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Today is April 11, 2012 and we’re interviewing Reid Hoffman, Executive Chairman of 

LinkedIn Corporation, and Partner at Grelock Partners.  Reid is the 2012 recipient of the 

Morgan Stanley Leadership Award for Global Commerce.  This interview is taking place 

at LinkedIn Headquarters in Mountain View, California, and is made possible by Morgan 

Stanley and the Computerworld Honors Program.  

 

The interviewer is Julia King, National Correspondent of Computerworld. 

 

The Honors program was established in 1988 to seek out, honor, and preserve the history 

of the global information technology revolution. It was founded by Patrick McGovern of 

International Data Group, and Roger Kennedy of the Smithsonian Institution’s National 

Museum of American History.  It is now the world’s largest IT awards program.  

 

This oral history is being recorded for distribution to more than 350 national archives, 

museums, universities and research institutions in more than fifty countries on six 

continents around the world, and program’s archives on-line.  

 

Without objection, the complete video, audio and transcripts of this interview will 

become part of these international scholarly research collections and made available to 

the public on the web.  

 

This discussion, however, is private and should any participant wish to withhold from the 

public record any part of these sessions, this request will be honored. All present here are 

honor-bound to respect this, and by remaining here, they accept the personal, professional 

and legal responsibility to abide by this agreement.  

 

With no objections being heard, we will proceed. 

 

Reid Hoffman: There are no objections. 

 

Julia King: Why don’t we start with your early years?  I understand you grew up in 

Berkeley, California.  What was growing up in Berkeley like? 

 

RH: Well one of the funny things about growing up in a town is that it feels always 

like home.  So even when I walk around Berkeley today, it’s like the duckling imprint.  

The trees, the spacing of the houses, the nature of the houses makes you feel like you are 

home.  Berkeley was a kind of counter-cultural place, and there was a lot of 

encouragement to be an individual.  There was a lot of good emphasis on educational 

systems, and it still feels in these various ways like an area that resonates as home. 
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J:  You’re an only child, the son of radical lawyers.  Tell me about that.  What were 

family meals like?  I can imagine the conversations were very interesting. 

 

RH: Well, my parents got divorced when I was one.  So, I’ve had two families as 

result of that for some number of years.  Both of my parents are lawyers.  For a while my 

father was doing public interest law, and then decided that he needed to actually have a 

career.  So, ultimately he started his own firm.  He founded a firm with a friend of his 

Doug Ferguson.  They had a firm in the city for a long time.  My mother has done 

corporate attorney work for various large corporations.   

 

The principle benefit for being the child of an attorney was that discussions were always 

interesting.  For example, if I wanted a new bicycle I had to make a case for it.  So any 

expectation for changing the arrangement around me as I lived as a child, whether with 

my mother or father, was, what’s the argument?  I learned about adducing evidence, 

referring to precedent, other kinds of things that were useful later skills. 

 

JK: Well it’s great that the tables are a little turned now because people are coming to 

you to make a case. So it’s good you have experience making cases. 

 

RM: I’m deeply familiar with the nature of a succinct argument. 

 

JK: Very good.  Who are some of the people in addition to your parents who really 

made a difference in these early years?  Were there teachers or relatives, or friends of 

your folks? 

 

RH: The top two were two teachers from high school, from the Putney School.  One 

was my high school advisor.  He was also my sophomore biology teacher - a guy named 

Tom Wessels who spent hours on a young boy who was only basically a student, but 

walking around the woods with me talking about what the meaning of life was.  Tom 

himself is very much a kind of a classic New England man of nature in terms of a 

biologist studying trees and local ecologies.  So Tom was very fundamental to my early 

childhood years.   

 

Then Lisa Cox who was my Latin teacher, who also spent a lot of time with a young kid 

trying to figure out what it all meant.  She showed me the relationship between the 

classics and intellectual upbringing.  As my Latin teacher, we would read old Latin texts, 

and she would ask, “Where do those values now apply to current society?” And those 

were probably the two most instrumental folks for my high school years. 
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JK: Well you mentioned the Putney School.  I’m an old Vermonter, and I was really 

curious that you knew about Putney School.  How did you find out about it?  I understand 

that you applied there without your parents’ knowledge.  What possessed you to go 

across the country to some place that’s so geographically and culturally different than 

Berkeley? 

 

RH: I think I had internalized wanting to have some independence early.  So what 

happened is that a friend of mine from Berkeley called the College Preparatory School, 

and he mentioned that his family had gone to school called Putney, and that he was 

going. And I went, “Oh, wait!  That’s a good idea.  I can go and jump out of the nest 

early, and that would be interesting.”  So I went and researched it, and applied and got in, 

and then persuaded my parents to let me go.  The primary drive was adventure, chance, 

exploration, and learning new things.  I had thought that I knew everything there was to 

know about academics and schoolwork at the time. That later got drummed out of me 

when I went to Stanford, because I found out, no, there’s still a lot here to learn.  But 

going to Putney was about learning new things and striking out on new paths. 

 

JK: Who were some of your heroes during this time?  Who did you like to read? 

 

RH: In high school? 

 

JK: Yes. 

 

RH: I’ve always been a fan of science fiction.  Primarily because science fiction takes 

certain kinds of abstractions and beliefs in what’s in the future, and then makes it into a 

theory of the future of how human nature will adapt to certain potential kinds of changes.  

So among my favorite authors were Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein, who actually 

lived down the street from my uncle, so he got me a signed book early.  I would also read 

magazines like The Atlantic, and Harpers and so forth to get a sense of their theory of 

society.  But the science fiction was the medium that I loved.  I couldn’t wait for the new 

book to come out. 

 

JK: So successful entrepreneurs like yourself will always recall their first 

entrepreneurial project, a lemonade stand, or a lawn mowing business, or whatever it 

might be.  What was yours? 

 

RH: Well, I think it took me years before I thought I was going to be a entrepreneur, 

and even after I had started a company and was part of the founding team at PayPal, I still 

didn’t think entrepreneur was my primary tag.  It was more looking back at the things 

that I tried to accomplish.  I was focused on what I could achieve, and not just as a path 

from where I was.  So one definition of entrepreneurship that’s somewhat interesting is 

where your plans outstrip your current resources in terms of what you’re trying to build.  

There are multiple interesting definitions.  That’s one.   

 

So when I was 12, I was really into fantasy role-playing games, like Dungeons and 

Dragons and so forth.  And there was a local game company called the Chaosium that 
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had a game called RuneQuest, and I really wanted to get involved in that.  So I started 

hanging around the game company. Eventually what happened is that they had published 

a scenario pack,  which is a description of an adventure by which a group of kids would 

participate.  One person would be the game master, and the other people would be 

characters running through it.  It was kind of a make your own adventure type of book, 

and they had all kinds of mistakes in it.  So I went through with red pen and edited it and 

handed it to the editor.  He was initially irritated.  Here is this 12 year old kid claiming to 

edit their published work.  He looked through what I did and said, ”This is kind of 

interesting.  Here is a new one we’re working on.  Why don’t you go an edit this?”  So I 

took that home. I think it was on a Friday afternoon, and I was a classic kid, totally 

obsessive.  I did nothing other than eat and sleep and work on that until Monday 

afternoon.  After school I walked by Chaosium and handed it over, and that was my first 

paycheck.  They looked and said, “Oh, this is pretty useful.  Here’s a check, thanks.” 

 

JK: What did you do with the check? 

 

RH: I showed it to my Dad who was constantly telling me that fantasy role-playing 

games was a waste of time, and I shouldn’t spend any more time on it. Then he finally 

relented, “Well, maybe there’s work in it.  So I’m going to stop harping on your 

afternoon fun activities.” 

 

JK: Was that your first experience at making an impact that meant something?  It 

sounds like you have a great interest in making an impact and you just spoke of 

entrepreneurship as doing something that outstrips your resources, making an impact far 

beyond your immediate environment.  Where does that come from? 

 

RH: I always think in terms of human ecosystems.  That’s been part of how I think as 

far back as I can remember.  It’s not like on this day, during this project, with this teacher 

or during this parental interaction that suddenly I began thinking in terms of human 

ecosystems. And I don’t just think about it from my own perspective. I can see it as a 

third eye looking at lots of people interacting with each other.  When I was younger it 

was, what are the dynamics of a family?  What are the dynamics of a school?  That was 

the scope of the range of my thinking and as I get older it gets to larger and larger groups; 

the city, the society, the globe, and these broader scales.   
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So since that’s where my attention has been, that’s always been the stage in which I’ve 

wanted to create change, create actions, do something that was worthwhile as a function 

of being allure.  So, I’ve always been thinking about human ecosystems, sometimes 

small, sometimes large.  And the reason why that motivates me is because people are 

driven by the stage that they see themselves on, and that’s the stage that I see myself on.  

This might be an irrationally large-scale stage, because we’re all just individuals, but 

that’s always been the motivational drive. 

 

JK: Early in your career, you did a 180 – you went to Stanford, and I want to talk a 

little bit more than that – but you opted out of this prestigious academic career and there’s 

a quote from you that says, “The entrepreneurial journey starts with jumping off a cliff 

and assembling an airplane on your way down.”  Tell me about this. 

 

RH: Well I constructed that quote, and I’ve given that in part on a number of talks as a 

way to focus in the mind a simple metaphor, and a set of things that’s very important 

about entrepreneurship. 

 

So one of them is, you can’t fully plan it, right? It’s not per se a career path.  You can’t 

know all the variables.  When you jump off a cliff you’re not flying yet, other than 

downwards, right? So you have an intense focusing of your mind and the project, because 

you have to focus entirely on what you’re doing in terms of building the plane.  It’s a 

metaphor that also includes financing.  So one of the mistakes that entrepreneurs 

frequently make is they say, “Oh when I get to the milestone of financing, I’m successful 

or partially successful.”  Financing is actually nothing more than a thermal draft.  It 

makes the ground further away, and it may give you some pieces to try to help assemble 

the plane, but you ultimately have to get the plane assembled.  And if you assemble the 

plane successfully you fly.  So that’s a reason I use that a metaphor for conceptualizing 

entrepreneurship. 

 

And my path to entrepreneurship has been always backing up from, “What is the impact 

that I want to have on the world?”  So I didn’t start out saying I want to be an 

entrepreneur. Some people do.  Some people don’t.  I didn’t start out thinking that “I just 

completely love this technology.” “I want to spend all my time working on this 

technology.”  Many technology entrepreneurs talk about being 12 years old and building 

computers in their parents’ garage.  I liked technology, but for me technology is a tool in 

terms of how do I help improve human ecosystems.  So, it was all about “These are the 

kinds of impacts I want to have.”  Given that I want to have those kinds of impacts, what 

do I need to do in order to get there, in order to have a massive impact at scale?  It just so 

happened to be that starting companies, building early stage technology and so forth was 

the path to do that.  And that’s one of the reasons why it was only years after I co-

founded LinkedIn that I started realizing this word entrepreneur actually applies to me. 
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JK: You said a lot there, and two things really strike me with this image of assembling 

the airplane on the way down.  It takes a lot of courage to jump off a cliff, and you must 

have a lot of confidence.  So let’s start with courage.  Where did you get this courage to 

take the flying leap? 

 

RH:  Well, you’re neglecting the third case, which is sometimes there is stupidity or 

blindness.  You know courage, and self-confidence and underrating how difficult it can 

be.  For me, and some of this actually is in the recent book I published, The Start-up of 

You, I’m not irrational about risk.  You look at the stats about how often start-up 

companies fail, and you can think I can be really good; as opposed to being one out of 

ten, I could be 3 out of 10.  And a 3 out of 10 is 3 times better than the average 

accomplishment, but that’s still only 30 percent.  That’s not 100 percent, that’s not 90 

percent.  So part of what I then reasoned through was creating a planning framework.  

What are frameworks by which you make plans? How do you act, pivot and iterate, alter 

your plans, change your approach that given the fact that you’re engaging in a risk 

endeavor?   

 

So for example, when I started doing start-ups, what I told my dad was that I was going 

to be successful sometime within 5 start-ups.  I was probably going to engage in up to 5 

of them, and the likelihood was that one of them was going to be successful from the first 

startup, I knew that there was some likelihood that I was going to have to play again.  So 

all of my strategies with what I was doing left room to play again, and also left room to 

say, all right, I know this is a play many times game.  This game is multiple battles.  So 

for example, one of the pieces is that you will always need is building your network, 

because your network is what helps you create each company.  So make sure that when 

you do build the network around this company that you’re anticipating you may be doing 

another company in 3, 5, 10 years.  So the network around you is extraordinarily 

important in terms of bringing the expertise, bringing connections to customers, finance, 

employees – all of the things that go into a building a company.  So approach it with that 

mindset.  And that was part of what gave me the confidence to jump over the cliff the 

right way, because I knew that I wasn’t doing this as a one jump only game.  Therefore I 

had a high likelihood to succeed at least at one of the jumps.  

 

JK: LinkedIn started out in your living room in 2002.  Take me back there and 

describe the scene.  Who was there, and what were you talking about?  How did this 

whole idea come about and take off? 

 

RH: The way that I innovate and invent is somewhat different than the way many that 

do is an intersection of what I see is possible with technology together with what I see 

changing in the world.  Most people tend to see “this is the problem that I need to solve” 

and then work back from it.  And some people just love this technology and now that I’ve 

it, what problems can it solve?  And for me it’s always a joint intersection of technology 

and recent trends.   

 

So what I noticed that the way that careers and work landscapes were changing since now 

you should analyze every individual’s career as a business of themselves.  This started a 
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couple decades back with Tom Peters talking about the “brand of you,” but it isn’t just 

the brand.  It’s actually all of the things that substantively go into a business in terms of 

opportunity flow, investing in yourself, the whole notion of how do you improve your 

skill set, how do you improve your economic prospects?  Well you have to drive that 

yourself.  That’s no longer the kind of 40-year career at IBM with training classes and so 

forth.  And then the other changing landscape was technology– the Internet.  What does 

the Internet allow and enable?  It actually enables everyone to have an individual 

professional brand.  It enables people to search each other.  It enables a network to be 

established by which people can collaborate and help each other.  And this can all be 

done in a lightweight way that allows you to do your job, and be more effective at doing 

your job while also having this network.  And that intersection between the change in 

work and change in technology was the thing that allowed me to see LinkedIn. 

 

Now there’s another key component to most good innovations in entrepreneurial 

companies, which is when they start you should be contrarian.  The majority of people 

should think that’s kind of crazy. But it is important because you’re building up to when 

the market changes in the right direction so then you’re there at the forefront when that 

market opens up, in terms of being able to establish the business.  That was another part 

of the reason why to found LinkedIn, because in 2002 most people would kind of scratch 

their head and look at you and say, “Really?  The nature of careers is changing? Okay, 

sure.  Right.”  Whereas now I think it’s at least more broadly understood.  The trajectory 

is more clear now to many more people. 

 

JK: Tell me how the contrarian point of view is it figured into some of your other 

investments? 

 

RH: What’s tricky about an investor or an entrepreneur is that you have to be a 

contrarian and right. Usually if you’re not contrarian then everyone is trying to do it.  So 

therefore you have a kind of dog pile that makes it very difficult for a company to break 

out.  This can actually be surprising to people.  For example in the early stages of Google, 

search was considered to be a loss leader.  It was considered to be not that valuable. 

Yahoo, AOL, etcetera, were priding themselves on how little people used search, and 

how much they used other features as a part of a generating a media property.  It was 

time on site, not directing people to other sites as a key function.  Search was kind of a 

loss leader.  And yet, Google established that search is actually the value.  It was 

contrarian. 
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So, you want to be contrarian.  You have to think here are the theses about why I think 

it’s really valuable, - will be really valuable at plus 1 years, plus 3 years, plus 5 years - 

that people don’t realize it yet.  And they don’t realize because they don’t recognize how 

the web is changing, how mobile is changing, and how the technology landscape is 

changing, how customer demand is changing.  So they don’t see this change that is 

coming, but I (the entrepreneur) do.  Contrarian insight then becomes the hypothesis that 

you build your business towards, and if you're right with that hypothesis then you have a 

strong advantage in constructing an interesting business.  

 

JK: Well, let’s talk about one of the businesses you didn’t invest in, Facebook. 

 

RH: I did invest in it. 

 

JK: I’m sorry, the first round funding I am thinking of here, and leading that, 

declining that.  What did you learn from that? 

 

RH: No, I did invest in the first round of Facebook.  What happened is that I had led 

the Series A in Friendster. And one of the challenges that had happened as part of that 

was I had this sort of weird thing happening with journalists and others saying, “Well, 

you’re having your cake and eating it too.  You’re with LinkedIn and you led the 

investment in Friendster.”  And even though I thought they were completely different 

sites I didn’t want to have that complication again.  So even though I thought Facebook 

was an awesome investment, and something that if I hadn’t been doing LinkedIn I would 

have invested the entire round on, I basically thought, “Look, I want to invest, but 

someone else should be the lead.”  I did not want people to feel like the lead had any kind 

of conflicts, because though I did not believe there are any conflicts there, I also care 

what the ecosystem thinks as well.  So when Sean Parker called me about leading, I said, 

“Let’s go meet Peter (Thiel).  Peter can lead, I’ll follow, then you’ll have really good help 

of the right kind of entrepreneurs.  Peter is awesome.  Let’s make it work.”  And that’s 

how the Facebook investment came out.  I don’t know if I would have done anything 

differently because it was done for the reason of getting the right help for the company, 

and keeping integrity and all the rest of the right reasons.  But every dollar invested in 

Facebook in that round will have been massively magnified, whenever this video comes 

out, we’re likely to have seen the IPO. 

 

JK: You’ve lived through technical roles, strategy roles and leadership roles.  You sit 

on at least 10 different boards, both profit and non-profits.  Where do you most enjoy 

applying your talents?  What really jazzes you?  What are the activities your really get 

lost in where someone has to say hey Reid it’s time to eat, 3 days have gone by? 
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RH: Let’s see, the kinds of activities I get lost in are usually long conversations with 

friends about topics that are interesting like, “what is the world like?  What is human 

nature like?  What are we learning?  What’s the path we’re going through?”  I enjoy 

talking, problem solving, figuring out how to do or build something clever in order to 

solve a problem, which is related of course to the discussion that I just mentioned.  And 

then I enjoy intense learning.  Right now when I have a few minutes I’m reading Daniel 

Kahneman’s new book, Thinking, Fast and Slow, and it has all these different very rich 

nuggets about how to think.  It’s a stunning piece of erudition, and there are a lot of 

subjects to learn about.  So those sorts of things usually captivate my attention. 

 

JK: How do you define innovation?  Where do you think it comes from?  What are the 

traits or qualities of innovators? 

 

RH: I think there are a lot of different drives to innovation.  I don’t think it’s one kind 

of simple, unified theory. Sometimes people are kind of OCD around technology, about 

tinkering and building something.  Sometimes people see a problem they want to solve, 

and they work back from that problem.  They ask, “How does that problem get solved?”  

Sometimes they see something that someone is doing on a small scale, and they realize 

that could be done so much bigger and so much better.  In each of these cases, it’s a 

vision to see something new, to see something that’s not the way the world currently is, 

but what it could be.  It could be it goes to scale.  It could be this technology changes.   

 

For me, the key drive to innovate is thinking about, “what are the ways that we have a 

better society?”  And what are the things that if we then put those in place, we would all 

be better off as individuals, and as a group?  And how do you achieve that effect?  

Sometimes it’s the spread of ideas.  Part of the shift from academics into 

entrepreneurship for me was to actually be building software by which we all 

communicate with each other.  We all organize our thoughts, organize our friends and 

collaborate and share experiences in ways that allow us to have a better society.  So I 

think there are lots of different drives for innovation.  And I think one of the key things 

about innovation is there is no innovation without risk. Because there’s nothing that’s just 

a guaranteed path on how we build the thing in the future.  It’s a question of taking some 

hypotheses and taking a risk that an idea might be the way that we could build a much 

better future for ourselves.  And sometimes you’re wrong, and if you’re not wrong 

sometimes than you’re probably not being edgy enough. 

 

JK: Are we set up in the corporate world to take those kinds of risks?  We hear a lot 

about fail forward, fail fast, change up – what’s the environment in which this kind of 

innovation can really take place? 
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RH: Well, the general problem is that committees don’t take risks very well, and 

groups don’t take risks very well, because a group identifies everything that can go 

wrong.  With a group some people then will say, “Okay I will go do this.”  And others 

will say, “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” and you end up in this quasi-paralysis.  So one 

of the reasons why entrepreneurs and small groups and individuals tend to drive a lot of 

change is because they’re willing to go take that risk.  They’re willing to jump off the 

cliff to do this.  I do think it’s possible to be more innovative within companies, large 

organizations, etcetera, but I do think that it’s difficult to do.  It’s not an easy challenge.  

For example, classic things organizations state that you can empower individuals the 

right way, and make sure that failure is acceptable.  I always think the whole celebrate 

failure thing is kind of silly, because what you actually should do is celebrate learning to 

eventual success.  You would have rather succeeded, but you’re willing to allow failure.  

What you’re doing is saying let’s make sure we’re learning, we’re iterating in terms of 

what we’re accomplishing so we succeed in the end.  So I think all of that’s possible to 

do, but you still have this problem in that ultimately groups don’t take risks very well.  

You have to get down to a enabling the small number of individuals collectively take 

risks.  And it’s doable, but challenging within large corporations. 

 

JK: Who are some of the innovators who you admire, who you can point to and say, 

yes that’s it? 

 

RH: Well I think there’s a stack.  In history, Benjamin Franklin is actually my favorite 

Founding Father.  He would assemble networks of business people to share intelligence 

in terms of how to work effectively.  He himself did everything from being a 

statesperson, to a creator of businesses, and a creator of products and recently I think 

there are a number of people.  One of the things I like about Silicon Valley is that it 

creates a dense network where people are all intensely learning from each other.  There 

are the obvious folks that everyone points to like Steve Jobs as an amazingly impressive 

innovator and inventor.  But I actually think that part of what happens with the network is 

that you learn different pieces from different people, right? So even though there’s this 

iconic Jobs, I can go through and say what I learned about thinking about platforms from 

Marc Andreessen.  I learned about simplicity of design from Jack Dorsey.  There’s a set 

of things where each of these folks all adds into essentially the network as a heroic icon, 

as a mentor, and that’s part of what I think makes Silicon Valley such a unique and 

interesting place. 
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JK: What advice do you have for future innovators, future entrepreneurs?  How do 

they best invest in themselves?  You mentioned your book, but I’m curious as to how 

they tap into the network, how do they best make possible, or reduce the risk that they 

won’t have the opportunity to do this innovation? 

 

RH: I think it’s basically kind of three things.  One is the network.  It’s the most 

important part, which is assembling a set of intelligent expertise, advisors, resources 

around you that you can collaborate with, that you can help solve a problem with, with 

whom you can bring perspectives to bear.  Because the network helps you avoid 

minefields, potholes and helps you understand what interesting opportunities are.  Your 

network helps you know where to look in order to learn things to assemble, because 

innovation is rarely one idea.  It’s usually a whole combination of things assembled 

together to create and innovation. 

 

The next thing is to invest in your soft skills, which means always be thinking how do I 

learn things?  I’ve been doing the consumer internet now for over 15 years, and I’m still 

hungry for what are the new things that are going on. What more do I need to learn?  I 

don’t say, “Oh yeah, I’m an expert in the consumer Internet.  There’s nothing more to 

learn.” I’m always looking at what practices people use for product development, for 

product creation, for design, for uses of data, all of these sorts of things.  And this 

becomes ways to invest in yourself. 

 

The last one is to have a bias towards experimentation and action.  Don’t sit around and 

try to think it out in advance, like an ivory tower.  Try projects.  One of the reasons I 

started investing after I started LinkedIn, is the ability to work with different founders, 

and to work with them on solving different problems that then hopefully made the 

projects better, but also made me better as a function of that work. 

 

JK: This next question may already have been answered, but tell me about this phrase 

in your book, “Welcome to permanent Beta.” What do you mean by that? 

 

RH: So one of the key things we did in the book, The Start-up of You was to say, here 

is a new model for how to think about your work, for how you are successful at your 

work and your career?  And the key thing was to think of yourself always as a work in 

progress, and to never say “I’ve learned it, – check, - done that.”  Because the world is 

changing, competition is changing, and actually you are changing. You always have to be 

thinking, how do I invest in myself? How do I strengthen my network? How do I build 

my soft assets? How do I increase my capabilities, every month, every year as a function 

of the job that I am doing? 

So we borrowed a term from Silicon Valley, which is we release products, like Google’s 

gmail, that for years run in so-called Beta, which in turn means not finished.  And you 

should always look at yourself as not finished ever. 
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JK: How do you define leadership? Do you believe it is innate or learned? 

 

RH: This is one of those questions with a false dichotomy.  Leadership is both innate 

and learned.  And the absolute best leaders do have innate characteristics in terms of 

charisma, vision, and forming a bond with folks in terms of making them think “yes, I 

will follow that person up the hill into the machine gun fire.”  And leadership is also 

learned in terms of being able to make people have confidence that you have good plans, 

that you know what you’re doing, being able to communicate effectively both in terms of 

the details of what people need to know, but also the mission in terms of what you’re 

doing.  So it is both innate and learned.  I think anyone can learn somewhat to be a leader, 

and obviously if you have the raw skills you can be the absolute top. 

 

JK: Mobility, consumer devices and social networks, they’ve pretty much erased all 

boundaries between traditional work life and non-work life, and that’s a real change in 

the social fabric.  What do you think about this?  What are the implications for 

technology and for society going forward? 

 

RH: I think modern life is at an accelerating pace.  Technology continues to evolve 

and that changes industries and globalization.  So I think that the fact that we live more of 

an always-on life is simply a fact.  It’s not like we can say, “Oh, I prefer it. I think it’s 

great it has strengths.”  Or, “No, I wish we had more of leisure time, more of the 

separation between work and life that we had before.”  One of the things that is 

interesting with the separation of these boundaries, at least in the developed world, the 

so-called first world, is that actually work weeks on average have gone down if you look 

at the last 40 to 80 years, in terms of the average work week, because there’s more 

productivity and people have time for going out to movies on Wednesday night for 

example.   

 

But ultimately I think that living with that increased pace is good.  I think it has the 

opportunity to create a lot more value in society, and I think you need to do it anyway in 

order to adapt.  I just think we’ll figure out how to have good, meaningful lives where we 

spend time with friends and where we’re working even when we have a Blackberry or an 

Android, or an IOS with us all the time. 

 

JK: You just named three devices.  Is that how many you have? 

 

RH: I currently have 5 because since I work in this industry you always have to be 

familiar with the products.  So basically any good modern mobile OS is something I play 

with.  For example I just started carrying around the Lumia 800 to see what Windows’ 

new ideas are for these devices, even though it hasn’t gotten a huge amount of adoption 

yet. 
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JK: How would you like your role in the ongoing Internet, web revolution, how do 

you want to be remembered? 

 

RH: I don’t really focus on the question how to be remembered very much.  I guess I 

would hope for three things.  The first is that the impact of my work will have helped 

various institutions, technologies and have an ongoing compounding good effect on 

society. I don’t need to be remembered for it, but I hope that LinkedIn and the other 

projects that I’m doing both on the for-profit, and the non-profit side, help catalyze better 

lives for individuals and for society. 

 

The second part is I still hope to help strengthen what I think of as public intellectual 

culture in the U.S., which is a public discussion about who we are as individuals deciding 

who we should be, and who do we want to be.  So, not just creating the products and the 

things that improve the ecosystem, but have the discussion about it. 

 

Then I guess the third thing would be one of the interview questions that I ask executives 

frequently, “If you were to write your obituary, what would you want to have in it?  And 

for me it would be that society has become a better, healthier, nobler, compassionate 

place, where people are reaching their potential better as a function of the work that I 

have done.  That would be my contribution.  My legacy would be a contribution to 

society being better in these ways. 

 

JK: I want to go back to talk about the Internet and the betterment of global society, 

and one of the things you said is that data will be the driving force in Web 3.0.  Tell me 

about that, and I am specifically interested in having you tie that to the things you just 

talked about, the potential for the human race and the betterment of society.  How is that 

going to happen?  What are some of your thoughts and ideas around that? 

 

RH: So about a year ago I gave a talk about data as Web 3.0.  And the reason I did that 

is I wanted to point a spotlight for technologists, entrepreneurs and investors to say, there 

will be some amazing projects built here, new kinds of products to help navigate the 

world better.   A simple way of looking at this is for example, if you activated 

anonymously everyone’s smart phone with a GPS tracking of which streets you’re on, 

and how traffic is moving, you could then for transportation efficiency much more 

efficiently reengineer all traffic – go around accidents, redistribute so that you have 

maximum throughput. This would also save energy, create less idle time, all the rest of 

the things.  And that’s a concrete product possibility, a concrete idea.  As people, we 

navigate a lot of spaces.  We navigate a career space.  We navigate a workspace.  We 

navigate our friendship space, and an entertainment space.  What kind of entertainment 

would be best for me?  The data then allows us to create these new kinds of navigational 

opportunities for people in all these different spaces.  

 

 So we have an ability to build products that can really massively improve individuals’ 

lives, and also our efficiencies in overall society.  And that’s the reason why I did a 

spotlight on data as Web 3.0. 
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JK: And about the network – LinkedIn, we’re all on LinkedIn. How do you know who 

not to admit into your network? And how can you be sure you’re getting an out-of-the-

box picture or an idea if you’re only consulting people within your own network, because 

you’re really looking at an extension of yourself? 

 

RH: Well there are two things.  First, it’s more who you should admit rather than who 

you shouldn’t by default.  And the people you should admit are people that you have at 

least a light alliance with, people you know well enough that you would refer to other 

people that you know on a case by case basis.  So it might be that I met someone for an 

hour at a conference, and we had a really interesting conversation.  They seemed smart, 

interesting, and so forth, and that could be enough of a recommendation to introduce 

them to someone else I know.  But it’s people you know.   

 

And the second part of it is, don’t just think about your network as your one degree, but 

also think of it as your second and your third degree.  If you know 300 people, and 

everyone knows 300 people, then these could be 90,000 people in your second degree 

then the likelihood that in your second degree there’s someone who has depth of 

expertise, alternative perspective or resources, who’s known by someone you know, and 

have this alliance with, who could refer you to that connection and would be the right 

thing to help you.  So your network is not just, these are the people I happen to know, but 

it’s the network of trust and expertise that goes around them as well in the second degree.  

And that’s part of what’s critical in network thinking. 

 

JK: It was the founder of Ning, Gina Bianchini who described you as kind of early 

warning system for something great in Silicon Valley.  How do you tell the difference 

between the visionary and the mad man?  And you’ve said that when the idea is on the 

back of a napkin the only difference between those two is that the visionary’s idea works.  

How do you get this uncanny skill?  How do you pick the winners? 

 

RH: Well, two things; the first is you have to hone your own ability to make the 

decisions.  It’s a whole set of skills. It’s product skills.  It’s understanding the paths of 

technology, understanding the paths of successful businesses, recognizing founders, 

entrepreneurs, and inventors.  So there’s a whole system of factors you need to get a 

sense of.    
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The second thing is to leverage your network.  So anything I look at as an investment, an 

idea, or invention, I say, “Oh I should go talk to so and so”.  I should talk to people who 

will then bring expertise, contrasting viewpoints, know how, who have tried something 

similar and what they learned that will help you quickly get to, what are the key 

hypotheses that are embedded in will this work or not?  And then do you believe those 

hypotheses or not?  And if you’re always right you’re probably not taking enough risks, 

and not trying for bold enough things.  And if you’re always wrong, then you’re not 

learning. 

 

JK: How does someone get on your radar screen? 

 

RH: So the talk that I gave at Ted this year was how we’re moving from an 

information age to a network age, and that we need to have a new concept of network 

literacy.  Everyone needs to understand how networks work as a function of the modern 

age.  And information is still very important, but it’s all situated within the networks.  So 

similarly, essentially the way that people get on my calendar is through a network.  It’s 

through an introduction from someone else I know.  It’s the second and third degree, and 

that’s part of what allows me to tune my schedule where I’m both meeting new people, 

but also I have a high signal to noise ratio if the meeting is useful for me and for them as 

a function.  So it’s always about being network literate, and thinking intelligently about 

how your network surrounds you.  It’s a little like the Star War’s force.  You don’t see it, 

but it’s actually around you and you need to navigate it the right way.  And that’s how I 

operate. 

 

JK: Do you run the risk of excluding someone who you could have in your office in 

front of you by only consulting your network? 

 

RH: It’s almost certainly that there’s at least one person out there, or more, that you 

exclude, but it’s all a question of probabilities and signal to noise.  Because the problem 

is lots of folks want to sit in my office, and if you said, okay, I’m going to take them all, 

then it’s a disaster, any filtering mechanism will have some false negatives, but that’s 

fine.  It’s efficiency and hitting the odds and probabilities that matters. 

 

JK: What do you consider your greatest strength? 

 

RH: I would say my greatest strength is creative problem solving.  It’s looking at a 

problem and thinking about things that are potentially out of the box in order to do that.  

And then in that problem solving, blending knowledge of individual psychology, and 

how people work as individuals together with how we work as we work as groups as a 

sociology.  And I think that’s what made entrepreneurship and the consumer Internet a 

very natural place for me to make a difference. 

 
 

 


