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INTEGRATIVE CASE1.0

W. L. Gore—Culture of Innovation*

I
Why ... couldn’t an entire comparny be designed as a
I e bureaucracy-free zone?!

This was the thought that enthralled Wilbert (*Bill”)
L. Gore, a chemical engineer at E. I. du Pont de Nemours
and Company (DuPont). This thought led him to break
out of the traditional management practices and create
a company that would cherish human imagination and
freedom.

W. L. Gore & Associates, Inc. (referred to as
W. L. Gore, or just Gore, ig what follows) was founded
in 1958. It was a privately held company headquartered
in the suburbs of Newark, Delaware. In 2011, it was
* ranked for the 14th consecutive year among the “100
Best Companies to Work For” by Fortune magazine.
Also, for several years in a row, it was named one of
the best workplaces in the United Kingdom, Germany,
France, and Iraly. In recent years, it had appeared in the
Sweden and Spain lists as well.2

The voluntary turnover rate at Gore was around
5 percent—one-third the average rate in its industry
(durable goods) and one-fifth that for private firms
of similar size.> In 2012, it had “more than 9,500
employees, called associates, located in 30 countries
worldwide, with manufacturing facilities in the United
States, Germany, Scotland, Japan, and China, and sales
offices around the world 4 , '
~ Though the company did not publish its financials, it
had reportedly been profitable every year since its incep-
tion, and its revenues were approximately $3 billion.*

When Bill Gore embarked on his dream to create
an innovative enterprise over a half century ago, he had
a lot of questions: b

Could you build a company with no hierarchy—where
everyone was free to talk with everyone else? How about
a company where there were no bosses, no supervisors,
_ and no vice presidents? Could you let people choose
what they wanted to work on, rather than assigning
them tasks? Could you create a company with no “core”
business, where people would put as much energy into
finding the next big thing as they did into milking the
last big thing? And could you do all of this while still
delivering consistent growth and profitability?6

In April 1938, Dr. Roy J- Plunkett, a research chemist
at DuPont, discovered PTFE (polytetrafluoroethylene
_ resin), which was trademarked under the brand name
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 Teflon.” Bill Gore, during his 17-year career at DuPont,

was assigned several times to small R&D task forces, the
last one of which was responsible for finding a meaning-
ful commercial use for Teflon. While they were working
on this assignment, another group at DuPont came up
with a way to make thermoplastics out of Teflon. Hence,
DuPont felt no need for Gore’s group to continue. Gore
observed, “Du Pont felt that [the thermoplastic version of
Teflon] was good enough, and our group was dissolved.”®

Gore believed that DuPont was largely underestimat-
ing the potential of this “slick, waxy fluoropolymer,”?
s0 he continued to work on it in his spare time. Gore
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