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			INTRODUCTION

			NOT JUST A PRETTY FACE: TECH’S ORIGINAL SIN

			
			LENA SÖDERBERG STARTED OUT as just another Playboy centerfold.  The twenty-one-year-old Swedish model told the magazine she’d left her native Stockholm for Chicago because she’d been swept up in “America Fever.” In November 1972, Playboy returned her enthusiasm by featuring her, under the name Lenna Sjööblom, in its signature spread. If Söderberg had followed the path of her predecessors, her image would have been briefly famous, then relegated to gathering dust under the beds of teenage boys. But one particular photo of Lena Söderberg would not fade into obscurity. Instead, her face would become as famous and recognizable as Mona Lisa’s—not to most Americans, but to everyone studying computer science for the next half a century.

			In engineering circles, some refer to Lena as the first lady of the internet. But others call her the industry’s original sin, the first step in Silicon Valley’s exclusion of women. Both views stem from an event that took place back in 1973 at a University of Southern California computer lab, where a team of researchers, led by William Pratt, PhD, was trying to turn physical photographs into digital bits. The work would pave the way for the development of the JPEG, a compression scheme that allows large image files to be efficiently transferred between devices. But the JPEG was far into the future. In 1973, researchers needed to test their algorithms on suitable photos—pictures full of detail and texture. And their search for the ideal test photo led them to Lena.

			Until now, the role of Dr. William Pratt in the choice of Lena’s photo has been unknown. I tracked him down thanks to a passing lead on an old message board. He had left USC to take a job at Sun Microsystems and was working pro bono at Stanford Hospital, scouring MRIs and CT scans.

			In a telephone interview, Pratt explained how he and his team had just received a large grant from ARPA (today known as DARPA), a Department of Defense agency that would lay the groundwork for the invention of the internet. The grad students were gathering photos that would provide good test subjects for their algorithms. Conveniently, a student had recently brought in a copy of the previous November’s Playboy. “I think they were enjoying the magazine, and it just happened to be there,” Pratt told me. When I asked if he or any of the grad students had been concerned that using Playboy photos for their research might offend anyone, he said that issue simply didn’t come up.

			Pratt’s team flipped through the glossy magazine looking for usable images. “I said, ‘There are some pretty nice-looking pictures in there,’” he remembered, “and the grad students picked the one that was in the centerfold.” The full three-page spread of Lena, wearing boots, a boa, and a floppy, feathered hat, shows her bare backside and one exposed breast. But because the 1970s-era scanners they were experimenting with were much smaller than current models, the chosen photo was cropped into a relatively chaste square in which Lena looks suggestively over her bare shoulder.

			From a technical standpoint, Pratt told me, Lena’s photo was ideal because all the different colors and textures made it a challenge to process. “She is wearing a hat with a big feather on it with lots of high-frequency detail that is difficult to code,” he said.

			Over the next several years, Pratt’s team developed a whole library of digital images not from Playboy. The original data set included photos of a brightly colored mandrill, a rainbow of bell peppers, and several photos of other fully clothed women simply titled “Girl.” Scanners were relatively rare at that time, so they made some of this library available for other imaging scientists to test their algorithms. “One of the things you want to do is compare your work to others in the field,” Pratt said, “and in order to do that, you have to start with the same original. Each of us tried to code algorithms better than our neighbors.”

			All of these photos, including Lena’s, are still available to download for free from the USC website, but for decades Lena’s has been by far the most popular. Her image has been displayed in countless projects, slide-show presentations, journals, books, and conference papers. She has served as a test subject for a myriad of editing techniques, including color correction and auto-focus. New research featuring her picture is published regularly.

			Playboy, despite being notoriously vigilant about copyright infringement, decided to let the burgeoning image-processing industry make Lena its go-to. Company executives saw the photo’s ubiquity as free publicity rather than the precursor of an internet sex industry that would profoundly disrupt the soft-porn magazine business. In a 2013 article, Playboy highlighted an industry newsletter’s assertion that Lena was, to early computer scientists, what Rita Hayworth was to World War II soldiers: the top pinup girl of the era.

			For fifty years, this woman’s face and bare shoulder have served as a benchmark for image-processing quality, from the teams working on Apple’s iPhone camera to Google Images. Engineers joke that if you want your algorithm to perform well, it better perform well on Lena. Some know her photo so intimately that with little more than a glance they can easily evaluate any image algorithm run on her.

			MEETING LENA

			Deanna Needell remembers the moment when she first saw Lena in a textbook during one of her computer science classes at the University of Nevada, Reno. “Some of the boys were giggling and I remember thinking, ‘What are they giggling about?’ And they were looking at her picture,” Needell recalls. Shortly afterward, she learned that the smiling woman was in fact fully nude. “It made me realize, ‘Oh, I am the only woman. I am different.’ It made gender an issue for me where it wasn’t before.” Another female engineer told me that, as a young computer science student, she thought Lena was just a pretty face, until she saw the full centerfold taped onto the door of a male classmate’s dorm room.

			Needell, who went on to become valedictorian of her college class and a mathematics professor at UCLA, strongly believes Lena’s photo is one reason women have been left behind in technology. In 2013, she took a stand that has evolved into somewhat of a campaign to rid the industry of the image for good. Needell’s humorous starting point was this: in an otherwise serious paper about a particular image-processing technique, she and her co-author Rachel Ward tested an image of the Italian male model Fabio. “We contacted Fabio’s agent . . . and apparently Fabio was thrilled,” Needell recalls. She chose an image that, like Lena’s, featured a variety of detail and textures, from Fabio’s long blond hair to bricks in the background. The paper was published in the SIAM Journal on Imaging Sciences. If the men didn’t seem to mind subjecting women in the field to overly idealized images of women, she’d simply do the same in reverse.

			Needell didn’t leave it at that. While giving talks about her work, she would throw Fabio’s photo into the slide show, which usually elicited light chuckles from the audience. Other researchers started emailing her to ask if they too could use the image. Needell would share the photo with Fabio’s permission. “It definitely got people talking,” Needell says. “It got a conversation started which hadn’t been started.”

			Needell is certain that many other women in the field have reacted to Lena’s image the same way she did. “I don’t think I’ve ever talked to a woman who says, ‘Oh yeah, we should keep Lena,’” she said. “Now when that picture of Lena comes up, heads turn toward my direction. It’s not something I’m going to jump up and scream about, but I just kind of roll my eyes.”

			In the mid-1990s, the editor of one trade journal, David Munson, received many requests asking him to ban Lena’s image from the publication. Instead, he wrote an editorial encouraging engineers to use other images. Another industry leader, Jeff Seideman, however, campaigned to keep Lena in circulation, arguing that, far from being sexist, the image memorialized one of the most important events in the history of electronic imaging. “When you use a picture like that for so long, it’s not a person anymore; it’s just pixels,” Seideman told the Atlantic in 2016, unwittingly highlighting the problem Needell and others were trying to point out. The dehumanization of women through digitized and overly sexualized images that could fly across computer networks was the danger.

			When I asked Pratt why he had never shared his role in Lena’s story, he told me I was the first reporter to ask him about it. He seemed nonplussed when I pressed him about the controversy that still surrounds the choice of this test photo. “I haven’t paid attention to [the controversy] at all,” he said. “It didn’t make any sense to me . . . We didn’t even think about those things at all when we were doing this. It was just natural that we would use a good-quality image, and some of the best images were in Playboy. It was not sexist.”

			Besides, no one could have been offended, he told me, because there were no women in the classroom at the time. Thus began a half century’s worth of buck-passing in which powerful men in the tech industry defended or ignored the exclusion of women on the grounds that they were already excluded.

			As an isolated incident, the lab’s use of a Playboy centerfold is not especially upsetting. There was no nudity in the cropped version researchers used—just a pretty face, a bare shoulder, and a silly hat. Pratt’s students were guilty of, at worst, an ignorant and juvenile decision. However, the prolific use of Lena’s photo can be seen as a harbinger of behavior within the tech industry that is far less innocent. In Silicon Valley today, women are second-class citizens and most men are blind to it. The tragedy is, it didn’t have to be this way. The exclusion of women from this critical industry was not inevitable. In many ways, the industry sabotaged itself and its own pipeline of bright female talent.

			

			•   •   •

			WHILE THERE MIGHT HAVE been no women in Pratt’s lab on the day Lena’s image was chosen, what many don’t realize is that women played crucial roles in the burgeoning technology industry. In the 1840s, a brilliant female mathematician named Ada Lovelace wrote the first program for a computer that had yet to be built. A century later, women were among the pioneers who worked on the first computing devices for the military during World War II. Women were marginalized once peace was restored. After that setback, however, the percentage of computer science bachelor’s degrees awarded to women steadily increased. For a time, women were charging into the field at about the same rate they were moving into other traditionally male realms, including medicine and the law.

			Women and men reached parity on college campuses in the United States in 1980, and today more women than men graduate from college. Starting in 1970, the number of women in schools of law and medicine steadily increased, until eventually men and women began to graduate from both in equal numbers. In 1984, the year the Macintosh was unveiled, women in tech reached a high point, receiving almost 37 percent of computer science degrees. Unfortunately, that’s when women’s progress in tech suddenly stalled.

			By that time, women were entering the workforce in droves, and the growing tech industry could have drawn on that influx of smart and ambitious women to staff its expansion. Just as computers began to head into the mainstream, however, women’s participation in the field started to plummet. Today women earn just 18 percent of computer science degrees, a number that has remained basically flat for a decade. The tech industry—taking root in the heart of the left-leaning West Coast—might have become a beacon of inclusion and diversity. To say that it did not is a grand understatement.

			Not all jobs in tech require a computer science degree, and women are earning 35 percent of degrees in STEM fields overall. Still, according to recent data, women hold a mere quarter of computing jobs in the United States, down from 36 percent in 1991. The numbers are actually worse at big companies such as Google and Facebook. In 2018, women at Google accounted for 31 percent of jobs overall and only 21 percent of vital technical roles. At Facebook, women make up 36 percent of the total workforce and 22 percent of technical jobs. The statistics are downright depressing for women of color: black women hold 3 percent of computing jobs, and Latina women hold 1 percent. Additionally, this small percentage of women employed in the field don’t necessarily stick with it; women are leaving jobs in technology and engineering more than twice as fast as their male peers.

			When it comes to tech start-up entrepreneurs, the minor royalty of Silicon Valley, the disparity is even starker. In the larger American workforce, women make up almost half of all employees and are majority owners of nearly 40 percent of businesses. But women-led companies received only 2 percent of venture funding in 2017. The vast majority of venture capitalists (VCs) are men, and they largely invest their capital in companies run by men. Women accounted for only 8 percent of VC partners at top funds in 2017. Of nearly seven thousand VC-backed companies surveyed in a study at Babson College, just 2.7 percent of them had a female CEO. All this despite research that shows women-led companies outperform their peers.

			I wrote this book to ask—and answer—several important questions: What went wrong? How did women get pushed to the sidelines? And what can be done? Go to any Silicon Valley conference or cocktail party and you’ll hear people earnestly asking similar questions. You’ll also hear the standard answers, given so often they can now be delivered in code words such as “meritocracy.” That term implies both that a level playing field exists and that men deserve their prominence because they have outcompeted women or possess a special type of intelligence. You also might hear that it’s a “pipeline problem,” a “leaky bucket problem,” or a “women just don’t like nerds” problem. The blame is shifted to society, schools, parents, or women and girls themselves. All of these offhand answers—and the myths and half-truths they contain—need to be taken apart and closely examined, not just because technology is a critical driver of our modern economy, but also because of the preeminent role the Valley plays in shaping the future of humanity.

			“When you write a line of code, you can affect a lot of people,” Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook’s COO, told me as we sat in her so-called Only Good News conference room at the social network’s headquarters in Menlo Park, California. “It matters that there aren’t enough women in computer science. It matters that there aren’t enough women in engineering. It matters that there aren’t enough women CEOs. It matters that there aren’t enough women VCs. It matters that there isn’t enough of a track record of entrepreneurs to fund,” she said. “Everyone is looking for the next Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg. There’s pattern matching that goes on there, and they don’t look like you and they don’t look like me.”

			The absence of women in tech has real effects. “The best technology and the best products are built by people who have really diverse perspectives,” Marissa Mayer, the former Yahoo CEO, told me. “And I do think women and men have diverse perspectives.”

			The unfortunate truth is that right now men’s voices dominate and we see the results. The technology that turned images like Lena’s into easily streamed pixels has given rise to a tsunami of ever more graphic pornography. Popular products from the tech boom— including violent and sexist video games that a generation of children has become addicted to—are designed with little to no input from women. Apple’s first version of its highly touted health application could track your blood-alcohol level but not menstruation. Everything from plus-sized smartphones to artificial hearts have been built at a size better suited to male anatomy. Facial recognition technology works far more accurately for white men than darker-skinned women. Social media platforms are hotbeds of online hate disproportionately targeted at girls and women, not simply because some humans are downright mean, but because of how men have designed the very systems that allow this hate to propagate. The exclusion of women matters—not just to job seekers, but to all of us.

			When it comes to overt sexism, sexual harassment, and even sexual assault, the last few years have offered a stunning demonstration of men abusing their power to take advantage of women—and women coming forward to expose them. Outside Silicon Valley, allegations of sexual improprieties imploded the careers of Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein, comedians Bill Cosby and Louis C.K., television anchors Matt Lauer, Charlie Rose, and Bill O’Reilly, and media moguls Roger Ailes and Les Moonves. Judge Brett Kavanaugh’s nomination to the Supreme Court was all but assured until psychology professor Christine Blasey Ford alleged he sexually assaulted her in high school, throwing his confirmation into question. Politicians were dogged by allegations as well, including Congressman John Conyers, Senator Al Franken, and Senate candidate Roy Moore, who was accused of molesting teenage girls. During the 2016 presidential election, an Access Hollywood tape revealed Donald Trump bragging about grabbing women “by the pussy.” Trump faced multiple sexual misconduct allegations dating back to the 1970s, and although he won the election, many women it seems, became furious and emboldened, shining a spotlight on men who had grossly overstepped.

			In Silicon Valley, the scandals were just as serious. Dozens of women made claims of unwanted advances by high-profile men in technology, who finally had to face the consequences of their actions. Venture capitalists Justin Caldbeck, Dave McClure, and Steve Jurvetson all exited their own funds amid allegations of sexual assault, harassment, or misconduct. Many of their accusers—and victims—were female entrepreneurs. I reported the accounts of multiple women who accused Shervin Pishevar—a prominent tech investor and major Democratic party donor—of sexual harassment and assault. The head of Amazon Studios, Roy Price, resigned after being accused of sexually harassing a producer and it was revealed that two top Google executives, Andy Rubin and Amit Singhal, left the company due to inappropriate behavior. Even the CEO of Intel, Brian Krzanich, resigned over a consensual relationship with an employee. Setting all this in motion was a young engineer at Uber, Susan Fowler, who accused her manager of propositioning her for sex. Her memo, remarkably, led to a companywide investigation of Uber’s bro culture that revealed forty-seven cases of sexual harassment, resulting in the departure of twenty employees. In a dramatic climax, Uber’s investors forced out CEO Travis Kalanick.

			Over the years, most victims have been silenced by a long tradition of settlements and nondisparagement agreements, especially common in the tech industry. A few have chosen to go public with their claims with varying outcomes. In 2017, as an unprecedented number of reports of unwanted advances piled up, women across industries and backgrounds banded together on social media to speak up in a historic #MeToo campaign. In this moving outpouring, women— including prominent women in technology—shared personal stories of sexual harassment and assault. “I know that so many women in the workforce—and for me, especially in the early years—deal with unwanted advances and harassment the best we can,” Sheryl Sandberg posted on Facebook. “We know that at its core this is about power no one should have over anyone.”

			While such cases make headlines, there is another type of discrimination in the industry that exists in a subtler, more ambient form, not unlike the attitudes that led to the selection of Lena’s image and turned her into an industry icon. Women in tech are held back not only by overt sexism and sexual harassment but also by less obvious and still dangerous patterns of behavior that are difficult to pinpoint and call out. Several tech companies, including Google, Microsoft, and Twitter, have been the target of gender discrimination lawsuits, some with class action status, representing other female employees.

			NAVIGATING BROTOPIA

			In 2015, I interviewed billionaire venture capitalist Chris Sacca, who boasted to me about hot tub parties he held at his home near Lake Tahoe, California, to brainstorm and bond with up-and-coming entrepreneurs. He noted how impressed he was by then Uber CEO Travis Kalanick’s endurance. “Travis can spend eight to ten hours in a hot tub. I’ve never seen a human with that kind of staying power,” Sacca said. “Normal people can’t make it that long. He can.”

			These hot tub sessions, he implied, became something of a test to determine whether the entrepreneurs he might fund could really “hang.” What he did not seem to grasp—perhaps because he suffers from the same blind spot as so many other men in the industry—was any awareness that the demographic of people who might be comfortable sharing a hot tub with a potential investor might be rather narrow.

			Katrina Lake, the CEO of Stitch Fix, heard Sacca extol his hot tub test at a conference. “As a woman, I’m sitting there thinking, ‘I don’t want to go all the way up to Tahoe and sit with this guy in a hot tub.’ At that point, I’m like 100 percent not going to get invested in by Chris Sacca,” Lake concluded. “Was he discriminating against me? No. But at the same time, I feel I don’t have all the options available to me because of the way deals are done in Silicon Valley. How many women want to get in a bikini and drink beers while pitching a business?”

			Like those hot tub parties, much of the troubling behavior that marginalizes or excludes women happens outside the office. This ranges from the mundane happy hour to the more extreme drug-fueled, sex-heavy parties hosted by some of Silicon Valley’s most powerful men, who cast the odds in their favor by inviting twice as many women. The attendees speak of overturning traditions like marriage and monogamy and claim to be reinventing social mores, just as they are reinventing the future within the companies they found. “We don’t discuss your religion, and under that principle what you do in your sex life becomes very different than what you do at work,” one former Google executive told me, then added forebodingly, “It becomes a very slippery slope, and we are desensitized to it. Morality has largely disappeared.”

			Judging people for their personal sex lives is not my intent. However, it is clear that this freewheeling, backslapping behavior is more difficult for women in the tech industry to navigate than it is for these very powerful and very rich men.

			VCs may mingle with entrepreneurs they could go on to fund. CEOs may cross paths with current or potential employees. Yet while men who attend can fully enjoy the benefits of doing business while socializing, women risk being objectified if they participate and shut out if they don’t. “They are pooling together their influence and power to coerce women,” one female entrepreneur told me. “It’s a game, and if you are unwilling to play the game, it can create roadblocks to getting things done.”

			THE FUTURE WE (DON’T) DESERVE

			Ten years ago, the techies who became suddenly and extravagantly wealthy were often self-conscious about flaunting their riches. It used to be that it wasn’t cool, after your IPO, to pull up to the office in a Ferrari. But staying humble and empathic to those not in your rarefied circle or zip code becomes increasingly difficult over time. It is so much easier to tell yourself that you’ve worked harder than others—or were simply smarter than they—and that you therefore deserve all the prizes.

			“Absolutely, wealth can change people,” the former Google executive said. “It disconnects you from average people. It’s a big, big problem. You assume your experiences are everyone’s experiences, and with wealth that becomes dangerous. Moral exceptionalism is disgusting, and Silicon Valley has tons of it, and it stems from a lack of empathy. You assume the people who don’t see the world as you do are uneducated or stupid.”

			The Valley’s moral exceptionalists often use their great success to justify the fact that women have largely been excluded. Although this book focuses mainly on women, they’re not the only ones left out. Racism in tech deserves an entire book of its own. Ageism in this field is underreported, and there are unique challenges facing the LGBTQ community as well. To some in the industry, none of that matters. The right people—the smart, visionary ones—are clearly at the top of the food chain; just look at the success they’ve had, they reason. By lionizing the idea of meritocracy, Silicon Valley can deny that the lack of diversity is a problem. But this argument ignores the privilege at play for the winners and the discrimination and larger systemic factors working against everyone else. Success, by itself, is no excuse for the abuse or exclusion of large parts of the population.

			When I started writing this book, several people suggested Silicon Valley couldn’t possibly harbor more gender inequity than Wall Street. When it comes to the numbers, those people are wrong. Women account for almost half of employees at the top U.S. banks (though banks still have work to do when it comes to promoting women into leadership). One Goldman Sachs banker turned entrepreneur, Nicole Farb, told me she felt far more isolated as a woman trying to raise funds in Silicon Valley than she ever did in finance. “I think the investment banks are more forward thinking than the venture funds, and that’s sad,” Farb told me. She said several venture investors asked with zero hesitation if she planned to have more kids and if she thought she could hire men. “These are the questions? I bet no guy gets asked, are you going to have kids? No guy!”

			Women are behind in other fields too, in areas as disparate as stand-up comedy, film direction, music composition, and aviation. But it is hard to argue that any of these are having a greater influence on our world than technology. The machines and devices and the programs that run on them have become a ubiquitous part of our daily lives. All of that world-bending technology has been created largely by men. This technology is disrupting businesses from agriculture to manufacturing, finance, and real estate. And it’s not slowing down. We face a near-term future of autonomous cars, augmented reality, and artificial intelligence, and yet we are at risk of embedding gender bias into all of these new algorithms. “It’s bad for shareholder value,” Megan Smith, who has worked as a Google VP and chief technology officer of the United States, told me. “We want the genetic flourishing of all humanity . . . in on making these products, especially as we move to AI and data sciences.” If robots are going to run the world, or at the very least play a hugely critical role in our future, men shouldn’t be programming them alone. “We have a long way to go and we recognize it,” Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella told me as his company pushes into machine learning and mixed reality. “This conversation is . . . I believe the best thing that can happen in this industry.” The scarcity of women in an industry that is so forcefully reshaping our culture simply cannot be allowed to stand.

			And it needn’t. The impact of technology is actually just beginning. Women can still play their rightful role, if we break the cycle. That begins by acknowledging that the environment in the tech industry has become toxic for women. Like smog, that toxicity is amorphous and its sources are hard to discern. And yet some facts are clear: women have been systematically excluded from the greatest wealth creation in the history of the world and denied a voice in the rapid remolding of our global culture. That is a staggering inequity, one whose causes and manifestations this book aspires to dissect and expose, in the hope of helping to foster change. After all, there’s still time: the technology revolution hasn’t yet produced its best results. Once Silicon Valley becomes more inclusive, we may all receive, in the words of Marissa Mayer, the “technological future for our world that we really deserve.”

		

	
		
			1

			FROM NERD TO BRO: HOW TECH BYPASSED WOMEN

			TELLE WHITNEY STARTED COLLEGE—in 1973, at the University of Utah—without knowing what she wanted to be when she grew up. She started studying politics and theater but was so disengaged she nearly dropped out. “My stepmother, who was not my favorite person, had told me I should take this test, and I had really been avoiding it,” Whitney says, referring to an interest inventory exam that compared the test taker’s proclivities to those of workers in various fields. Frustrated, Whitney finally capitulated and took the test. To her surprise, the results suggested she might enjoy computers.

			Luckily, the University of Utah was one of the first institutions connected to ARPANET, the first version of the internet, and had a decent computer science department. Despite the physical tedium of  coding at the time—it involved punching one line of code on computer cards, then running the stack of cards through a master machine—Whitney fell in love with computers. There was only one problem: she had almost no women classmates, and the labs were populated by a most peculiar type of man.

			“They were super awkward,” Whitney recalls. “The men around me were not used to being around women.” Anytime she was nearby, Whitney says her male classmates became visibly uncomfortable, fidgeting and avoiding eye contact. If one of them tried to start a conversation, even about the weather, he often became so nervous he would abruptly stop speaking, midsentence.

			This classroom atmosphere wasn’t hostile, exactly, just weird, but it did leave Whitney feeling isolated. When she went on to get her PhD at the California Institute of Technology, she says even the male faculty struggled to interact with her. On the one hand, they seemed to take pride in having a rare female student; on the other, they didn’t know how to relate to her professionally. Often, Whitney couldn’t tell if her professors were trying to flirt with her or just didn’t know how to talk to women. “I felt the undue attention was directly correlated to the clothes I was wearing,” Whitney recalls, so she swore off dresses and instead attended class in baggy T-shirts that concealed her figure.

			Whitney remembers one particularly brilliant coder who would only take on tasks where he literally didn’t have to talk to other people. “He could sit in a room and code, but he’d always have to work with someone else who was his front person. He just had an inability to interact socially,” Whitney says. “They were the classic coders, awkward around people, work all night.”

			What Whitney couldn’t have known, back then, is that she was experiencing one of the big reasons women have found it so hard to get a foothold in tech: since the mid-1960s, the industry had been intentionally selecting for the exact traits she found so pervasive—and problematic—in her male peers.

			FROM PIONEERS TO OUTSIDERS

			By the time Whitney entered the world of computer science, our cultural stereotype of how a computer genius looks and acts had already been established. But in tech’s earliest days, programmers looked a lot different. In fact, they looked like women. In his history of the internet, The Innovators, Walter Isaacson points out that while men focused on building computer hardware in the industry’s early days, it was women who pioneered the equally important task of developing software—that is, telling the machines what to do.

			One pioneer was Grace Hopper, a mathematics PhD and rear admiral in the U.S. Navy, who in 1944 programmed the Mark I, a giant computer at Harvard University. During World War II, the Mark I helped design the atomic bombs America would drop the following year. Hopper had an uncanny ability to translate problems into mathematical equations, then communicate them to machines in a language they could process. She took a collaborative approach to coding, sending versions to others to ask for help with improvements. Hopper also invented the concept of what’s called a compiler, which would create a process for translating source code into a language that many different machines could understand, helped develop the computing language COBOL, and advanced the idea that machines should be able to work well together.

			The U.S. Army requisitioned its first computer during the war as well, and women were the first to program it. The ENIAC (Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer) needed to “learn” to calculate the trajectory of weapons used by soldiers in the field. Six women were selected from groups of women who were already calculating trajectories manually. Back then, while women were not encouraged to become engineers, it was not so uncommon for educated women to study math. But when the ENIAC was introduced in the press in 1946, these six critical women were not mentioned or photographed. (If you saw the movie Hidden Figures, you get the idea.) In 1962, three black women working as NASA mathematicians helped calculate the flight paths that put John Glenn into orbit. A woman, Margaret Hamilton, also headed up the team that wrote the code that plotted Apollo 11’s path to the moon.

			At the time, the term “programmer” had the negative connotation of referring to women’s work. That’s because computers still involved a lot of manual, mechanical labor that was less like doing higher mathematics than like running a telephone switchboard. Computers were also associated with typing, a skill mostly acquired by secretaries, almost all of whom were then female.

			By the late 1960s, however, the computer industry was growing and becoming more lucrative—so much so that Cosmopolitan’s editor in chief, Helen Gurley Brown, decided to alert her readers to the healthy, nonsecretarial salaries being offered. A 1967 article called “The Computer Girls” let it be known that “a girl ‘senior systems analyst’ gets $20,000—and up!”—equivalent to making roughly $150,000 a year today. The photo of a real-life IBM systems engineer, Ann Richardson, appeared alongside the piece. Sporting a dress, pearly earrings, and a short bouffant, she smiled broadly as she pointed to a computer screen.

			One woman quoted explained that she thought she would just be pressing buttons all day but instead discovered that “I figure out how the computer can solve a problem and then instruct the machine to do it.” Cosmopolitan even interviewed Grace Hopper, who compared programming to planning a dinner, something she said women are expert at because of their patience and attention to detail. “Women are ‘naturals’ at computer programming,” Hopper declared matter-of-factly. Cosmo backed her up, declaring this “a whole new kind of work for women . . . Telling the miracle machines what to do and how to do it . . . and if it doesn’t sound like woman’s work—well, it just is.”

			But just as Cosmo was encouraging more women to seek fat paychecks in this new field, forces were conspiring that would push women out instead. Ironically, the industry started to shut out women when it needed new labor the most. In fact, new technology was often sold as a way to replace women in the office. One ad for Optical Scanning Corporation read, “What has sixteen legs, eight waggly tongues and costs you at least $40,000 a year?” The pictures depicted the answer with tight shots of the legs and mouths of eight female office workers.

			As the computing world was exploding in the 1960s, there were not nearly enough programmers to fill open jobs. Companies were so desperate that recruiters began working to identify the exact skills and personality types that made a great programmer, writes the computing historian Nathan Ensmenger in his 2010 book, The Computer Boys Take Over. At the same time, Ensmenger tells us, the gatekeepers of the industry began to adopt the belief that programming was a “black art” and the best practitioners were born, not trained. As salaries went up, programming started to take on a higher status. Employers realized it was less clerical and more intellectually rigorous than they had originally thought, taking on the prestige of a professional job. “For many in this period the very concept of a professional,” Ensmenger writes, “was synonymous with an all masculine and thus high-status occupation.”

			Ensmenger estimates that by 1962, 80 percent of businesses were using aptitude tests to hire programmers. The IBM Programmer Aptitude Test, which focused on problem-solving skills, became the industry standard; in 1967 alone, the test was taken by 700,000 people. But these tests were also widely compromised, Ensmenger reports; some men shared the answers via college fraternities and Elks lodges. That paved the way for another kind of programmer test, this one focused on personality.

			In the mid-1960s, a large software company called System Development Corporation enlisted two male psychologists to scout new recruits who would enjoy this new mysterious profession. The psychologists, William Cannon and Dallis Perry, profiled 1,378 programmers, only 186 of whom were women, and used their findings to build a “vocational interest scale” that they believed could predict “satisfaction” and therefore success in the field. Based on their survey, they concluded that people who liked solving puzzles of various sorts, from mathematical to mechanical, made for good programmers. That made sense. Their second conclusion was far more speculative.

			Based on the data they had gathered from mostly male programmers, Cannon and Perry decided that satisfied programmers shared one striking characteristic: They “don’t like people.” In their final report they wrote, specifically, that programmers “dislike activities involving close personal interaction; they are generally more interested in things than in people.” Illustrating these personality traits is a cartoon of four men, three of whom are having fun with puzzles or conducting an experiment; the fourth, who’s smoking a cigar, seems angry, presumably to indicate that he doesn’t like, well, people.

			Cannon and Perry declared that their new “Programmer Scale” was more “appropriate” than existing aptitude tests and that it would help schools, vocational counseling centers, and recruiters across the country to screen for the best programmers. Use of their personality test became widespread, which meant that people were being recruited not solely because of their talent or interest level but, at least in part, because of a dubious assumption about what type of personality made for a happy and productive programmer. This was the beginning of a stereotype that persists today. By one estimate, as many as two-thirds of employers relied on a combination of aptitude and personality tests to recruit new candidates by the late 1960s and such tests were used well into the 1980s. We’ll never know how many promising candidates were cast aside simply because their interest in other people disqualified them on a crucial selection criterion. What’s clear is that this criterion inherently favored programmers of a certain gender.

			HOW WOMEN GOT PROFILED OUT

			If you select for an antisocial nerd stereotype, you will hire more men and fewer women; that’s what the research tells us. The prevalence of antisocial personality disorder, for instance, favors men by a three-to-one ratio. And many more boys than girls are diagnosed with autism and its milder variant Asperger’s—from two to seven times as many. Some contend that girls and women with autism are underdiagnosed and therefore missing from the statistics, but the research to support a higher incidence among men is compelling.

			In addition to that, our society views antisocial men and women differently. A woman who demonstrates the characteristic of “not liking people” is often pitied or rejected. We’re unlikely to assume that her behavior is a sign of hidden genius that will burst forth in a great achievement. For men, however, being a “lone wolf” is a viable, even admired, persona, even if the guy seems a touch insane—see Beethoven, van Gogh, Einstein, and Tesla, among many others.

			The Cannon-Perry test tipped the scales toward an applicant whose traits are more characteristic of males. In 1968, a computer personnel consultant said at a conference that programmers were “often egocentric, slightly neurotic,” and bordering on “limited schizophrenia,” also noting a high “incidence of beards, sandals, and other symptoms of rugged individualism or nonconformity.” Even then, the peculiarity of programmers was already legendary; today, the term “crazy neckbeard” is still thrown around affectionately to refer to that engineering nerd with unsightly and ungroomed neck hair. In fact, the word “women” or “woman” didn’t appear once in Cannon and Perry’s eighty-two-page paper; they refer to the entire group surveyed as “men.”

			But did the test really cull out people who were potentially better programmers? There is little evidence to support the idea that men who are antisocial are more adept at math or computers. (Nor is there evidence across hundreds of studies that men in general have a statistically meaningful edge on women when it comes to math abilities.) It is also important to remember that “computer talent,” when it comes to complex software development, almost always involves social skills such as being able to work in a group, sharing in decision making, and empathizing with users.

			Although the systematic hiring of this new nerd stereotype made the computer field ever less appealing to women, some persisted. Telle Whitney was one of them. She earned her advanced degree at Caltech and then landed a job at the chip maker Actel. The isolation she felt in her college classes and computer labs continued. She remembers one senior executive who started to ask her a question about her future ambitions, then stopped himself, saying, “Oh yeah, you’re probably going to have babies anyway.”

			In 1986, Whitney befriended another woman in the industry, Anita Borg, who went on to start an electronic mailing list called Systers where women in tech could connect. Together, in 1994, Borg and Whitney launched the Grace Hopper Celebration of Women in Computing conference to honor women’s achievements in computer science. That same year, Borg founded the Institute for Women and Technology, and when Borg passed away in 2003, Whitney became CEO of the organization, which now bears Borg’s name. In short, they tried to push forward another narrative about women in computing, but the male-centric nerd stereotype proved far too ubiquitous to change.

			The widespread use of the Cannon-Perry scale had made the reign of the nerds a self-fulfilling prophecy. The “industry selected for antisocial, mathematically inclined males, and therefore antisocial, mathematically inclined males were overrepresented in the programmer population,” writes Ensmenger. “This in turn reinforced the popular perception that programmers ought to be antisocial and mathematically inclined (and therefore male), and so on ad infinitum.”

			Women already working in the field paid the price for not fitting this stereotype. Padmasree Warrior, who joined Motorola as an engineer in its semiconductor factory in 1984, originally wore the colorful saris she had brought from her native India, but she decided it was best to give them up, adopting instead a uniform of black and gray. When she was promoted to chief technology officer, she started dying her hair gray to look older. “I was afraid to be who I was, who I wanted to be,” she says. “I wanted to be taken seriously.” She felt she was constantly battling skeptics throughout her career. “People don’t expect you to be competent, somehow,” she says. “There’s always this doubt.”

			Warrior’s story would amaze many of today’s male nerds, who just can’t fathom the idea that the tech industry discriminates against women. Many attest that they were outsiders themselves and wouldn’t have had the power or desire to push out others, least of all women. But regardless of individual men’s intentions, the codification of selecting for antisocial traits solidified the nerd’s hegemony, rippling far beyond who was picked for training and jobs. Once this process got under way, every social environment in computer science—including classes, conferences, labs, and workplaces—began to be filled with and controlled by antisocial men. They became the rank and file; they also became the bosses, teachers, and gatekeepers.

			As nerds reached critical mass, the surrounding culture picked up this narrative. Popular mid-1980s movies such as Revenge of the Nerds, WarGames, and Weird Science publicized and romanticized the stereotype of the awkward boy genius who uses tech savvy to triumph over traditional alpha males and win the affection of attractive women. People who weren’t engineers and didn’t even know any began to think they understood those men who were able to master computers. But for once, popular culture wasn’t in the driver’s seat. While media definitely reinforced the nerd stereotype, movies and TV did not create it. The tech industry did.

			Computers didn’t become a “boy thing” because boys had some innate aptitude that girls lacked. A large study of high schoolers showed that young women have equal competence in the skills needed to use them. The results did, however, show that young women had more fear and less confidence, leading the researchers to conclude that the differences between boys and girls in terms of computer use reflected stereotyping and gender-role socialization.

			The power of those stereotypes was pervasive. Over the next decade, teachers, parents, and children became convinced that computers were indeed a boy thing. And they tailored their own behavior accordingly. As computers entered the home in the 1980s, parents often put them in their sons’ rooms alongside “boy toys” like trucks and trains.

			In toy stores, “computers quickly fell into the boys’ side of the aisle,” says Jane Margolis, who has done some of the most extensive research on the computer science gender gap in schools. “It was everyone’s notion that this is the kind of stuff that boys are interested in, and it was presented that way also by the computer scientists in the field. Women would report that if their families had a computer, it did go into the brother’s room, and there were many informal activities and de facto internships between father and son.”

			This notion proliferated in the classroom. “When they started developing CS departments in universities, it just became a very, very male-identified field,” Margolis adds. “That’s when all the biases about who could do it and be in the program and who this field is made for set in.” These biases seeped into the curriculum and shaped teachers’ expectations of their students, who accepted the assumption of “male excellence and women’s deficiencies.” Female CS students report being discouraged by their teachers, peers, and the curriculum itself. In 1995, women at Carnegie Mellon University were leaving the major at more than twice the rate of men before graduation. The “geek mythology,” as Margolis calls it, was pervasive—students who were surveyed believed that geeks obsessed with computers made the best programmers, yet nearly 70 percent of women didn’t see themselves that way. Women began to question whether they even belonged at all.

			Women and girls got the message then, and they still do.

			In 2013, Sapna Cheryan, professor of psychology at the University of Washington in Seattle, surveyed students to parse out the components of the modern computer-scientist stereotype. She found a widespread belief that good programmers lacked interpersonal skills and were fanatically obsessed with computers to the exclusion of most other life pursuits.

			“These stereotypes are incongruent with characteristics women are expected to and may wish to possess, such as working with and helping others,” Cheryan concluded. “We found that the pervasive ‘computer nerd’ stereotype discourages women from pursuing a major in computer science.” Cheryan referenced a quotation from research performed by Margolis from a young female computer science student expressing her perceived distance from tech capability more simply. “Oh, my gosh, this isn’t for me,” she said. “I don’t dream in code like they do.”

			WOMEN’S NARROW PATH GETS NARROWER

			Shy, antisocial boys in their coding caves weren’t glamorous, but starting in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the computer business suddenly was. It began when Apple released the Apple II and continued when, a couple of years later, IBM came out with the PC. In 1984, Apple brought the groundbreaking Macintosh to market, and in 1985 Microsoft released Windows 1.0. Thanks to these new machines and the realization that there were fortunes to be made, the field was suddenly heady with excitement.

			As computers gained new status and exploded in popularity, hacker conferences and computer clubs sprang up across the San Francisco Bay Area, and enrollment in computer science classes surged at universities across the country. Demand became so great that some departments began turning students away. There was an overall peak in bachelor’s degrees awarded in computer science in the mid-1980s, and a peak in the percentage of women receiving those degrees at nearly 40 percent. And then there was a steep decline in both. It wasn’t that students were inexplicably abandoning this exciting field. It was that universities couldn’t attract enough faculty to meet growing demand. They increased class size and retrained teachers—even brought in staff from other departments—but when that wasn’t enough, they started restricting admission to students based on grades. At Berkeley, only students with a 4.0 GPA were allowed to major in electrical engineering and computer science. Across the country, the number of degrees granted started to fall.

			Just as computer science was erecting barriers to entry, medicine—an equally competitive and selective field—was adjusting them. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, dozens of new medical schools opened across the country, and many of the newly created spots went to women. Standardized entry exams also began to change. In 1977, the MCAT, a test for entrance into medical school, was revamped to reduce cultural and social bias. But the game changer was the implementation of Title IX, which prohibits sexual discrimination in educational programs. From then on, if a woman could score high enough on the newly revised MCATs and meet other requirements, med schools could not legally deny her entry, and women poured in.

			Why wasn’t the same progress being made in computer science? Professor Eric Roberts, now at Stanford, was chairing the computer science department at Wellesley when the department instituted a GPA threshold. Of that period he later wrote, “In the 1970s, students were welcomed eagerly into this new and exciting field. Around 1984, everything changed. Instead of welcoming students, departments began trying to push them away.”

			Students who didn’t exactly fit the mold—perhaps because they didn’t have years of computer experience or they didn’t identify with the computer science stereotype—began to understand they were unwanted. Over the next few years, Roberts explains, the idea that computer science was competitive and unwelcoming became widespread and started to have an effect even at institutions without strict grade requirements.

			It was then that computer science became not only nerdy but also elitist, operating on an impossible catch-22: the only way to be a programmer was to already be a programmer. If you learned to program at a young age, that became indicative of a natural affinity with the field. Because more boys entering college had already spent years tinkering with computers and playing video games in their bedrooms, they had an edge that girls did not. “There’s a set of things that caused [boys] to appear to have a superficial advantage, that wasn’t a real advantage,” says longtime University of Washington computer science professor Ed Lazowska. If highly selective universities were deciding whether to give their slots to young men with prior experience or young women without it, one could easily guess who’d win and who’d lose.

			In 1984, Apple released its iconic Super Bowl ad portraying a female actor as the hero taking a sledgehammer to a depressing and dystopian world. It was a grand statement of resistance and freedom. Her image is accompanied by a voice-over intoning, “And you’ll see why 1984 won’t be like 1984.” It’s ironic that the creation of this mythical female heroine coincided with an exodus of women from technology. In a sense, the commercial was right: The technology industry would never be like 1984 again. That year was the high point for the percentage of women earning degrees in computer science. As the number of overall computer science degrees picked back up leading into the dot-com boom, more men than women were filling those coveted seats. In fact, the percentage of women in the field would dramatically decline for the next two and a half decades.

			APPLE UPSETS THE NERD CART

			As women were leaving the tech world, a new type of tech hero was taking center stage. In 1976, Apple was co-founded by Steve Wozniak, your typical nerd, and Steve Jobs, who was not your typical nerd at all. Jobs exuded a style and confidence heretofore unseen in the computer industry. He had few technical skills—Wozniak handled all that—yet Jobs was a never-before-seen kind of tech rock star. He proved you could rise on the strength of other skills, such as conviction, product vision, marketing genius, and a willingness to take risks. And Jobs did take big risks, investing in software and graphics he believed would compel people to buy the Mac not for their offices but for their homes. His leadership style—described by some as cruel, petulant, ruthless, and selfish—was controversial, but all that was forgiven as he turned out extraordinary products.

			Jobs certainly deserves credit for helping bring women into the computer marketplace as buyers. The first computer in my childhood home was an Apple II, and my mom, a schoolteacher with no technical background, used it with pride. Inside the industry, Jobs could have become an example of all that the tech industry could gain by bringing in a more diverse workforce. His vision and understanding of the consumer marketplace demonstrated what could be changed when different voices were added to the product development cycle. Unfortunately, the industry took the wrong lesson from Jobs’s achievement and only succeeded in creating a new stereotype, one that—once again—favored men over women.

			Looking at the hypercool Steve Jobs, investors noted his supreme self-confidence and fearlessness of risk and decided that those were keys to entrepreneurial achievement. Investors stopped gravitating to awkward, antisocial nerds and started looking for founders with über-confidence, a penchant for grandiosity, and a ravenous appetite for risk. The ideal candidates married the best of Wozniak and Jobs: technical skill plus daring and determination, simultaneously geeky and cool. Jobs became a new stereotype—the model for a new generation of young men aspiring to become the rock stars of the computer revolution.

			HOW TRILOGY WROTE THE BRO CODE

			Silicon Valley has mostly forgotten the tale of Trilogy, a start-up that glittered brightly in the mid-1990s before burning out. But the company is important here because it exemplifies several distinct cultural shifts that worsened the working environment for women. Led by a charismatic young Stanford dropout, Joe Liemandt, Trilogy pioneered new recruiting strategies in the tech industry, selected a different type of computer programmer, and encouraged an insane amount of risk—all while helping to trademark the work-hard, party-harder brogrammer culture we’ve come to know, complete with Dom Pérignon, strippers, and high-stakes gambling. Trilogy did boast a few women among its key early employees, but the net effect of the company, and others like it in the late 1990s, was to create an even chillier climate for women in technology.

			In the mid-1990s, Trilogy was one of the most desirable places to work in the industry, as hot as Microsoft in its heyday, and also a lot cooler. “In the ’90s, if you majored in computer science, you were a nerd. You were definitely socially backward,” says Jocelyn Goldfein, who worked at Trilogy and went on to become director of engineering at Facebook. Trilogy promised to change that. As Goldfein puts it, “Going to Trilogy was a little bit like Revenge of the Nerds. It was this feeling of ‘Oh, we can be cool too but in our own nerdy way.’ That’s what made it feel glamorous.”

			Liemandt started the company in 1989, the same year Steve Jobs lectured on Stanford’s campus as part of the university’s long-running “View from the Top” interview series. Liemandt had interviewed for a job at Microsoft but believed that he, like Jobs, was destined for something greater. As he told students at Harvard nearly a decade later, he and his co-founders “wanted their work to matter,” and because they were the only people who thought they were “good enough,” they had to start their own company. After countless hours spent poring over the top fifty software companies and brainstorming various products, Liemandt came up with what he believed was the right opportunity: his company would vastly improve the efficiency of the selling process by creating software to give salespeople working on complex deals quicker access to data and other information.

			Liemandt, who was independently wealthy, still maxed out dozens of credit cards bootstrapping his fledgling company. He majored in economics because he thought it was “easy,” which allowed him to spend as much time as he wanted working on his start-up while taking computer science and engineering classes on the side, though he ultimately dropped out of Stanford during his senior year.

			He boasted to anyone who would listen that he had a $500 million idea. In another era, investors would have steered clear of a college dropout making such an outrageous claim. But in the 1990s, this sort of over-the-top bravado was exactly what people expected from young tech geniuses. When Steve Jobs used his charisma to overcome or hide inconvenient facts, people called it his reality distortion field. As Liemandt demonstrated, Jobs was far from the only entrepreneur adept at distorting reality.

			Liemandt himself admitted to the Stanford Daily newspaper that the initial product “sucked,” but once they finally got it to work, Trilogy sold a major software deal to Hewlett-Packard. Silicon Graphics, a large technology firm that had pulled out of a deal with Trilogy, came back to the table asking to renegotiate. Liemandt responded, “We will, but the price has tripled.” Silicon Graphics gave in and was followed by major clients such as IBM, Alcatel, and Boeing. Thanks to Trilogy, businesses could create giant custom catalogs (imagine all the options that might come with a plane, for example) that salespeople could use to drive deals. Trilogy was off on one of the greatest runs for a software company in tech history.

			With Trilogy still in start-up mode, and Microsoft ratcheting up the competition for talent, Liemandt made a decision about hiring that might have been the single biggest bet of his entire career. He wagered that talented, overachieving students with zero real-world experience—that is, people like him—would be the key to Trilogy’s success. As a result of this decision, the vast majority of Trilogy’s hires were new graduates, and more experienced adults became a rare breed. Jocelyn Goldfein says the ethos of the company was “We’re elite talent. It’s potential and talent, not experience, that has merit.” With Liemandt’s believing passionately that success could only flow from a meritocratic hiring process, “only the best” became the shorthand with which Trilogians described themselves and the candidates they were looking for. If this philosophy now sounds familiar, that’s because Liemandt’s bet would affect the recruiting process for tech companies for decades to come.

			Trilogy “turned college recruiting into an art form,” writes one Austin reporter. The company targeted top schools such as Princeton and Stanford, plying students with gifts ranging from CDs of Austin bands to computers and even cars. One female recruiter, a non-techie who was one of Trilogy’s top recruiters, passed out laptops to students at Berkeley and hosted lavish dinners at top restaurants in San Francisco and Palo Alto. “You name it. There was no limit in terms of where we’d take people,” she says. “There was no accountability or structure. It was just ‘Here’s a credit card; go figure it out and find some engineers.’” The Trilogians of the future were made to feel more special than they’d ever felt in their lives.

			Former Trilogy director John Lilly, who went on to run the Mozilla browser and become a venture capitalist at Greylock Partners, one of the industry’s top firms, recalls a red convertible Mustang waiting for him at the airport. Most important, the recruiters were mainly women who were “all twenty-two and hot,” as one former employee put it. Trilogians had fun speculating about which recruiters were former strippers (there’s no evidence that any of them were) and which might be hooking up with the boss. “Joe was a total bro,” one former Trilogian told me. “The ‘bro thing’ started way earlier than people think.” His idea, quite clearly, was to hire good-looking women who, in other circumstances, might never give an engineer the time of day. Of course, the unstated premise of this hiring practice is that the target candidates, the students who’d be flattered and excited at the attentions of these sexy recruiters, would be men, not women.

			THE CULTURE-FIT CHALLENGE

			One of the assessment measures Trilogy helped pioneer, which became widely used in the industry, was to have candidates demonstrate how well they could think on their feet by conducting a quick succession of brainteasers. Gary Chou, who was taking postgraduate computer science classes at Princeton before being hired by Trilogy as a product manager in 1998, likened the interview process to an American Idol competition. “You would go through round after round of brainteasers on campus,” Chou recalls. These tests included questions like “How much would you charge to wash all the windows in San Francisco?” And “How many piano tuners are there in the world?”

			What did these brainteasers actually test for? There is little to suggest that they had anything to do with being a good coder or engineer. More likely, they helped Trilogy hire people who were a cultural fit. The company was looking for people with extreme confidence—those who would happily riff on a problem about which they had no actual expertise.

			On its face, an offer from Trilogy was the opportunity of a lifetime. Kids, right out of college, were trained as quickly as possible and given the chance to run major parts of the business immediately, so they could have instant effect. At the same time, early Trilogy executives compared building the company to building a cult. “The first thing you have to do in a cult is isolate,” Trilogy’s former VP John Price remembered two decades later. To achieve that, Liemandt had moved the company from Palo Alto to Austin, Texas, in 1992, which at that time wasn’t the tech hot spot it is today. “The reason Joe put it in Austin was so you didn’t have anything else to do,” says John Lilly. “If we’re in Silicon Valley, we’ll go out and screw around, but in Austin there’s nothing else to do except go out and drink . . . The company was oriented towards drinking and working very hard. Everything was very intense.” Hired at age twenty-four, Lilly would have been just another cog in the wheel at a big tech firm, but his first job as a Trilogian was as a director on Liemandt’s staff.

			New hires immediately spent twelve weeks bonding and training at a company boot camp called Trilogy University. The idea was to “push new recruits to their limits” with an unrelenting series of technical and emotional challenges while simultaneously indoctrinating them with Trilogy’s core vision and values.
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