Horowitz - A GOOD PLACE TO WORK
At Opsware I used to teach a management expectations course because I deeply believed in
training. I made it clear that I expected every manager to meet with her people on a regular
basis. I even gave instructions on how to conduct a one-on-one meeting so there could be no
excuses.
Then one day, while I happily went about my job, it came to my attention that one of my
managers hadn’t had a one-on-one meeting with any of his employees in more than six
months. While I knew to “expect what I inspect,” I did not expect this. No one-on-one in more
than six months? How was it possible for me to invest so much time thinking about
management, preparing materials, and personally training my managers and then get no oneon-ones for six months? Wow, so much for CEO authority. If that’s how the managers listen to
me, then why do I even bother coming to work?
I thought that leading by example would be the sure way to get the company to do what I
wanted. Lord knows the company picked up all of my bad habits, so why didn’t they pick up
my good habits? Had I lost the team? I recalled a conversation I’d had with my father many
years ago regarding Tommy Heinsohn, the Boston Celtics basketball coach at the time.
Heinsohn had been one of the most successful coaches in the world, including being named
coach of the year and winning two NBA championships.
However, he had gone downhill fast and now had the worst record in the league. I asked my
father what happened. He said, “The players stopped paying attention to his temper tantrums.
Heinsohn used to yell at the team and they’d respond. Now they just ignore him.” Was the
team now ignoring me? Had I yelled at them one time too many?
The more I thought about it, the more I realized that while I had told the team “what” to do, I
had not been clear about “why” I wanted them to do it. Clearly, my authority alone was not
enough to get them to do what I wanted. Given the large number of things that we were trying
to accomplish, managers couldn’t get to everything and came up with their own priorities.
Apparently, this manager didn’t think that meeting with his people was all that important and
I hadn’t explained to him why it was so important.
So why did I force every manager through management training? Why did I demand that
managers have one-on-ones with employees? After much deliberation with myself, I settled
on an articulation of the core reason and I called up the offending manager’s boss—I’ll call
him Steve—and told him that I needed to see him right away.
When Steve came into my office I asked him a question: “Steve, do you know why I came to
work today?”
Steve: “What do you mean, Ben?”
Me: “Why did I bother waking up? Why did I bother coming in? If it was about the money,
couldn’t I sell the company tomorrow and have more money than I ever wanted? I don’t want
to be famous, in fact just the opposite.”
Steve: “I guess.”

Me: “Well, then why did I come to work?”
Steve: “I don’t know.”
Me: “Well, let me explain. I came to work because it’s personally very important to me that
Opsware be a good company. It’s important to me that the people who spend twelve to sixteen
hours a day here, which is most of their waking life, have a good life. It’s why I come to work.”
Steve: “Okay.”
Me: “Do you know the difference between a good place to work and a bad place to work?”
Steve: “Umm, I think so.”
Me: “What is the difference?”
Steve: “Umm, well . . .”
Me: “Let me break it down for you. In good organizations, people can focus on their work and
have confidence that if they get their work done, good things will happen for both the
company and them personally. It is a true pleasure to work in an organization such as this.
Every person can wake up knowing that the work they do will be efficient, effective, and make
a difference for the organization and themselves. These things make their jobs both
motivating and fulfilling.
“In a poor organization, on the other hand, people spend much of their time fighting
organizational boundaries, infighting, and broken processes. They are not even clear on what
their jobs are, so there is no way to know if they are getting the job done or not. In the miracle
case that they work ridiculous hours and get the job done, they have no idea what it means for
the company or their careers. To make it all much worse and rub salt in the wound, when they
finally work up the courage to tell management how fucked-up their situation is, management
denies there is a problem, then defends the status quo, then ignores the problem.”
Steve: “Okay.”
Me: “Are you aware that your manager Tim has not met with any of his employees in the past
six months?”
Steve: “No.”
Me: “Now that you are aware, do you realize that there is no possible way for him to even be
informed as to whether or not his organization is good or bad?”
Steve: “Yes.”
Me: “In summary, you and Tim are preventing me from achieving my one and only goal. You
have become a barrier blocking me from achieving my most important goal. As a result, if Tim
doesn’t meet with each one of his employees in the next twenty-four hours, I will have no
choice but to fire him and to fire you. Are we clear?”
Steve: “Crystal.”

