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On Leadership Principles
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1 Introduction

In my years of working with some of the foremost technology companies, I’ve come to understand the intricate
fabric of these organizations not just as a mere structure, but as a complex graph. Companies, as I perceive them,
resemble a vast interconnected web of cliques, subgraphs, and various geometric structures, each carrying its distinct
characteristics. The cumulative output of a company is the aggregation of the results from all these interconnected
parts.

However, like any intricate system, an obstruction in the flow of information between these parts, or the subopti-
mal behavior of a particular segment, can greatly influence the output of the entire organization. Drawing from my
experiences and the world of machine learning, I analogize the leadership principles of companies to the mechanism
of gradient descent used in optimizing functions. These principles, I believe, are akin to the updates we make in
the gradient descent process. They subtly, yet effectively, tweak the properties of the organization’s graph, aiming
to maximize results with minimal energy expenditure.

Just as it’s paramount to comprehend a function’s behavior in gradient descent and take steps tailored to reach
the minimum value, leadership principles are equally bespoke. They’re crafted keeping in view the unique objectives
of a company. However, it’s not just about formulating these principles. Ensuring that the organization maintains
a structure conducive to the application of these principles is equally imperative. Without the right shape, even
the most well-thought-out principles can fall flat.

This article is my attempt to underscore the significance of leadership principles and provide an encapsulated
view of the principles guiding today’s leading technology giants. While these principles reflect the ethos of these
companies, they also serve as a mirror for any discerning individual, helping them understand the character of these
giants. My objective is to stir thought among readers, urging them to delve into these principles, resonate with
them, and adopt what aligns with their ethos. Remember, a company, no matter how large, is a summation of its
parts. And it’s the leadership principles that dictate the harmony, efficiency, and output of these parts.

2 Leadership Principles Across Companies

Different companies have distinct leadership principles that resonate with their corporate culture and objectives.
Here is a comparison of the leadership principles of some of the world’s most successful companies:
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Amazon Customer Obsession, Ownership, Invent and Simplify, Are Right a Lot, Learn
and Be Curious, Hire and Develop the Best, Insist on the Highest Standards,
Think Big, Bias for Action, Frugality, Earn Trust, Dive Deep, Have
Backbone; Disagree and Commit, Deliver Results

Google Do the Right Thing, Be Innovative, Focus on the User and All Else Will
Follow, It’s Better to Do One Thing Really, Really Well, Fast is Better Than
Slow, Democracy in the Workplace, You Don’t Need to Be at Your Desk to
Need an Answer, You Can Make Money Without Doing Evil, There’s Always
More Information Out There, Need to Get Things Done, The Need for Speed,
The Power of Good Ideas Can Be Underestimated, Great Just Isn’t Good
Enough

Apple Customer Focus, Collaboration, Innovation, Integrity, Passion, Quality,
Respect, Secrecy, Simplicity, Social Responsibility, Speed

Meta Focus on Impact, Move Fast, Be Bold, Be Direct and Respectful, Build Social
Value, Collaborate Openly, Be a Good Steward

Netflix Customer Obsession, Innovation, Courage, Communication, Curiosity,
Inclusion, Selflessness, Passion, Integrity, Judgment, Impact

Tesla Move Fast, Do the Impossible, Constantly Innovate, Reason From First
Principles, Think Like Owners, We Are All IN

OpenAI Safety, Alignment, Benefit to Society, Openness, Collaboration, Diversity and
Inclusion, Excellence, Responsibility

Microsoft Create Clarity, Generate Energy, Deliver Success

Bridgewater
Associates

Radical Truth and Radical Transparency, Meritocracy, Meaningful Work and
Meaningful Relationships

McKinsey &
Company

Achievement, Problem Solving, Client Service, Communication, Teamwork,
Leadership, Personal Integrity

Boston Consulting
Group

Client Impact, Problem Solving, Teamwork, Personal Excellence, Leadership

US Army Integrity, Loyalty, Duty, Respect, Selfless Service, Honor, Personal Courage

Mayo Clinic Patient First, Respect, Collaboration, Integrity, Excellence, Accountability,
Innovation

3 The Evolution and Efficacy of Leadership Principles

In the evolution of a company, a set of leadership principles that once underpinned its success can, over time,
become less fitting as the organizational graph matures in complexity. The multifaceted intricacies of information
flow, overlapping employee charters, and an expanded scope of products necessitate not only technical acumen but
also a heightened sense of responsibility from individuals within the organization’s varied substructures. As such,
a continuous assessment and recalibration of leadership principles are imperative. The leaders at the helm must
perpetually consider the organization’s design, the clarity of product lines, and the defined responsibilities within
its critical subunits to maintain a synergy that aligns with the company’s evolving objectives.

Good leadership principles are characterized by clarity, actionability, and adaptability to the nuanced complex-
ities the organization navigates. While virtues such as humility and innovation are undoubtedly valuable, their
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embodiment in leadership principles requires a deeper, more critical thought process. The ambiguity often associ-
ated with these virtues can be likened to religious principles, whose diverse interpretations have historically led to
societal discord.

Consider Adobe’s evolution in this regard. The company, once guided by the principles of leadership, creativ-
ity, and innovation, realized the limitations of such broad, generalized metrics in assessing employee performance.
The recent shift in Adobe’s leadership principles – incorporating concepts like ‘Own the Outcome’ – reflects an
acknowledgment of the gaps in their initial approach. This addition perhaps hints at a previously identified mis-
alignment between innovation and the ownership of the resultant outcomes in enhancing customer experience. Even
so, the question remains whether these newly adopted principles sufficiently address the challenges stemming from
Adobe’s organizational complexity, notably exacerbated by frequent product innovations and acquisitions – a known
quandary in management research.

Crafting leadership principles and utilizing them practically in employee performance evaluation necessitates a
depth of critical thinking and a pragmatic approach. This ensures that such principles serve as an effective compass,
especially in turbulent times, enabling leaders – who are not infallible deities, but humans steering the organization
– to make decisions that are in tandem with the company’s goals. While performance evaluation is a subject vast
in its own right and beyond the scope of this article, the essence remains that leadership principles should be clear,
specific, and adaptable, providing guidance that is both practical and aligned with the organization’s evolving
landscape.

4 Crafting Effective Leadership Principles

Crafting leadership principles that genuinely reflect and guide a company is an intricate art that requires continual
introspection and adaptation. While succinctness can be a virtue, it should not come at the expense of clarity. The
challenge is to encapsulate the company’s ethos and vision without veering into ambiguity.

Amazon stands as a testament to the power of well-conceived leadership principles. They have not just etched
their principles on paper but have deeply ingrained them in their operational fabric. These principles play a pivotal
role in diverse facets like hiring, business decision-making, conflict resolution, and more. It’s noteworthy how
Amazon, when faced with significant public relations challenges, responded not just with words but with actionable
amendments to their leadership principles, reflecting their core value of bias for action.

But is there a definitive science to formulating the perfect set of leadership principles? The reality is that
it remains an intricate endeavor. Adobe, for instance, emphasized creativity and innovation in its early days –
attributes that still resonate with its brand identity. Comparatively, Salesforce’s leadership principles echo the
core beliefs of its founder, Marc Benioff. The emphasis on trust and customer success reflects the very nature
of enterprise software businesses, where these aspects are paramount. The inclusion of sustainability underscores
Benioff’s broader vision for societal impact.

In conclusion, crafting effective leadership principles isn’t about adhering to a universal formula. It’s about
delving deep into the organization’s DNA – understanding its business operations, the customer base, the product
landscape, and the value system it wishes to uphold. The goal is to devise principles that don’t merely sound good
but resonate authentically with every aspect of the organization.

5 Conclusion

Leadership principles, akin to the mathematical qualities used in optimization, are instrumental in shaping the
trajectory and outcomes of an organization. As we have discussed, they not only encapsulate the ethos of a
company but also play an influential role in steering its actions and decisions. Just as a company must remain
agile in its business strategies, its leadership principles too must evolve in response to the changing patterns of its
organizational landscape.

However, the mere existence of leadership principles is insufficient. Their real power lies in their implementation
across the organization’s operations. If they remain relegated to mere words on a page, their potency diminishes.
The complexity of achieving success in business is multifaceted, yet the anchoring of leadership principles stands
out as an imperative for any organization’s top-tier leadership.

On a more personal note, deriving and internalizing one’s own set of guiding principles can be transformative. For
instance, valuing honesty not just with others but oneself can lay the foundation for trust in business interactions.
Emphasizing discipline ensures consistent and methodical efforts, such as a systematic approach to talent manage-
ment. Active listening, coupled with critical thinking, allows for adaptive responses to both overt and subtle feed-
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back. Furthermore, remaining flexible and pragmatic—while continuously striving for self-improvement—captures
the essence of human evolution and progress. Being excellent doesn’t necessarily imply being the best universally,
but rather underscores the importance of being a better version of oneself with each passing day.

In closing, leadership principles transcend corporate buzzwords. They are the underpinning of an organization’s
identity and play a pivotal role in navigating the intricacies of the ever-evolving business world. Much like how we
meticulously optimize functions using gradient descent, the formulation, adaptation, and unwavering adherence to
these principles are vital. They are, in essence, the compass that ensures an organization remains aligned with its
foundational values amidst the myriad challenges and opportunities of the business landscape.
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