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Second, ideas died if associates didn’t sign up for projects.
Product champions gave the gift of a new opportunity, and
in return other associates donated their talent, experience,
and commitment. So Gore could be considered as a “gift
economy.”** Associates had to “gift” their dabble time and
get involved in their colleagues’ projects.
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“Real, Win, Worth"®® ‘ |

Gore did not care for me-too products. They pursued

opportunities that were “unique and valuable.”*” Gore

aimed for quantum improvements that gave them a highly
differentiated positioning in the market place. ‘

The belief at Gore was that it was tough to plan for
innovation, but it was possible to organize for it.*® “We
‘have a methodical way of how we do innovation.”?

At Gore, the journey from dabbling to profitability was
guided by three “reality checks.” According to Gore’s former
president, Chuck Carroll, “We go through an exercise called
Real, Win, Worth. . . . Is the opportunity real? Is there really
somebody out there that will buy this? Can we win? What
do the economics look like? Can we make money doing
this? Is it unique and valuable? Can we have a sustained
advantage [such as a patent]?”®® Each post-dabble project
was scrutinized with periodic cross-functional reviews that
required the project to survive these checks.5! b

Early on, the product champions identified critical
hypotheses and tested fundamental assumptions in low-
cost ways. The company never invested big until all the key
uncertainties were resolved. Associates had a lot of latitude
and discretionary time to experiment and test their ideas.
Bat to take the project beyond the dabble stage, the team
needed to show that the product opportunity was real. The
team had to demonstrate that the opportunity solved a
genuine customer problem for which the customer would

be willing to pay—usually a premium. This step was crucial
in order to attract resources to the project.5? “It starts
with the consumer. If we have a new technology but if it is
not matching a consumer need, then it won't go far,” said
Christy Haywood, product manager from Gore’s fabric
As a project evolved from dabble-time experiment to
one ﬂ1.at sought formal support, the team prepared to fmrtiér-
ipate in a series of peer reviews in which they were pressed
on the fiess of the project. First, did the opportunity create
a unique and differentiated product? Did the company get a
technological advantage that it could defend? And did Gore
have the resources and capabilities to make sure the prod-
 uct would do what the team said it would do? |
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Project teams self-organized or coalesced around pas-
sionate champions. Promising projects got nurtured for as
long as they continued to pique the interest of a few asso-
ciates and were not “burning through too much cash.”¢%
‘Concepts were given ample time, sometimes even years, to
take form, and there were no cut-throat timelines or cal-
‘endar marks. However, the company often knew when to
pull the plug on a project, whether it was a new initiative
or a successful business. " “
For instance, the origin of Glide dental floss dated back
to 1971, when Bill Gore tried to use a Gore-Tex fabric ribbon
to floss his teeth. For about 20 years, the company wasn’t
able to take the product to market, as it could not get health
care product companies to adopt its technology or local drug
stores to put the product on their shelves. In 1991, John
Spencer came up with the idea of promoting the floss as a
medical technology product instead of a normal consumer
product. He gave away free samples of the floss to dentists, -
who were impressed with its shred resistance and helped build
a strong followership among dental hygienists.®¢ By 2003,
when it sold the dental floss business to Procter & Gamble,
Gore had reached dental floss sales of over $45 million in
the U.S. market. Chuck Carroll commented on why Gore
sold its successful Glide business to P&G: “To stay in that
market long-term, you really need a whole family of health-
care products. The Wal-Marts don’t want to buy floss from

one guy and toothpaste from another.”¢
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Freedom to Experiment: No Fear of Failure
Ideas were encouraged, action was prized, and making mis-
takes was viewed as part of the creative process. There were
very low barriers to experimentation, as there was always
ready access to equipment and materials. A project failure
did not necessarily mean the team failed. Associates were
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and the individual’s contribution to the enterprise was evaly F
-ated by a thorough 3<60*degree review process to com and
rank the individuals in a team. When a project fa{'cd thﬂfb
was a postmortem: Was the concept flawed? Were there poor
decisions made along the way? Was it a flawed approach to

the salnnon, or was it simply poorly executed? The goal of
~ this postmortem was to learn from the experiment and to
lew.mge it in other parts of the enterprise. When an initiative

- was killed, they “celebrated™ with beer and champagne.

Compensation for associates was based on contribu-
tmn It was determined by a committee of leaders with
expertise in the functional area. The committee reviewed
and rank-ordered the associates on the basis of input from
the leaders as well as the associate’s peer group regarding
his or her impact and effectiveness.®® Even if projects failed
or couldn’t hit targets, contribution was judged on the
basis of the associate’s overall impact on the enterprise. For
instance, coaching new hires was considered as a signifi-

- cant contribution. To ensure fairness and competitiveness

emmaﬂy, Gore continually compared compensation pack-

- ages with similar firms and rewarded associates accord-
ingly. They were also compensated through stock and
profit-sharing programs.” “We are all in the same boat.”"!

After one year of employment, all associates were
eligible to be owners in the firm. Employees owned

_ nearly 25 percent of the firm.”? Both risks and rewards
were shared, with a commitment to long-term success.
Investment dectsmns were based on long-term payoff The
costs and resources associated with expcruncntanop and

- research were not looked upon as “expenses” but rather

. as mvcs:mrznts 73 Associates were encouraged to ‘trcat
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Culture across Cultures i | |
In 2012, Gore was operating in 30 munmw, Onc would have
expected that a strong culture like Gore’s would be quite a
challenge to implement in certain countries, especially in Asia.
‘Gore had made sure that there was room for adaptatmn.
For instance, in Korea, it was mconcewable not to have
business cards with clearly labeled titles. It was critical for
communication with customers and business partners, as well
as fqr the assoclates’ families. So, Korean associates had all
kinds of fancy titles on their business cards. Yet they very well
knew that these titles didn’t mean anything internally and
havm!, them duin‘t mean they could behave differently.”s

hile st bcultums existed within Gore around the
wmrld \Hlth subtle dlfferences, some of the fundamental

 beliefs of Gore were held sacrosanct. According to Kelly,

4 The va]u&s‘ are the same in Asia. Who doesn’t want to be
behevcd Who doesn’t want to feel they can make a huge
com:nbuuon? Mmt pcopic want to be part of a team.®7¢
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' years after its founding, a majority of the core

tenets ﬂf Bill q:yre‘s management philosophy were still

thriving at W. L. Gore & Associates—not just in the U.S.
mpemmnns but m saew:rai t)f its dmsmns a.mund the warld
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