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June 2019 

Many of you have asked for a compendium of slides and examples from “Winning 
Writing.” Here you go: a distillation of the lessons -- without the silly jokes and videos! 

Note the appendices with model examples by GSB students from previous years. 
 (Yours will appear in future versions.)  

Keep in touch. Glenn (gkramon@stanford.edu) 
  
1-The Basics 
 
You can demonstrate that you’re an inspiring and constructive leader by how you write, not just 
by how you speak.  So, no matter what you're writing --  an email, feedback, a performance 
review  --  remember to praise, and talk constructively.  
 
Say what you like, and what you would like. Not what you don’t like. Otherwise, no one will 
listen. 
 
As my colleague Tom Friedman wrote: 
 
"There are two kinds of critics in life, those who criticize you because they want you to fail, and 
those who criticize you because they want you to succeed. And people can smell the difference 
a mile away. 
 
"If you convey to people that you really want them to succeed, they will take any criticism you 
dish out. If you convey that you really hold them in contempt, you can tell them that the sun is 
shining and they won't listen to you.'' 
 
Avoid destructive words like “this is boring” or “this is irrational.” Instead, say how to make it 
better. 
 
That’s the most important lesson from “Winning Writing.” 
 
Oh, you want more? 
 
RULE ONE:  The first thing to ask yourself is: Who is my audience? I know you know this but 
I'm struck by how many times we forget it.  Think first: what result do I want from this writing, 
and how can I persuade the reader to help me achieve it? What is my ask?    
 
RULE TWO: Before you begin writing, it's so important to make sure you can answer this 
question: If you boiled it down to one phrase, sentence or paragraph, what would it say? 
The shorter, the better. 
 
RULE THREE: Write it as you would say it to your colleague or friend. Avoid impersonal, 
abstract business jargon. Keep it simple.  
 
One trick: Say it to a friend and then write it as you said it. I'm surprised by how often a reporter 
can tell me a story better than she can write it. And once you've written it, read it aloud. Pretend 



you're delivering it to a friend or an audience. It will help you edit out unnecessary or unhelpful 
words. And it will help you sound less pretentious. 
 
Use shorter, simpler words -- help rather than assist or facilitate, use instead of utilize, start 
instead of commence, improve instead of try to make better. 
 
 “We are in the process of investigating”? Why not, “we are investigating.” 
 
And “I am currently working for Google” is better as “I work at Google.” 
 
Avoid business jargon: encourage instead of incentivize, affected instead of impacted, carry out 
instead of implement.  

Use short sentences. Why waste the reader’s time with unnecessary words? "In the event that'' 
could be "If.'' 

Even worse is useless jargon, such as “I work in the ecommerce space” (what value does 
“space” add?). And “This was a crisis situation” (ditto for “situation”).  And “we have an action 
plan” (what other kind of plan is there?). 

Put another way: Use the Miniskirt (or Speedo) Rule: Make it long enough to cover the basics, 
but short enough to keep it interesting. 
 
Another trick: Pretend you're typing on your phone -- it's so unpleasant to use those keyboards, 
you force yourself to say it in fewer words.  
 
Use strong words. For example, why say “she is incredibly smart” when you can say “she’s 
brilliant.” Why say something is “extremely important” when you can say it’s “crucial.” And 
“especially unusual” is more powerful as “rare” or “extraordinary.” 
  
Indeed, remember that, the Adverb Board at the GSB notwithstanding, using too many adverbs 
is a sign of weak writing.  
 
Some examples where an adverb does NOT add value: 
 
I successfully got a scholarship 
I completely crushed it 
Tragically, the train derailed, killing 100. 
We’re absolutely certain the election was rigged. 
The gender gap totally disappeared. 
Geeky men are socially awkward. 
  
RULE FOUR:  Get to the point quickly, not at the end. People grow impatient. Any of you 
appeared on TV? When the camera light comes on, you have about three seconds to win or 
lose your audience. 
 
As our students in the military have learned when talking to superiors: “B.L.U.F. -- Bottom Line 
Up Front.'' Say the most important things first. 
 
Here are some examples of pitches distilled to their essence.    



  
Before 
I am the co-founder of BorrowBear, a peer-to-peer rental marketplace that is scaling at 100% 
month-over-month and recently passed 10,000 users. The goal is to become the Airbnb of 
everything, where people can rent items temporarily and lenders can generate substantial 
passive income by sharing items they already own. Do you have 20 minutes for me to tell you 
more? 
  
After 
We’re the fast-growing Airbnb of … everything. You can lend anything, and generate substantial 
income. 
 
------------------------------------------------------------- 
Before 
Optimal nutrition shouldn’t make you sick to your stomach, yet for many women, prenatal 
vitamins do just that. AVAIL is the first ever, maximally bioavailable vitamin in drink form. AVAIL 
gives you all of the nutrients that you and your baby need, with none of the stomach ache. 
 
After 
Pregnant and sick to your stomach? Drink your daily prenatal vitamins in a light, refreshing 12oz 
beverage reminiscent of coconut water. It actually inhibits, rather than induces, nausea.   
  
------------------------------------------- 
Before 
Traffic sucks.  Each year we pay billions of dollars in taxes to build and maintain our roads, and 
that infrastructure is meant to move people and goods, not for passenger-less cars to clog as 
they circle for parking.  A occupancy-dependent VMT tax will ensure that traffic stays in check 
and that our roads are used as they’re meant to be. 
  
After 
We could soon see driverless “zombie cars” running errands or circling the block when a 
parking space isn’t available. A tax on such vehicles will help assure our roads are used as 
they’re meant to be. 
------------------------------------------- 
Before 
The internet was once objective - a giant democratic ensemble of content where what you saw 
was what everyone else saw too, and where traditional barriers (cost of publishing, cost of 
information) did not apply. Now we’re taking it all away again - through personalization 
algorithms that exploit our biases and weaknesses to make more money, and in the process 
expose us to compartmentalized slices of reality like never before. Algorithms are good, but 
these ones are dangerous. 
  
After 
Personalized algorithms will make us shallow, narrow  and small by exploiting our biases -- all to 
make others rich. There’s a solution.   
  
------------------------------------------------ 
Before 
“A reader lives a thousand lives. Someone who does not lives only one.” Reading provides an 
opportunity to learn knowledge from people who lived experiences far beyond yours. It’s the 



best way to broaden your horizons and learn from events and people who have experienced 
things you may not have thought possible or understood. 
 
After 
Remind your students: “A reader lives a thousand lives. Someone who does not lives only one.” 
  
ODDS AND ENDS FOR GOOD WRITING: 
Remember to use who, not that, when referring to people, as in GSB alumni who (not that) 
donate to the school. 
  
Beware the dangling modifier! Know what that is? Here’s an example:   
 
As a renowned and savvy investor, I would love to spend 30 minutes with you to hear your 
feedback regarding my investment thesis. 
 
You mean to compliment him; instead, you compliment yourself. You mean to say: “You are a 
renowned and savvy investor with whom I would like to spend 30 minutes.”  
  
In other words, make sure the part after the comma involves the same person or thing as the 
part before the comma. 
 
Also, avoid the verb “make’’ whenever possible. Instead of “make sure,” use “assure.” Instead of 
“make better,” try “improve.” Instead of “make love” …let’s not go there. 
  
2-Writing About Yourself: the Cold-Call Letter 
  
I can’t emphasize enough the importance of good writing when you’re describing yourself to 
someone you don’t know. That means you need stories about yourself – stories that, as my 
colleague Adam Bryant says, make the executive want to have beer or coffee with you, and to 
hire you.   
  
“Cold Call’’ Emails: Eleven Rules 
  
GOAL: Show you’re special -- 1 in a million, not 1 of a million. 
  
RULE 1: Know something about the person to whom you’re writing, and exploit it. 
  
RULE 2: Be who you are. If you’re not, you’re fooling yourself as well as the recruiter. And you 
could end up in a job that makes you miserable.  
 
RULE 3: Begin with something she doesn’t know, not with something she does know. 
  
For example, avoid something like the following: 
Dear Mr. Bezos: You have transformed industry after industry by changing how people interact 
with and receive traditional services, whether it be books or the retail experience. Now as you 
begin to look at healthcare, I have no doubt you will again change how an individual receives 
care in the US. As a Stanford MD/MBA, I have devoted myself to reimagining how we can 
deliver healthcare more effectively and efficiently.  I have since applied my passion for 
revolutionizing healthcare delivery to build a fully functional Alexa skill that can deliver services 



to the patients most in-need of a personalized, follow-up care and I am interested in doing even 
more. 
  
And tell him something he doesn’t know: 
Dear Mr. Bezos: I can help Alexa help patients needing personalized follow-up care.  A Stanford 
MD/MBA, I would greatly appreciate a few minutes to discuss how voice-enabled platforms can 
transform how we deliver healthcare. 
   
RULE 4: Begin by naming someone you know whom the person you’re writing also knows (and 
respects). “Heidi Roizen suggested I contact you.’’ (Or, have that someone introduce you two.) 
  
RULE 5: Try to compare yourself to the person you’re writing. Example: “Like you, I decided my 
strength was in finance, not manufacturing….’’ Or mention something you’ve learned from that 
person. 
  
RULE 6: Can you tell a story you know will make that person smile, even laugh? (Remember 
Vinnie From Da Bronx goes to Oxford?) 
  
RULE 7: “Pick a lane.’’ Instead of covering everything on your resume, tell a story that shows 
how you can help that person and the organization – the more interesting, the better. That story 
should show you in action. Bring a moment to life. Then, either in your signature line or the text, 
you can link to your CV or LinkedIn profile. 
  
RULE 8: Be confident but not arrogant. But don’t be timid – avoid words like “I don’t know if you 
remember me but….” There’s a sweet spot between humility and overconfidence. 
  
RULE 9: Keep it short. Make sure there’s an “ask’’ or next step. And keep the ask as small as 
possible. Make it easy to say yes. Rather than ask to “talk about my career,” ask to talk about 
“deciding between a job at a startup and one in consulting.”  
  
RULE 10: Offer something in return. Maybe you know something, or someone, that she doesn’t. 
Like: “I'd be happy to share the final summary of our findings.” Or: “I might have some 
investment ideas you think worthwhile.” 
  
RULE 11: Check it for accuracy, then check it again, before sending. If you write to Mark 
Andreesen at Sequoia (instead of Marc Andreessen at Andreessen Horowitz), don’t expect an 
answer. 
  
For examples of good cold-call letters by GSB students, see Appendix 2. 
  
3-Telling Stories About Yourself 
  
Your goal: “Make someone want to have a beer with you – and hire you,” as my Times 
colleague Adam Bryant puts it. 
  
1-Know your audience. (Hey, where have you heard that before!) Customize your story 
accordingly. 
  



2-Two qualities account for more than 90 percent of the impression others form of us, my GSB 
colleague Lauren Weinstein says: 
  Warmth – the ability to create an authentic connection and create trust. 
  Competence –the ability to inspire confidence in you.  
  
3-Be vivid. Picture your favorite movie scene.  Describe it in words. That’s what you want in a 
story about yourself. Bring it to life. Make it memorable. See the examples of great stories by 
GSB students  in the next reading. 
  
4-Quotes enliven a story. 
  
5-So does humor. 
  
6-CEOs value humility and people who are team players, says Adam Bryant, who 
interviewed more than 500 executives for his column, “Corner Office.”  When they ask about 
accomplishments, they like to hear "we" more than "I," so they know you’re a team player who 
appreciates the contributions of others to your success. 
  
7-Have a happy ending.  Better to show yourself overcoming something than still mired in 
trouble. 
  
8-As you consider stories to tell, Adam suggests topics he’s found effective: 
  
·        What were some important early influences for you? 
·        Tell me about your parents, and how they influenced you? 
·        What were some core values in your family – were there certain expressions that your 
parents would repeat often around the dinner table? 
·        Who has been your most important mentor and what did you learn? 
·        What are one or two experiences in your life that, looking back, were inflection points in 
shaping who you are as a person? 
·        What is your natural strength – what skill or ability comes so easily to you that it’s as 
natural as breathing? 
·        Your colleagues put three words on your tombstone – what will they be? 
·        If you had to choose just one word to describe who you are in the core of your DNA, what 
word would you choose? 
·        What are you doing when you are in a state of “flow” – when you are at your best, when 
you are on fire? 
·        What does success mean to you? 
·        If you could create any job for yourself, regardless of what already exists on the org chart 
of a company, that would make the best and highest use of all your skills and abilities, what 
would that job be? 
·        Do you feel lucky? Why? 
·        What qualities do you admire and appreciate most in a manager and leader? 
·        What qualities do you despise most in a manager and leader? 
  
9-Tell of your messiest situation and what you learned, suggests Heidi Roizen, Silicon Valley 
entrepreneur and VC. 
  
10-Or, tell of your most satisfying accomplishment, and what you learned.   
 



4-Saying It Fast: the Elevator Pitch 
 
In this impatient world, you’d best say it fast. A few tips: 
  
1-Ask yourself: Who is my audience? And how do I appeal to them. What do you know about 
them that can help you pitch them? Here’s an example of good thinking: 
  
 I want to pitch young consumers NOT to buy diamond engagement rings. Diamonds are 
useless, not that rare, and tie up billions of dollars that do nothing for improving the world. 
They  breed materialism, speculation and jealousy, in addition to objectifying love (sorry if you 
have a big ring and got engaged recently, it’s beautiful). 
   The person I first considered pitching is a young, affluent man who wants his girlfriend’s 
friends to gawk at the diamond's size as if it is a reflection of his merit and wealth. So the only 
thing that could change his buying habit is if his girlfriend DID NOT want a diamond. Thus, my 
target is: Young, affluent, independent and intelligent women who may soon be engaged or 
have friends who will be. 
  How we appeal to these women: 
         They can respond  if they think engagement traditions are changing; 
         They have empathy and care about human rights violations that diamonds cause 
everywhere; 
         They care about tradition...and might want to know that NO ONE bought diamond 
engagement rings before DeBeers told  them to in the '20s; 
         They have mothers and friends with diamonds and do not want to hurt anyone's feelings. 
It must be clear that it is not bad to have a diamond, just a thing of the past. 
  
2-Now, think of how to make your pitch really fast. Eliminate unnecessary thoughts and 
words. For example: Tell your audience what they don’t know, rather than what they do. Rather 
than flatter Jeff Bezos by saying how great his company is, start with your idea that will impress 
him.     
  
3-Say it in as few words as possible. Here’s the pitch for the audience described above: 
  
Your mom’s generation thought diamonds are forever, but they also thought cigarettes were 
healthy. Turns out diamonds aren’t rare, often come from places where workers are 
abused,  and are an objectification of  love. As our country matures, shouldn’t its engagement 
traditions? 
  
4-Now, say it even faster. Examples: 
  
To the audience above:  Diamonds aren’t rare, often come from places where workers are 
abused, and are an objectification of  love. Do you really want to buy them? 
  
Other examples: 
  
To investors: Help us disrupt the $1.4B prepackaged children’s lunch market with Hero Box: 
healthy lunchables, healthy profits 
  
To Indian grandmas:  Help keep Indian culture and tradition alive with your homemade cooking, 
for young families who lack the time or your motherly knowledge.   



  
To teenagers: Hard to express appreciation to those you care about? Release those good 
vibes, through lovenotes.io. 
  
5) Finally, say it this fast: 
  
To the audience above: Diamonds Aren’t Forever 
  
Other examples: 
A home-technology concierge 
  
One-stop wedding planning software 
  
Personalized supplement pills 
  
6) Here’s another example of shortening and simplifying a concept: 
  
Original: By inserting individual arbitration clauses into a soaring number of consumer and 
employment contracts, companies like American Express devised a way to circumvent the 
courts and bar people from joining together in class-action lawsuits, realistically the only tool 
citizens have to fight illegal or deceitful business practices. 
  
Shorter: Clauses buried in tens of millions of contracts have deprived Americans of one of their 
most fundamental constitutional rights: their day in court. 
  
Shortest: Arbitration everywhere, stacking the deck of justice 
  
5-Perfect Pitch: Reaching Out to a Reporter   
 
Bad news: there are now more than four times as many public-relations people as reporters, up 
from twice as many just 15 years ago. My Times colleague David Streitfeld says he can feel as 
if he’s facing a firehose. 
 
That means your pitches need be special -- 1 IN a million rather than 1 OF a million. (Hey, 
where have you heard that before?) 
 
A few rules, from David and me:  
 
1. Choose the right moment. Is what you are selling ready to go mainstream? A reporter 
wants to be ahead of the curve – but not too far ahead. If you don’t have enough to show her, 
wait. 
 
2. Know WHOM you are pitching. (See Lesson 1.) Make sure you reach out to the right beat 
reporter. And say something about the reporter’s work, to make a better connection. (“I thought 
your story last month on telemarketing scams was spot on.”) 
 
3. Hook the reporter with an engaging, focused subject line and first sentence. Examples: 
“Can we confirm your worst fears about big data analytics and show you its potential at the 
same time?” Or: “Over a quarter of Americans have made malicious online comments.” 



Avoid beginning with insincere platitudes like “Hope you’re having a great Tuesday” and “Hope 
you’re well.” They read like spam and waste precious space on the reader’s phone. 
  
4. Link what you are doing to a larger trend/crisis/issue. The best pitches contain what 
people in the newsroom call The Big Thought -- an idea that goes beyond that particular 
company or even that particular industry. It's an idea that makes the story interesting to lots of 
readers, not just readers in that industry. News organizations usually don’t have the resources 
to write about a small company, so you have to give them a trend. 
  
Example: Your software company is one of many offering “push notifications” to customers who 
really want them, like reminders to buy flowers for Valentines Day.  The larger trend? “We’re 
helping to end advertising spam.” 
  
5.  SHOW as well as SAY 
 
In an early news release, the push-notification company, Kahuna, described its product this 
way: 
 
Our technology is a first for the industry and will unlock the potential for mobile marketing by 
delivering never-before-seen, actionable insights that help drive app usage and increase 
revenue. 
 
That might be construed as too breathless ("never-before-seen''), which makes reporters 
skeptical, and too vague ("actionable insights''?), which makes it less interesting. That's saying, 
not showing.  
 
Here's a way to make it more vivid and more important:  
 
Kahuna's software helps retailers like 1-800 Flowers deliver messages that THEIR customers 
love. We exploit data about their customers' buying habits so they can more efficiently reach 
those customers with new product offers -- not through conventional (and costly) online 
advertisements but rather through text messages that cost them virtually nothing. The high 
customer response rates have been heartening for the businesses that have tried it. Next 
Wednesday, we're announcing significant funding, new technology, high profile customers and 
a partnership that gives the company immediate access to another 250+ retailers such as 
American Eagle Outfitters, Crate & Barrel, Ralph Lauren, and Sephora.  Our technology is a first 
for the industry and will unlock the potential for mobile marketing. 
 
This pitch contains many things a journalist wants to see: a) it SHOWS what the product does; 
b) it differentiates the product from what's out there now; c) it provides evidence that customers 
with recognizable names are using, and benefiting from, the product; d) it demonstrates that 
investors are lining up; e) it gives the journalist a "news hook'' -- the announcement of new 
funding, technology, customers and a partnership scheduled for next week.   
Ideally, Kahuna's pitch would go on to: a) SHOW how a well known business like 1-800-Flowers 
uses the technology, and the resulting higher response rates;  b) invite the reporter to see the 
product in action and talk to people who’ve tried it; c) indicate  how many customers Kahuna 
has and its potential market;  d) hint at how it will try to make money and succeed as a 
business; e) as mentioned above, put this product in a broader context (the big thought). 
 
6. Make it fast. An example, before and after editing: 



  
Before 
I wanted to reach out to you on my new project, Dwell Club. At this stage we are marketing to 
investors to build the first brand in the emerging short-term rental space that will acquire sub-
institutional hotels and multifamily assets. Dwell club will professionalize the short-term rental 
industry through creating a high-quality, consistent product for travelers looking for alternatives 
to hotels who instead prefer authentic experiences where they can live like a local. Though the 
short-term rental industry has experienced rapid growth through robust distribution channels 
such as airbnb and VRBO, the accommodations offered on these platforms are undependable, 
inconsistent, and lack professional management. Dwell club will fill this void. 
  
After 
We’re Dwell Club, and we think we’ve found a fast-growing niche. We cater to travelers looking 
for alternatives to hotels, where they can live like a local but avoid the less dependable and 
unprofessionally managed offerings on Airbnb and VRBO. (THEN DESCRIBE YOUR UNITS.) 
  
7. Include a plan of action. Invite the reporter to see your product or service and talk with 
people who’ve tried it. Or say a piece needs to be done by a certain date and explain why. 
 
8. Send the pitch at the time it will be best received -- usually morning or afternoon, rarely 
evening or night -- and then wait (no follow-up phone calls). If you extended an invitation to an 
upcoming event, you can email again asking for a response.  
  
For examples of good pitches to the media by GSB students, see Appendix 5. 
  
6-Responding to the Media   
  
Many of you have not dealt with reporters and view them as aliens. They need not be. Steve 
Jobs and Bill Gates both met The Times’s technology correspondent, John Markoff, four 
decades ago when they entered the business. They came to respect him because they knew 
they could learn something from him even as he learned from them. And they established a 
trust with him. Jobs even asked that John be invited to his funeral. 
  
That’s what you want – a reporter you respect and trust. A reporter who’s fair -- he puts himself 
in the shoes of those he interviews, and treats them as they would like to be treated themselves. 
  
Find out which reporters cover your business. Read what they’ve written. Ask others in the 
business about them. Choose one you think promising and invite her for coffee. 
  
Remember: Reporters see themselves not as your public-relations mouthpiece but as 
representatives of their readers, asking questions on their behalf. So avoid terms like “we hope 
you will announce our product” or “we want to partner with you.” 
  
And remember, in times of crisis: the reporters’ readers include your customers, your 
employees, your shareholders. They deserve the most honest and thorough responses you can 
muster.  
  
Note that we're discussing written responses to reporters' questions. But of course these 
responses could just as easily be spoken. 



  
Here are a few tips from me and Andrew Ross Sorkin,  New York Times columnist, creator of 
the DealBook web site, co-anchor on the CNBC program "Squawk Box,'' author of "Too Big to 
Fail,''  and co-creator of “Billions,’’ the acclaimed Showtime series. 
  
Dealing With Reporters 
  
1. Never say no comment. There's always something better to say, even if you can't say much. 
  
2. Don't avoid calls from reporters. It breeds bad feelings and leaves you vulnerable to not 
understanding what the reporter is seeking. And it denies you the opportunity to tell your side of 
the story. 
  
3. Always try to understand the background of the journalist. Read his/her previous work. 
Talk to peers. Some journalists are more trustworthy and objective than others. But in any case, 
you'll likely have to try to make the situation work.  
  
4. Try to develop relationships with some key journalists. In a crisis it's always better to 
know people who understand you and your business in depth with a nuanced perspective. That 
doesn't mean a reporter you know will roll over if you've done something terrible, but you'll have 
a better shot at getting a full and fair story. 
  
5. Try to address the question rather than avoiding it. And tell the truth. Say as much as you 
can confidently say.  Hedge whenever necessary -- you might not have all of the information 
even when you think you do. Avoid overpromising with statements like “It won’t happen again” 
and “We assure you our system is safe.” If things later change, your credibility will be called into 
question, even if you were acting in good faith. 
  
6. Focus on the positive, the constructive – on what you’re doing to improve the situation. 
Avoid sounding defensive with expressions like “I’m not at liberty to disclose….’’ 
  
7. Talk in appealing sound bites that make for good quotes. 
 
8. Avoid self-incriminating language like “We should have been more careful,” “We did not 
take action early enough’’ and “It was our fault.” You’ll be vulnerable if you’re sued, because you 
appear to admit guilt. 
  
9. Avoid “As I said” and “As I mentioned.” You might be perceived as impatient and 
defensive. 
  
10. Being specific is sometimes less frightening than being vague. “Extremely costly” 
could unnerve investors more than “at least $100 million.” 
  
11. Never sound angry or defensive, even if you feel that way. 
  
Beware: Not everyone understands “off the record” or “on background” to mean the same 
things. Before any interview in which any degree of anonymity is expected, there should be a 
discussion in which the ground rules are set explicitly. 



But here are a few key definitions (from The Associated Press) 

On the record. The information can be used with no caveats, quoting the source by name. 

Off the record. The information cannot be used for publication. 

Background. The information can be published but only under conditions negotiated with the 
source. Generally, the sources do not want their names published but will agree to a description 
of their position. AP reporters should object vigorously when a source wants to brief a group of 
reporters on background and try to persuade the source to put the briefing on the record. These 
background briefings have become routine in many venues, especially with government 
officials. 

Deep background. The information can be used but without attribution. The source does not 
want to be identified in any way, even on condition of anonymity. 

7-Wowing the Crowd, With a Great Speech 

To know what makes for a great speech, search for Stanford commencement addresses by: 
Steve Jobs (2005), Ken Burns (2016), Sterling K. Brown (2018). Here are rules they followed: 
 
 
Remember your audience. What will make them laugh, cry, sigh? 
  
Remember the Honey Badger Rule: It’s “Honey Badger don’t care; Honey Badger don’t give a 
sh-t; it just takes what it wants.” Audiences can be Honey Badgers. They’ll want to know “why 
should I care – what’s in it for me?” 

Consider beginning with humor, ideally self-deprecating. I once won over a hostile crowd by 
starting with the story of a New York Times reader who wrote: “I’ve been reading The New York 
Times for 62 years, and I’ve always hated it.” (They agreed.) 
  
Ask a question, then ask for a show of hands, to involve the audience. “How many of 
you….?” 

Summarize your main thought in a sentence, early in the speech. And repeat it. 
  
Use that thought to guide your writing. 

As you write, ask yourself, what do I want my audience to do? 

Tell a story and make sure it makes your point.  
  
Use inspiring quotes. Sterling K. Brown: “My momma always told me, ‘When you visit 
someone else’s house, leave things better than the way you found them. That way you’ll always 
be asked back.’ You wanna be that person that changes the room for the better. You wanna be 
that person that they keep asking back.”  

Be upbeat and uplifting. (Then, remind me to be so, too.) Maya Angelou: “I’ve learned that 
people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how 
you made them feel.” (from Forbes) 



  
Keep it simple. People can absorb only so much. 
  
Keep it short. The Gettysburg Address is under 300 words and took two minutes. 

Use emphasis and pauses at critical points. Forbes magazine: “Sometimes, audiences won’t 
recognize what’s important. That’s why you use transitional phrases to signal intent. For 
example, take a rhetorical question like ‘What does this mean’ – and follow it with a pause. 
Silence gets attention – and this tactic creates anticipation (along with awakening those who’ve 
drifted off). Similarly, a phrase like ‘So here’s the lesson’ also captures an audience’s interest. It 
alerts them that something important is about to be shared. Even if they weren’t paying attention 
before, they can tune in now and catch up.” 
  
Repeat important words and thoughts. Repeat important words and thoughts. 

The end is more important than the beginning. So make it the best part. 

8-First Make Them Smile: Using Humor 

Humor can be dangerous. But when it works, you become one in a million. Some rules: 
 
1-Never begin with “This will make you laugh” or “You’ll love this.” You’ll kill the joke 
before you make it. 
  
2-Remember: who’s your audience. Humor is a lethal boomerang – it can kill your 
audience, or you. 
  
3-Make  fun of yourself, not others. 
Barack Obama shows photos of himself aging while Michelle remains radiant. 
  
4-Or make fun of the both of you, to strengthen the bond. 
“I enclose a photo, in which, as usual, the Americans have better hair than us.”  
  
5-If you want to make fun of others, try to do it in a way that compliments them rather 
than insults them. 
President Kennedy jokes: “I am the man who accompanied Jacqueline Kennedy to Paris.”    
  
6-If you do make fun of others, aim up rather than down. 
But make sure they’re good sports. Like the GSB dean, Jon Levin, at the show last year. 
  
7-Start serious, then surprise the reader with something outrageous. Build to a 
punchline. 
Remember the Rule of Three: “Writing comedically usually requires establishing a pattern (with 
the setup) and then misdirecting the reader (with the punch line),’’ writes Leigh Anne Jasheway. 
“One simple way of doing this is to pair two like ideas in a list and then add a third, incongruent, 
idea.”  Here’s an example of a sentence using the Rule of Three, from the comedian Marty 
Allen:  “I work out every day. Just yesterday I was on the treadmill for an hour. Then some idiot 
turned it on.” 
  
8-Reality is often funnier than fantasy. All you need do is exaggerate a little. 



Remember how the course-registration video made you laugh. 
  
9-Outrageous comparisons can be funny. 
“It was so hot today I saw a robin dipping her eggs in Nestea.” – Johnny Carson 
  
10-Use clever plays on words: 
Famous country-music song titles: 
If I Said You Had a Beautiful Body Would You Hold It Against Me 
I Miss You But My Aim Is Getting Better 
How Can I Miss You If You Won’t Go Away 
  
11-Be clueless (even if you’re not). 
Ask about a word with which you’re not familiar (but do your homework to make sure it’s not 
offensive). Then ask what it means. This could work particularly well if you’re not naturally 
funny. For me, such words would include: 
My BAE. 
Dongles 
Baller 
  
12-Jokes about drinking and sex are a dime a dozen. Make yourself one in a million by 
avoiding them in favor of something more clever. 
  
13-Strive for humor that works even when people aren’t drunk or high. 
  
14-Learn the difference between genuine laughter and sycophantic laughter. Strive for 
the former. 
Sycophantic: “behaving or done in a fawning / servile / obsequious way in order to gain 
advantage with, say, the boss.’’   
  
15-Remember Johnny Carson’s “Rule of One Too Many” – fewer is better. 
 “Three seems to be the maximum number of jokes that can be done on a topic before an 
audience gets restless.”  --Raymond Siller, Johnny Carson’s longtime head writer.  
 
9-Opinion Pieces: Influencing a Big Audience 

I asked my colleague and friend Nick Kristof, Pulitzer-winning columnist and correspondent for 
The Times, for tips on writing, persuasively, with a voice. And I combined them with mine [in 
brackets]. 

Writing Columns for a General-Interest Audience 

1. Start out with a very clear idea in your own mind about the point you want to make. It 
doesn’t have to be quite reducible to a bumper sticker, although that might help. Somebody 
should come away remembering the central point of your essay, and that’s possible only if there 
is a central point. 
[If you boiled it down to one sentence, what would it say? And does it sound fresh and original 
enough? Ask these questions of yourself before you begin writing.] 
  
[Ask yourself: “who’s my audience?” For which publication will you write this? Then, picture that 
publication’s readers as you consider how to write the piece.] 



  
[The editor will ask you: “Why you?” As you choose your topic, remember that you’ll have to 
prove to an editor why readers should listen to you rather than someone else on this subject. 
Ask yourself: can I add value on this subject that others can't, maybe because of personal 
experience or research I've done?]  
  
[The editor will ask you: “why now?” Can you make a timely connection with something 
important that just happened,  or is about to happen? Example: Donald Trump just mentioned 
this. Or, Silicon Valley executives will soon meet to discuss this. Remember that your reader will 
ask: Why should I read about this subject now?] 
  
[The editor will ask you: “Has this been written before?” You’d best show it hasn’t, by doing a 
search first.]  
 
2. Don’t choose a topic, choose an argument. In other words, don’t select a topic and make 
various points about it. Rather, start with a contentious argument that you want to persuade 
people of. And it should be something that people might disagree with or take the opposite view; 
“businesses should obey the law” isn’t an interesting argument because no one would openly 
make the opposite argument. 
 
[And propose solutions, as specifically as possible. Publishers like The New York Times, The 
Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post and Bloomberg View want solutions.] 

[As part of your proposed solution, give an example of a place where what you want is already 
happening – give us a model.] 

[If you’re struggling to find a topic, ask yourself, “What makes me mad?’’ If it makes you mad, 
you can write more passionately about it.] 
3. Start with a bang. You’re fighting for readers, and frankly most probably aren’t going to read 
what you have to say. Even in a newspaper opinion page, very few people read every column 
and op-ed to the bottom. They’ll look at the headline and the first half of the first paragraph—
and then plenty of them will move on. So don’t take time to clear your throat. 
 
4.  Personal stories are often very powerful to make a point. It can be your story or 
someone else’s, although it’s often most compelling if there’s a personal connection. You’re 
much better off telling one person’s story, or perhaps two, than five. 
 
[**Note that every one of the dozen pieces by GSB students published in the national 
media this past year was based on the student’s personal story.]  
 
[The ideal column proves its case with persuasive statistics as well as stories. Use numbers, but 
not too many. Remember that most readers remember stories more than numbers.] 
 
5. If the platform allows it, use photos or video or music or whatever. Surprise people. The 
Web allows all kinds of ornaments, and they draw in readers. 
 
6. Don’t feel the need to be formal and stodgy. Think of an opinion piece as a letter to a 
friend, rather than as a formal university essay. Crack a joke. Use quotes. Or even sentence 
fragments. 
 



[Come up with a ritual that makes writing this op-ed piece feel different from, say, writing a 
report or memo. For example, write it as an email in your Gmail, as opposed to a Word 
document.] 
 
[When you finish writing, read the piece one more time and ask yourself: If my friend read this, 
could he understand it well enough to summarize it to a friend?] 
  
7.  Acknowledge shortcomings in your arguments if the readers are likely to be aware of 
them, and address them openly. It’s fine to note that there are legitimate counter-arguments, or 
uncertainty about what will happen, but that you still stand by your argument. 
  
8.  It’s often useful to cite an example of what you’re criticizing, or quote from an 
antagonist, because it clarifies what you’re against. 
  
9. If you’re really trying to persuade people who are on the fence, remember that their 
way of thinking may not be yours. Advocates often cite the arguments that they themselves 
find most persuasive, rather than those that those in the middle might favor. It’s fine to pound 
the table and make the maximalist argument, but that’s less likely to persuade others. 
  
[Put yourself inside the head of the reader you’re trying to persuade – she’s more important than 
the reader who already agrees with you.] 
  
10. When your work is published, spread the word through social media or emails or any 
other avenue you can think of. The point of writing is not just to exist; it’s to be read. 
  
For examples of op-eds by GSB students that were published in The Times, The Wall 
Street Journal and other national media, see Appendix 9. 
  
10-Giving Written Feedback 
  
Giving good feedback is an oft-neglected skill. This chapter may be the most important of all for 
those of you who will be other people’s bosses – which I assume is most of you. 
  
1-Most important of all are these words, from my colleague Tom Friedman: "There are 
two kinds of critics in life, those who criticize you because they want you to fail, and 
those who criticize you because they want you to succeed. And people can smell the 
difference a mile away.  If you convey to people that you really want them to succeed, they will 
take any criticism you dish out. If you convey that you really hold them in contempt, you can tell 
them that the sun is shining and they won't listen to you.'' 
  
Remember the advice of Sam Hagerbaumer (MSX ’19): “Listen to the people who report to 
you, find out what worries them and what stands in the way of delivering the results you ask of 
them. When you feel too busy to stop and listen, pretend they’re your boss - make the time. 
When they express incompetencies or stress, have empathy.  
 
2-Be liberal with praise, and constructive criticism. Remember: say what you like, and what 
you would like. Not what you dislike or don’t want. Be constructive. Be as specific as you can 
about what the employee can do to improve.    
  



3-Use vivid examples. The single biggest weakness in written feedback is an absence of 
powerful examples. 
  
And when giving feedback to your employees/colleagues:   
  
4-Before writing a performance review, ask the employee for a self-evaluation. She should 
include: a) her proudest accomplishments in the past year (you don’t want to forget the most 
important ones in the review you write, and she will help remind you); b) her goals for the 
current year; c) her ambitions for the years beyond, including jobs to which she might aspire. 
  
Why do this? a) You want buy-in from the person you’re evaluating, and she’s much more likely 
to believe in this process if you give her a say; b) It allows you to determine how self-aware your 
employee is – the best employees will often admit to their own weaknesses, which allows you to 
say in the review: “As you yourself so admirably said, you need improvement in this or that 
skill’’; c) It makes your job easier – they’re feeding you material. So you won’t forget the 
accomplishment of which she’s most proud; she’ll remind you in her self-review.  
  
5-Use what I call the Zagat Method and others call a 360 Review. Like diners rating a 
restaurant for Zagat, the employee’s colleagues are asked about her strengths and areas that 
could use improvement. (In other words, ask what they like, and what they would like. No 
criticism allowed.) 
  
Ask supervisors, peers and, most important, people who report to that employee. A consensus 
assessment not only has more power, it’s more accurate. The more people you talk to, the 
better. 
  
Promise them anonymity. The employee being reviewed may ask: who is saying these things 
about me? You reply: more than one person, which is why you should know this.  
  
6-Don’t write the review without consulting the employee’s previous reviews, to determine 
progress. 
  
7-Write the review as a letter TO the employee, in conversational language, not as a report 
about him, as if written for a third party. 
  
“Glenn, strive to shorten your sentences and your stories so you don’t bore people to death.” 
NOT: “Glenn should strive to shorten his sentences and stories so as not to bore people to 
death.”    
  
And remember: It’s not about you. It’s about them. Some bosses forget that:  “Enough about 
you; let’s talk about me.’’ You know people like this, right? 
 
I’m reminded of what Winston Churchill’s mom, Jennie Jerome, once said about two prime 
ministers she had met: "When I left the dining room after sitting next to Gladstone, I thought he 
was the cleverest man in England. But when I sat next to Disraeli, I left feeling I was the 
cleverest person." 
 
Whom do you think she liked more? 
 



8-Write unemotionally and level-headedly. Ask yourself: If I accidentally emailed this to the 
entire staff, would everyone be upset, or would they say: “Fair enough! Well done.’’ You want 
the latter. 
  
9-Be constructive. It’s amazing how destructive a negative sentence – even one negative word 
– can be. Instead, be as specific as you can about what the employee can do to improve.  
  
10-Focus on the work, not the person. We’re reviewing performance, not personality. Avoid 
psychoanalyzing – trying to explain why the employee did or didn’t do something. 
Avoid writing like this: 
  
 “Robert, we understand your performance was affected by your personal difficulties, what with 
the arrival of a baby with complications, your recent divorce and the death of your dad.” 
  
All that does is remind Robert of his problems and that the boss is mentioning them in his 
review. 
  
11-Consider phrasing advice as a question. That way, it sounds as if it’s a conversation, not 
a command.  For example: Instead of  “We should have invested in…,’’ ask “Should we have 
invested in…?’’ 
  
12-Use “we’’ rather than “you’’ or “I’’ whenever possible, making clear you’re partners, 
working together.  
  
13- Avoid absolutes: No one is the greatest (or the worst). Avoid comparisons that name other 
people on the staff. 
  
14-Make the feedback timely. Send an email to your employee with examples of work you just 
saw and liked, or of work you thought needed improvement. Then save those emails for use as 
examples in the performance review. 
  
15-In every review: a) Summarize the employee’s most significant accomplishments; b) 
Specify goals for the coming period, as concretely as possible (particularly for a newcomer or 
someone new to a job); c) Try to look beyond the current job to the next job, and describe what 
the employee must do to reach that job. 
  
16-Put yourself in the position of the person reading the review – would you know what to 
do based on the constructive criticism in that review? Is it specific enough?   
  
17-Written feedback should supplement, not replace, a face-to-face conversation.    
  
18-There should be no unpleasant surprises in written communications. Tough news should 
first be delivered face to face – as soon as possible after the troubling behavior -- and then 
summarized in a performance review.  
  
Here’s an example.   I oversaw a business reporter who was a rising star, but he kept losing his 
temper in interviews with uncooperative executives and government officials, and I had received 
complaints. I talked to him soon after each complaint, and in the review I described the 
particular cases. So then he couldn’t say: “When did I ever lose my temper? Give me some 



examples!” Indeed, instead of growing angry or defensive when he read the review, he said, “I 
know, I know, you told me that before. I’m working on it.” 
  
19-In a few cases, the review serves to summarize work that has failed to meet well 
defined expectations, and therefore to make it clear that this cannot continue without 
repercussions (like termination). But remember that a face-to-face conversation must precede 
such a review. 
  
20-Remember, always, to say thank you, sincerely, for what that person has done. We forget 
that too often. 
  
I like to think that for your best employees, the annual review is a precious souvenir – something 
they’d grab, along with the photo albums, if the house were on fire. It’s what they can show their 
children when they ask: “Where were you all those nights and weekends, Mommy?”   
 
 
For examples of good written feedback from GSB students, see Appendix 10. 
 
11-Epilogue/Last Lecture: Saaaaaave Yourself 
 
So where from here? As with anything else, the way to improve at this is practice, practice, 
practice. Consider keeping a personal journal. I have – for 54 years.  Writing every day -- even 
for 10 minutes or so -- makes such a difference. Just like working out  every day, or playing the 
piano. Or, do as I do – write about every day, even if you don’t write every day. Scribble a few 
notes to remind yourself of what you did and thought that day, until you have time to commit 
words to your journal. 
 
At least a dozen GSB students have told me they’ve begun keeping journals. It’s great therapy. 
And much cheaper than a therapist.  
 
Or, write for the GSB students’ online magazine – or other publications. I’m happy to offer 
feedback on your pieces. 
 
I hear that students appreciate parting thoughts from geezers like me. So here goes: 
 
You know the movie “The Graduate.’’ It’s about a young couple who fall in love but the woman 
is about to marry a snotty, boring guy and decides – at the altar – that sweet but confused 
Benjamin is her man.  
 
“It’s too late!’ her mother exclaims at the wedding. 
 
“Not for me!” she says. And runs away with Benjamin. 
 
It’s not too late for you either. Indeed, like Jacob Marley on his deathbed in Dickens’s “A 
Christmas Carol,” I urge you: 
 
“Save yourself.” 
 
Save myself, you ask? Save myself from what? 



As someone more than twice (or three times) your age, with more life experience, I advise the 
following: 
 
ONE: Save yourself … by striving to be one IN a million, not one OF a million. For example: 
Never begin a cold-call letter with “I hope you are well.” 
 
TWO: Save Yourself...by remembering the advice of the father of Ken Frazier of Merck: “What 
other people think is none of your damn business.” 

THREE: Save yourself … by remembering the words of Sheryl Crow: “It’s not having what you 
want. It’s wanting what you have.”   
 
Or, to paraphrase the visionary Stewart Brand, who lives with his better half on a 450-square 
foot tugboat: “To live large, live small.” 
 
FOUR: Save yourself … by retaining your OWN identity, by not becoming too dependent on 
someone else – whether your spouse … or your kids … or your business … or your 
possessions  – for your identity. At least in my generation, that was the biggest mistake for a lot 
of people – particularly the women, now living over there in Woodside and Portola Valley and in 
San Francisco. 
 
FIVE: Save yourself … by not becoming too dependent on someone else financially. Typically 
it’s the nonworking spouse  who does that, by accommodating the working partner. In my case, 
I gave up a high-paying job and sold my house to move to San Francisco, so my girlfriend, who 
wasn’t working, wouldn’t have to move to New York. When she changed her mind, I was, as the 
first President Bush used to say, in deep doo-doo. 
 
My financial adviser now refers to me by the title of that old Green Day song “American Idiot.” 
He says “you – you are so cautious. You’ve predicted nine of the last three market crashes. You 
want to invest in cash and canned goods. You expect nuclear and environmental holocaust. Yet 
you give up a job paying half a million bucks and sell your house to move to California for 
someone who isn’t even working?” 
 
By the way, my financial adviser insists he never called me American Idiot. He says he calls me 
California Idiot. 
 
My advice: Share the load around the house and raising the kids, so both of you can become 
financially stable in a good career. And don’t bet your life on someone else, as I did. 
 
SIX: Save yourself … by expanding rather than shrinking. Many people my age are now 
shriveling. I don’t mean physically – many of them are in great shape, biking 50 miles every 
Sunday, and could live to 100. I mean mentally. Again, I’ll point to some folks in Woodside and 
Portola Valley. They know only each other; they never socialize with anyone outside their circle. 
Not good. 
 
Oops, I just violated my own rule. I said what I don’t like, not what I would like. Here’s what I 
would like: I wish those people would expand their worlds, getting to know people of all ages 
and backgrounds. 
 



In this case, YOU all, and your predecessors at the GSB, saved me – meeting you has 
expanded my world in so many ways. 
 
SEVEN: Save yourself … by having friends of the opposite gender. Among many people my 
age in Woodside and Portola Valley, that’s a no-no.   I learned this the hard way, from the 
woman in San Francisco who ended our relationship because my friendships with women so 
disturbed her. 
 
I wish men could be close friends with women who weren’t their wives, even friends with their 
exes and former lovers. And I wish women could be close friends with men who weren’t their 
husbands, even friends with their exes and former lovers. Same goes for those in same-sex 
relationships. Their lives would be enriched and they would be happier. I certainly am. 
 
I urge you, when choosing a partner, to consider whether you agree on having dear friends of 
the opposite gender – including a previous spouse or lover. 
 
EIGHT: Save yourself by following the documentary maker Ken Burns’s advice: 
  
“Be for something.” 
  
And: “Do not lose your enthusiasm. In its Greek etymology, the word enthusiasm means simply, 
“God in us.”” 
  
NINE: Save yourself… by remembering that Democrats and Republicans built this country 
TOGETHER. 
  
Remember how much they accomplished in 1965 – the Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, 
Immigration Reform, Child Nutrition, the Education Act, Medicare, Medicaid, Clean Air, Clean 
Water, 50 New National Parks, Highway Safety, Auto Safety. 
 
So: “Stick together and we’ll be all right!” 
 
I borrow that from the rebel leader in Doctor Zhivago, in a scene from the Russian Revolution, 
which began just over 100 years ago. 
  
Right now we’re a nation divided. Remember Rick Scott, the politician who refused to criticize 
Trump for saying Muslims hate America? He ran for Senate in Florida. He won by just 10,000 
voters, of 8 million. Here’s good news: My bigoted generation will die off. Yours will have a 
chance to seize the time. Lead it.  

TEN: Save yourself … by living by these two words: Noblesse Oblige 
Definition: the inferred responsibility of privileged people to act with generosity and nobility 
toward those less privileged. 
 
ELEVEN: Save yourself …  so you don’t need a therapist like Irv Grousbeck, by remembering 
what Don Henley sang in “Heart of the Matter”: “Keep carrying that anger, it’ll eat you up inside.”  
 
Or, as Juliana Young Koo, who died last June at 111, put it: “I have only one secret: THINK 
POSITIVELY. Don’t dwell on the past; think about how to make the future better.” 
 



TWELVE: Save yourself, by doing the following: Expel toxins. 
Among your scores, maybe hundreds, of relationships are perhaps four or five that are toxic. 
End them – and replace them with five, 10, 50 uplifting ones. I did this, and it’s made me so 
much happier. 
  
THIRTEEN: Save yourself, by appreciating what you’ve experienced here. “You have lived 
intensely in your time here, streaming down a fast-moving river. Once you land on the shore, 
you will realize how far you have gone.’’ 
—David Foulon, MSX ’18 
 
AND finally, FOURTEEN, Save yourself, by following this advice: “My Momma always told me, 
‘When you visit someone else’s house, leave things better than the way you found them. That 
way you’ll always be asked back.’ You wanna be that person who changes the room for the 
better. You wanna be that person they keep asking back.” 
--Sterling K. Brown 
 
Or, put another way: “There is no beautifier of complexion, or form, or behavior, like the wish to 
scatter joy and not pain around us.” --Ralph Waldo Emerson 
 
Put more simply: “Scatter joy.” 
 
You GSB students already scatter joy in so many ways.  Keep it up.  
 
And, finally, a story I hope you’ll remember in 50 years. It begins with a question:  
Why did you apply to Stanford? 
  
I told you why I applied – that baseball player, Willie McCovey. When it came time to apply to 
college, I found one close to the San Francisco Giants’ stadium. Stanford. I’d never heard of it. I 
was so stupid, I didn’t even check to see whether it was coed -- or, as Forrest Gump said, “a 
boys and girls college.” 
  
My mother was brilliant. She had never been to California but she knew about Stanford. She 
didn’t care why I applied. And when I was accepted, she jumped for joy. I never saw her more 
excited her whole life – except maybe when she stood three feet from the Queen. Yes, she was 
excited because she was getting rid of me, 3,000 miles away. And yes she was 
excited  because of the academics here. But most of all, she said: You’ll meet the greatest 
people there. You will make friends you will treasure 50 years from now. 
  
She was so right. One of those friends is our hero Evan Spiegel’s Aunt Claire, my college 
girlfriend and still my dearest friend. Here we are 43 years ago, and last summer. 
  
You all are among the great people to whom my mom referred.  I treasure YOU. And may you 
too be blessed with the joy of knowing the great people sitting around you 50 years from now. 
  
Indeed, because of these people, you’ll someday realize the following is true about Stanford: 
“You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave.” 
--Don Henley, The Eagles 
 
 



Finally, you are hereby invited, next time you’re in New York, to visit the New York Times 
newsroom.   
 
And, of course, whenever you need an editor,  you know where to find me. I look forward to 
working with you on your writing in coming weeks, months and years. Glenn 
 
  
Appendix 2: Model cold-call letters from GSB students 
  
With my comments at the top of each: 
 
From the Class of ’18 
  
1.    Just delightful. 
  
To Dr. Buzz Aldrin, one of the first to walk on the Moon and a fellow graduate of the 
United States Military Academy. I’d like to visit him in Florida. 
  
Dear Dr. Aldrin: 
  
When I appeared in the first round of the 2005 Jeopardy! Teen Tournament, my Final Jeopardy 
clue was “Born Edwin in 1930, this Apollo astronaut legally changed his name in 1982 to his 
popular nickname.” I got it right.  So I still credit you for providing me much needed funding in 
my youth. 
  
A few years later I followed in your footsteps and entered West Point. Though flying jets after 
USMA wasn’t an option as in your day, I have since developed a passion for the space program 
and prospects for future manned flight. 
  
Though my Army path led me away from an application for the latest astronaut class, I’m now at 
the Stanford Graduate School of Business exploring private initiatives to advance human 
exploration of space. Your lifetime passion for this work inspires me and I appreciate how 
apprised your Instagram account keeps me. 
  
My folks live in Florida and I make it down there fairly often. May I visit Satellite Beach to 
discuss with you how to “Get my ass to Mars.” 
  
Beat Navy, 
Orlando Zambrano 
 
   2. With few wasted words you make a connection, establish street cred and offer 
something in return. 
  
To a possible investor in augmented reality. 
  
Dear Matt, 
  



My name is Kirin Sinha, and I am CEO of an augmented reality gaming startup that has been 
backed by Lightspeed Ventures as well as several media partners in LA. Aaron Batalion, our 
lead investor, suggested I contact you given your deep experience in augmented reality both as 
a founder and investor. I have been following your Medium posts on designing for 3D content in 
VR / AR. We could have saved some time on our iterations if we had your article on AR-first 
mobile-second. I would appreciate meeting you to tell you more about our company (short 
description below). I can also share our  findings on game design in AR. 
 Next week for coffee? I look forward to it.   
  
3.    Not only a good cold-call letter, it’s a piece of lovely writing. 
  
Dr. Tony Coles is the CEO of Yumanity Therapeutics, an early stage biopharmaceutical 
company focused on developing therapies that target the root of many 
neurodegenerative diseases (protein misfolding), rather than their later stage symptoms. 
Dr. Coles is a Harvard trained cardiologist, and as CEO, led Onyx Pharmaceuticals 
through its successful acquisition by Amgen. He is one of two African American CEOs in 
biotech. 
  
Dear Dr. Coles, 
  
I see through lenses tinted by my African American heritage, Bay Area upbringing, and 
exposure to the seemingly separate worlds of medicine and business as an MD/MBA candidate 
at Penn and Stanford respectively. My name is Chase Richard, and I share your vision of 
commercializing therapeutic platforms that combat the core of chronic conditions. 
  
This summer, while performing diligence as a summer associate at Bank of America Merrill 
Lynch’s Healthcare Investment Banking Group, I clicked on Yumanity’s Leadership Page and 
saw your face. I can’t tell you how encouraging it is to see a face like your own demonstrating 
that your dreams are possible. Leveraging a career in medicine to realize solutions outside the 
clinic. Never resting on laurels, and getting right back into the field to launch ventures to help 
more patients. 
  
I want to be next, and I hope to bring a bunch of people with me. I’m convinced your guidance 
and insight will help me in getting there. I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to speak with 
you at your earliest convenience. Thank you, 
  
Chase Richard 
  
 4.  You quickly make a connection, establish your own street cred, and offer 
something in return. And it’s so well written.   
  
Katie Dill, Head of Experience Design at AirBnb 
  
Dear Katie, 
Watching your interview on High Resolution changed how I think about design. This summer, I 
taught an introduction to design thinking for 80 college students and used your definition: 
“design, in its simplest sense, is being intentional about something.” I am a student at Stanford’s 
Graduate School of Business and conducting a research study on the next frontier of design 
thinking. I would love to build on your interview and gather your perspective on what’s next for 



design in technology.  My passion for this topic comes from my experience in innovation 
consulting (similar to your background at Frog) and internship at Google over this summer. 
  
Would you be available for an hour to answer questions on this topic? I’m excited to hear your 
insights about building a team and pioneering design at Airbnb. I will share what I learn from 
other interviews, too. Thanks for your time! 
  
Best, Carolina Perez 
  
5.    A warm, genuine connection at the top, and a reasonable ask. 
  
Terry Winograd is an American professor, computer scientist, and a social justice 
philanthropist.  Terry was a pioneering natural language processing researcher in the 
60s, worked at Xerox PARC in the 70s, founded Computer Professionals for Social 
Responsibility in the 80s, and mentored the founders of Google, LinkedIn, and Instagram 
at Stanford.   Terry is retired but still finds time to mentor graduate students.  He is an 
unsung hero of Silicon Valley.   
  
Dear Terry, 
  
I thought I was the only tech geek who cared about both social justice and augmented 
intelligence.   As I’ve read about what you’ve done with AJWS and here at Stanford, I’ve been 
inspired to reach out to you. 
  
Like you, I’m a strong believer that technology should augment people rather than supplant 
them.  After teaching English at a low-income school in China and then running business 
development at a semiconductor company there, I moved back to the States to build a low-cost 
computer platform that helped teach middle school students to code, and helped students in 
Africa get access to digital books.  I’m now a student at Stanford Business School, thinking of 
ways to build a new product that can help ordinary people learn faster and keep up with 
technological change.   
  
Your advice would mean the world to me.  Meet for coffee or tea?  I’d also love to hear about 
your time at Xerox PARC in the 70s. 
  
Regards, 
Ben El-Baz 
  
6.     You make a clever and genuine connection, so he’ll “want to have a beer with you.” 
You offer him something (insights on teens). Your “ask” is simple. 
- 
I’m reaching out to Peter Fenton, General Partner at Benchmark Capital.  Peter was a 
Stanford undergrad and GSB grad (like me), and was the lead investor in Zenly, a 
location-sharing mobile app that was acquired this summer by Snapchat for $300M.  I’ve 
worked 1-1 with the CEO of Zenly, Antoine Martin, for the last 2 years.  I want to reach out 
to Peter to hopefully one day turn him into a mentor 
  
First, I’d have Antoine write a short introduction email. 



I’d probably ask Antoine to touch on who I am, how I’ve helped him as an advisor at Zenly, and 
why he thinks we should meet.  (A couple sentences at most. I might even just write it for him so 
he could send it faster.)  
Then I’d write Peter. 
  
Hey Peter, 
  
Great to finally make this connection!  I’m also a Stanford undergrad (’13) and soon-to-be GSB 
grad (’18), and I’ve been following your career and writing since college.  In my work as a 
behavior design advisor to startup CEOs, I’ve even co-opted your saying of “I always aim to be 
an entrepreneur’s first call.”  You may have been Antoine’s first call, but I hope I was his 
second. 
  
Antoine suggested I reach out to you because he thinks we’d have an interesting conversation 
around the future of consumer mobile, how people are using their phones, and where the next 
big opportunity might lie.  On a project for Zenly this summer I found insights on how American 
teens use their phones and apps that I think you’ll find interesting.   
  
I’d love to talk for 30 minutes on Skype at your convenience.  For simplicity sake, I’m free 
every Monday/Wednesday/Friday from 1-5pm.  Let me know what works for you.   
  
Cheers, 
Andrew Martin 
http://byandrewmartin.com/ 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/amartinsu13/ 
  
7.     You make a lighthearted connection at the top, establish your credentials, and make 
a reasonable ask. 
  
Michael Pollan is a professor of journalism at the UC Berkeley Graduate School of 
Journalism.  He has written a series of books on the relationship between humans and 
food starting with the seminal The Omnivore’s Dilemma. 
  
Dear Michael, 
  
I have a beef with you.  If not for you, I’d still be in a well-paying job  eating factory-farmed meat.  
Instead, I now not only pay 3x for organic chicken, I’ve traded paychecks for tuition checks as I 
explore a major career change. 
  
Reading The Omnivore’s Dilemma changed my life.   When I read it the first time, I became a 
more informed eater.  When I read it a second time, I began to bug others to do the same.  After 
the third read, I decided to make my own impact on the food world. 
  
Last summer I worked at an early-stage startup that aims to place professional chefs in public 
school kitchens to improve the food without increasing costs.  I’m now working to better 
understand school food in the hopes of starting my own business to help improve it.  Given your 
knowledge of food systems, I’d love to pick your brain.  I understand this is a big ask given your 
schedule, but I’d be so grateful for 20 or 30 minutes on the phone. 
  
Best, Yi Zhuang 



  
  
8. A delightful come-on in the subject line – you make him want to have coffee with 
you. Then you show him why he should want to hire you.  

  
Subject: Mark, a Stanford MBA candidate owes you money. 
  
Dear Mark Zuckerberg: 
  
I’m Hiro, an entrepreneur from Brunei who has started about half a dozen businesses.  All of 
them have tapped into Facebook’s massive user base in our country. As an example, I have an 
eCommerce business with a Facebook page that has more than 20% of our country’s 
population as followers. 
  
I’ve advertised on Facebook since 2011 and recently also started advertising on Instagram. 
Over the past six years using Facebook, I’ve identified some issues and potential improvements 
for your  ads manager platform. For example, there is a flaw on the payments side, and I’ve 
owed you about $1000+ since 2011. I’m guessing there are tens of thousands if not hundreds of 
thousands like me. That could add up to  hundreds of millions of dollars. 
  
There are also issues such as the 20% text requirement that prevented me from spending a lot 
more on Facebook. I know there’s a tool on Facebook to check the graphics but I had to google 
it to find it. Could the tool be more visible when advertisers are submitting ads? 
 
Hoping you’ll consider a quick meeting with me so I can elaborate on how I can help you 
address these issues and drive changes in the ads/monetization department.  I’d thrill to  
intern/work for Facebook this coming summer. 
 
Regards, 
Hiro Tien 
  
  
9.    You make a powerful connection using humor, which seems appropriate for a 
comedienne (note: not comedian). And you’re so sharp to note that Marie Kondo loved 
hearing from you that Ali named her daughter after her. Might you only add a sentence or 
two that tells her  more about you -- Stanford, Deloitte, VC? 
  
Ali Wong is an Asian America comedienne who rose to fame with her Netflix comedy 
special, Ali Wong: Baby Cobra. She was also a writer on the ABC sitcom, Fresh Off the 
Boat. She is known for her raunchy  humor, but pairs it with a seasoned wit and depth of 
thought around meaty topics like race and gender. One of her jokes, which  I reference 
below, relates to the fact that she is half Vietnamese and half Chinese – which she says 
makes her half jungle Asian and half fancy Asian. She is a pioneer for Asian Americans 
in entertainment and has influenced the conversation and understanding of what it 
means to be Asian in America. I am writing to her to ask her for an internship.   
  
Ali – My name is Laura and like you I am a jungle Asian. My parents fled Vietnam the same year 
as your mother, then raised me in Florida. Since I don’t have the “fancy Asian” half to censor 
me, I’ll  skip the niceties and tell you why I’ve shown up in your inbox: I want to work for you. 



I believe in your message and the power of your work. The other Asian female who has moved 
me is Marie Kondo. I worked for her last summer to help build a business out of the brand she 
has cultivated. I would love to do the same for you. (I know you named your daughter after 
Marie, which she loved hearing.) 
Having grown up the only Asian student in the entire elementary school, I saw your work as the 
first example of mainstream media that pushes the boundary of what an Asian person in 
America looks like. Up until finding you, I followed the most stereotypical, tiger-mom pleasing 
path possible - math team, piano lessons, Stanford, management consulting, a finance career in 
venture capital, and business school at Stanford again for good measure. Now I want to do 
whatever I can to spread your work. 
Can we talk about how to share your message with the world? 
Laura Chau 
  
10. A one-IN-a-million letter. 
Donald Bren, owner of the Irvine Company (real estate development/holdings) and one of 
the richest people in America. 
  
Subject: From our tent to your apartment, now seeking advice 
  
Dear Mr. Bren: 
  
Growing up in the disadvantaged Mojave Desert, we often didn’t have a place to call our own, at 
times living in a trailer, neighbor’s living room or tent. Renting one of your affordable, quality 
apartments in Newport North and Baywood felt the pinnacle of success for me. 
I’m an MBA student at Stanford looking to start in real estate in SoCal. I’ve known of the Irvine 
Company since taking my first job out of college, at PIMCO. When I  got to Newport, I heard that 
the Irvine Company was owned by the original family and so the success was just the luck of 
land grants over 100 years ago. I suppose this misconception can persist because of the 
humility with which you live. But learning more about how you grew and bought the original 
company made me want to hear more about how you did it and if you were always confident 
you would. 
I’d also appreciate your advice on getting into SoCal real estate. I hope to build my own 
investment portfolio with multifamily units that future generations can be proud to call home. 
Would you be willing to meet, at your convenience, for 15 minutes, ideally before November 10. 
  
With gratitude, 
Nathan Lamb 
  
11.  A likable letter including a common connection at the top, similar interests, and the 
rare offer of something in return. 
  
Danny Meyer, CEO of Union Square Hospitality Group; founder of Shake Shack, Union 
Square Café. 
Recently launched Enlightened Hospitality, which invests in companies focused on 
enhancing the restaurant experience (typically with new technologies). 
  
Dear Mr. Meyer: 
 
Elizabeth Watkins and Mike Laia at Shake Shack recommended I reach out, given my interest 
in restaurants, technology and investing. 



 
Last summer I spent three weeks building a theoretical cost model for Dos Toros and launching 
a brand marketing campaign alongside David Burke for his restaurant Tavern62. I have 
experience in financial modeling, marketing, project management and community outreach. And 
I want to increase access to affordably priced food by building and scaling enhanced restaurant 
technologies. 
 
I am evaluating how to integrate into my career my passion for the intersection of technology 
and the restaurant industry. Given your knowledge of the restaurant business and recent 
investments through Enlightened Hospitality, you could offer great perspective on professional 
opportunities. I’d love to grab ShackBurgers and discuss career paths. 
 
As president of the Food & Agriculture club at Stanford, I have connections to startups building 
food technologies and would be happy to facilitate introductions. 
 
Looking forward to hearing from you. In the meantime, enjoy a portion of the Pat LaFrieda Rib 
Eye for me. 
 
With gratitude, 
Olivia Papa 
 
 12. A strong letter that well describes your qualifications. My only suggestion 
would be to say something that makes a personal connection. Anything you know about 
Kathryn? 
  
Kathryn Hall is CEO and co-chief investment officer of Hall Capital Partners LLC, which 
she founded in 1994. 
  
Subject: Senior Investment Associate application 
  
Hi Kathryn, 
  
Pete Wendell suggested I reach out to you. As a woman in the  investment management 
industry, I have been inspired by your leadership and Hall Capital’s reputation ever since 
hearing about you from my former boss, Chuck Chai, when I worked for him at Eric Schmidt’s 
family office. I’m now a second-year student at  Stanford Business School and very interested in 
the Senior Investment Associate position at Hall Capital.  I hope to contribute my investment 
skills to the Bay Area’s pre-eminent multi-family office. After underwriting $600M+ of private 
equity and real estate investments and making successful L/S equity investment 
recommendations across the industrial and consumer verticals for both Eric Schmidt’s and 
George Soros’s family offices, I’ve cemented my passion for investing on behalf of family offices 
because of their stable capital base, long-term investment horizon and tolerance for volatility to 
generate superior risk-adjusted returns. 
  
Could I come by your office for 15 minutes at your convenience next week? Please see my 
resume attached. Thanks very much. 
  
Jia Huang, CFA 
  



From the Class of ’17 
  
1.  Amadeus: this is f---ing brilliant. A one-in-a-million letter. So clever, so likable. And 
Virgin Gorda is an ideal starting point as you try to distinguish yourself. You’ve made 
him want to have a beer (five!) with you. You also make him want to consider hiring you 
(even if you’re not applying for a job). 
  
Richard Branson is an English businessman, founder of the Virgin Group (400+ companies in 
many different industries), known for his celebrity friends such as Obama, Bono Vox and many 
others. He is passionate about sports and holds several adventure related world records, 
including fastest Atlantic Ocean crossing on a boat and first successful voyage from Europe to 
North America in a hot air balloon. He owns an island in the British Virgin Islands called Necker 
Island, where he spends most of the year and hosts his famous guests and business partners. 
  
Dear Richard, 
  
Two years ago, I was staring at Necker Island from the top of Hog Heaven during a trip to Virgin 
Gorda with my girlfriend. “I have never been so close to meeting Richard Branson. What if I 
swim there? He would probably appreciate the boldness,” I thought. This may sound crazy but 
that thought motivated me to train for and complete my first Ironman Triathlon last August. I 
swam 2.4 miles (twice the distance to Necker Island), biked 112 miles and ran a marathon in 
one day. Thank you for the inspiration. 
  
I have read your book six times. It helps me nurture the fire because, like you, I aspire to 
greatness -- in business and in life. My journey from an upbringing with limited resources in the 
northeast of Brazil to graduating from Stanford Graduate School of Business this summer is no 
Atlantic Crossing, but let me tell you: it sure felt like one. 
  
São Paulo and London for college. An investment bank internship during the financial crisis. 
Venture capital deals before they were cool in South America. An independent seed fund raised 
before I had a proper track record. Stanford. 
  
As I decide what is next for me, a chat over a cold beer would mean the world. Lithium mining, 
exotic fruits or sports media are possibilities, so I promise you will not be bored. If that sounds 
good, when best for me to swim over? 
  
Thank you, 
Amadeus 
[Yes, Branson responded.] 
  
------------------ 
2.  Emma: A wonderful connection – warm and personal. How could she say no?  
  
To Joanne Chang - one of my personal heroes for her ability to abandon a high salary and 
terrible lifestyle in consulting to bake sticky buns. She is now a successful baker in Boston with 
restaurants like Flour and Myers + Chang. 
  
Dear Joanne: 



  
I am finishing business school at Stanford, and a devotee of your sticky buns. Since moving 
from Boston I have tried to compensate for the absence of Flour pastries by baking myself, 
much to the detriment of friends who have sat through three failed attempts at your brioche au 
chocolat. 
  
I write hoping to learn from your experience. Like you, I graduated from Harvard and followed 
the traditional business path of consulting before coming to business school. But I have always 
loved food. I love cooking it, sharing it, and of course eating it. It’s driven me to focus on the 
environmental and social impact of our food system. 
  
I know only a little of how challenging your business is, and I admire the path you have crafted 
for yourself. Could I ask you about the obstacles and opportunities you’ve faced?   
  
Best, 
Emma Chastain 
  
3.  Murat: this is excellent. You flatter him with your introduction, and speak with 
confidence and ambition but not arrogance. And you entice him with an offer (that makes 
it more likely he’ll respond) at the end. 
  
  
Potential investor (GSB grad) to my search fund - an investment vehicle investing in small 
businesses. A person who raised/managed his own fund before and currently investing in 
similar funds. 
  
Subject: Stanford GSB - I am raising a search fund 
  
Dear Tom, 
  
My dream is to become the Tom Cassutt of Turkey and the Middle East. After investing in and 
operating two small businesses in the US, I will introduce the search fund model to the region 
and help next generation leaders to build successful companies.    
  
I finish at the GSB in June and am raising capital to search for a company to acquire in the 
United States. 
  
Before business school, I advised M&A transactions for three years at PwC and worked at a 
private equity firm co-founded by a GSB alum, Ahmet Faralyali (‘09). I always wondered about 
those great deals on which we passed because of the “deal size” or weak management. I 
remember often thinking “this company would be a killer under my management.” I also 
remember the day I  learned about search funds and how it blew my mind. I became quite 
obsessive about raising a search fund. I worked with David Kidd (formerly investor/operator of 
Midwest, now  investor/operator of Novaflex) last summer and he has become a great mentor. 
  
I looked at your portfolio companies and talked to John and Glenn from Ascentia and Berkeys. I 
think my investment criteria are a really good fit for your focus area.   
  



Please find attached my one-page executive summary. I would appreciate a 20- minute call for 
your feedback. 
  
Best, 
Murat Onsekizoglu 
  
PS. The GSB is organizing its first Search Fund Conference, for September. I am working with 
the organizing committee. Please let me know if you’re interested.    
  
--------------- 
4.  Pauline: I once wrote a letter to my favorite composer (Elmer Bernstein, who wrote 
the music for “To Kill a Mockingbird”). He responded with an autographed photo for my 
daughter.  Your letter is much better than mine. It makes such a sincere, emotional 
connection.  One question: You say “a young African woman like me.” If you say “like 
me” (instead of simply using a young African woman) he will want to know your story. 
Can you summarize it in a sentence or two? 
  
  
Thomas Newman is my favorite music composer. He has written the music for some of my 
favorite movies, including “Shawshank Redemption,” “Road to Perdition,” “Finding Nemo” and 
“American Beauty.” He has won six Grammys, two BAFTAs, and one Emmy for his work. He 
has also been nominated 14 times for the Academy Awards without a single win, making him 
the most nominated composer yet to win this award. 
 
Dear Mr. Newman, 

  
Sometimes, when I listen to my Thomas Newman channel on Pandora, I wonder if you’ve ever 
stopped to think about who listens to your music. Would you ever guess that a young Rwandan 
was hanging on to every note in her dorm room at Harvard, looking for the strength to write her 
latest paper? Or that years later in South Africa, she rejoiced when her work computer from the 
Boston Consulting Group came with a virtual private network (VPN), because she could listen to 
your music on the American Pandora channel during long, miserable work nights? 
  
My name is Pauline Mutumwinka, and I am an MBA student at the Stanford Graduate School of 
Business. When I was admitted I told myself that I would jump on any opportunity to meet you. I 
saw my first opportunity in July 2015, when I met movie director Davis Guggenheim and his 
wife, actress Lisa Shue, during their visit to Rwanda. I asked if he knew you, and apologized for 
my presumption. As it turned out, Davis had just finished working with you on the score for his 
documentary on Malala Yousafzai. We exchanged contact information, and I attended the 
screening in San Francisco. A few months later, I visited Los Angeles but Davis and I were not 
able to meet. 
  
I’m graduating soon, but have yet to fulfill my dream of meeting you. I  dream of conveying to 
you how your music has eased the loneliness and insecurity of my impostor syndrome ever 
since I came to this country at 19. I dream of one day working with you and someone like Davis 
to create a film about a young African woman like me, and that this film will inspire other weary 
young people to keep working at their own dreams. 
  



I have three months before I start work in Seattle, and I’m thinking of visiting Los Angeles again. 
Please let me know whether I can meet you, even briefly, to discuss your music and my 
ambitions. 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Pauline Mutumwinka 
  
-------------- 
5.  Bank: Someone asked in class yesterday whether a letter of more than three 
sentences is too long. Yours is a model of a long letter that succeeds. You do many 
things right. You show you know a lot about him. You compare yourself to him to make a 
connection. You “pick a lane,” rather than regurgitating your resume, by describing your 
dream and how he could benefit from it. You’re confident but not arrogant. You make a 
clear and reasonable ask. You write it conversationally. You even simplify your name so 
he won’t struggle with your given name. And … you introduce me to “ikigai,’’ of which I’d 
never heard.  Bravo. 
  
I want to write to Chatri Sityodtong, the owner of OneChampionship - the fastest growing sport 
organization and MMA platform in Asia. He is half Thai - half Japanese, went to HBS, started a 
startup in Silicon Valley, became a Hedge Fund manager, and now owning OneChampionship 
and a MMA gym-chain called Evolve based in Singapore.  
  
OneChampionship has very strong growth, expanded to many countries in Asia, and raised 8 
digits USD capital. What I always dreamt of doing with boxing in Asia, he is doing it now with 
MMA. He wrote and talked about “ikigai”, which is the intersection of the job that: you love + the 
world needs + you can be paid for + you are good at. 
  
Subject: Coffee chat with Stanford MBA who manages a boxing World Champion 
  
Dear Chatri,   
  
We met briefly last summer at the OneChampionship Convention in Singapore, and I told you 
that your success with OC and Evolve inspired me. 
  
My name is Bank (Thainchai Pisitwuttinan), a recent MBA graduate from Stanford. I am 
managing Srisaket Sor Rungvisai, the WBC Superflyweight World Champion who beat #1 
pound-for-pound boxer, Roman Gonzalez, in March at MSG, NY. 
  
Growing up, I dreamed of transforming boxing in Southeast Asia and Asia -- modernizing the 
sport to attract a younger generation, building a singular platform across countries, and creating 
national heroes. What I always dreamed of doing with boxing, you and your team are already 
doing with MMA -- and  way better  than I could imagine. 
  
I am returning to Thailand to follow my dream. I want to build boxing into a popular sport. 
Turning my back to Silicon Valley and lucrative post-MBA jobs is  a difficult decision, but I 
decided to after watching you.   
  



Can we meet for coffee next time you are in Bangkok? Or I can fly to Singapore when your 
schedule allows.   
  
I am reaching out to you not only because you are successful in an adjacent business but 
because I believe we share similar values. I was fortunate enough not to have to live on $4 a 
day while doing my MBA. But like you, I suffered with  my family during the Asian financial crisis 
and relied on martial art (boxing) and education to recover and grow. 
  
I too believe that martial art can unleash the true greatness in people. I witnessed first hand 
through Srisaket’s journey from trash collector who survived on food from garbage cans to one 
the greatest boxing champions in Thai history. 
  
I think my Ikigai is martial art/boxing. At Evolve’s gym in Singapore last summer, Kru Yodsanan 
told me how wonderful his life is, how he can send his daughter to international school, and how 
it is all possible because of you and your businesses. I hope that I can have the same impact on 
lives and the world one day. 
  
I believe that, as in North America and Europe, there is room for more than one major sport 
platform. I also believe that the emergence of modernized MMA and Boxing in Asia will help 
create a new sport culture that benefits both. And I believe we can collaborate. 
  
If you made it to this point, I hope you will consider meeting me for a coffee or two. Please let 
me know what’s convenient for you. 
  
Thank you very much. 
  
Bank (Thainchai Pisitwuttinan) 
  
6.  Following is a pitch to Enrique Jacob, an economist and politician who is president of 
the  National Institute for Entrepreneurship (Mexico), which allocates seed grants and 
loans to startups.  A model of humbly making a connection by likening yourself to the 
person you’re writing. 

Dear Mr. Jacob: 

As I prepare to graduate from a combined MPA/MBA degree, I wonder how someone with your 
track record of achievement felt at this early point in his career. Surely you were not as 
confused as me – for the only thing I am certain about is that I want to do something for my 
country, and that I might as well start with my area of expertise, which is small business 
development. 

I write to ask for your advice. I thought of asking you, in particular, not only because of what you 
have achieved but also because of what we share (an academic background in Economics and 
public administration, a clear interest in policy). I admire what you have achieved at INADEM, 
and aspire to one day have such a profound impact on the institutions that promote business 
development in our country. 

I worked hard over the last three years to understand what to do to further Mexico’s SMEs. I 
went to Harvard to learn from leading industrial policy experts, such as Ricardo Hausmann and 
Dani Rodrik. I also went to Stanford, and submerged myself in the world of startups, VCs, and 



entrepreneurship. I started my own business. Now,  I would like to invite you for lunch, in the 
hope that I can have some guidance of how to apply this in the Mexico context. 

The ideas I developed over those three years are collected in the attached policy analysis, 
which I developed as my current interpretation of Mexico’s SME obstacles. My thesis is  … 
BRIEF EXPLANATION TO COME.) Perhaps you’ll find it interesting food for thought in our 
meeting? 

Please let me know what date and time would be convenient to talk. Thanks and all the best, 

Angel Sarmiento 
  
7.  Following is a pitch inviting the author Junot Diaz to appear on campus. How could 
he say no to someone who knows him so well without ever having met him? 
  
I’m a student at the Stanford Graduate School of Business, and I want you to come speak at an 
upcoming event on campus.  I know you probably don’t jump for joy at the prospect of speaking 
to business people, so I thought that if I impressed you and convinced you there were more 
people like me here who loved your work, you might consider coming. 
  
In my ideal letter, I would start by explaining how your work has affected me. How there were 
many moments in Oscar Wao where I could barely make out the words on the page through the 
haze of my tears. How I devoured How to Date a Brown Girl—once, then again and again—
mesmerized by how you captured the tragedy of brown love in just 1200 short words. 
  
I wanted to tell you how I collect quotes of yours and hoard them for inspiration. How your 
words, “We have to endure as artists being extra bad. If you want to produce anything on an 
artistic level that is worth someone’s attention, first you have to suck for a very long time,” 
became a rallying cry for me to leave my ego behind and just write something. How I 
desperately wanted to mimic that nimble way you dart between English and Dominican slang 
and ebonics and science fiction, making them all fit together  in your signature Diaz-ian dialect, 
but couldn’t. How I almost gave up writing because attempting to create anything in the wake of 
your genius seemed hopeless. 
  
I wanted to tell you how, despite that fear of inadequacy, you still make me want to wake up and 
create something better today than I did yesterday. How that even though I’m a “business 
student,” your work makes me realize how making magic with words can move people to 
accomplish anything, regardless of the context. 
  
I wanted to write a short note to impress you, but all I could think of are the many ways you 
have impressed me—with your truth, your endless creativity, and your ability to capture the soul 
and struggle of brown folk, in all our beauty and complexity. I wanted to impress you, but all I 
could think to say was: thank you. 
  
If you’ve made it this far, then maybe you’ll be willing to   talk about coming to campus to speak. 
We could keep it as short as 10 minutes if you’d like, whenever you’re available in the next 
couple of weeks. Please let me know. 
  
Your fan, always, Kene Anoliefo 
  



8.  To Hal R. Varian, former economics professor at UC Berkeley and now  chief 
economist at Google. An enticing invitation that makes its “ask’’ up front, then 
makes a great connection. I’d suggest adding a bit on who his audience will be -- how 
many students and what kind -- and the format and even topic of the conversation. (He 
might be more receptive if he need not “speak’’ but just be interviewed in a 
“conversation with Hal Varian.’’) 
  
  
Dear Mr. Varian: 
  
I am an MBA student at Stanford inviting you to speak on campus. But first, I just wanted to say 
thank you. You had a huge impact on my undergrad experience at Yale and my decision to 
become an economics major. I realize that is probably surprising given that you have never 
attended nor  taught at Yale. However, one of my classes used your textbook “Intermediate 
Economics.” It was a hard class with an unpopular professor -- the kind that reduces the number 
of econ majors by 50 percent. But I loved the class, because of your textbook. I don’t normally 
remember textbooks from 10 years ago but your book showed me how to clearly connect facts 
with economic principles. This taught me to “think like an economist” when approaching new 
problems throughout my time at Yale. 
  
In my career in finance and now as an MBA student, I still use economic-thinking to analyze 
business problems and understand new industries. I have followed your career, and I think 
Stanford Business School students would learn a lot from hearing how you have applied 
economic principles to  Google’s business, strategy and policy. 
 
Can we schedule a short, informal talk for you this fall. Please let me know. 
  
Best, Celia Stockwell 
  
9.  To a committee selecting a new director of a journalism program. An example of 
“picking a lane’’ -- instead of merely reciting everything on the  resume, it focuses on the 
experience and strengths that can help the program.  Note that a C.V. is attached to this 
letter, so a recitation of its contents is unnecessary and in fact annoying.  The letter also 
uses humor (in the second paragraph) appropriate for the audience. 
   I’ll never forget the call that Friday afternoon in May 2003. “Howell wants to see you.’’ A 
plagiarism scandal had consumed The New York Times. Howell Raines, the executive editor, 
wanted me, the business editor, to lead the six-reporter team that investigated reporter Jayson 
Blair – and how he was handled by Times editors. Including Howell Raines.  
  I didn’t realize how bad our problem was until the PR guy from Enron called and told me to 
hang in there. 
  A month later, the investigation complete, Raines and his deputy resigned and I was promoted 
to the masthead by the new executive editor, Bill Keller. So began a golden decade that 
illustrates my ability to lead and manage, and to foster excellent journalism. I hope this work will 
help make me a good candidate for director of this program -- or for the new director’s deputy.  
   Keller asked me to help make lemonade from lemons, to use the Blair scandal 
to  professionalize the newsroom. I created a system of management training, performance 
reviews, in-house lectures, a 60-page guide to managing, and a newsroom blog – much of 
which The Times still uses. Earlier, I ran The Times’s business section, with more than 100 



journalists, for almost a decade. So I think I have the leadership and organizational chops you’re 
seeking.   
   Once the house was in order, three years after the scandal, Keller and his managing editor, 
Jill Abramson, asked me to oversee the paper’s “enterprise,’’ our word for high-impact 
journalism that wins Pulitzer Prizes. When I finished six years later, The Times had won 18 
Pulitzer Prizes, more than in any other six years since the contest began almost a century ago, 
and produced 42 finalists. 
  My bio describes some of my projects. One of them, on the unrecognized dangers of sports 
concussions, was inspired partly by a hit on Stanford’s own quarterback Tavita Pritchard right 
here in 2007. I have a good sense for work that will resonate, and have overseen dozens of 
successful series from start to finish. One reporter described my instincts as “a golden gut.’’ A 
Pulitzer winner (Matt Richtel) described me as his “high-altitude sherpa.’’ Another (David 
Leonhardt) described me as “the Pulitzer Whisperer.’’ Sylvia Nasar told the Commonwealth 
Club she decided to write the article that became “A Beautiful Mind’’ after telling me the story of 
John Nash and seeing me cry. Reporters say my enthusiasm is infectious (though my 
references to old movies as I ask “What in your story can become a movie scene?’’ can become 
tiresome). 
  So I think I have the journalism chops you want. I can help the fellows refine significant 
projects. Reporters say I am a great adviser and cheerleader. At The Times I specialized in 
working with reporters with whom no one else wanted to work (which meant I didn’t have to fight 
for their time). 
  I also take great pride in my hiring – which could bode well for the choice of  fellows for your 
program. In just a few years I hired reporters who have since won seven Pulitzer Prizes. Two of 
them are now contenders for executive editor when Dean Baquet retires. I have mentored 
several other journalists who are now in top management at The Times, as well as scores of 
reporters and editors who have risen in the newsroom. 
  I’ve talked only of strengths. How about my weakness?  It’s this: I haven’t Tweeted. Or used 
Facebook or LinkedIn. To be honest, I find them distracting. If that’s a deal breaker, so be it. 
That said, I have excelled at The Times at finding and exploiting the talents of digitally savvy 
people who lifted my journalistic projects on the Web, and am now doing the same at the GSB. 
Indeed, some of The Times’s most successful early efforts in multimedia and video started with 
me. 
  I mentioned above my skills in managing and mentoring, and in identifying and shepherding 
powerful journalistic projects. But what would I do at your program?  It is already pretty darn 
good.  I’d like to read the feedback the fellows offered last spring before offering any extensive 
thoughts. But I already know I’d push news organizations (including my own) to volunteer 
candidates -- to work on projects that could benefit those newsrooms, or to be trained as 
newsroom leaders.  I trained hundreds of managers at The Times and now that I’m working at 
the GSB I’d be interested in some sort of collaboration.  I’d also recruit from organizations new 
to journalism like Apple News, Facebook, Buzzfeed and Tech Insider.  
   I’d increase the focus on the fellows’ projects in the first days of the program – making it clear 
that impact is what matters. I’d strive to give more feedback, and solicit it from other fellows. I do 
that in my GSB writing class – not only I and my guest lecturer but also other students 
collaborate to critique a student’s work.   I’d bring in more guests from The Times and other 
news organizations, as well as Silicon Valley, much as I’ve done in that GSB class. 
  I’m soon to return to New York for my Times work, which will keep me busy into mid-winter. 
But I will be out here at least half the time and hope to discuss this important position with you in 
person. Thank you for considering me.    
  



10.  To Ian MacKaye,  a musician and businessman who played in seminal hardcore 
and post-punk bands in the 80’s and 90’s and founded Dischord records in his early 
twenties. Dischord was one of the first independent record labels that made it a priority 
to pay its bands well, and to charge fair prices to fans. Additionally, MacKaye was a 
political activist, using his bands and record label as a form of protest against political 
corruption, consumer materialism, and bigotry. Making a connection through vivid, 
personal writing. 
 
Dear Ian: 
  
We met in 1989 at the Excelsior Mill in Atlanta. I was 15, wearing my Dad’s ill-fitting combat 
boots. Somebody had pulled the “God Save The Queen” Sex Pistols sticker off my jacket after 
calling me a poseur, and I’m pretty sure I had egg in my hair because I had read that egg whites 
kept your spikes standing up straight. These days, you and I share the same haircut. I’m glad I 
don’t have to worry about hairstyles anymore. 
  
You had just finished a blistering show, the crowd had pretty much left, you and the band were 
finishing the load out, and you and Guy decided to hang around on stage and talk to some of us 
kids sitting on the edge. The stage was still covered in sweat and Guy was nursing a cut on his 
elbow from diving into the drums. I’ll always get to say I sat on stage with Fugazi at the 
Excelsior Mill at a 100 person show.   
  
Over the last 26 years, things have changed a bit for me. I’ve had a funny path, one that 
straddles creativity and business, art and commerce, nonconformity and the beaten path. It has 
taken me from touring in bands to representing music video directors to producing motion 
graphics for TV to running the engine of a branding agency. This path has led me to a program 
for midcareer executives at the Stanford Graduate School of Business. Would it surprise you if I 
told you it was you who inspired me to take this path? The slogan here is “Change Lives, 
Change Organizations, Change the World.” I saw this in action at the Excelsior Mill. I watched 
as you ran protests against the first Gulf War, I saw you stand up for women’s right to choose. I 
saw you disrupt the record business. And I saw you change the mindset of a bunch of punk 
rockers. You did it all through music. 
  
I’ve been close enough to the creative process to revel in the magic, but far enough over on the 
business side of things to feel like “the man.” Don’t get me wrong, I am a creative person, and I 
have hard drives filled with unfinished albums. But I still have not found a way to reconcile these 
two sides of myself. The thing that draws me to music is the magic that happens when a few 
people get together and create something from nothing. When I watched Fugazi rip through 20 
songs with no set list, improvising along the way, and going balls to the wall for an hour and a 
half, keeping an audience enraptured, I wondered how to bring that feeling to life in the other 
things that I do. I did find it with my basketball team, my bands, and my skate friends, but I’ve 
had a hard time finding it since. Now I am trying to reconcile the “what could a businessman 
ever want more than to have us sucking in his store” part with the “my time is water down the 
drain” part for my next step. I ask myself every day: how can I dig within myself, find 
what  connects me to the rest of the world, and use that idea as a way to bring people together, 
inspire others to greatness, create opportunities, and provide for my family at the same time? 
I’m sure you are aware that you have pulled this off somehow, but just in case you are not, let 
me take this moment to say thank you for inspiring and challenging me for 26 years. 
  



I will be in Washington for two days next month  as part of the Stanford program. We’ll be 
visiting government and executives, learning about leadership, and the like. But in the back of 
my head I’ll be thinking, Ian MacKaye lives around here somewhere. I wish I could talk to him, 
and ask a few questions. I’m sure he has something to share about changing lives, changing 
organizations and changing the world. 
  
Can we meet for coffee? 
  
In Gratitude, 
 
John McGinnis 
  
11.  To Allyson Downy, author of “Here's the Plan: Your Practical, Tactical Guide to 
Advancing Your Career During Pregnancy and Parenthood’’ A delightfully catchy 
beginning and a well articulated, reasonable ask.   
  
Allyson: 
  
My name is Eva Trust and I can’t believe I’m thinking about how to manage a career with 
children when I don’t even have a boyfriend. Thanks for that.   
  
I’m an MBA student at Stanford working with a small team to better understand the challenges 
skilled women face when attempting to re-enter the workforce. Our objective is a holistic 
understanding of the problem, exploring the challenges within and outside the workplace -- just 
as you do in your book. 
  
We are conducting brief interviews (15-30 minutes) over the next 10 days to better understand 
the difficulties for both women and employers and hope to speak with you. 
  
Would you discuss your experience and/or recommend friends with whom to speak? 
  
Best, Eva Trust 
  
12.  To Condoleezza Rice. A powerful, sophisticated connection.  
  
Dear Dr. Rice:   
  
In your memoir, you describe an exchange with Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov. He 
asks to have the Georgian President secretly overthrown and trusts you to keep his request 
confidential. You write that you “couldn’t believe your ears and reacted out of instinct, not 
analysis,” deciding to share the conversation publicly to protect the elected government of 
Georgia. How you described this decision and the certainty of your choice really struck me. I 
have been reflecting a great deal about how we turn to instinct or analysis when we make 
choices in life, policy, business (and even love). 
  
This is my second year at the GSB. Before coming to Stanford, I was, like you, one of few 
women working for the chief executive of a country -- albeit a much smaller country (Cabo 
Verde). I came to Stanford hoping to fine-tune my understanding of decision-making and 



develop a framework for approaching my choices. But as my last quarter nears, that framework 
is not yet in place. 
  
I’d like to work on an independent study exploring how to use grand strategy, instinct and 
analysis to develop frameworks for the consequential decisions in our lives. What can we learn 
from your instinctive decision regarding Minister Lavrov that can be applied to how one chooses 
a career or a business partner? How can we gain trust in our instinct or overcome common 
decision-analysis traps? I’ve found incomplete parts of a potential framework strewn across 
different classes, but I’m confident there must be a better way for the GSB to teach decision-
making. Would you be willing to meet briefly to share any advice as to how I could best structure 
my exploration? I’d be very grateful. 
  
Thank you, 
Luci Fonseca 
  
  
Appendix 5: Model pitches 
  
The pitch is to Tara Parker-Pope, who writes the “Well’’ blog at The New York Times.  
  
From Glenn to the student: Bingo. The perfect pitch. Here’s what’s right: 1) You explain 
the campaign vividly; 2) You invite the reporter to meet people just doing it; 3) you put it 
in the context of an important broader mission;  4) you offer a genuine and lovely 
compliment to Tara, who will really appreciate it. 
 As this is a mission I consider essential, I’d love to help further if you need me. If not 
Tara, could be Gretchen Reynolds. I can put you in touch with the right people. Glenn 
  
The pitch: 
Subject: Exclusive on #TagYoureIt, Nike’s latest effort to get kids playing outside 
  
Hi Tara, 
  
My name is Katie Gera and I’m a brand consultant for Nike’s Young Athletes division. I wanted 
to offer you an exclusive about Nike’s newest digital launch for kids: the #TagYoureIt campaign. 
#TagYoureIt is an extension of the Nike+ app that challenges kids to get outside and play. 
  
Today, kids spend less than 7 minutes a day in unstructured play outdoors, and over 7 hours a 
day in front of a screen. Nike wants to reverse that by launching a new section of its Nike+ app 
where kids receive daily challenges, games, and obstacles to complete outdoors with simple 
props like soccer balls or frisbees. Kids compete against themselves and other kids in their 
neighborhood, city, country, and the world, while parents can document their journey along the 
way through photos and videos. The campaign will culminate in a huge outdoor obstacle course 
hosted on Nike’s Beaverton campus, where the most active kids will get a chance to show off 
their skills at play. 
  
I’d like to invite you to be the first to announce the #TagYoureIt campaign on Well Family, and to 
join us in Beaverton on August 27th for the on-campus challenge. 
  



As a complete tangent, I also wanted to send a huge thank you for your Vegetarian 
Thanksgiving series last fall. Though I’m an omnivore (especially on Thanksgiving!), my new 
mother-in-law is a vegetarian, and this was the first holiday she actually let me participate in the 
cooking after I referenced your mushroom hazelnut tart. 
  
Let me know if you’re interested in announcing #TagYoureIt, and we can go from there. 
  
From the Class of ’18 
  
1.    OK, Yi, admit it: You’re a PR professional. You fooled us all into thinking you’re an 
industrial engineer and business operations manager. If you were a musician, I’d say you 
have perfect pitch. Instead, I’ll say this is a model pitch, the kind I almost never see on 
PR Newswire. A service meaningful to society. A catchy subject line. A genuine personal 
connection at the top. An enticing description of why it’s a good and important story. 
And other information about Dan Giusti that makes the pitch all the more appealing.  The 
reporter will love it -- and wonder whether it’s too good to be true -- both the pitch, and 
the business concept.  Note my editing; I must have changed a comma somewhere. 
Glenn 
  
A pitch for my summer company, Brigaid, to get its founder an interview with Evan Kleiman, 
host of the Good Food podcast, who has conducted 6000+ interviews with chefs, food 
entrepreneurs and activists. 
  
Subject: Meet the man trying to change school food from the inside 
  
Dear Evan, 
  
I’d first like to thank you for the Good Food podcast; it has been a mainstay for me as I’ve 
learned to cook and become increasingly relevant as I now consider a career in food.  Your 
delightful interviews have accompanied me on flights around the world, road trips across the 
country, and for miles and miles on the treadmill. 
  
I’m assuming based on your podcasts and blog posts that school food in the U.S. is important to 
you.  Over the summer, I interned at a company called Brigaid, founded by Dan Giusti, the 
former chef de cuisine at Noma.  Brigaid hires chefs to work full time in a single school 
kitchen.  They make every meal from scratch while also looking for cost-savings so that the 
program is affordable for any school district.  Their first client is New London Public Schools, 
located in a small Connecticut city where a fifth of the population is below the poverty line. 
  
If that sounds interesting, consider interviewing Dan for a Good Food episode.  Beyond the 
wonderful work he’s doing with Brigaid, Dan has an interesting back story, starting with his 
choice to leave Noma at the height of its popularity to pursue Brigaid.  He also has great stories 
about growing up in a big Italian family and crazy home-cooking endeavors (e.g. the Varasano 
hack). 
  
Thanks, 
Yi Zhuang 
  
2.    Erin: this is marvelous. Clever and lighthearted, yet informative. 



  
Pitch to Grace Andruszkiewicz, Director of Marketing at Aging2.0, an organization that focuses 
on providing the resources and networking opportunities necessary to promote innovation in the 
aging space. (Company name still TBD. This placeholder name is a play on the movie 
“Homeward Bound,” which I watched maybe 1000 times as a young girl), featuring two adorable 
dogs in their brave search to return home to their owners. 
  
Subject: An endorsable, adorable army: dogs who do good 
  
Dear Ms. Andruszkiewicz: 
  
Some people think of dogs as children; I see them as an army of volunteers, ready to jump, lick 
and “ruff” into action. 
  
My name is Erin Stahmer, and I founded Homeward Buds* -- a doggy daycare alternative that 
helps combat the loneliness and depression reported by 40 percent of older adults in America. 
Our model is simple: you pay $10 to have your dog picked up and transported to and from a 
nursing home for the day. Trained nurses care for your dog as if he were their own, and your 
pup brings joy and laughter to seniors in your community. 
  
While I prefer my dogs fluffy, the science behind my company is anything but. Studies have 
shown that bringing dogs to nursing homes can prevent depression among elderly residents, 
and just a few minutes of petting a pup can lower blood pressure. 
  
I worked for Aging2.0 as a research volunteer last winter. Having experienced the strength of 
your community and tracked the successful startups born from it, such as Augmedix and Presto, 
I would be honored to have Aging2.0 play an instrumental role in raising awareness of 
Homeward Buds’. 
  
We are launching in Seattle next May. Here’s what I see: Aging2.0’s brand proudly displayed on 
our website and marketing materials, endorsing our mission. Can you see it too? 
 
Please give me a ring at (408) 234-7819 to chat further. 
  
With dogged hope, 
Erin Stahmer 
   
3.    So light and refreshing. I’d extend an invitation to the reporter to see -- er, hear -- the 
Adio product in action and talk to people who’ve tried it. And offer an example in the 
pitch describing the experience of someone who tried it.   
  
The pitch is for Adio Inc. a startup I founded few years ago, to Steven Levy (Wired Magazine). 
  
Dear Steven, 
  
For too long ads have talked at us. It’s time they listened. Adio Inc. is putting ears on audio ads. 
  
Imagine driving to work, listening to Pandora, when a commercial interrupts your music (if you’re 
one of the 95% free users). What if you could tell it not to play that ad for a TV series,  because 



you don’t watch TV? Or, what if you liked the upcoming concert that was advertised, and could 
ask the ad for more details, or to set a reminder in your calendar? 
  
Adio envisions a future activated by voice rather than tapping screens. We have built a patented 
technology that makes audio ads vocally interactive, and we’re helping lead retailers like Gap, 
Visa and Target to lend an ear to customers. 
  
Would you be interested in interacting with a cheeky ad that listens, to learn more about the 
future of digital marketing? 
  
Regards, 
Mandeep Waraich 
  
4.    An entertaining read but will it sound too good to be true? The reporter might 
ask:  “you and whose army?” Can you explain how you can pull this off, and at what 
scale? Consider an invitation to the reporter to visit you where you grow this stuff and 
talk to people who’ve tried it. 
  
 I no longer work for Plenty, but it is something I would have written last summer. 
  
Subject: The future of produce 
  
What if I told you that you could purchase lettuce grown using only 1% of the water of a normal 
farm, without pesticide? And you can enjoy it within hours of picking, no matter where in the 
world you live? Even better, that this lettuce is affordable -- competitive with the farm-grown 
organic alternative? 
  
Our business, Plenty, is changing agriculture. Our produce need not travel thousands of miles to 
get to the consumer. We are no longer constrained by weather or land -- we can grow unique 
and exciting varietals anywhere,  any time. 
  
At Plenty, we believe everyone should have access to fresh produce. Let us show how we do it. 
  
5.     A sensible appeal. You should send it! 
  
To sports columnist for newspaper with global audience. 
  
Subject: Why is a popular two-century-old sport excluded from the Olympics? 
  
We’re working to include Squash in the 2024 Olympics. 
  
Squash dates back to the 1830s, with a global appeal and more than 20 million players and 
professionals from 74 nations. Over a million people watched the men’s singles final in the last 
Commonwealth Games. Moreover, it’s a compact sport;   professional tournaments can be held 
in two all-glass courts.  By many accounts, Squash fits all criteria for an Olympic sport. 
  
Yet since 2005 the International Olympic Committee has denied numerous bids by the World 
Squash Federation. In 2015 the IOC  excluded the sport (for the third consecutive time) from the 



2020 Games, even as climbing, surfing and skateboarding were admitted. The WSF was never 
provided a reason. 
  
We’re here to fix that. Let us introduce you to a remarkably articulate and delightful group of 
athletes to make our case. Looking forward to talking. 
  
Yen Tan   
  
6.     Edward: You offer a compelling example, your grandpa, of something that affects 
millions.  Now, the reporter will ask, has Grandpa used your product and can he now use 
his hands? Can you describe the product? (You say what it isn’t but not what it is.)  And 
invite the reporter to see it and talk to people who’ve tried it. 
  
Subject: Helping stroke patients become independent again 
  
My grandpa Robert suffered a stroke in 2012 and I’ll bet you know someone who had one too. 
Every year, almost 800,000 people in the US have a stroke; it’s the leading cause of serious 
and long term disability. 
  
Robert survived, but like the majority of stroke patients, became disabled. Even though he 
couldn’t use his hands, he was discharged and went home to live alone. 
  
Many stroke patients living at home depend on family members or a caregiver. We’re lucky to 
have family go to his house to help, but this is a large burden and my grandpa wishes he could 
do things on his own again. 
  
This year at Stanford, I came together with a team of medical, engineering, and business 
students to help stroke patients get their hands back. 
  
We have developed a prototype and think we’re onto something - think power steering for your 
hands. No bulky arm-like exoskeletons. No astronomical cost. If you have some time, I’d love to 
speak with you and show you our product. 
  
Thank you, 
Ed Lee 
  
7.    Cristobal: Excellent. But can you elaborate, with an example, on  “We use machine 
learning and unique identifiable factors about YOU (such as how you walk and type) to 
authenticate you with 99.999% accuracy.” That’s what will make it sexy. And  I’d 
recommend an invitation to meet people who’ve tried UnifyID. 
  
Subject: The end of passwords? 
  
Dear [fantastic NY Times tech reporter], 
  
Sixteen percent of Americans claim someone has hacked their email accounts and 13 percent 
claim someone has hacked their social media accounts. I’m not helping my own case: I have 
upwards of 200 logins across the internet yet only a handful of passwords -- one correct guess 



of my password would leave me crippled. Equifax, a $13 billion organization, experienced its 
largest hack ever because it used “admin” as its password and login. 
  
Meet UnifyID. We use machine learning and unique identifiable factors about YOU (such as 
how you walk and type) to authenticate you with 99.999% accuracy. We aim to say goodbye to 
passwords, and say hello to you, the real you. We’re still in beta, but I’d love to give you early 
access so you can try it for yourself. 
Let me know when you’re ready to free yourself from passwords and help the rest of the world 
do the same, too. 
  
Best, Cristobal, UnifyID 
  
8.    Kirin: so exciting. And “We really could use the extra manpower for the zombie 
attacks” is a killer “kicker,” as we say about the final line in a newspaper article.  
  
An email to Sarah Perez from Techcrunch.  
  
Subject Line: Want to become Wonder Woman for a day? 
  
Dear Sarah, 
  
My name is Kirin Sinha, and I am CEO of an augmented reality gaming startup backed by 
Lightspeed Ventures as well as several media partners in LA. We go beyond Pokemon Go to 
recapture the magic of childhood play through “in-world” gaming. No more avatars. No more 
giant scavenger hunts. We aren’t a geo-location game, but a true augmented reality game that 
you can play from anywhere. 
  
Come see our games in action. If you have ever fancied being Wonder Woman or joining a 
group attack on zombies, we can make it happen. 
  
Our team of engineers from MIT and Stanford have created technology so people can play in 
this shared fantasy world together for the first time -- and all through your mobile phone. 
Our games allow you to step into an alternate reality and transform yourself into a character. 
With the click of a button, your office could become Hoth and you a Jedi master. 
  
We look forward to hearing from you. We could use the extra manpower for the zombie attacks. 
  
Best, 
Kirin Sinha 
The Looking Glass 
thelookingglass.io 
  
  
From the Class of ’17 
  
1. Genuine rather than sycophantic, offering something in return, and making an 
appealing personal connection at the end. 
  
From: Hannah Hill   



To: Skimm founders Danielle Weisberg and Carly Zakin 
  
Hi Danielle and Carly, 
  
I am a second-year MBA at Stanford and I would LOVE for you both to come speak on campus. 
Regardless of whether you decide to come, I want to say thank you. I have been reading The 
Skimm since the early days in 2013. You have made me laugh on my morning commute to 
work. You have ensured I have intelligent things to say to my mother when we are discussing 
the news. You have ensured I am never embarrassed when talking sports with my co-workers. 
You ensured I registered to vote. And you ensured I never missed the day I needed to buy my 
Thanksgiving flights home. For all those ways you have saved me, thank you! 
You have also inspired me - and so many of my classmates. It is rare to see two women co-
founders. And it is incredible to see the business you have built and the way you have motivated 
your Skimmers to take action and engage - both with The Skimm and with the news. 
I am on the board of Women in Management at Stanford and we look to you as the models of 
the leaders we can become and the organizations we can build. I loved your insights through 
your porch-step video on the struggles and fears of startup life. I loved the lessons about hiring 
through your story about the time you hired a stalker (and I understand that stalking is not the 
way to get a job at The Skimm). 
I know that asking you to come to campus is a big ask.  I know you get much more impressive 
invitations - to be on  Oprah, Good Morning America or the Daily Show. But I can tell you it is 
worth it. We want to hear your story. 
And if you are wrestling with any business questions and want some assistance from Stanford 
MBAs, we  are eager to put our business classes to work, and solve problems together. 
  
Sincerely, 
Hannah Carly Hill 
  
P.S. Please say hi to Emily Golden. I went to high school with her and we played softball 
together (terribly) at age 9. 
  
2. The author shows he’s done his homework. And  he offers food for thought.  
  
  From: Ker Wei Kwee 
  To: John Krafcik, CEO, Waymo (Google’s Self-Driving Car Division) 
  
Dear Mr. Krafcik: 
  
I am a  Stanford GSB student hoping for 30 minutes of your time with me and about five fellow 
members of our real estate club. 
  
I was energized by your keynote speech on Google’s self-driving car at the Detroit Auto Show in 
January. In it, you made it clear that Waymo will be releasing its first public-ready model by 
2020. In other words, we are three years from revolutionizing the way people live, work and 
commute. 
  
Yet few in real estate are aware of the potential implications of such technology on how 
buildings should be designed and constructed going forward. For example, larger driveways 
could help handle added autonomous car traffic at drop-off points. Without understanding the 
necessity of these costly features, developers will omit them. A classmate recently polled 



several real estate fund managers and none was investing with an awareness of how 
autonomous cars would affect their property. If real estate developers could redesign buildings 
today to be autonomous car ready, the adoption of Waymo’s vehicles could be further 
accelerated. Real estate professionals need to be educated on the technology and its 
implications. 
  
I suspect that this was similar to your experience at TrueCar, where dealers began to leave the 
platform when they did not understand its full potential. Complicated products need to bring 
customers and incumbents along with them to ensure success. 
  
Along this vein, we are hoping you could shed light on how self-driving cars could change the 
way we live and work. 
  
We would thrill to meet you at a time and place most convenient for you. 
  
I look forward to your reply. Best regards. 
  
  

3. The writer uses a vivid, relevant example as a hook, then   makes a quick and 
simple ask. 

  
To: Eric Fegraus, Senior Director of Technology at Conservation International. 
From: Eric Oliff 
 
Subject: Stanford conservationist seeking career advice 
 
Hi Eric, 
  
I’ve seen firsthand the challenges of designing and implementing technology for 
conservationists. When field testing anti-poaching cameras in Sumatra as a product manager 
for Panthera, I encountered setbacks from waterlogged circuit boards to infrared sensors 
mangled by tiger fangs. I am now a joint MS / MBA student at Stanford focusing on 
technological innovation for the benefit of conservation. 
 
I am writing to ask your advice. Like you, I want to devote my career to applying technology to 
improving conservation. However, I’m wondering whether to move right back into conservation 
NGOs or into tech. Amazon has offered me a job as a technical PM focused on IoT. 
 
Could we talk by phone for 10 minutes?   Thanks very much in advance. 
  
4.   A different kind of pitch, with a No-B.S. description of an interesting service.  
  
To: Congressman Foghorn-Leghorn 
From: Caroline Vik 
  
I’ve built a micro-targeting tool that can help you communicate with your constituents.   
  
In short, it will: 
  



• Collect detailed, real-time data on what your constituents think on a variety of political 
issues 

  
• Efficiently send personalized communications to your 

constituents/donors/supporters/volunteers via our app, email or text message 

  
• Raise money with targeted donation requests that supporters can complete with one 

click 

  
Please let me know if you’d be interested in learning more. Best. 
  
  
5.   The author makes a connection (Italy), flatters (it seems genuine), and  mentions the 
names of other luminaries who have already agreed. 
  
To: Sergio Marchionne: CEO Fiat Chrysler,  CEO-Chairman Ferrari 
 From: Federico Mossa 
 
SUBJECT: Visit With a Stanford Business Group 
 
Dear Mr. Marchionne: 
  
My name is Federico Mossa and I am pursuing my MBA at Stanford. Like you, I was born and 
raised in Italy, but I built my career outside our country. 
Later this month, I will lead 25 MBA students to Italy on a Stanford study trip. We aim to 
explore the balance between innovation and Italy’s centuries-old traditions. We will meet with 
leading Italians such as Guido Barilla or Massimo Bottura. 
  
Would you meet my Stanford classmates and me for 30 minutes. You are uniquely 
positioned to teach us about Italy, technology and innovation. Your success in turning around 
FIAT is inspiring for business students of all nationalities. You also know how business is done 
in the United States, which makes you ideal for a productive conversation with students from an 
American business school. 
 
I imagine how busy you are, and I understand if this is too big of an ask. Meeting with you would 
be the highlight of our trip. We will be in Emilia-Romagna on March 30 and 31, and could 
make any time work to accommodate your schedule. 
  
Thank you in advance for your time and consideration. 
With sincere admiration, 
  
6.   The author makes a bunch of connections, and writes confidently but humbly. 
  
To: Shantanu Narayen, CEO, Adobe 
From: Imran Khoja 
  



Hi Shantanu, 
  
My name is Imran Khoja and I'm a Stanford GSB student who was in the Mike Volpi/Thomas 
Leighton class you co-taught a few weeks ago. Like you, I'm passionate about using technology 
to change the world, something I discovered through my design and entrepreneurial journey at 
IDEO, Spotify and my own venture. 
  
I'm reaching out because I was struck by your humility,  given your standing as a top Silicon 
Valley CEO and how you sold your company and rose through the ranks at Adobe. You are the 
first Indian-American I have seen in any class over my two years and as silly as this sounds, this 
left a huge impression on me. 
  
As someone who aspires to lead a meaningful company, I'm curious to learn how you maintain 
balance in your life while also managing an organization of Adobe's size. I'd appreciate your 
advice on career paths I'm considering: notably VP of Product roles at startups versus PM roles 
at growth companies like Slack, Airbnb or Spotify. I'm hoping to get management and/or P&L 
experience as soon as possible and want to know if those are the right things to optimize for. 
  
Would you have 15 minutes to connect over coffee at Adobe or nearby? I'd really appreciate the 
opportunity to learn from you. Thanks. 
  
  
7.   The introduction will make him want to invite you for a beer (or whatever they drink at 
Go matches), and the author’s description of himself makes for an attractive candidate 
(we hope).  
  
To: Demis Hassabis, CEO of Google DeepMind, an AI company 
From: Eric Greenstein 
 
Demis, 
 
Thank you for keeping me glued to my computer screen last March during the Go games 
between AlphaGo and Lee Sedol. The games thoroughly distracted me from my problem sets. 
 
I am a Stanford student focusing on AI as I finish a joint MS in Electrical Engineering and MBA. 
While I have not quite followed your path as a game designer, neuroscientist and entrepreneur, 
I have breadth of experience as a hardware engineer at Apple, materials researcher at Bose, 
and ever curious student. And I have found my calling, applying AI to real world problems. 
 
You have persuaded me to leave Silicon Valley for London. I admire DeepMind’s progress and 
your goal of solving general AI. Can we meet to discuss industry trends, your career, and how I 
may be useful? Thanks. 
  
Now, two pitches that worked: 
 
To: SF Chronicle Washington reporter 
Subject: Upcoming White House Water Summit announcement  
 Hello xxxxx, 



 We’ve just been notified by the White House that our Bay Area project – a 10,000-home 
development near Stockton that will be the first in the U.S. in which every new home will recycle 
water from showers, washers and sinks and produce  energy in the process --  will likely be 
announced on Tuesday at the White House Water Summit. We should have confirmation 
sometime today. The White House wants everything embargoed till noon Tuesday. 
 We’ve enjoyed your water-related articles and want to see if you would like to cover this story.  
 The key bits: 
  

• this Bay Area development is the first major development in the world with on-site water 
reuse and energy recycling planned for every home: renewable water and an entirely 
new form of renewable energy 

• it will mean almost twice as many water-efficient homes can be built from the same 
water source - two of every three gallons of indoor water will be recycled on-site 

• the homes will have a guaranteed supply of water for lawns and plants, even during 
watering bans  

• energy embedded in the home’s water will be extracted and used a second time - 
generating solar roof quantities of renewable energy 

• all this can be installed in each home for less than $10,000 - paid for by expected 
infrastructure, water rights, and related savings 

   This CNBC video clip led CNBC’s recent drought coverage. They thought a 55- unit 
development in Southern California was newsworthy - 10,000 homes should make it more 
newsworthy. http://www.cnbc.com/2015/05/19/a-house-that-thumbs-its-nose-at-the-drought.html 
   One interesting angle - Nexus is an Australian company formed by veterans of their Millennial 
Drought - and recently moved to California. 
   I’ve been a water technology guy most of my 40 year career - this is the most interesting thing 
I have seen.  
   Anyway - feedback welcome ASAP - one way or another! 
Regards, Ralph 
  
Ralph Petroff 
Co-Founder and Chairman Emeritus 
Nexus e-Water 
256-990-0224 (please call any time) 
  
[The result was a San Francisco Chronicle article.] 
 
The following pitch … 
Hi David,  I'm writing back to suggest a story on predictions for digital storytelling in 2014.  Here 
are the details: 
 
BACKGROUND on Wattpad: 
Wattpad is the social storytelling platform that lets people read and share stories for free from 
any phone, tablet or computer. It's global, built on participation and collaboration, and is famous 
for being an online source for fan fiction and where young authors attract book deals from 
publishers. We are based in Canada, but have become active in 30 countries in the past seven 
years. 
 
Here are some links that might provide helpful context about Wattpad: 



- Margaret Atwood raves about Wattpad here: 
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/jul/06/margaret-atwood-wattpad-online-writing 
- MediaBistro writes about how young writers use Wattpad to attract publisher book deals:  here 
- Forbes did a review of Wattpad last month here: 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/suwcharmananderson/2013/11/20/wattpad-serialise-your-writing-
and-build-an-audience/ 
- Mashable called us the "The Most Active Social Site You've Never Heard oF: 
http://mashable.com/2013/09/30/wattpad/ 
 
STORY SUGGESTION FOR The NYTimes: 
In 2013 the "myth" that young people don't write was shattered: 

• Data from Wattpad shows that millennials and teens are just as obsessed with reading 
and writing fiction as they are with sharing photos and messages 

• In 2013 they spent more time reading stories on Wattpad each month than they did on 
Instagram, Twitter or Snapchat. 

• They DO write but not in the way that everyone expects: they are writing more stories, 
books and fan fiction than ever before--but primarily using their mobile phones and 
writing/reading apps. 

• For millennials their way of writing and reading is “social” and not static: in 2013 while 
reading or writing fiction stories online, they shared more than 235 million comments, 
messages and votes with others.  

I can provide a news release outlining this in more detail plus the top five trends we predict for 
digital storytelling in 2014. I can also connect you with the CEO or GM of Wattpad for a chat. 
(Here is Wattpad GM Candice talking digital storytelling on YouTube here .) 
 
Thanks for considering this David! The Times haven't covered us yet. Please let me know if you 
are interested in this story.  Marci, PR for Wattpad.com,  Tel:  (011) 250 650 6524, 
marci@zincpr.com 
….led to the following article. 
By DAVID STREITFELD 
TORONTO — Not since the heyday of Dickens, Dumas and Henry James has serialized fiction 
been this big. 
In 1841, excited readers swarmed the New York docks to ask travelers from England whether 
Little Nell in “The Old Curiosity Shop” was dead. 
In 2014, they are turning to their phones to keep up with the latest adventures of sweet Tessa 
and outrageous Harry, who meet on their first day of college and have a heartbreaking and 
inspiring relationship. 
Every few days, Anna Todd uses Wattpad, a storytelling app, to post a new episode of this 
couple’s torrid tale. Chapter 278 of “After” came out last week, moments after Ms. Todd, a 25-
year-old former college student in Austin, Tex., finished writing it. 
The first comment appeared 13 seconds after the chapter was uploaded. By the next day, there 
were 10,000 comments: always brief, overwhelmingly positive, sometimes coherent. “After” has 
more than a million readers, Wattpad says. 
The Internet long ago revamped publishing and bookselling. Now technology is 
transforming the writing of fiction, previously the most solitary and exacting of arts, into 
something nearly the opposite. It is social, informal and intimate, with the results not 
only consumed but often composed on the fly. 



Wattpad is a leader in this new storytelling environment, with more than two million 
writers producing 100,000 pieces of material a day for 20 million readers on an intricate 
international social network. 
When Jeff Bezos wonders if Amazon’s dominance of e-books might be outflanked, or 
Mark Zuckerberg ponders whether Facebook will be deserted by young people in search 
of something cooler, Wattpad is likely to come to mind. 
“Now that everyone’s been given permission to be creative, new ways of telling stories, of being 
entertained, are being invented,” said Charles Melcher, a publishing consultant who hosts the 
annual Future of StoryTelling conference. “A lot of people are lamenting the end of the novel, 
but I think it’s simply evolving.” (STORY CONTINUES BUT YOU GET THE IDEA….) 
 
Appendix 9: Columns by GSB students in national 
newspapers (note that each contains a personal story):  
  
Mom and I Opened a Marijuana Dispensary, and Here's What We See   
  
Is Anyone Good Enough for an H1-B Visa 
  
The Collateral Damage of a Petty N.F.L.   
  
Doctors Revolt 
  
Canada's Hidden History, My Mother, and Me  
  
I Learned More About Breaking Bad News From Business School Than From 
Medical School   
  
Want to Make Ethical Purchases? Stop Buying Illegal Drugs  
  
A New Balance Sheet for Doctors 
  
Xanda the Lion is Dead, But Trophy Hunting Helps Kin  
  
The Noble Laureate Extension Act 
  
The Simplest Way to Solve Our Doctor Shortage  
  
Why I Turned Down the NFL for One More Season of College Ball 
  
My Immigrant Parents Love Me. They Hated My Startup 
  
My Invisible Brother 
  
Groomed 
  
Here's What We Owe Our Kids (warning: the author is crotchety) 
It's Time to Make Video Games Safe for Children  



  
This Christmas, Help Your Elderly Relatives Cross the Digital Street  
  
Birthright Israel Needs to Reconsider Its Approach  
  
Appendix 10: Model Written Feedback 
Now, let’s demonstrate all these tips for giving written feedback with a review that ignores them, 
and one that follows them. 
   WRONG WAY: Peter has been actively involved in a newsroom of journalists that won four 
Pulitzer Prizes this year. He is energetic and enthusiastic, despite his divorce and medical 
problems this past year. He seems to find the newsroom a refuge. It is good that he is back from 
surgery – it seemed as if he were gone forever. 
A few areas need improvement: the articles can be too long and boring. Also, he needs to 
improve his relations with several department heads. He should understand that an angry 
confrontation with another editor in the newsroom like the one six months ago cannot be 
tolerated, even though he may have lost his cool because of his personal troubles.   
As a senior editor Peter will have to maintain what has already been done and continue the 
evolution in his own way so that the newspaper  is provocative, informative, newsy, important, 
entertaining. We trust that his skills will help make the coming year a productive and exciting 
one. 
  What’s wrong this one? It’s written in the third person, brings up personal problems, 
psychoanalyzes, is negative rather than constructive, is vague and unhelpful in setting 
goals, and doesn’t look beyond the coming year. 
  
Here’s an improvement:   
   RIGHT WAY: Peter, we couldn’t have won those four Pulitzers without you. You ably 
conceived and guided our teams of journalists and the editors and reporters we interviewed 
praise you for your vision in creating and executing articles with enormous impact. Those 
colleagues further compliment you as energetic, enthusiastic, collaborative, upbeat, supportive, 
candid and a good listener – a real leader. We feel lucky to have you aboard. 
And we think you can do even better. While many of your articles sang, some of them could 
have been shorter and punchier. They should give more of a sense of place and people, and 
include more voices. Also, work on your “nut paragraphs,’’ especially for complex pieces that 
unfold slowly. Ask yourself: if we had to write a three-sentence summary of that story for the 
web, could we find it near the top of the story.  
Also, we are encouraged that in your self-review you mentioned controlling your temper as a 
goal for the coming year. Your effort to improve since the incident six months ago has been 
noticed by your colleagues. Keep striving to keep your cool, even when those around you are 
losing theirs.  
We want you to know you have a great future here. You mentioned in your self-review that you 
hope someday to run a big department here. To reach this goal, you’ll need to show your 
colleagues that you’re someone who is not only creative and intelligent but also inspirational -- 
and graceful under fire. 
In the meantime, thank you for making us look so good, week after week, month after month. 
  
 What’s better about this one? It’s written as a letter TO the person, doesn’t skimp 
on praise, and makes clear the boss talked to others. It says constructively and 
specifically what you want. It’s  firm but clear about how to become a leader and assures 
you support him in this. Also, it notes that Peter himself recognized his biggest 



challenge in his self-review – so it isn’t just the boss and colleagues speaking. And it 
looks beyond the current job and current year.   
  
Now, some model written feedback, with my comments on top:  
1.    The following performance review does just about everything right.  It’s in English, 
not jargon. With short, punchy sentences. Written with confidence but not arrogance. It 
makes clear we want him to succeed. But most of all, I like the constructive suggestions -
- among the most eloquent I’ve read (and I have read a thousand reviews). I put myself in 
this guy’s shoes and, even knowing little about this organization, I can understand 
exactly what the boss wants me to do to improve as a leader. 
     
CONTEXT: 
I run an organization called New Ventures. We do consulting work for top VC firms in the Valley 
(clients include Accel, Bessemer, DFJ, etc.) and are compensated by project. We are a fully-
owned subsidiary of a fully-owned subsidiary of Stanford University. We have been around for 
seven years (I have been helping manage it for five). It has become an excellent group, with 
several of the top engineers at the university. Our alumni are badass. 
  
I am turning the presidency over to a very bright guy. He launched his first product at 16 and it 
has 3 million users. He’s worked at Google and FB. You want him as your CTO. He is young, 
21, but extremely bright. We’ve been friends for three years. He now “leads” meetings, but I still 
run things. Nothing really moves without me. I know this is unsustainable. I have failed 
transitioning on another company I ran a few years back and it died because of that. 
  
THE REVIEW: 
R---, you requested some feedback on leading TV. Here are my thoughts: 
  
Overall: You are exceptionally bright and I am so glad you are on this team. I think I speak for 
everyone at TV when I say that you are a brilliant technical mind. I am very glad that you have 
been focusing on your skills as a leader and will discuss them below. 
  
Client interaction: You know the material at most meetings better than I do. Yet you don’t 
speak up nearly as much. Even though I know you are listening and thinking, the client 
doesn’t.  That is why I am constantly asking questions of the client, even when we have most of 
the data. Asking these questions also helps us find new insights. So be more involved in the 
client discussion, because the team will look to you to set the tone. More so, we need to keep 
the client up to date every step of the process, even to the point you might consider 
pedagogical. 
  
Running meetings:  You have run meetings well. You are a good listener and have a calm 
demeanor. On occasion, meetings get derailed. It is your role to bring us back to center. For 
example, I acknowledge that my thoughts can be distracting to the team, and encourage you to 
ask me and others to refocus if we divert from your agenda. 
  
Decomposing workflows: I challenge you to see each project as an engineering problem. The 
first step is always: decompose. Specifically, remember how we approached the decomposition 
of the DevOps project with VCX. We decided to break the market mapping into stages.  The 
client needs this communicated, as does the team, and the project was a success. Now, we can 
contrast that to the FirmY Project on Enterprise Software Intermediaries last year. This was our 



worst project. While you and O heroically made it work, it became a burden because of a lack of 
decomposing and delegating. 
  
Recruiting: Our objective function is simple: bring in the most brilliant people at Stanford. You 
are exceptionally good at sensing technical competence. The challenge now becomes finding 
different types of potential in recruits. P, for example, is our least technical hire. Yet, she has 
been one of our greatest assets. I have found that on occasion we weigh fundamental 
technicals too heavily. I encourage you to look at the raw brainpower of the candidate and be 
more open to non-technical backgrounds, particularly when they bring strategic partnerships 
and client relations. 
  
R---, you are an excellent thinker and have grown immensely in the past three years. Thank you 
for growing New Ventures. I can’t wait to see the new heights you will take it to as president. 
  
2.    In the following, the student reviews her boss. Here’s what I admire: 
    a) The short yet evocative sentences, like “I admire how focused you are on 
communicating within the company about new releases’’ and  “Even when something 
isn’t going the right way, you make sure to get to the bottom of why instead of blaming 
your team’’; 
   b) The organization into categories that are relevant (as opposed to formulaic) and 
easily digestible; 
   c) The vividly constructive suggestions. The following is one of my favorites ever -- a 
work of art -- among the thousand performance reviews I’ve read at the NYT and 
elsewhere: “Focus on the numbers and the business impact of the products your team 
creates. I know that in Silicon Valley, it is customary to talk about how ‘cool’ and 
‘awesome’ a product is. But if you can take it a step further and quantify the business 
impact – whether revenue contributed by or savings realized as result of the product that 
you built – you will gain credibility and influence within the company. Once you quantify, 
repeat to your team, manager, in company updates and basically to anyone who will 
listen. And at every weekly team meeting, reiterate the numbers.’’ 
  
CONTEXT: 
Brenda was my manager at Uber this summer. She has 10 years of product management 
experience and really knows what she’s doing. We grew very close. I encouraged her a lot. She 
asked me for constructive feedback too because she wanted to get better and become more 
influential within the company. So she was very open to both types of feedback from me. 
  
THE REVIEW:  
Dear Brenda, 
  
I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart. You gave me a chance to get into product 
management when no one else would and I was thrilled to learn from you last summer. 
  
You are so talented. I see you going far, becoming Chief of Product in a tech company, and I’d 
like help you get there with the following. 
  
Strengths 
  
Communication 



I admire how focused you are on communicating within the company about new releases, etc. It 
adds so much  value,  elevating your and our team’s visibility. Keep doing it! 
  
Developing others 
You are a very nurturing manager. You want your reports to succeed and it really comes 
through. Even when something isn’t going the right way, you make sure to get to the bottom of 
why instead of blaming your team. 
  
Pushing people/demand high quality 
You push people around you to be better. When I created the Gutenberg use cases, you 
pushed me to improve  them. You pushed me hard to ship a product within two weeks of 
starting my internship. I absolutely loved it. Because you are making me and the people around 
you better. It’s not only great for the company but it’s  great for your reports because they will 
grow and become more successful and will remain grateful and loyal to you. 
  
The Next Level 
  
Focus on the numbers 
Focus on the numbers and the business impact of the products your team creates. I know that 
in Silicon Valley, it is customary to talk about how “cool” and “awesome” a product is. But if you 
can take it a step further and quantify the business impact – whether revenue contributed by or 
savings realized as a result of your product  – you will gain credibility and influence within the 
company. Once you quantify, repeat to your team, and manager, in company updates and 
basically to anyone who will listen. And at every weekly team meeting, reiterate the numbers. 
  
Big picture thinking 
You are excellent at managing the minutiae of creating a product, paying close attention to the 
important details. But to get to the next level,  take the time to step back, figure out why we are 
building this product and how it fits within the vision of the company. And then over-
communicate it to our team and up the chain of command. 
  
Focused communication 
To make sure that our team’s work is visible within the company, I suggest you send a weekly 
summary report of progress and results, including metrics, to your manager, your manager’s 
manager and other stakeholders who might be interested. This will increase our team’s visibility 
and influence and put you on track of being noticed by your superiors. I know it’s scary to put 
yourself out there like that and will often invite more work, but it’s better to be noticed than 
forgotten. 
  
I am excited to see you develop as a leader and take on more responsibility. 
  
3. A model of saying what you like and what you would like, succinctly, specifically 
and powerfully, with bullets and underlining for emphasis. 
  
Context: John was a 1st year associate at my old private equity firm when I was a 2nd year 
associate. Technically we were at the same “level” in the firm, but our VPs (the level above 
associate) were over-stretched and so I was assigned to work on a deal with John as a “senior 
associate.” 
  
John, 



  
You are outperforming as an associate. The following suggestions will help you position yourself 
for promotion to VP, something I think is achievable if you keep up the same pace of growth. 
  
Strengths: 

• Your technical / modeling skills are excellent. I have rarely, if ever, found an error in your 
financial analyses. This is a significant accomplishment given the time pressure under 
which you have worked. 

• You have a fantastic attitude. Your ability to maintain a positive attitude is a contribution 
to the team and makes people want to work with you. It is rare in our industry, given the 
80-100+ hour weeks. 

• You are highly conscientious. It makes my job and the job of those you work with that 
much easier knowing that you are reliable and that things assigned to you won’t fall 
through the cracks. 

  
Areas for Development: 

• Improving your time management skills will make your life easier. Your work ethic is 
fantastic, but your ability to perform at a high level is impaired when you pull all-nighters 
so frequently. The Acme sales analysis is an example of where applying the 80/20 rule 
would have allowed you to get some sleep without impairing the ultimate conclusion. 

• Your concision & clarity can be improved. You are quite articulate, but you often add 
hedges and caveats that make  your arguments harder to follow. I have noticed that this 
is especially true when you are speaking to the partners, such as in the Acme IC 
meeting two weeks ago. Try plainly stating what you think. 

• Take the time to proofread. We work under tight deadlines, but it is worth a five-minute 
delay to print and proofread your work before sending it. You will catch a lot of the typos 
/ small errors at low “cost.” 

  
Bonus Points: 

• Speak up. VPs must go toe-to-toe with management, the banks, and fellow colleagues. 
You make brilliant points to me quietly after meetings. Take some risks and start 
speaking up during the meetings themselves. You will make mistakes, but you will learn 
and in our company culture you will be rewarded. 

• Be proactive. VPs often operate with minimal guidance from partners. You are excellent 
at performing the assigned tasks, but initiating new projects or analyses will demonstrate 
to the partnership that you have the “right stuff” to be a VP. 

 
   4. The reviewer says what he likes, praising generously, and what he would like, 
with vivid, constructive examples. 
  
CONTEXT: 
The review is for my first hire in 2011. He was young and worked hard as hell but had no 
computer skills.   
  
THE REVIEW:  
Wernich, we couldn’t have completed the IC project without you. Your work ethic is an 
inspiration for us all. Your peers praise you for selflessly helping others, even if your own tasks 



fall behind. Those colleagues further compliment you as enthusiastic, energetic, collaborative, 
and humble - ‘n goeie suen [great Googler].  We feel lucky to have you on our team. 
  
We think you can do even better. While your excel skills have blossomed, your powerpoint skills 
have lagged. Should we organize a powerpoint bootcamp to accelerate your learning? Also, 
work on balancing your resources with others; you are first to volunteer to help others, but you 
don’t ask for help yourself.  Before starting a task, ask yourself: although I can do this on my 
own, would I be more effective if I ask a colleague to help me?    
  
Most important, we are encouraged by your instinctive leadership and courage, especially after 
the plane crash next to our offices. Your selfless character was on full display as you ran into 
the burning wreck to save the lives of four airmen. You are a hero we are proud to have in our 
organization. 
  
We want you to know you have a great future here. From our conversations I know you hope to 
someday run the Bancroft camp. To reach this goal, you’ll need to show your colleagues you 
are not only a leader outside the office but also a technically enabled leader within the office. 
  
In the meantime, thank you for making us look awesome, day after day, week after week. 
----- 
5. The following review is a model of how to “manage up.” My one suggestion: after “I 
think others would benefit from having this same deeper understanding if you can give it 
to them,” might you suggest how he go about that? 
  
CONTEXT: 
Bart was one of the founders of the private investment group I worked for in London. He ranked 
above the CEO, but we interacted directly on several projects in London and overseas. 
  
THE REVIEW:  
Dear Bart, 
This letter may be the manifestation of your worst fears when you heard I was moving to 
California to do an MBA at Stanford. It’s feedback. Very un-British, very-un-bankery feedback. 
I’m writing because I valued my relationship with you at work hugely. If there were any way to 
give back, I would want to. Stanford has taught me that feedback can be a gift, so here goes. 
  
I like your humility. Small things, like getting on the London Underground late on a Friday 
evening and seeing you also there at the ticket barriers, would remind me of your commitment 
to being a hard-working, simple-living individual. 
  
I admire your values. I remember you taking the private jet to our meeting in Portugal, rather 
than your prefered cheaper commercial option. You flew private that day not because you 
wanted the extra comfort, but because you wanted to take your daughter to school beforehand 
and that was the only way to do both. This commitment to your family is something I respect 
and hope to emulate throughout my life. 
  
I wish you showed the same comfort and openness inside the office. When we traveled 
together, particularly in Malawi, I felt I got to understand you. I know it’s the running joke that 
you are the bad cop when it comes to bringing tough news to the team. You are the principal 
who will hold us to account on the hardcore financial details, keeping [your co-founder] Pedro’s 
wild dreams grounded. I have seen a different side to you, though. Traveling together, 



managing your son when he was our summer intern, and understanding your philanthropic work 
have let me hear what you care about and why. This has made my work here so much richer. I 
think others would benefit from having this same deeper understanding if you can give it to 
them. 
  
Thank you again for the many opportunities you created for me to learn. We are long overdue to 
catch up! 
  
All the best, James 
------------ 
6. An original subject, to be sure. 
   
THE REVIEW: 
  
Dear Santa Claus 
  
Before we get too far into 2017, I want to review your big performance from last December. 
  
Reputation 
As always, you have done a great job maintaining your image. I really appreciate your 
consistency: the fact that children can count on your red uniform and beard is  important to your 
brand. Christmas has become more commercialized. But you have upheld your image among  
children worldwide. You inspire so many of them to behave; I challenge you to do the same for 
many more. 
  
Execution 
You reach so many households in so little time. As income levels and population rise, you carry 
a heavier load each year. Consider cardio exercise. Not only will you more easily reach more 
families, you will have less trouble in those chimneys. Remember that you are a model for 
young children; it is important to model healthful behavior. 
  
Technology 
You are methodical about writing down lists and checking them twice. As you know, we at the 
North Pole value accuracy so no children are disappointed. Convert some of the work you  do 
manually onto computers. Tracking naughty and nice lists in Excel will make it easier to look up 
gift designations and help streamline the gift sorting process. In addition, it will let us spot 
trends. I will make myself available to help you with this transition and to develop all the ways 
we can take advantage of a digitized tracking system. 
  
Teamwork 
You are a strong leader. You run a streamlined organization at the North Pole. You motivate the 
elves to complete their work accurately and in a timely manner. Your team meets its deadlines. 
However, in the delivery of  gifts you bear the burden on your own. This won’t get easier as you 
age. Find the airborne equivalent of your elves to help you. Or embrace technology: consider 
drones or driverless sleighs.   
 
Thank you for your hard work, gift giving, and holiday cheer. It continues to bring smiles and joy, 
year after year. 
  
  



  
  
  
 
  
 


