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Hire great people and 
get out of the way.

Paul Graham
Founder Mode



As Airbnb grew, well-meaning people advised him that he had to run the company 
in a certain way for it to scale. Their advice could be optimistically summarized as 
"hire good people and give them room to do their jobs." He followed this advice and 
the results were disastrous.

The audience at this event included a lot of the most successful founders we've 
funded, and one after another said that the same thing had happened to them. 
They'd been given the same advice about how to run their companies as they grew, 
but instead of helping their companies, it had damaged them.

Usually when everyone around you disagrees with you, your default assumption 
should be that you're mistaken. But this is one of the rare exceptions. VCs who 
haven't been founders themselves don't know how founders should run 
companies, and C-level execs, as a class, include some of the most skillful liars 
in the world.

E X C E R P T S  F R O M  F OU N D E R  M O D E ,  P A U L  G R A H A M
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His Solutions?

Skip-Level 
Meetings

Be
Steve Jobs
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Cybernetics and 
Management

T H E  G E N E R A L  T H E O R Y  O F  F OU N D E R S ,  M A N A G E R S  A N D  S Y S T E M S  B Y D A N  D A V IE S
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What is cybernetics?

Cybernetics is the study of 
control systems as it applies to 
machines and living organisms.



Today’s 
Session

Designing
Feedback

02

Solving for
Founder Mode
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Stafford Beer and the 
Viable Systems Model

01



Stafford Beer and the 
Viable Systems Model
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THE VIABLE SYSTEMS MODEL

System 1:
The Doing System

It creates the primary outputs of the 
organization.
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System 2:
The Regulating System

Ensures System 1 autonomous activities 
are not overlapping or interfering.
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System 3:
The Management System

Focuses on efficiency and potential of 
System 1 to optimize output.
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System 4:
The Intelligence System

Integrates external knowledge to identify 
opportunities and threats and help the 
system adapt.

Environment
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System 5:
The Identity

Defines what the organization is and is not, 
and decides how it will change.

Environment
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The Ideal Model for an 
Organization Is a Human

Recursion

Communication
via Feedback

01

02

KEY VALUES OF VIABILITY 
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If a bunch of systems are behaving 
autonomously and independently, how does 
the organization prevent it from incoherence, 
internally and externally?



Designing
Feedback
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Dan Davies
The Unaccountability Machine

“
For a piece of data to have the capacity 

to affect decisions, it has to arrive in 
time and in the right form.
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Designing Feedback
‘in the Right Form’
Each system speaks its own language regarding 
feedback, rooted in its effect on its purpose.

Understand the purpose of the system.

Align our information to show feedback from the 
system’s purposeful activities.

TO ALIGN TO THE RIGHT FORM, FIRST WE MUST:
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Stafford Beer

“
The purpose of a system 

is what it does.
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Understanding a 
System’s Purpose

We do not need to “open the black box” of 
every aspect of a team to understand its 
purpose, just its primary outputs.

If you can show how a variable is positively 
or negatively effecting its purpose, you will 
be speaking its language.

And often the best way to communicate this 
will be in the language of data.
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Common Mistakes 
in Designing Form Aligning to well-known, high-level 

KPIs (not a fool-proof way to show 
relevance)

01

Not designing for the pleasure/pain 
feedback

02

Assuming something showing no 
impact is bad (the dashboard 
example)
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Simple Changes,
Big Results

Commodity Traders received a pricing report, with deltas on 
overnight movements sent in dense excel spreadsheets, with 
everything conditioned in black or red.

The analytics team built out forecast models to help guide 
which categories were best based on their price level.

They wanted the traders to integrate this into their process.

How to do it?
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Designing for ‘In-Time’
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Designing In-Time 
Can Go Wrong in 
Both Ways

For higher-level systems, there is a 
danger of showing data too quickly 
before there is impact.

01

For lower-level systems, it is 
difficult to show impact that 
occurs with lag much longer than 
their day-to-day decisions.
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Solving for
Founder Mode
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So, ‘hire great people,
and get out of their way?’
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System 4, ‘Intelligence’ Is Often a 
Large Organization’s Achilles Heel

Too much dampening of information up the 
chain can blind System 5 to needs internally.

Can’t be too sensitive to external signals at the 
cost of internal signals, or vice-versa.
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Founder Mode Has 
Some Real Insights ‘Get out of the Way’ IS partially right—but what 

founders / strong executives provide is strong 
Identity signals down to the rest of the systems 
on what kind of company they are, and where 
they are going to go.

01

The Brain needs feedback too—the executive 
cannot have a fixed version of what the 
company is against in its evolving reality.
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Skip-Level Monitoring
Patrick Hoverstadt in The Fractal Organization 
advises ‘Skip-Level Monitoring’, unannounced 
visits to a front-line or lower-level system to 
observe how initiatives are working in practice.
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What Founder Mode 
Gets Wrong

Just because we aren’t ‘getting out of the 
way’ does not mean we need to dictate 
the minutiae of every task in our 
increasingly complex organizations.



Don’t trust me, 
trust Brian Eno.
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It is extremely difficult unless you are tone-deaf
(or a trained singer) to maintain a note that is very 

discordant with its surroundings. 

You […] adjust the note almost involuntarily so that it 
forms some harmonic relationship to its surroundings. 

“



https://youtu.be/lFdHksQedA8?si=uaCAw1V4-jg3PszO&t=369
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Our Companies Will 
Continue to Get More 
Complex

Our playbooks and trends will grow outdated.

New external threats will emerge.

Maintaining viability as a firm will require a strong 
organizational sense of purpose to set our systems in 
the right direction—and ensure they are set-up to 
receive feedback to adjust in time.



Thank You!
As we set sail on this journey, our crew is ready to explore 
uncharted territories, weather any storm, and steer toward 
new horizons. With a clear course plotted, we’ll navigate 
through opportunities, tackle challenges head-on, and dock 
at our destination with confidence and success.



S E T  S A I L  W I T H :

C O U R S E :

Kevin Leahy

Signs and Wonders: How Brands 
Create Value by Making Meaning

On Deck
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