is a feasible future where more women work in riskier, patent-intensive jobs, just as we have had ongoing shifts of women into many other professions. Furthermore, a better allocation of talent really could matter. According to the study just cited, if the gender imbalance could be fixed entirely, the rates of patenting and innovation would go up, and GDP per capita would rise by 2.7 percent. Attaining even a fraction of those gains would be a big deal in a $20 trillion economy. And they could be a big deal for a talent seeker.

Researchers also have studied women in the venture capital process. Here too the results point our attention toward some biases relevant to the confidence gap. One study, by Sabrina T. Howell and Ramana Nanda, found that exposure to venture capital judges following a VC competition increased the chance that male participants would go on to found a company. The chance that women in similar circumstances would go on to found a company was much smaller. A follow-up survey found that men attained this greater success in part because they were much more willing to proactively reach out to the VC judges compared to the women. That may indicate the men have greater confidence in their ideas—and also greater confidence in getting a fair hearing from the judges, fear of harassment being another factor in this equation.

More generally, confidence gaps will lead to network frictions— meaning that it is harder to build out a large, very effective, and very diverse set of contacts. The resulting weaker ties can harm entire groups and in turn create the conditions that make confidence gaps seem at least partially justified.18

It is important for employers—especially male employers—to understand where the gender confidence gap might come from, at least in part. Both anecdotal and statistical evidence indicate that women who negotiate for promotions are more likely to be seen as intimidating, bossy, or aggressive. It is harder for ambitious women to be seen as likable. Sometimes the problem is directly sexual in nature. A group of guys can hang out together at work, sometimes even engaging in rhetorical horseplay and some amount of sexual joking and innuendo. In more extreme (but not uncommon) cases, they may go out together and visit strip clubs, or maybe get drunk together. A woman just doesn’t fit into those groups in the same way. Furthermore, a woman who fully engages in off-work socializing runs the risk of being propositioned, and in extreme cases she can be assaulted. There is also the risk of coming under suspicion from the spouses of co-workers. It is a more difficult social and networking environment for women to negotiate. Mentoring can be psychologically more complex across the sexes, and these days, in an environment of #MeToo, many men are reluctant to mentor younger women in a close or intense manner. In such a world, many women are not entirely certain how they fit into the workplace picture.19

One recent study of 1,139 venture capital pitches from 2010 to 2019 applied machine learning techniques to categorize pitches in terms of their styles, which in turn was correlated against how venture capitalists received those pitches. We’ve already discussed some of the broader results in Chapter 5, but the gender results are interesting as well. When women are pitching as part of single-gender teams, the women are judged more stringently on pitch quality than are the men. That is consistent with the view that women have to walk a thinner tightrope when presenting themselves to the outside world. But the really striking result was this: when women pitched on mixed-gender teams, the quality of the women’s pitch didn’t really matter at all. It seems the potential investors paid attention only to what the men said.20

Finally, given all of these constraints, talent spotters should pay greater heed to women coming from nontraditional backgrounds and also to women who are late bloomers. Precisely because women are in some ways different from men, and many talent-spotting mechanisms are more geared toward males, it is easier for super-talented women to go unselected. It is also possible that many women, in the earlier stages of their careers, had negative experiences with sexual harassment, or had children, and then made their “comebacks” much later in their careers. For those and other reasons, talented women might take longer to find their true avocations.

Consider N. K. Jemisin, a black female science fiction author who has sold millions of copies and won Hugo and Nebula Awards. When she started out, she believed that a career in fantasy writing was closed to her due to her identity. Instead she pursued a graduate degree in psychology and ended up working as a career counselor in a college in Springfield, Massachusetts. Still, she kept on writing, often anonymously online. When she was thirty, she hit a wall: she was in debt, she disliked Boston, where she then lived, and she disliked her boyfriend. Only after she committed herself to writing for a living did things begin to turn around.21

For a more unusual example, consider Sister Wendy (Wendy Beckett), who in the 1990s wrote bestselling books on art history and hosted a BBC television documentary program. Almost single-handedly, she interested an entire generation in the Western art classics and was described by The New York Times as the “most famous art critic in the history of television.” Her career background was as a nun, and she appeared on TV in full habit and with her signature buck teeth. She was born in South Africa in 1930, spent much of her earlier career living under a religious code of silence, and later devoted herself to solitude and prayer. She suffered from periodic bouts of ill health and spent years translating medieval Latin scripts. That hardly seems like an auspicious beginning for a television celebrity. Yet one day she was talking about artworks in a museum, a film crew asked to videotape her, the clip came to the attention of a BBC producer, and the rest, as they say, is history, with the core of her artistic career starting after the age of sixty. Needless to say, no one else on TV or in the field of art history had the aesthetic or historical perspectives of Sister Wendy.22



Judging the Intelligence of Men and Women

So far we have focused on personality across genders, because we know personality effects are real and there is less of a case that intelligence differs between men and women. Still, there are some interesting results about intelligence and gender, and they are of direct relevance to the hiring process. Perhaps most importantly, it seems easier for many bosses and talent scouts to pick out the smarter men than it is for them to pick out the smarter women.

In one study, people who looked at photographs of men and women were, on average, better able to spot the men who measured as smarter in tests than the women who did so. Some people “look smart,” and even if that judgment is highly subjective, some of the time it is correct. The countenances of those men offer socially accessible cues about their intelligence, but the countenances of women do not, at least not on average. In other words, it is harder for people, including male bosses, to pick out the smart women just from their looks. That result is open to several interpretations, but one obvious possibility is that smart women fit into stereotypes less, and also that many people are more accustomed to learning how to spot intelligence in men rather than women, perhaps because smart women do not always have the same high social status as smart men.23

Another interesting result from the paper is that women are in general better at assessing the intelligence of both men and women. We are not sure why that might be, but it is one reason (among others) to ensure that enough women have feedback into your hiring process.

There are also people who look smart but aren’t—watch out for those candidates. One study, for instance, suggested that people give higher intelligence ratings to those who are smiling and to those who are wearing glasses, even when those traits show no particular correlation with actual intelligence. Those results are based on strangers rating 1,122 Facebook images, where the individuals who supplied the images had been given IQ tests. It is possible you have those biases too, so consider how you might limit them. Maybe give the frowning candidate with contact lenses a closer look, but at the very least don’t be too confident in your looks-based assessments of how smart other people really are. These particular results about glasses and smiling have not been established through repeated replication, but we agree with the general idea that our intuitions about and judgments of intelligence can be led astray, so don’t get too cocky.24

Anecdotally, we have found that men have a harder time judging the intelligence of women because women often present themselves as more agreeable in an interview setting than men do. The agreeableness may be pleasant to interact with, but it obscures critical judgment and smooths over the transmission of “data” about the intelligence of the interviewee. Many men, in particular, will incorrectly downgrade the intelligence of an especially agreeable woman. They may find her likable or “pretty smart,” but the men won’t be sufficiently open to the idea that perhaps she is very smart indeed. This is one bias that men (and many women) should try to avoid.

In essence, male judgment often goes astray when women are (a) quite agreeable or (b) not very agreeable. That’s a lot of cases! One of the virtues of Five Factor personality theory, for all its limitations, is simply that it gives you some categories to help you think through and overcome some of your possible biases.

If evaluations of women’s intelligence are “smoothed out” in this manner, as it seems they are, women may end up being favored for many midlevel jobs, especially those requiring high conscientiousness, because the woman seems like a safer choice. At the same time, it will be harder for a woman to demonstrate that she deserves to be considered for much higher positions. There might not be any bias on average, but still, many evaluators will find it harder to perceive and identify the highest reaches of the female talent distribution in a given endeavor. That result can hold even if male (and many female) evaluators are not prejudiced on average against women in the workplace.

On net, many of the biases against women in the workplace can be thought of in terms of this idea of smoothing. When it comes to personality, it seems that observers smooth out too little when forming their impressions of women, and instead embrace the exaggerated impressions. The “difficult women” are considered more difficult than they really are, and the “good girls” are favored and viewed as meek and cooperative more than is actually the case. When it comes to intelligence, likely we see the opposite, excess smoothing: really smart women are undervalued and the not-so-smart women are overvalued, with too many impressions bunched near the mean. So as a single, simple recommendation, you might try smoothing out your personality impressions of women more and your intelligence impressions less.

It is interesting that Y Combinator, a leading venture capital firm, always has at least one woman as part of a three-partner interview panel. Historically, that position was established by Jessica Livingston, one of the original four founders of YC. Jessica’s acumen is legendary within YC circles, as she has a powerfully accurate gut instinct for talent, and in particular for weeding out bad apples. Jessica has since stepped back somewhat, but the organization has realized that much of that special je ne sais quoi wasn’t unique to her. Women partners seemed better than men at detecting deceit or disingenuous founders. The addition of a woman also changes the conversational dynamic of the screening quorum’s post-interview discussion in subtle and profound ways. We are not sure why but find it interesting that one of the most successful and durable talent screeners in the world requires that women be part of the screening process.



Cracking Cultural Codes and How to Limit Your Biases About Race

Finally, in terms of general principles, what should you do when interviewing or otherwise evaluating individuals from another country, culture, or religious or linguistic background? How do you pull out the noise from the signal? Let’s consider those questions, but we will focus on race as the relevant application, most of all in an American setting, because that’s what we know best.

Being black in the United States is an increasingly diverse experience, in part because of significant immigration from Africa and the Caribbean and Latin America. The Washington, D.C., area, where Tyler lives, is now by far the world’s second-largest “Ethiopian city,” to provide a simple example. If Tyler encounters a black person in the course of daily life, the chance that person is an East African is fairly high. The Bay Area, where Daniel lives, also has a relatively high representation of East Africans. And within African American communities more narrowly defined, histories and experiences differ greatly. For instance, Clarksburg, Mississippi, is a very different environment from Los Angeles, and both are different in turn from Boston. In 2020 many Americans were surprised to learn that Minneapolis has such a serious problem with racism, although if you know the history of the city, you’ll be aware that racial inequities have been a major theme there for a long time. On top of all those diversities, black men and black women in America may face very different kinds of racial barriers.

Our first piece of advice—and we mean this for individuals of all races—is not to pretend that you understand race as an issue very well. Don’t approach the problem, and the issue of bias, with some pet theory about how the world works with respect to race, because the diversity of racial issues, problems, and biases likely will defeat your schema. Mostly, as an outsider, you want to shed many of your preconceptions, whether explicit or implicit ones, and open yourself up to the talent possibilities in minority communities, particularly communities you may have no connection to personally.

The interview setting is one straightforward way to see the relevance of racial issues. To provide an example, both Daniel and Tyler have noticed that interviewees from many foreign countries and cultures are much more polite—and also more distanced and formal—than are white Americans and most other white Anglo-American interviewees (Canadians, British, Kiwis, and so on). American blacks are often similarly polite and formal. These groups of interviewees are sometimes not sure what cultural rules they are operating under, or what kind of impression they are making, and so they respond with risk-averse strategies of politeness and formality. That eases communication in some regards, but it also makes it harder to understand them and to judge their talent strengths and weaknesses.

Quite simply, individuals from different cultures are harder to read. Furthermore, a basic question arises: If these individuals are behaving more politely, is that because their culture places greater value on politeness, and so maybe on the actual job they will actually be more polite? Or is it merely a temporary exigency, designed to deal with the unfamiliar situation of being interviewed by a person from a different culture? Or maybe it is a permanent exigency, to deal with what will continue to be an unfamiliar situation on the job? Very often you do not know the answer.

To the extent there is a cultural gap between whites and blacks (or other groups) in an interview setting, it is a common strategic response—on both sides—to take fewer chances. To be less natural. To tell fewer jokes. To reveal less about one’s personal life. And so on. It is thus harder to move into the highly productive conversational mode that we discussed in Chapter 2. The end result is that you—even if you have no prejudices in the narrow sense of that term—are less likely to see the true talent strengths of the people you are talking to.

You will note that this mirrors some of the problems faced by women, as we discussed earlier. Women often feel—correctly in many cases—that there are fewer personality roles they are allowed to comfortably fill in terms of asserting “bossiness,” dominance, or other qualities. Nor are they necessarily allowed to show a comparable degree of emotional weakness. And so they often (rationally) respond by putting themselves out there less, role-playing more, being blander and superficially more pleasant or perhaps super-formal, or even trying to hide behind particular styles of makeup and dress. Those information-obscuring behaviors are a reaction to workplace bias, even if no single person in a particular workplace has strongly sexist opinions about women. The response to broader social pressures is to choose and invest in particular modes of self-presentation to the world, and those modes cannot be changed at the drop of a hat in all circumstances, even when such changes would be advantageous for all parties involved.

Returning to race, when President Obama ran for office and served, he had the sense (probably correctly) that his options for displaying angry behavior were far more limited than white candidates and presidents have experienced. He always had to sound reasonable and to act calmly, in a way that never constrained his predecessor, George W. Bush, or the assortment of other politicians who use ranting and raving and outrage as rhetorical tools. For a black leader in America, those strategies are much harder to pull off without alienating or even frightening a significant share of the electorate. And so Obama remained famously cool. It is no accident that America’s first black president is a personality type to whom such a cool mode of presentation came fairly naturally anyway.

The idea that “all white people are racist” may be upsetting to some white people who make an earnest effort to oppose racism, but it is important to see the truth in it. It is not that all white people intend racist outcomes. But it is the case that in a society with some racism and with some very definite cultural differences, one group of people—the wealthier and more powerful majority—will systematically be unable to see a lot of the talents of the less wealthy minority, in this case blacks. That is an obstacle that many, many black talent candidates face, and which is very difficult for the majority group to understand and to emotionally internalize as being real.

In sum, even in the absence of outright prejudice, blacks and other minority groups can face very real obstacles in making their talents known.

So what then to do? We don’t have cure-all answers, but we would like to present a few steps you can take to better improve your perceptions of the talents of people outside of your immediate, closely connected groups. These are not silver bullets, but at the very least, marginal improvements are possible.



How to Broaden Your Perspectives on Race and on Many Other Matters as Well

The first thing you can do is to understand this problem. Plant in your mind the thought that a significant subclass of potential workers goes around with many of their talents invisible or at least significantly harder to spot. You can and should believe that, no matter what your exact view on the degree of explicit prejudicial intent in the modern world. The number of people who believe and internalize that truth simply isn’t high enough, and you should make a point of being on the proper side of this ledger.

Again, this point applies to people of all races. No matter what your background, a significant portion of the hiring pool probably comes from people of races and backgrounds different from yours. This will be all the more true as “work from a distance” spreads and American companies continue to hire the best talent from all over the world, even if those individuals do not immigrate to the United States.

The next step is to adjust your behavior accordingly. Look harder for talent, and learn to look better, including across racial (and other) divides. We’re not saying this is always easy, but it is remarkable how many people still have not even arrived at the stage of having any consciousness of the underlying problem at all.

Toward these ends, one concrete step you can take is to put yourself in environments where other people do not perceive your talents very readily, not only to get a sense of what that is like, but also to make the idea emotionally more vivid to you. For example, if you go to Finland, don’t assume that everyone there hates you, is pissed off at you, or doesn’t want to speak with you. The prevailing norms there are for people to be more distant and taciturn. When Tyler visited Finland, he felt he was crude and loud much of the time, and he went out of his way to moderate his behavior so as not to stick out so much. Maybe the Finns could not spot his talents or his articulateness as a result. That is the kind of experience you are trying to have—to feel what it is like when the perception of your talents is blunted. In turn, you will have a better sense of the possibly hidden abilities of others, whether the barriers be those of race, culture, religion, gender, or whatever.

Trying to learn a foreign language—and getting far enough to actually communicate—will serve this same end, though it can be very costly. For a long time, you just won’t sound that smart or that clever. Tyler found it instructive, in his twenties, to live in Germany. At the time, he spoke good but not perfect German. From his demeanor and dress, he clearly was not an American serviceman, and furthermore, most servicemen don’t learn much German. As a result, many Germans assumed that he was Turkish or someone from some other area that often sent migrants to Germany, like the Balkans. Once he heard an angry “Get out of here, you Turk!” (in German) in response to one of his queries. That is, again, the kind of feeling you wish to experience and grow to understand, though we do not recommend having to stay in such a world all the time (to be clear, most Germans were very nice to Tyler during his year living there).

Try to see what it feels like to be the one assessed by a very different culture and not always assessed so generously. See how helpless or clueless you can at times feel. Without summoning up whatever external markers of status and wealth you might possess, try to ask someone in a (very) foreign culture to do you a significant favor. Try to measure whether the responses you get to this sort of test are different from what you might do at home when asked by a comparable stranger. Then emotionally internalize those lessons and recall them next time you interview people from very different racial or cultural backgrounds. Also keep in mind (depending on your circumstances) that you might always have the option of stepping out of such situations and returning to a relatively privileged life, but maybe the person you are interviewing does not have a comparable liberty.

Part of Daniel’s success at talent selection may spring from the dual backgrounds in his personal history. He was born and grew up in Israel, but his parents are American Jews, and Daniel has a closer connection to American culture than most Israelis typically would have. Still, he is an outsider. Living in America, he has the perspective of a Jewish person who grew up in Israel and who also had Arab and Christian friends. Living in Israel, however, he was at least partially American in outlook, due to his parents and cultural ties and his flawless English and accompanying American accent (you can notice that Daniel does not have the American accent or vernacular of any particular region—often a giveaway that someone grew up abroad). An Arab swimming instructor taught him much more than the backstroke: the real lesson from Mr. Amos was that the inspiration to excellence could be found with someone who had a very different outlook on life. There was also no single religious community where Daniel felt at home, and so his whole life he has been used to looking at things from the outside. And his native bilingualism reinforced the notion that there is always more than one way to express or frame a particular idea—a source of mental flexibility and a natural entry point into the notion of multiple perspectives.

Maybe you were not born into such an environment, but at the very least, you should consider traveling to countries that would count as unusual relative to your native culture, as that can help you unlock and better understand the wide range of cultural variations. So instead of taking your next vacation on the North Carolina shore, try India or Tanzania (conditions permitting). Don’t think that you now “get India,” however. You had only a short period of time there, you probably don’t speak the major native languages, and India itself is amazingly diverse, with multiple major religions and language groups, just as Tanzania is. What you can see, however, is just how far cultural variation can extend. How much your earlier presuppositions were based on contingent facts rather than human universals. How easily and how frequently you can be surprised by your interactions with people from other cultures.

Visiting Africa in particular may be useful for understanding race in the United States. It is not that any African countries are “like” the United States with respect to race, but rather you can learn from the contrast. In most parts of Africa (parts of southern Africa excepted), people do not grow up feeling race as an issue in the same way that an American black person might, in part because everyone around them is black. Often African migrants report that they first “learn race” only when they come to the United States. To spend time in an environment where most people are black but race is not the same kind of issue as it is back home in America can be remarkably instructive. And if you are white or Asian or Latino, you will be the one who sticks out and who is frequently conscious of that—another instructive way to learn something about what it is like to feel different all of the time.

More generally, making such trips will mean you will be caught less unaware when you are assessing and interviewing people from other cultures. Working off these principles, do send your kids to study abroad, or to live for a while in another country, if at all possible and affordable. If nothing else, you are contributing to their long-run success as a manager and talent selector.

It usually doesn’t suffice on its own, but reading books is another way to broaden your horizons. When it comes to reading on race issues, we do have some very specific pieces of advice (again, keep in mind this is written from the perspective of two white guys).

First, read autobiographies, as their first-person narrative gives you a direct pipeline into the thoughts, feelings, and talents of some people very different from you. American history is remarkable for having so many superb African American first-person narratives. You can start with Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, Zora Neale Hurston, Malcolm X, and James Baldwin. It is better to start with works from the more distant past, as they are less likely to collide with your current political views, and thus, you can absorb the content with fewer distractions. Reading President Obama’s autobiography, in contrast, might be useful and instructive, but your opinion of it possibly will be too caught up in whatever you thought of Obama as president. So deliberately seek out a bit of distance, and history enables you to do that.

If you would like another concrete suggestion that goes beyond reading, visit a black church at least once, arguably more times if you find the experience to be meaningful (again, assuming public health conditions allow). It is one accessible way to see a very open side of black America, and you will be welcomed heartily.

If you wish to get more intellectually daring, here is another step you can take. Read or listen to some of the more radical takes on race, whatever might be outside your comfort zone. Recognize that you don’t have to agree with them. But try to spell out in your own mind why somebody might possibly believe and promote those claims. If necessary, write out, if only privately, what you think are the best arguments for those points of view. That is one good way of trying to put yourself in the minds of others. See if what you come up with is at all convincing—not in the sense that you have to agree with it, but whether you think you really have come up with the strongest possible version of those arguments. Would the people on the other side of the debate recognize this as a smart and good-faith attempt to represent their perspective? Keep on working at this until you sincerely believe you have done your best in building a plausible case for views you disagree with.

We are recommending this as a means to deal with racial issues, but the method is general. If you have trouble getting along with people of different political or religious views, or have trouble spotting their talents, try to talk or write out their views in what you consider to be the most persuasive form possible. If only for a very short period of time, you will feel yourself, at least intellectually, put into their shoes.

We don’t pretend to have covered any more than a sliver of the relevant issues when it comes to race and culture. At the very least, know what you don’t know. The next step is to realize there is a problem and that there also is something you can do about it by improving your talent selection abilities. We hope we have helped you to make a few steps in that direction.
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THE SEARCH FOR TALENT IN BEAUTY, SPORTS, AND GAMING, OR HOW TO MAKE SCOUTS WORK FOR YOU

One lesson from the world of fashion supermodels is the importance of scouts and scouting. A key question in talent search is when you should rely on scouting and when not. For a better understanding of that question, let’s start with an anecdote about a case where scouting works pretty well.

Alisson Chornak used to drive his pink SUV around southern Brazil, searching schoolyards and shopping malls to find women with just the right look for a lucrative modeling contract. He is now CEO of a talent-spotting agency, Tango Management, for “street scouting and placement.”1

It is striking how many well-known women models were discovered by scouts; for the most part they did not graduate from modeling schools. Gisele Bündchen was at a mall in São Paulo when a scout named Zeca, who worked for Elite Model Management, came up to her and said, “Do you want to be a model?” He spotted that “something” in her. At first Gisele yelled for her mom, but she ended up accepting Zeca’s offer. Christie Brinkley was discovered by a photographer when she brought her sick dog to the vet in Paris. Kate Moss was discovered by a model scout while she was squabbling with her father at JFK airport. Claudia Schiffer was discovered at age seventeen dancing at a disco in Düsseldorf, Naomi Campbell was spotted by a scout, and Behati Prinsloo was approached by a man in a Namibian grocery store, who referred her to a modeling agency.2

There are beautiful women (and men) all over the place, but even in a model-rich environment such as southern Brazil, it is impossible for any talent agency to visit every village and meet and scrutinize every young woman. Furthermore, the school system is not an obvious venue for finding fashion model talent, at least not in the same way they can find mathematical or engineering or musical talent. Beauty is not on the curriculum, and it is institutionally awkward for the schools to too explicitly single out some women as much more beautiful or more appropriate for the modeling profession, even if they might do the same for tennis or gymnastics. In an age especially sensitive to #MeToo, fairness, “lookism,” and self-esteem problems, publicly rating women for their modeling talent is a highly fraught issue.

Therefore, to help find the appropriate talent, the modeling sector has multiple tiers of scouts. There are photographers who may approach women in the hope of getting a successful photo shoot or two and maybe developing a good long-term reputation as discoverers of talent. But in addition there are full-time and freelance scouts who try to find the right women and then sell their finds to a modeling agency or magazine. For one quick dose of how this sector works, try visiting modelscouts.com.3

It is worth thinking about why the scouting model works in this context. First, the relevant talent could come from many different parts of the world, and the number of women to be scouted is very large. It is hard to imagine a centralized process getting the job done. Second, many of the scouts plausibly have a decent sense of who might make a good model. Looks are hardly the only factor behind modeling success, but they are a kind of “first stop,” and expecting the scouts to judge looks well from first impressions is more plausible than expecting the scouts to use first impressions to judge talent well for skill in, say, quantum mechanics. Third, especially in some of the poorer locales, such as in Brazil, a reasonable fraction of the women have some interest in pursuing a modeling career. The scouts are not wasting their time by approaching these women. Finally, a follow-up investigation to judge the modeling talent of the chosen women is not extremely costly. You can have them in for a photo shoot and see how popular they prove in the market without having to invest millions of dollars right away.

One feature of the scouting model is how well it induces scouts to look in all sorts of nooks and crannies for talent. It is now well established that remote parts of Brazil and Russia are scrutinized closely for potential modeling talent. As the more obvious venues (say Manhattan) become crowded with scouts, scouts have to find their promising prospects elsewhere. If you see a tall, beautiful woman on Fifth Avenue, she may already be a model, or more likely she decided against pursuing that line of work. Thus, there has been an increasing push for scouts to look for prospects in the American Midwest. In Missouri, “nine times out of 10, they’ve never thought about it before,” noted one commentator.4

In general, the scouting model tends to be effective when talent search is about starting with a very large pool and needing to narrow it down to a much smaller number of plausible competitors. For the final major decisions, however, typically full-time experts are required. Modeling agencies hire full-time experienced evaluators, or those evaluators are the agency owners themselves. In broader commercial contexts, the general partners in a venture capital fund make the final decision as to whether a promising prospect has a viable, executable project.

There is yet another reason the scouting model is robust, including in the supermodel context. Whether we like it or not, the returns to scouting are higher when income inequality is higher. Let’s say you are facing a trade-off: bringing in a proven veteran or scouting for fresh new talent. The higher the salary of the proven performers, the greater the incentive to go scout some new talent. Compare this to the so-called good old days. At that time, there were still better and worse performers, but salary scales were more compressed, if only because the norms within firms were more egalitarian than today. That meant the top performers were underpaid, and you could always raid somebody else’s company or institution for a top (veteran) performer by paying them just a bit more. (In fact, that is part of the story of how those older pay scales came to an end.) These days, in contrast, the top talents are paid what they are worth, and so there is a much stronger incentive to find quality talent that has not yet been identified as such.

For similar reasons, a very rapid 24/7 news cycle, driven by social media, also increases the returns to scouting. Everyone is looking for “the next big thing” or the next celebrity, and you won’t find that among the tried-and-true performers, no matter how talented they may be. In the world of music, the Paul McCartney tour makes a lot of money, as do the Rolling Stones, but most of those gains accrue to the performers themselves. The talent spotter who wants to make money would like to find the next Billie Eilish.

Scouting is also becoming more important because the options for self-education are rising. Vuvu Mpofu, a female opera singer from a lower-income background in South Africa, is another paradigm of this new era. Her family loved gospel and choral music, but she had never heard opera until she was fifteen years old, at which time she fell in love with a Mozart aria she heard at a school concert. Yet living in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, she had no access to opera teachers. Nonetheless, she found two opera DVDs—La Traviata and The Magic Flute—and learned how to mimic them, thereby developing an operatic vocal style on her own. Later she applied to the South African College of Music at Cape Town University and was accepted despite her lack of formal training. A vocal coach spotted her talent, and the rest is history. In 2019 she had a premiere at Glyndebourne in England, one of the most exclusive operatic venues in the world. She seems destined for a very successful career and perhaps global stardom.5

Mpofu’s marvelous story illustrates how talent search is changing. With more people trying their hand at various avocations than ever before, that places more and more burden on talent search and allocation mechanisms. We need to be more open to the accomplishments of self-taught individuals without traditional training. At the same time, many aspects of Mpofu’s story are traditional. She is from the East Cape, an area sometimes called the “vocal breadbasket” of South Africa, a country with a long and rich tradition of (non-operatic) vocal music. She rose to the top by performing well in competitions and by attracting the attention of coaches and mentors. Yet the added element was being self-taught through relatively new technologies, in this case DVDs. (We note that YouTube has since become a primary medium for self-training in many areas.)

In any case, talent searchers need to be more open to self-taught talents than ever before. In the area of gaming, just about everyone is a self-taught talent in some fashion or another—no one shows up to World of Warcraft with a master’s degree in the subject or with letters of recommendation. That means a higher burden on talent search, as there are more plausible candidates to sample and evaluate. Fortunately, candidates now are able to send more signals, whether through competitions, online postings, game performances, social media displays, or other indicators of quality.

Never before has there been so much information to sift through. It is a far cry from the older days of apprenticeships in many fields. Consider some corners of Indian classical music, where very often the main performers were the sons of previous stars who were identified rather readily at a young age. Even today, principles of family transmission continue. In the NBA, Klay Thompson of Golden State Warriors fame is the son of Mychal Thompson, formerly a star for the Los Angeles Lakers. Stephen Curry, also of the Warriors, is the son of former all-star shooter Dell Curry (Stephen’s brother Seth plays in the NBA as well). Today, LeBron James has a son, LeBron “Bronny” James Jr., who was a sensation in high school basketball. Are you surprised to learn that Bronny was being tracked by scouts ever since he was young? In late 2019, when he was fifteen years old, he had 3.7 million Instagram followers, and fifteen of his high school basketball team’s games were shown on ESPN. One of his teammates was Zaire Wade, the son of the elder LeBron’s former star Miami teammate, Dwyane Wade.6

Even when the talent transmission is not from mother to daughter or father to son, today’s talent-finding mechanisms still seem too dependent on parents. Consider the early history of Taylor Swift. Her path to success relied a great deal on geographic location and also on parental income. At age eleven, she made a trip to Nashville (from Pennsylvania) and started writing songs and playing the guitar with greater seriousness. She also started singing at sporting events as a means of becoming better known: “When I was eleven years old, it occurred to me that the national anthem was the best way to get in front of a large group of people if you don’t have a record deal.” That was a nice start, but what next? Her family knew to move from Pennsylvania to a suburb of Nashville when she was thirteen, and that enabled Taylor to be near the major studios, both to learn more about music and to meet people in the music business. At age fourteen, Swift signed a publishing deal with Sony/ATV Music Publishing, at the time being the youngest person the company had ever signed. Not only were her parents smart and supportive, but they were able to move to Nashville because the family already had accumulated enough wealth through their careers in finance. Furthermore, in her junior and senior years of high school she was home-schooled, which gave her the time and flexibility to focus on her music. And so we wonder: What about all of the Taylor Swifts whose families did not have the means and desire to move them to Nashville and also to switch them to home schooling?7

Venture capital firms have found an opportunity in scouting for hidden entrepreneurs. Traditional venture capital has fairly centralized means of evaluation run by a small number of prestigious and highly paid general partners. But Sequoia has had a scouts program for over ten years, and the new venture capital firms Village Global and AngelList Spearhead rely on scouting models to find their talent. With Sequoia, there are many independent scouts who have the authority to write checks in the range of $25,000 to $50,000 for potential start-up founders. The scouts play their biggest role at the seed stage, when often smaller amounts of money are called for, while the general partners might be writing much larger checks ($10 million and up) for more advanced projects. You can think of those seed deals as part of the pipeline for the eventual larger investments, and some of the economic upside is shared with the identifying scouts. The scouts can be given part of the profit from the deal, or a general share in the broader fund, or be paid on a performance basis, depending on how well they invest the funds they are given. The scouts are paid much less than general partners would be, and most of them will not be anything close to full-time, which further economizes on expenses.

Ben Casnocha, one of the founders of Village Global, expressed his scouting philosophy as follows: “There’s an explosion of software-driven, diverse entrepreneurship around the world and across almost every industry. We believe this explosion of opportunity requires a fundamentally different approach to sourcing, selecting, and supporting. We believe a wide sensor network (i.e., a network of dozens of scouts) is more likely to discover a talented founder on day zero.”8


The Limitations of the Scouting Model

In most cases, the scouts take care of only the early parts of the talent-finding and cultivation process. A particular kind of look may be a prerequisite for being a supermodel, but much more is required (think back to the idea, from Chapter 4, of the multiplicative model for top talent). Very often supermodels have to be in the right kind of shape, maintain the right kind of skin tone, have to know how to “carry” clothes, have to be photogenic, have to understand how to pose and walk, have to be willing to spend money getting the right look for their teeth, have extreme discipline, and ideally should be good at working with photographers and directors, plus much more. One problem that scout Alisson Chornak had was that some of his prospects from rural Brazil could not stand life in the big city, in this case São Paulo. Discovering a potential supermodel with the right look is only one step in a very difficult process.

Note that when it comes to these other steps for identifying prospective supermodels, the sector relies more on centralized talent evaluation and less on scouts. A centralized talent agency or modeling agency or magazine or some other institution will make its own determinations about the skills and work habits of the candidates under consideration, because looks are only one part of the equation. The supermodel sector thus illustrates the limitations of scouting as well as the upside.

Another problem is simply that the scouts need to be paid, one way or the other. Furthermore, scouts need to be recruited. (Do you use other scouts for that? Is it “scouts all the way down”?)

But beyond those obvious challenges, introducing scouts into the equation creates what economists call agency problems. One set of agency problems may result from the discretion that scouts inevitably will have. In the modeling sector, for instance, that discretion may manifest itself in terms of sexual harassment or just general unfair treatment of the scouted, given that many of the scouts may be biased, may be unfair, or may behave in a way that’s insufficiently heedful of the general reputation of the broader enterprise. The background searcher for talent, in this case the modeling agency, is not directly liable for scout behavior, either legally or reputationally, but still, bad scout conduct can translate into reputational penalties for the company.

Other problems stem from too much caution and possibly too little discretion along the dimension of talent hiring. A lot of scouts will lead to bureaucratized procedures for evaluating the performance of those scouts, and an inevitable loss of dynamism. The scouts may care more about their personal reputations than about the success of the broader enterprise. In particular, the scouts may be risk-averse, afraid to recommend the truly weird or outside-the-box options for fear of looking silly and losing their jobs. The old saying was “No one was ever fired for buying IBM.” The new saying is perhaps “No scout was ever fired for recommending the future Rhodes scholar.” Nothing against Rhodes scholars, who have a distinguished record of accomplishment, but the world is going to find and recruit them in any case. That is probably not the direction you want your scout to be looking, as those individuals already are on their Rhodes scholar track, and probably they are not so keen to join your new and risky enterprise.

Investing in lots of scouts also can lead to overconfidence and overbidding for the individuals with the best scouting reports. Perhaps the best and most extensive study of bias in talent scouting has been done by Cade Massey, at the Yale School of Management, and Richard Thaler, a Nobel laureate in economics at the University of Chicago Business School. They studied National Football League draft picks and found that first-round draft picks are systematically overvalued relative to later picks in the draft. That is, teams thought they could discern talent far better than actually turned out to be the case once the true talents of those players were revealed. Furthermore, over time teams do not seem to learn their way out of these evaluations. In essence, the early-round picks, even though they end up having the most talent, are too expensive, and the players picked later in the draft are the bargains.9

To grasp the import of this result, keep in mind what a specialized area pro football is. The potential players in the pro draft typically have been tracked for years, often all the way from high school. Their previous performance can be measured by collegiate statistics, there is plenty of tape of them playing, and a large number of professional scouts are attending these games or watching them on TV or tape. They and their families and friends are available for extensive interviews and personality profiling. Furthermore, football teams invest millions of dollars into each player, not just for salary but also for facilities, medical assistance, and training. The stakes are high, and it is hard to think of many areas where there is so much information about the quality of new workers. Yet the teams still overpay for the early draft picks. Massey and Thaler interpret their results in terms of overconfidence, and probably that is a relevant factor, but these biases also likely reflect agency problems. Scouts talk up the very talented prospects in order to affiliate themselves with the later winners, which will make the scouts look good. In the process, the scouts are not thinking much about team profitability, and so the teams end up overpaying for those players.

It is a general problem how to get the scouts doing something other than looking good to their bosses. Recently Tyler has started using a very talented scout for his Emergent Ventures program, and he is trying to work out how to incentivize scouts to do something other than to try to copy his judgment. “Don’t please me!” he has urged, but you can see the potential contradiction in that dictate.

The key to a good scouting program is incentives. Initially the Emergent Venture scouts were venture capitalists themselves, hunting for the best talent, incentivized to compound the money of the partners. This worked: from Google to Apple, rebellious outsiders were admitted into the system, and the gatekeepers were handsomely rewarded. But as scouting expands and becomes a more general concept, the incentives needn’t always be financial. Rewarding with status can work too; for instance, some of Y Combinator’s greatest hits (Airbnb, Dropbox) have come from referrals. Daniel’s Pioneer firm maintains a leaderboard of its best referrers, and that is one of Pioneer’s most frequently visited pages. In these models, most referrals are bad, but the exceptional candidates often are referrals.

This in turn brings us to the second incentive dynamic: skin in the game. Venture funds also run scout programs in which various founders are provided free money to invest. No downside, all upside. These programs often perform poorly, but occasionally a scout will spot an exceptional company, which the VC then doubles down on. This is unlike the proper venture world, where the partner of a fund has both economic and status interests at stake. The founder investing free money is not putting up either dollars or status, and the primary avocation of those founders is being a CEO, not a venture capitalist. Nonetheless, that may give them a certain freedom of imagination that enables them to spot some opportunities that others would not.

In essence, skinless scouting games boost variety at the expense of precision. You can engage a broader set of actors working on other things to send you their deal flow in exchange for value. This is a good idea if your filtering costs are low. Conversely, if deal costs are high, you might want to consider some element of risk. Either financial risk (a mix of personal capital with external) or status risk (demand that your scouts do scouting under their own name and as their primary job) may be used to impose additional discipline on the process.



Centralized Evaluation and Its Advantages as an Alternative to Scouting

In contrast to the supermodels, consider a very centralized mode of evaluation. Soviet chess was an example of a talent search method that sampled nearly all possible candidates as part of a common national system. Virtually every Soviet child went to school, all schools supported and taught chess, and chess was socially focal in Soviet society and offered relatively high returns to the best players, including the possibility of travel abroad. A significant number of parents played chess in the home and taught the game to their children at young ages. There were also active chess clubs just about everywhere, not just in the schools.

If you had the potential to be a top Soviet chess player, the chance you would be found by the dragnet was very high. It was hard to slip through the cracks, and talent search did not rely on finding an obscure candidate hidden away in a village somewhere. There was no scout going up to young kids at a Soviet shopping mall or discotheque and saying, “Hey, you look like you might be a good chess player!” Instead, through Soviet chess and scholastic institutions you would be identified and encouraged at a young age, and you would indeed have your chance to become a great chess player, even if you did not live in one of the major cities. Scrutiny and measurement were near-universal, and so potential talent had a chance to shine.

The result was that Soviet players dominated world chess from the 1940s through the 1990s, when the Soviet system (not only for chess) fell apart. Since that time, Russia has been “just another chess country,” with only a modest advantage in the sector.

The Soviet talent search method, however, is not feasible in most sectors. For one thing, there just isn’t that much top-down control in most parts of society these days, not even in the still partially communist China. Furthermore, talent search is more global, and the relevant tasks, skills, and outcomes are not as well defined in most sectors as they are in the world of chess. Sometimes you don’t even know exactly what skills you are looking for in a candidate. And if you find a potential candidate, there is no obvious test of talent as easy as “Hey, let’s play a chess game!” It is in this world that scouting takes on greater importance, and search takes priority over measurement within the talent pool.

Note, however, that at least some Soviet-style conditions may reemerge in the future in a greater number of sectors—not soon, but it is possible to imagine worlds where there are so much data on individuals, including genetic data, and at such a young age that measurement would once again dominate search. You wouldn’t have to “look for” anybody, at least not if you could access the data in the system. To provide one extreme example, if everyone is tracked and recorded by facial surveillance, you can imagine a futuristic science fiction world where the AI picks out the top possible fashion supermodels and sends them a text message, scheduling the appropriate appointments with the modeling agencies. The point is not that this can or will happen soon; rather, you should keep an open mind as to how the balance between measurement and search is going to evolve. Right now the search dimension is relatively important, but some of the balance could swing the other way in the future. You shouldn’t take the current configurations for granted.

We expect there will be more and more cases where talent is found “by the numbers,” or by AI scouts. If you look at the Houston Astros, one of the most quantitatively advanced teams in professional baseball, they already have eliminated in-person advance scouting, instead preferring videotape and measurement using Statcast, a state-of-the-art tracking technology based on massive amounts of data.10

The future likely will make talent search more and more like the gaming environment, where potential candidates are invited to step up and be measured. If you think about the very best gamers in, say, World of Warcraft, there was no scout visiting local high schools trying to talk kids into giving the game a try, spotting them in the shopping mall (“your thumbs look strong and your skin has that basement pallor”), or measuring their IQ, reaction speed, or game stamina. Rather, millions of people wanted to play the game in the first place, and the gaming process itself measures how good they are. There is, once again, a kind of Soviet-style centralization, but with the game itself and its data systems taking the place of the Soviet government and chess establishment.

Heidi Klum is one of the supermodels who is an exception to the scouting method of talent search. In contrast to many of her peers, she got her start by winning a modeling competition with thirty thousand competitors. In the future, this kind of path will be more likely, except information technology will play a larger role in the judging.11

Could it be that the very best World of Warcraft players are not picked up or spotted by current institutions? Maybe. But World of Warcraft is pretty well known, millions of people have tried it or comparable games, and it seems plausible that those who do not want to try or to pursue the endeavor don’t in any case have the dedication to rise to the top tier of players. The odds are that the search for the best World of Warcraft players is more efficient than the search for supermodels. Furthermore, the emphasis on precise measurement means that your World of Warcraft score doesn’t depend on sleeping with the talent scout, having an uncle in the modeling business, or, in the case of Soviet chess, censoring your political views so you would be allowed to travel abroad to play in the best tournaments. Current gaming is meritocratic in the sense that if you score more points you will win.

And these days, gaming isn’t just something you do for fun. There are plenty of individuals who play online games for a living, cultivating a fan base and interacting with their followers. The game tournament is now “for real,” and it has become an economic sector and a source of entertainment and event in its own right. More and more, in today’s world of talent search, people have the chance to try.

One upshot here is that if you are doing talent search, you need to figure out whether the scouting model (search) or the gaming model (measurement) best applies to your endeavor. Most likely you will need some combination of both. Still, the market as a whole is not thinking very analytically about either scouts or games, so understanding this distinction is a source of potential competitive advantage to you.



Who Makes for a Good Scout?

Reliance on scouting raises the question of how to find the best scouts. There is plenty of literature on how to find and hire workers, as we have surveyed. But how about finding scouts? How much does intelligence matter, or conscientiousness? Or maybe neuroticism here is a big positive? Hard data are not available, and even anecdotal data are hard to come by. If you try to read books on baseball scouting, for instance, they are entertaining, but they do not seem to yield easy answers as to who makes for a good scout.

Nonetheless, we will offer the following (highly speculative) points for finding and evaluating good scouts. First, a good scout does not in general have the same qualities as a good performer overall. Good scouts typically are masters of networking rather than performance per se. Still, the quality scout still must have an excellent understanding of the topic area, but he or she does not need to have been a star. In fact, having been a star may interfere with the objectivity and judgment of the scout. Top stars too often have a kind of intolerance toward other, different kinds of talent, or they expect too much of prospects too quickly.

Second, a good scout should have some measure of charisma. The scout isn’t just searching for prospects; prospects are also searching for scouts. The personality of the scout has to stand out in some manner, and it has to attract the aspirational side of potential top performers. In this regard, think of talent search as a kind of two-way matching platform. Put yourself, at least temporarily, in the shoes of a prospect and ask what kind of scout might attract you. Scouting is competitive, and your scout is not the only one out there, least of all for a potential top prospect. In some ways, picking a scout is more like “picking a scouted” than you might at first think. After all, where is the bargaining power in this market really going to lie—with the scout or with the potential future star?

Third, excellent scouts should be very good at communicating back to the home office, especially in larger, more bureaucratized organizations. It’s not enough to find the next big thing; you need to convince others you have done so. Therefore look for writing and presentation skills—and, yes, once again, charisma—so that what the scout learns can be translated into action. In smaller organizations, if you are scouting for yourself, this factor is less likely to matter, and if you are a charismatic brooding loner you still might be pretty effective as a scout, at least provided your personality matches the level of scale you are operating at.12

Fourth, if you are using nontraditional means to look for talent, don’t just load up on specialists in the old-style methods. The Houston Astros, for instance, used a McKinsey consultant and also a former blackjack dealer (he was a former engineer as well) to help them turn their baseball talent quest into a highly advanced quantitative pursuit. The old-school baseball scouts, as you might expect, thought it was all about intuition and personal contacts, and so they were not ideal choices to usher in these new methods of search, in spite of their expertise in the game and in player development. So keep an open mind about what kinds of backgrounds you might be looking for. Either a “quant” or a humanities specialist could turn out to be more valuable than someone with narrow sectoral expertise (again, subject to the condition that you are trying out new methods of talent search, and the skills of the scout must match the methods of search).13

It is an interesting question how much one should look for objectivity in a talent scout. As we mentioned in Chapter 1, we understand the talent search methods of Peter Thiel—one of the most successful talent finders of all time—as intimately linked to Peter’s philosophical and indeed moral judgments of people. Peter is objective in the sense of seeking successful outcomes from the talent search process, but he is highly subjective in the sense of mobilizing his own emotions and judgments to energize and finely hone his sense of who is a potential talent and who is not. No matter what your point of view, Peter’s worldview will be quite different from yours, and that is a big part of Peter’s strength as a finder of talent—namely, that the way he imposes his will and judgment on the talent search process gives him access to energies and insights that most other people simply do not have.



Investing in Your Network— Perhaps the Biggest Lesson

One final point is this. For all the resources you put into scouting, interviewing, and trying to suss out the better candidates, there is no real substitute for having a good or great pool of candidates. That will depend on your soft networks, ones that you and your institutions have been cultivating for years (you hope). It depends on the people you know, the other institutions willing to recommend you, the image of your institution in the eyes of the informed public, your network of previous employees, the media coverage you have received, your social media presence, and possibly donors or board members, among other factors. Most of these possible candidates you will not know personally; maybe no one on your team will know them personally. Still, they know you, in some manner or another, and it may be possible to get them to come out of the woodwork and apply for a job or a fellowship. In other words, most talent search really isn’t about driving a pink SUV around southern Brazil.

Biomedical venture capitalist Tony Kulesa, in his article on Tyler’s Emergent Ventures project, explained the approach to networking very clearly:


Tyler promotes the opportunity in such a way that the talent level of the application pool is extraordinarily high and the people who apply are uniquely earnest.… Tyler is famous for his eclectic and hyper-cerebral content, which he distributes through a curated set of media channels tailored to the talent he searches for. He co-writes the widely read economics blog Marginal Revolution (~1M monthly readers according to SimilarWeb), he has 186K twitter followers, he hosts the podcast “Conversations with Tyler,” and appears on podcasts from Tim Ferriss, Eric Weinstein, and Shane Parrish.



Tony then cites Tyler (on Tim Ferriss’s show) speaking as follows: “I try to stay a bit weird and obscure enough that mostly quite smart people are writing me. If I had too many not smart emails I would feel that I was doing something else wrong with what I’m writing.… The rate of good applications is reasonably high. Maybe I’m lowering it just by talking about the program.”

Tony also wrote:


Once Tyler discovers a social circle enriched for talent, he expands and many members are quickly funded. The goal seems to be to hook an initial person, and then generate referrals. One can imagine Tyler’s search strategy as fishing in a well-chosen set of pools, not yet overfished from the mainstream. And when he hooks one fish, sometimes he also discovers a whole school.14



Or consider the import of prior networking in the context of online interviews, the focus of Chapter 3. The best way to do an online interview is to have a formidable online reputation and presence in the first place, because that will attract the more desirable candidates. Furthermore, the more skeptical you are about the interviewing process, the greater the importance you should attach to pre-selection and filters in the first place. To the extent that the difficulties of online (or for that matter in-person) interviewing makes you doubt the quality of the knowledge you gather from interviews, it can have the useful effect of forcing you to invest more in the quality of your network in the first place.

If you believe that talent is the greatest asset of your institution, you also ought to believe that your soft network is one of the greatest assets of your institution. Because that is how you will attract your talent in the future; furthermore, those subsequent hires will help you retain your current talent by making your institution more successful and a more attractive and prestigious place to be.

When it comes to Pioneer, the soft network started with the generally high prestige of venture capitalists, the Bay Area, Daniel’s background at Apple, and the backing of both Andreessen Horowitz and Stripe, prestigious firms in their own right. Word about Pioneer spread through podcasts done by Daniel, through Twitter, and through the affiliation of Pioneer with Stripe and Andreessen Horowitz. It was helpful that The New York Times published an article about Pioneer as the early tournaments were opening, and that article helped frame Pioneer as interesting and cutting-edge. A later article in Wired was more snide, but still it presented Pioneer as a difficult, gamified challenge that many young people were interested in. Pioneer affiliated with the ideas of global talent, gamification, open entry for the world, and a willingness to consider projects that were not just “same old, same old,” such as Axon, a portable MRI machine, or a programming language for physics. Eventually, the network of Pioneer winners, near-winners, and wannabe winners became major spreaders of the word about Pioneer.

When it comes to Emergent Ventures, much of the soft network behind the applications came from readers of Marginal Revolution, Tyler’s blog for the last eighteen years, and one with a relatively curious and intellectual tone. It is a magnet for people who might become public intellectuals in some manner. Many of the other applicants were people who knew someone who read Marginal Revolution and were told about Emergent Ventures. Other applicants had some familiarity with Tyler’s podcast, or they were people who had worked at Mercatus (the home institution for Emergent Ventures) or had known someone who had worked at Mercatus. All of those factors were selecting for some kind of intelligence, intellectualism, curiosity, engagement with public issues, and strong conceptual ability. In due time, some Pioneer winners promoted Emergent Ventures (and vice versa), which further boosted the quality of applicants.

Most people, if you ask them, will agree on the importance of soft networks, but in terms of actual practice, such networks remain neglected. On any given day in your business or institution, there are fires to be put out. Acting to extend your informal networks feels like a nice thing to do, but rarely does it seem urgent or necessary. Furthermore, building up a soft network is not always so easy. Doing quality work, in some publicly observable manner, often does more to build up the soft network than waking up in the morning and proclaiming, “Hey, let’s build out the soft network today!” It is often the case that institutions with very strong informal social networks ended up with them indirectly, as the result of projects they wanted to undertake anyway, rather than through the direct planning of an informal soft network.

One striking example of the power of soft networks is given by the career of Aretha Franklin, chosen by Rolling Stone magazine as the greatest American vocalist of all time. Obviously she was a black woman, and furthermore she was an unwed teen mother, twice. You might think it would be very hard to discover a talent with that background, and in some ways you would be right. Nonetheless, the black musical community in Detroit discovered Aretha early on, in part because her father was a very well-known preacher. Aretha was known for her singing by the time she was twelve years old, and she also dated an older Sam Cooke at that time. But known to whom is the key question here. If you were not in touch with the people who knew of Aretha’s talent, you were not in touch with Aretha either. By eighteen, Aretha had a recording contract with Columbia Records, in part because musical scouts knew to tap the soft networks of Detroit and other major American cities for top talent. You are probably not going to find the Aretha Franklins of your world by standing on the street corner, so you need to be investing in those soft networks as much as you can.15

Here is a broader set of options for building out your soft networks.


Loyal, Preexisting Communities

Top schools explicitly cultivate cooperative networks across their alumni and also across current and former faculty and students. That creates a preexisting community interested in, and aware of, the problems of Harvard, Stanford, Princeton, and so on. And if those schools are advertising to fill their jobs, or looking for those who might perform a task or favor, there is a very talented cooperative network already in place.

Some private companies invest in similar communities. There is, for instance, a network of McKinsey alumni. And people who have been through Y Combinator have the sense of having been through a common experience and sharing something from their backgrounds. These communities are drawn upon for hires, recommendations, and favors, and to some extent those individuals are pre-vetted and likely to be more cooperative or more talented than average.16



Talent Community of Experts

Some organizations explicitly organize a collection of experts and later draw on that community for help and advice, and perhaps also for hires. Professional and scientific associations would be examples, but so is the Gerson Lehman Group, which connects experts to businesspeople and intermediates their consulting. Think tanks and research centers often build up their own networks and later turn to those networks, either to hire from them or for help and hiring recommendations.



Building a Talent Community in Advance, Often from (Relatively) Undiscovered Individuals

We’ve already discussed this method in the context of Pioneer and Emergent Ventures. The Thiel Fellowship program is another example of this approach, as is On Deck (beondeck.com), which markets itself to entrepreneurs as the place to look when they wish to do their next big thing. Readers of a book can create such a community on the internet as well.



Build a Platform or Set of Tools That Attracts Talent

Twitter accounts, blogs, podcasts, YouTube channels, and online publications (Reddit, Hacker News, and many others) all build communities, filtering in some individuals and filtering out others. When messages or job ads are later broadcast on these channels, a highly selected set of individuals is reached, for better or worse. To the extent the initial audience is of high quality, this can be an effective means of raising the quality of applications. Both Pioneer and Emergent Ventures have used this approach.

Most likely, your set of filters should be part of an integrated strategy. Whom are your filters bringing through the door? And which strengths and drawbacks are those individuals likely to have? Your talent search and interviewing techniques never start from a totally blank slate; they should start from an understanding of where your institution stands in the broader scheme of things, and what are the main problems you face when trying to attract talent.
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HOW TO CONVINCE TALENT TO JOIN YOUR CAUSE

We have focused on finding talent, but in reality, finding talent is not completely separate from helping to create talent. “Being found” is a big part of what encourages individuals to take the next step toward achievement and excellence. You will do best at finding people and making the most of your discoveries if you understand how these two features are related. And that will make you better—reputationally and in practice—at attracting that talent to come and work for your cause or your organization.

It is well known that venture capital gives people money if they are starting a new company with promise, and also that venture capital gives them a business network and a lot of hands-on advice and training. It is less well known that the very act of being selected by a good venture capital firm raises people’s confidence and aspirations and encourages their ambitions. Much of the value of venture capital comes from that latter effect—helping to create and improve talent rather than just finding it. Toward this end, many venture capital firms (and nonprofits) have an air of self-importance surrounding them, in part to radiate status, motivate their affiliates, and raise everyone’s aspirations.

Raising the aspirations of other people is one of the most beneficial things you can do with your time. At critical moments, you can raise the aspirations of other people significantly, especially when they are relatively young, simply by suggesting they do something more important and ambitious than what they might have in mind. It costs you relatively little to do this, but the benefit to them, and to the broader world, can be enormous.

As George Eliot put it in Daniel Deronda: “It is one of the secrets in that change of mental poise which has been fitly named conversion, that to many among us neither heaven nor earth has any revelation till some personality touches theirs with a peculiar influence, subduing them into receptiveness.”1

Once you understand the power of raising people’s aspirations in this manner, you will realize that the value of talent search is that much higher. There is a large payoff to finding the right people to encourage.

So often potentially talented people just don’t see that they could be doing something different and better than what they are currently engaged in. Barack Obama had no plans to run for president until he found himself surprised by the positive media reaction to a speech he delivered at the 2004 Democratic National Convention; only a few years later he won the presidential election.2

Don’t underestimate how little people, including your employees and applicants, may think of themselves. There is an ongoing crisis of confidence in many human beings, even in the best of times, and that means high returns from nudging talent in the proper direction. If you are able to spot people who are having a confidence crisis and if you understand the nature of those crises, you’re all the better placed to give them the right kind of positive nudge.

Sometimes employees may come to you with job offers or potential offers from other quarters. It is striking how some people will consider offers that are inferior or unsuited to their skills and work ethic. “I want to see you leave this institution for a better offer than that—and you will!” is sometimes the message you need to send them. That too is an instance of raising their aspirations. Don’t assume that your best and most productive workers actually know what they are capable of, because very often they do not and need nudging in the right direction to realize their full potential.

When you raise the aspirations of an individual, in essence you are bending upward the curve of that person’s achievement for the rest of his or her life. There is a powerful multiplier effect of compounding returns that can continue for many decades. Actually, the full net impact can be longer yet, if that individual in turn works to later raise the aspirations of others. If you are helping to create an individual who raises the aspirations of many others, the return on your initial aspiration-raising activity can be that much higher. It may even turn out that aspiration raising is a kind of eternally growing, never-ending source of plenty, giving us ongoing compound returns without end—a concept Tyler discussed in his earlier book Stubborn Attachments.

If you have any doubts about the power of environment and the framing of aspirations, consider just how much genius and achievement have been clustered in time and space throughout history. The statistician David Banks wrote a paper on this phenomenon called “The Problem of Excess Genius.” Ancient Athens in its time had Plato, Socrates, Thucydides, Herodotus, Sophocles, Euripides, Aristotle, Aeschylus, Sappho, Aristophanes, and many other notable figures. It wasn’t “something in the water”; rather, Athens had the right ethos and cultural self-confidence, combined with institutional structures for learning, debating philosophy, and writing for the theater, all of which identified and mobilized this talent. That allowed those individuals to learn and draw inspiration from each other as well as to develop rivalries for excellence, friendly or otherwise.

The Florentine Renaissance produced a long string of first-rate artists, culminating in Leonardo and Michelangelo, even though Renaissance Florence had a population of only about sixty thousand plus the surrounding area. The Venetian Renaissance, another powerful cluster built on a limited base, is associated with Bellini, Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese, and others; since the end of the eighteenth century, however, Venetian art has produced little of note. In Germanic classical music, the era 1700–1900 brought the Bach family, Handel, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schumann, Brahms, Wagner, and many others, even though the Germany of that time had much lower population and wealth than the Germany of today. There is some genetic luck behind these outcomes (what if Beethoven’s parents never had met?), but still, those eras did an amazing job of identifying and then inspiring the available talent at hand.

Closer to the present day, the Bay Area has been a major petri dish for attracting, cultivating, and mobilizing talent for tech, software, start-ups, and much more—think of the region’s role in hippie culture, alternative and psychedelic cultures, and gay liberation.

The bottom line is that environment, ethos, and competitive rivalry really matter, and to the extent you can create the proper conditions in your local ecosystem, you can have a major impact on talent mobilization.


Methods for Raising Aspirations

The key theme here is to raise personal and career and creative trajectories—in other words, to boost the entire slope of possible future achievement. Those interventions offer by far the highest potential boost. You can think of them as you, on a modest scale, trying to create the next Florence, Venice, or Vienna.

There is an old saying (with many variants): “Give a man a fish, and feed him for a meal; teach him how to fish, and feed him for a lifetime.” We think that is remarkably unambitious! The value of learning how to fish is not that high, as reflected by the only so-so wages earned by fisherfolk. Furthermore, knowing how to fish still doesn’t, on its own, get you a job with the most successful and highest-paying fishing ventures.

We say instead: “Boost the rate of productivity growth in that person’s fishing company.” Or better yet: “Teach a person how to start a fishing company that will feed millions. Teach a person how to hire talented people to make a better fishing company.” Those are increases in trajectory, and along the way they will teach many thousands of employees how to fish or how to contribute to the fishing process. Always look to take it one step higher and to teach other people how to do the same.

If you’ve ever found yourself saying that silly fishing maxim to yourself in your head or to others, purge it from your thoughts. Upgrade it. Imagine a future company that will replace fishing altogether, instead producing a superior foodstuff at lower prices that is also better for the environment. Teach a person how to replace fishing. Now we’re getting somewhere.

So many interventions to benefit others provide them only with one-time benefits. We don’t mean to discourage you from performing these acts of kindness, which are essential to interpersonal benevolence and also for the smooth functioning of civilization. But also realize their limitations. A one-off benefit for someone looks like this:

[image: ]
Raising the slope of their trajectory can look like this:

[image: ]
In the very short run, the benefits from those two activities may be virtually identical. But over time, the benefits of the steeper slope are much, much greater, and those benefits will include everyone who is learning from that person along the way.

You might wonder: If the benefits from a higher slope are so great, why isn’t the higher, steeper slope chosen in the first place? Arguably this is one of the mysteries of human nature, but we think it springs from the nature of choice. When making decisions, people do not usually have a complete map of the options and their probabilities before them. In fact, many of the options can be difficult to imagine. For instance, a talented young person may not take seriously the notion that he or she someday could be a major CEO. That person has heard of CEOs, and maybe has not actively dismissed the possibility of being one. But if it’s going to influence the young person’s behavior, that possibility needs to be brought to mind as a live, vivid alternative. Once the alternative is properly, mentally real and alive in the person’s mind, then perhaps it will raise ambition and in some cases lead to a trajectory that culminates in a CEO position. The default has been shifted for that option to move from unconsidered to being on the table, whether or not it ultimately happens.

Making those alternatives vivid is the role of the mentor, the talent scout, and the role model. Just as America’s entertainment sector makes action or romance scenarios vivid, so must the mentor and talent scout perform a similar function. In this regard, the mentor is drawing upon expertise in the humanities, either explicitly or implicitly, even if he or she imagines the enterprise to be involved in tech, STEM, or something else rigorous and distinct. A key role here is for the mentor or talent scout to shape and present him- or herself so that he or she embodies an alternative and inspiring vision of what the mentee’s life might be like.3

If you are going to raise the aspirations of others, they should view their affiliation with you as a matter of pride. They should feel selected in some manner. They should feel like they have gone through trials and tribulations to get to their current point. They should feel like members of some exclusive club where they can look around and feel good about their affiliations with the other club members.

The easiest way to create these feelings is to have them be true. Create institutions and designations that reward those you consider to be talented. This can be a venture capital firm, a named scholarship series, a prize, or many other things. Focus on the substance, but also understand that the substance is working in part because of the theater surrounding it. You will then do a better job of raising the aspirations of those you consider to be talented, and you will be a partial co-creator in their rise to the top.

One of the seminal cultural takes on mentorship is the 2014 movie Whiplash, about a drumming teacher who pushes his students as far as they can go. Daniel has been struck by how many of the people he has interviewed at Pioneer cite this film as an influence. Perhaps the film is appealing because it describes the pursuit of excellence and validation through hard work. Great people want to be great. They want to be pushed to become the best version of themselves. They’re also equally uncertain, often searching for recognition as to where they stand in the world. The story of a young drummer clamoring for his teacher’s approval resonates with them. No, we don’t argue for throwing drumsticks at your charges, but still, your approval has to be seen as something worth earning.

You should also help your awardees see that what may appear to be distant is partly familiar (though not easy to reach). It is striking how much evidence has accumulated in the social sciences in recent years about the value of role models, especially for women and minority groups but also for virtually everyone. If you see “someone like you”—which can be defined in various ways—doing something, that something then has a greater chance of becoming a live, vivid alternative, and it is in turn more likely to be chosen.4

So you, as a talent scout, employer, mentor, friend, or role model, can have a staggering amount of influence. You can open doors for other people at relatively low cost (perhaps zero cost) to yourself just by making some options more vivid to them. You can do that through your writing, your YouTube presence, your friendship and mentoring, and just meeting people and being yourself. You embody something, and that something will stir some others into action.

Use those powers wisely!

This mentorship effect has been measured, by the way, and it seems to be powerful. In 2019 Tyler had a podcast interview with Abhijit Banerjee, co-winner of that year’s Nobel Prize in economics. Banerjee and co-authors (including his wife and co-laureate, Esther Duflo) published a 2015 paper that showed very high returns to making cash transfers to the very poor when those transfers were combined with coaching. In a series of six countries (Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India, Pakistan, and Peru), cash transfers with coaching yielded net returns of over 100 percent, sometimes ranging up to 433 percent—a remarkably successful aid program. Yet the same cash transfers without coaching had only a modest positive impact. When Tyler asked Banerjee why the coaching made such a difference, he explained that the recipients of these cash transfers had grown up expecting very little of themselves and had virtually no confidence. The main function of the coaching was not transmission of any particular kind of expertise but simply to show the recipients that another way of life, another destiny, was possible for them.5

Here is his explanation:


And for them, I think confidence is an enormous issue because they’ve never actually done anything in their life successfully. They’ve been living hand-to-mouth, usually begging from people, getting some help. What that does to your self-confidence, your sense of who you are—I think those things, we haven’t even documented how brutal it is. People will treat you with a little bit of contempt. They might help you, but they treat you with a little bit of contempt as well.

This is the kind of people—at least the one that I was a big part of studying was the one in India and also one in Ghana. Especially the one in Bengal. These women—they were living in places where nobody should live. One said, “Oh, we get snakes all the time.” Another one said, “I’m now vending knickknacks in the village,” basically kind of cheap jewelry, that cheap stone jewelry or plastic jewelry.

“Before the people from this NGO showed me where the market was to buy wholesale, I had never taken a bus, so I had no idea how to go there. They had to literally put me on a bus, show me where to get off. And it took a couple of times because I had never taken a bus. I couldn’t read, so if it’s a number X bus number, I don’t know what X is, so how would I know I’m getting on the right bus?”

All of these things are new. If you start from a place where you really never had a chance, I think it’s useful to have some confidence building. You can do it too. There’s nothing difficult about it.…

[The coaching is] also saying, “You can do it, and here are the steps.” Turning things into a set of processes is important. Otherwise, it looks like an unlikely proposition that I can do it. I’ve never done it. I’ve never bought and sold things. In fact, I’ve never sold anything, and how do I do it?

It’s a bit more than that. Turning things into process is important also, that here is how you get on a bus. You go there, you pay this much money, they give you something, you bring it back. One of the things they are doing is also turning it into a set of procedural steps, which is very different from saying, “Go do that.”



Returning to the wealthier countries: Daniel in his online memoir gives another example of how to bend aspiration curves in an upward, steeper direction:


Lastly, there was this pretty remarkable paper. Two researchers in the US reported that an extraordinarily cheap intervention ($6 per student) targeted at high-achieving, low-income students—basically, just encouraging them to apply to top-tier colleges—had a marked impact on their propensity to do so. (Students who simply saw their notice were, on average, admitted to colleges whose median SAT score was 53 points higher and that spent 34% more on their students.)6



Once again, help others dare to think in terms of higher career trajectories.



The Travel Grant

One of our core views is that potential top achievers should be exposed to the highest levels of talent in their area as early as possible. This is much of the value of having a very talented tutor or mentor, or going to a top university such as Harvard, Stanford, or MIT. It is not that the classes or instruction are so much better than elsewhere (often they are worse); rather, at those schools students have the chance to see what the very top minds in a field are like. (Those top minds are sometimes the other students, not just the faculty.) That includes taking in how they think, how they talk, how they evaluate problems, how they decide what to work on, and even getting a sense of what their work habits are like, especially if the students serve as a research assistant for them or perhaps write a paper with them. Students even get to see what their possible failings and blind spots might be, why they have succeeded nonetheless, and just how strong their strengths are.

That kind of experience is invaluable, and it’s usually more important than mere book learning because book learning can be acquired on one’s own. Receiving such exposure is one of the biggest arguments for going to a famous major research university rather than the instructionally superior smaller liberal arts colleges such as, say, Middlebury or Claremont. At those latter institutions, the professors are very smart and more dedicated to their students, but typically they are not world-class research talents.

Given those realities, one way to invest in talent is to find highly promising young individuals and expose them to a higher level of achievement than what they have seen to date. Send them somewhere, and if you can, arrange meetings for them. Not everyone can get to meet with Jeff Bezos and Bill Gates, but do the best you can. Show them a higher level of talent, achievement, and aspiration than they have experienced previously in their lives. If they have real ambition, that will be not merely a one-time gain but a more fundamental steepening of their entire trajectory of future achievement.

For many talented young people, the travel grant means a trip to Manhattan or the Bay Area, which host amazing clusters of talent. But for someone working in entertainment it could be Los Angeles; for the biomedical sciences it could be Cambridge, Massachusetts (or Cambridge, England); for culinary skills it could be Paris or Tokyo. Nonetheless, it is striking how few places make sense for most of the people who might be getting travel grants, since most places do not have clusters of world-class talent in any significant amount. In fact, we view the scarcity of appropriate travel destinations as one sign among many that the world is not doing a good job at discovering and mobilizing top-tier talent. Since most people never get their chance to see “the big time” in their preferred field or avocation, their full potential is never realized.

Better yet than a travel grant—but also more costly—is living in the preferred area of clustered talent for a year or more. Money aside, however, a lot of people aren’t ready to take that step yet, and so the travel grant is one way of introducing them to the area where they properly ought to be.

Finally, a small percentage of travel grants should be directed away from geographic clusters of particular expertise. Some people are too embedded in a particular world or community, too stuck in its presuppositions and conformities, and they simply need to get away, perhaps to an isolated or highly idiosyncratic locale. We don’t view this as the main case, but it is worth keeping in mind if you are wondering what kind of travel grant to give somebody who grew up on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Six months in rural Ethiopia might be exactly the right prescription (keeping in mind a lot of rural Ethiopia still does not have reliable connections to the internet). And if the visitor comes to learn that many rural Ethiopians have amazing expertise in teff farming or in particular kinds of icon painting, so much the better.



Send Them to an Event (or Create an Event)

One advantage of an event is that it may expose the attendee to top achievers and performers and help make those trajectories vivid alternatives. In those regards the event is similar to a travel grant, except you are sending them to a location that is important only temporarily.

But event attendance may serve other purposes as well. An event may convince the attendee that a social or tech movement is real, or that it is benevolent, or that it is popular and desirable to belong to, or that it is not crazy. Events make that knowledge vivid in a way that reading about a movement does not: “Look, here are all the other people interested in nuclear fusion!”—or cryptocurrency, or venture capital. For exactly the same reason, events are risky, as they may scare some people off (“Hey, those people are crazy!”). Usually, though, the scared-off individuals were not going to make major contributions to that cause anyway, and so event attendance speeds up their possible reallocation to another cause or venture, one that might prove a better match. Or maybe those people really are crazy; if so, it’s better to find that out sooner rather than later. Events are an accelerated test of cultural fit.

Creating your own event is costly in terms of time and money, but it can be an ideal way of raising the aspirations of those you consider talented. You get to control everything, from the invitees to the program to what they will eat for breakfast. Daniel has organized successful events for Pioneer winners, and Tyler has done the same for Emergent Ventures.

But here is the important thing to understand about organizing your own event: the group has to gel. You can raise their aspirations a bit, but the group itself creates most of its own dynamic and its own theater. The members of the group will raise each other’s aspirations, at least if you have selected well and structured your event to give them enough interaction with each other. When the leader (you) and the peers are pushing in a common direction—the raising of aspirations—the effect can be very powerful indeed. But you will need to give them the freedom of letting them contribute to defining what the group is all about.



Write a Book? Read a Book?

Finally, to close our journey, we note that writing a book is yet another way to make talent and talent search vivid. Not everyone can go to a select event, or move to the Bay Area and hang out with venture capitalists, or run a venture capital firm. But most people can read a book. Even if you’ve been everywhere and met everyone, you want a book as a touchstone for what you have been thinking about—a kind of memento, even if you do not agree with all of the contents, to keep your mind fixed on the topic, and to help you discuss the topic with other people you know.

If nothing else, we have written this volume to make the idea of talent search more vivid to you. We are certain that many of the empirical results will change over time and be updated with new studies, new learning, and new information. But the vision that talent search is “a thing,” that it is an art that can be learned and improved upon, and that it can be taught and communicated to others—that is the fundamental point of this presentation.

Go and do it! And please communicate back to us what you have learned.
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APPENDIX: GOOD QUESTIONS

These are mostly pulled from the text, but we have added a few extras for your reading pleasure. Consult Chapters 2 and 3 for information on how and when to use them.


	“What do you think of the service here?”

	“Do you usually find rooms to be so noisy?”

	“Why do you want to work here?”

	“What are ten words your spouse or partner or friend would use to describe you?”

	“What’s the most courageous thing you’ve done?”

	“If you joined and then in three to six months you were no longer here, why would that be?” (Ask the same question about five years as well, and see how the two answers differ.)

	“How did you prepare for this interview?”

	“What did you like to do as a child?”

	“Did you feel appreciated at your last job? What was the biggest way in which you did not feel appreciated?”

	“Who are our competitors?”

	“What are the open tabs on your browser right now?”

	“What have you achieved that is unusual for your peer group?”

	“What is one view held by the mainstream or as a consensus that you wholeheartedly agree with?”

	“Which of your beliefs are you least rational about?” (Or maybe better yet: “What views do you hold religiously, almost irrationally?”)

	“Which of your beliefs are you most likely wrong about?”

	“How do you think this interview is going?”

	“How successful do you want to be?” (A variant is: “How ambitious are you?”)

	“What would you be willing to trade to achieve your career goals?” Or “How do you think about the trade-offs that might be required to achieve your career goals?”

	“In the context of the workplace, what does the concept of ‘sin’ really mean? And how does it differ from a mere mistake? Can you illustrate this from the experience of one of your co-workers?”

	“In which ways might a Skype or Zoom call be more informative than a person-to-person interaction?”

	“In what ways are you not WYSIWYG [what you see is what you get]?”

	“Is this person so good that you would happily work for them?”

	“Can this person get you where you need to be way faster than any reasonable person could?”

	“When this person disagrees with you, do you think it will be as likely you are wrong as they are wrong?”

	“How would you rate yourself on a scale of 1–10 on X?… And why is that rating the right number for you?”

	Something about revealed preferences in their past lifetime.
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