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efore my story continues, I need to tell you about how WordPress started. This isn’t simply because it’s a great story,
although it is, but to introduce its culture as a character in this
book. While I won’t bore you with grand theories of anthropology
(I’ll leave that to the professors), I’m certain that to learn from a
place, you have to study how its culture functions. A great fallacy
born from the failure to study culture is the assumption that you
can take a practice from one culture and simply jam it into another
and expect similar results. Much of what bad managers do is assume
their job is simply to find new things to jam and new places to
jam them into, without ever believing they need to understand
how the system—the system of people known as culture—works.
Much like the frustrated moron who slaps the side of a TV when
it stops working, taking action without understanding the system
rarely helps.
A favorite example of this tragic management habit is how in
1999 the famous design firm IDEO was featured on ABC’s popular Nightline TV show. They demonstrated an idea development
technique they used called a ‘‘deep dive’’ to redesign a shopping
cart in just five days. Soon hundreds of companies were doing their
own half-baked versions of deep dives, and, surprise, the results
were disappointing. Somehow, despite how dedicated some were
to following all the steps and all the rules, an element was missing,
28
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and they couldn’t match the results they’d seen on the show. The
missing ingredient was, of course, the primary one: the people
involved. Watchers of Nightline worked at places with employees
who were not as talented in design as IDEO’s. But beyond their
talent, IDEO employees shared values and attitudes that were not
explicitly captured in the deep dive method despite how essential
those things were for the method to work. In anthropology terms,
this superficial mimicry is called a cargo cult, a reference to the
misguided worship of abandoned airplane landing strips among
tribes hoping for the goods that airplanes had delivered to return.
Every year new trends in work become popular in spite of
their futility for most organizations that try them. These trends
are often touted as revolutions and frequently are identified with
a high-profile company of the day. Concepts like casual Fridays,
brainstorming sessions, Lean, Six Sigma, Agile, matrixed organizations, or even 20 percent time (Google’s policy of supporting
pet projects) are management ideas that became popular in huge
waves, heralded as silver bullets for workplaces. The promise of a
trend is grand, but the result never is. Rarely do the consultants
championing, and profiting from, these ideas disclose how superficial the results will be unless they’re placed in a culture healthy
enough to support them. No technique, no matter how good, can
turn stupid coworkers into smart ones. And no method can magically make employees trust each other or their boss if they have
good reason not to.
The best approach, perhaps the only approach, is an honest
examination of culture. But culture is harder to understand than
a meeting technique or a creativity method. And culture is scary
because unlike techniques, which are all about logic, culture is
based on emotion. Few people have the skills to evaluate, much
less change, a culture, even if they have the courage to try.
It’s far safer to simply wait for the next trend to come along and
rally behind it, hoping the excitement for the new method distracts
everyone from noticing how little impact the previous method had.
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In my story so far at WordPress.com, every employee I met was
smart, funny, and helpful. They’d invested heavily in tools and
systems but put the onus on employees, even new ones like me, to
decide how, when, and where to do their work. These attributes
of culture didn’t arrive by some technique sprinkled around the
company years after it started. How did it happen, then?
In 2002, eight years before I was hired and two years before
Mark Zuckerberg would start Facebook, eighteen-year-old Matt
Mullenweg, a recent graduate of Houston’s High School for the
Performing Arts, went to Washington, DC. An avid photographer,
he wanted to add the pictures from his trip to his popular photo
website, photomatt.net. He’d been using a program called Cafelog,
but he was increasingly frustrated by it. He had recently learned
that the main programmer behind it, Michel Valdrighi, had disappeared. Updates on the Cafelog website stopped and e-mails went
unanswered. Mullenweg assumed the program was dead and he’d
have to switch to something else, a painful choice. But something
worried him more: he had ethical differences with the makers of all
competing programs. They had restrictions for what users could do
with the software, and that seemed wrong to Mullenweg.
While most software is copyrighted and closed, Cafelog had
different rules. It did not have a copyright. Instead it had something
called an open source license, or a copyleft. This meant anyone
could copy the source code for Cafelog and do what they wanted
with it, including making a competitor to Cafelog (that copy is
known as a fork, as in a fork in the road). The wrinkle was that
anyone who did this would have to use the same license in whatever
they made—a little rule that had grand implications: it ensured
that ideas inside software could live on and be useful in ways the
original creator never imagined. The most popular copyleft license
was something called a GPL, or general public license, and many
open source projects used it, including Cafelog.
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This powerful idea inspired Mullenweg and gave him a choice.
While he had majored in jazz saxophone in high school, he’d also
learned to program. His father was an engineer and had encouraged
Matt’s interests in computers, leading to small projects that Matt
did for friends and at school. But these were side projects, fixing
issues with software other people had made. He thought maybe
he had the skills to do something more ambitious and knew the
only way to find out was to try. The copyleft license gave him the
freedom to start from where Cafelog had left off.
On January 23, 2003, in a post titled, ‘‘The Blogging Software
Dilemma,’’ he announced on his website he was going to start a
new, unnamed project:

C

My logging software hasn’t been updated for months,
and the main developer has disappeared, and I can only
hope that he’s okay.
What to do? Well, Textpattern looks like everything
I could ever want, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to be
licensed under something politically I could agree with.
Fortunately, b2/cafelog is GPL, which means that I could
use the existing codebase to create a fork, integrating
all the cool stuff that Michel would be working on right
now if only he was around. The work would never be
lost, as if I fell off the face of the planet a year from now,
whatever code I made would be free to the world, and
if someone else wanted to pick it up they could. I’ve
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He wasn’t sure what to expect. His website was popular, but how
much that would help this effort was unclear. Regardless, he was
committed. Since no one responded at first, it looked for certain as
if he’d be working alone. His announcement post sat online for the
whole world to see without receiving a single comment, not even to
say good luck. On the web, even posts on popular blogs that don’t
receive attention in the first few hours never receive any at all.
But the next day another programmer who had used Cafelog,
Mike Little, replied: ‘‘Matt, if you’re serious about forking b2 [aka
Cafelog] I would be interested in contributing. I’m sure there are
one or two others in the community who would be too.’’
And that was it. No one else asked a question or cheered them
on. Mike’s comment would be the only one on the post for over a
year. Like most other events that change the world, it didn’t seem
interesting to anyone except the people willing to do the work.
Since there were only two of them, each could work fast without
annoying the other. Little worked from the UK, while Mullenweg
stayed in Texas. Soon a friend of Matt’s suggested the name
WordPress, and when they released the first version a few weeks
later, that’s what it was called. By June 2003, with release .71,
they’d made something that surpassed Cafelog and it quickly gained
attention from stars in the tech world. A nice surprise was that
Michel Valdrighi, the mysterious original developer of Cafelog,
joined the project. His return both validated WordPress’s momentum and suggested to other programmers that the people working
on it were easy to work with. By August they had over ten thousand
blogs using their software, with the number climbing every day.
It was one month later that my own history crossed with WordPress for the first time. In September 2003 I quit my job as a manager
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at Microsoft. It took me a year, my ninth there, to find the courage to
leave. Like Mullenweg, I was at a crossroads but in a different direction. While he was just starting something, I was leaving something.
I’d had a great career at Microsoft. I worked on the first five versions
of Internet Explorer during the rise of the web. I learned from good
managers and coworkers and was able to ship many diverse projects.
But my fear was that if I stayed in the same place for a decade, I’d
never leave. I wanted an interesting life, and as much as I didn’t
know what that meant, I was certain that working for the same company for ten years would not help me figure it out. I convinced myself
my prospects would improve if I were unemployed. To be unemployed by choice meant I’d have no baggage and be free to learn a
new way to be. My vague ambition was to write books, and off I went.
As I planned my exit during summer 2003, I looked for
software to start a blog and get visibility for my writing online.
Movable Type was the best known, but minutes into installing it,
I hated it. The instructions were complex and easy to get wrong.
Installing software is like a first date: if it can’t be polite, smart,
and generous, what should I expect later? I looked for something
else and discovered WordPress. In five minutes, my blog was live.
It was so easy I wondered if I’d missed a step, thinking of my
experience with Movable Type.
On September 21 2003, the first day of my freedom and the
birth of my writing career, I posted for the first time to my blog,
using WordPress .71:
Today was my last day at Microsoft. Several months
(years?) of thinking about doing other things have
ended. I am now unemployed. Handed in my badge and
left building A. I stood outside for a good ten minutes
looking at the building, laughing about how I couldn’t
get back in even if I wanted to.
I have a few months to figure out what’s next. I’m
proud of myself for doing something that scared the crap
out of me.2
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WordPress did what good tools do: It stayed out of my way.3 It
was simple and fast and did what I needed, a design ethos I liked.
The fact that WordPress was open source meant little to me. I liked
the idea of open source, but I didn’t care enough for it to drive
my decisions. I’d used open source software before when studying
computer science in college, including countless caffeinated hours
writing code in EMACS, a brilliant editing program made by
Richard Stallman (who coined the term copyleft). I used other tools
that were open, or free, or in the public domain, but that was rarely
the reason I chose them.
But for Mullenweg, open source was a central principle. He
also cared how that principle attracted people with similar values.
Programmers volunteered to write code for WordPress primarily
because of the open philosophy work style he’d chosen. Every
discussion WordPress contributors had was public: every discussion,
decision, bug fix, and feature idea was listed out in the open. Anyone
who was considering helping could easily see what Matt, Mike, and
other developers were like to work with. Were they reasonable and
friendly, or hostile and guarded? By reading a few web pages, anyone
could easily find out. This transparency planted an important seed
in the culture. People behaved knowing that their actions would
be visible to future contributors. And since there would be no
face-to-face meetings, how well you expressed yourself in words
was critical to earning a good reputation.
By August 2003, WordPress’s popularity and the number of
volunteer contributors climbed rapidly and continued over the
next five years. By 2007 it was one of the most popular software
products online. Mullenweg was heralded as a visionary, named
one of the most influential people in the world by BusinessWeek and
Time magazines. It was amazing to watch but especially profound for
Mullenweg, who never expected this to happen, much less while he
was so young. And it wasn’t the numbers or the potential for wealth
that excited him. He saw thousands of different ways people were
expressing themselves online—sharing stories, lessons, photos, and
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• Transparency. Since all discussions, decisions, and internal
debates in the WordPress community are public, little is
hidden. The spirit is that if you weren’t willing to say something
in front of your community, how much conviction could you
have in it anyway?
• Meritocracy. Those who put in more time and made better
contributions received respect. Authority was earned, not
granted. There were few job titles or designations. People who
merely complained were given less respect than people who
made or fixed things.4
• Longevity. That WordPress was born from a failed project never
left Mullenweg’s mind. He wanted to ensure the project lived
on forever. The open source license meant that even if Matt
became evil-Matt and tried and tried to destroy WordPress,
someone could fork the project and continue. Unlike
contributions to a closed project, contributions to WordPress
would be eternal.
None of these attitudes were forced into place. These ideals,
which are characteristic of how Matt and Mike wanted to work,
evolved into habits across the WordPress community. Looking at
the size of the community today, it might seem there must have
been magical powers used for people to work for free and follow
these precepts. Was it Mullenweg’s charisma? Did people expect to
find jobs by contributing? There is no simple answer. The culture
grew out of a small seed, just as all cultures do. And no singular
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decision defines a culture. Instead it emerges from a back-and-forth
between a leader and the contributors, reinforcing some things
and pushing others away. Mike Little and Mullenweg’s collective
attitude about working together was what influenced the first
contributors who followed. When each new person joined, he or
she tried to fit in, reinforcing it. Those who didn’t like the culture
left. By the time WordPress was popular, the community had jelled
around these values even if they didn’t notice them or know why
they were there.
Often founders don’t fully understand the seeds they’ve planted
until much later. Talent is hard to find, especially at new organizations, which allows leaders to justify rushing to hire people who are
selfish, arrogant, or combative. This is poison for culture, assuming
you want a culture of generous, confident collaborators. Starting a
company, or even a project team, is an exceedingly hard challenge,
but in the scramble to survive, founders often hire to solve immediate needs and simultaneously create long-term problems. This
mistake is common enough that Bob Sutton wrote a book, The
No-Asshole Rule, to help executives recognize the damage these
hires cause to culture.5 No matter how many golden lectures a
leader gives imploring people to ‘‘Be collaborative’’ or ‘‘Work as a
team,’’ if the people hired have destructive habits, the lecture will
lose. And of course if the leader is the asshole, there is no hope at
all. In the open source world, a disgruntled volunteer could always
decide to fork the project and take it in his or her own direction,
an escape valve from misery that corporations never provide.
For a brief time Mullenweg worked at CNET.com, but this
lasted less than a year. During that time, competition with Movable Type became intense and hostile. His time at CNET helped
him realize the limits of what the WordPress community could do
on its own. Although WordPress was free, users needed a server
to put it on, which they’d have to find on their own. He decided
that to ensure a strong future for WordPress, he needed a small
company, with a handful of programmers working full time, to go
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after these projects. In August 2005 he asked three well-known volunteer programmers from the WordPress community—Donncha
O’Caoimh, Andy Skelton, and Ryan Boren—to quit their jobs and
join Mullenweg’s bootstrapped new company. He was completely
honest: he told them there was no venture capital firm behind them
and fully admitted that at age twenty-one, he had no experience
doing any of what he was about to do. He also reminded them
that the core philosophy of this corporation would be open source,
which made it all sound even crazier, as it would mean they’d use
a GPL license on all the code for everything they made. They said
yes, and work began.
That company was called Automattic, a play on the word
automatic but misspelling it intentionally to include Matt’s name.
Their first product was Akismet, a spam protection plug-in for
WordPress. It was followed months later with WordPress.com,
where anyone, anywhere on earth, could use WordPress completely
for free, hosting included. And whenever the WordPress volunteer
community released a new version, it would be automatically
updated on WordPress.com. On November 2005, WordPress.com
launched. Within a few weeks, 100,000 blogs were already using
the new service. This was fantastic news for Automattic but
troubling to some in the WordPress community. They feared
that the existence of a corporation, and a private service like
WordPress.com, conflicted with the open values of WordPress.
Depending on what Automattic did, the playing field for themes,
plug-ins, and other services related to WordPress might become
slanted in its own favor. This tension remains for some of the
hundreds of independent web and theme development companies
that have chosen to depend on WordPress to make a living.
By the following year, Automattic had eighteen employees,
many of whom Mullenweg had never met in person. He handpicked
them out of the WordPress community, having worked with them
entirely online. The company made enough revenue from Akismet
to cover expenses but also secured $1.1 million in November 2005
from Blacksmith and Polaris (they’d do a second round with Polaris
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and True Ventures in 2008 for $29.5 million).6 Later that month,
Toni Schneider, whom Mullenweg had met for a long lunch in
San Francisco, joined as CEO of Automattic. Schneider, a former
executive at Yahoo, had founded and led several successful startups including Oddpost (a webmail service acquired by Yahoo)
and Sphere (later acquired by AOL). This made him an excellent
partner for Mullenweg who had little experience with managing a
company.
Schneider had specific ideas about how to make a great company
culture, ideas that Mullenweg shared. One major mistake Schneider had seen was how companies confused supporting roles, like
legal, human resources, and information technology, with product
creation roles like design and development. Product creators are
the true talent of any corporation, especially one claiming to bet
on innovation. The other roles don’t create products and should
be there to serve those who do. A classic betrayal of this idea
is when the IT department dictates to creatives what equipment
they can use. If one group has to be inefficient, it should be the
support group, not the creatives. If the supporting roles, including
management, dominate, the quality of products can only suffer.
Mullenweg and Schneider shared a passion for creating a company that never betrayed these basic sensibilities. They wanted
to hire only people who knew how to make great products and
build a structure around them to let them to do their best while
staying out of their way as much as possible. The autonomy of
the volunteer WordPress community mapped well to this ideal,
and they both reinforced it as the core ethos of Automattic. They
wanted to avoid hierarchy, bureaucracy, and anything else that
interfered with talented people doing their best work.
The single-sentence vision for WordPress had always been
to democratize publishing, which meant they wanted anyone,
anywhere, who had something to say to always be able to publish it
for free. But values aren’t something you have; they’re something
you use. Anyone can proclaim to believe in anything. The question
is how much of their actions reflect those beliefs. The open source
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nature of WordPress and the free cost of WordPress.com ensured
those values would be upheld for a long time. And Automattic
often participated in demonstrations for free expression. In January
2011, when the threat of a federal bill referred to as the Stop
Online Piracy Act threatened free speech, WordPress.com blanked
out its entire front page, participating in protest with dozens of
other websites. Mullenweg continually invested in ways to protect
free speech online through the policies of WordPress but also by
his participation in the industry at large. As a writer, I found it
moving to work somewhere that invested heavily in the idea of
free expression.
When I was hired in August 2010, I was the fifty-eighth
employee. WordPress was used by 20 million blogs, and almost half
of those were hosted on WordPress.com. Realizing how critical the
values he’d learned for WordPress were to the culture he wanted
to continue at Automattic, he wrote a creed that would appear on
official documents, including in my offer letter:

C

op

I will never stop learning. I won’t just work on things
that are assigned to me. I know there’s no such thing as a
status quo. I will build our business sustainably through
passionate and loyal customers. I will never pass up an
opportunity to help out a colleague, and I’ll remember
the days before I knew everything. I am more motivated
by impact than money, and I know that Open Source is
one of the most powerful ideas of our generation.
I will communicate as much as possible, because
it’s the oxygen of a distributed company. I am in a
marathon, not a sprint, and no matter how far away the
goal is, the only way to get there is by putting one foot
in front of another every day. Given time, there is no
problem that’s insurmountable.
It was the nicest-looking and simplest offer letter I’d ever seen.
All of the legal verbiage was marked with HTML tags saying
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<Legalise> and </Legalise>, which made me smile. It wasn’t
the product of a cold, disinterested lawyer-dominated bureaucracy.
Instead, my offer felt like a letter from a real person who cared
about the details and had a sense of humor. It was a nod to the
culture in a place I’d never expect to find it. Unlike proclamations
about culture that are easy to put in speeches and e-mails, it’s the
small decisions that define a culture. While I had my suspicions of
any creed for any organization because they’re easy to ignore, I was
eager to work on a culture of my own: the culture of my team.
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