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It was the memo that shook Silicon Valley — a controversial manifesto that ended up costing a Google engineer his job. It
also prompted a debate about political thought in the workplace and forced other employers to look deep into their own
HR policies.

“There was a number of discussions as to ‘Wow, I can't believe — if it happened there, it could happen at any company,'”
VMware Chief Operating Officer Sanjay Poonen said about the memo from James Damore, which criticized Google’s
diversity efforts and suggested females' biological makeup was a reason for the lack of diverse talent. “You can’t stop an
employee from writing a blog or doing something like that, but we asked ourselves if they (Google) responded the right
way and if there are things we can learn from that.”

Discourse —
without a net
Google’s highwire act over employee 
political speech is raising eyebrows. 
As workplaces increasingly 
tout their open-mindedness, 
companies find themselves 
trying to maintain balance.
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Poonen saw clear similarities between VMware’s and Google’s workforces, which made what was happening at the search
and advertising giant more pertinent: “You never want to live in arrogance, in an ‘Oh, that would never happen at VMware,’
but if it did, I think we would know how to respond.”

What VMware and other companies throughout Silicon Valley have woken up to is a workforce challenge: How to regulate
a culture of openness they’ve pioneered.

“It’s a hard, hard balance,” said Patty McCord, a human resources consultant and former Netflix HR manager. “It's
something that you should figure out a way to have comfortable discourse about, but it's just hard to have comfortable
discourse in this country right now.”

At the center of this discussion is Mountain View-based Google, which just happens to be one of the largest and highest-
profile companies in the world. Besides Damore and David Gudeman, who have filed a class-action lawsuit against
Google, a number of current and former employees claim they’ve been threatened and wrongly terminated for sharing
viewpoints, which they say had been encouraged by the search giant, including former programmer Tim Chevalier. High-
profile attorney Harmeet Dhillon, who represents Damore and Gudeman, told the Business Journal that there are "several"
other employees who will be formally announcing lawsuits in the near future.

“An important part of our culture is lively debate,” Google said in a statement to the Business Journal. “But like any
workplace, that doesn't mean anything goes. All employees acknowledge our code of conduct and other workplace
policies, under which promoting harmful stereotypes based on race or gender is prohibited.”

A wake-up call

Human resources executives at several Silicon Valley companies told the Silicon Valley Business Journal that monitoring
workplace speech intricacies is the most difficult task they face today.

Danny Guillory, who leads global diversity and inclusion at San Rafael-based software company Autodesk, said he sent out
an internal communication through “informal” channels following Damore’s viral memo.

“We decided not to do an employee-facing communication when it first happened, but we did one through our Slack
channel just to talk about the issue a little bit,” he said referring to the company’s internal leadership discussion. Guillory
— who spent more than a decade advising tech players like Apple and HP — said the controversy didn’t have a material
impact on Autodesk’s diversity strategy. But he said he considered it a wake-up call to the increasing challenges for
diversity and human resource leaders.

“Our role (as Silicon Valley companies) is to disrupt things, not to maintain the status quo, and then at the same time,
we’re always on the edge of disturbing somebody or turning around and having someone reject what we’re doing,” he
said. “This is that very difficult tightrope that we walk all the time and it's exactly what makes the job difficult. Even our
CEO told me he didn't want to have my job because it's too hard.”

Cisco Systems Chief People Officer Francine Katsoudas said today’s balancing act has been one of the more difficult
challenges she’s seen the industry face: “I remember as we were going through it last year thinking about this ‘diversity of
thought’ and ensuring that there is respect in a way for folks to share their perspective when appropriate, but also to still
respect others. It's tough.”





https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=David%20Gudeman
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Tim%20Chevalier
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Harmeet%20Dhillon
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Danny%20Guillory


2/4/2019 Google and other Silicon Valley companies are walking an HR tightrope as more employees get political in the workplace - Silicon Valley Business Journal

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2018/03/29/workplace-politics-silicon-valley-google-hr.html?s=print 4/6

Damore’s letter affected female employees at Cisco the most, Katsoudas said.

“There was a period of a few weeks where, for a lot of women, it created a need to talk about the (work) environment,” she
said.

For Katsoudas, the aftermath from Damore’s firing also brought to mind the topic of bias and preparedness of fellow
managers and leaders alike.

“We did address it more through the lens of leadership, our expectation of leaders and how they view their team,” she
said. “It was almost a reminder of what bias looks like in the work place as well.”

Across the political aisle

While James Damore is the highest-profile Google employee fired for how he expressed his views, he’s not alone. In
February, Tim Chevalier — another former engineer, who self-identifies as queer and disabled — filed a lawsuit against
Google claiming that the company fired him on the basis of “promoting harmful stereotypes” last fall for expressing his
strong liberal views.

“From the legal perspective, the issue is that Tim was calling out discrimination and white privilege and harassment that
he was experiencing at Google, and the speech he was fired for was directly related to those issues,” said David Lowe,
Chevalier’s attorney. “Employers have an obligation to take effective action to prevent discriminatory or harassing speech
when there are comments being directed against protected groups.”

In an interview with the Business Journal, Chevalier said Google encouraged employees to speak out on the company’s
various internal discussion channels and even created its own meme generator. However, it didn’t have anyone actively
monitoring those discussions and only responded if they received a complaint.

Chevalier said he thinks the company’s boundary lines have been kept vague intentionally. 

“By avoiding stating certain rules, they can dodge — avoid making a contract with employees — and I think they would
rather decide on something later, after the fact, or in a case-by-case basis because that means less accountability for
them,” he said.

Chevalier is one of at least 40 current and former Google employees that are petitioning for more transparency from its
higher-ups, according to Michelle Miller, co-founder of Coworker.org.

“The question we’re hearing from them is more around just getting some amount of clarity and transparency about the
ways in which HR and the C-suites are actually engaging in these discussions around diversity and inclusion in politics and
what those parameters are,” she said.

The six-person Coworker.org team has been working closely with employees of Google as well as other tech companies.
In the past five months, Silicon Valley tech companies have made up a third of its work, Miller said, adding that it was a
sudden and “huge” shift for the organization, which mostly saw demand from other industries like retail and e-commerce
staffers.
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“What seems to be unique is both the simultaneous commitment to open and free communication, and then the lack of
clarity around what that open communication means,” she said referring to the tech industry’s unique trends. “We started
hearing more from people — during the fall — who were so alarmed by the harassment and the firings that they finally
reached out to someone else who could try to help them solve this problem because it was clear wasn’t going to be
solved inside (their companies).”

'Closeted' conservatives at work

Liberal groups have not been vocal critics of Google in the wake of Chevalier’s firing and lawsuit. That’s a marked
difference from the outcry among conservatives in response to Damore’s firing. His ouster spurred a free speech rally cry
from those who say they feel excluded from the Silicon Valley’s open-minded mentality. Several employees who have
conservative viewpoints said they’ve been threatened by managers and have considered quitting.

One current Google employee, who asked to remain anonymous for fear of retaliation, leads a conservative organization
in the Silicon Valley, but says he’s not “out” as a Republican at work: “I think it can hurt you in your career prospects in the
long run, so that’s really the reason why,” he said, explaining why he doesn’t want his name used here.

At Autodesk, Guillory said the company has employees who are “closeted conservatives,” too.

“What is interesting is some of the biggest supporters I've had in this organization for diversity and inclusion have
admitted to me privately that they are Trump supporters,” he said.

Based on findings from the Lincoln Network, a right-leaning think tank, some 67 percent of respondents to a recent survey
who worked Google, Facebook, Apple, Salesforce, Uber and LinkedIn described their workplace as “liberal” or “very
liberal” while only 1.5 percent viewed it as “conservative” or “very conservative.”

“At a time when diversity efforts are given mainstream support, there’s a gap where there’s no viewpoint diversity,” says
Lincoln Network co-founder Garrett Johnson.

A conservative Apple employee said that when he’s tried having discussions with coworkers on political topics, he notices
management walks the opposite way to avoid it.

“Many of the things that happened at Google happen here at Apple,” said the employee, who asked to conceal his identity
for fear of retaliation. “Public facing, it’s (accepting viewpoints) the do-right, do-all thing, but private facing, it’s different.
When we go out for drinks after work, coworkers will say they agree with me on certain viewpoints but say they couldn’t
agree about it in the office … I just don’t think that’s right.”

Some companies are avoiding any political discourse — even stopping marketing themselves as open-idea workplaces,
according to Heather Johnston, district president for staffing agency Robert Half Technology, which staffs some of Silicon
Valley’s biggest employers. “Mum’s the word and we aren’t hearing anything from them about it — good or bad,” she said.
“They (companies) have gotten to the point of not even talking versus saying, ‘We want to have this environment where
we can share ideas.’”

Even Poonen admitted VMware’s leadership tries to stay out of heated political discourse unless it has to: “We try not to
get involved on political hot-rod issues one way or the other ... but if it relates to the treatment of people and
discrimination, then we’re going to stand for our values.”

But Guillory says the tension can’t be ignored much longer as employers will have to make “explicit” boundaries on things
like speech, diversity, and yes, politics.
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“The technology industry and its workers are a reflection of society, so as people become more vocal both in terms of
advocating for underrepresented groups and advocating for the majority,” the Autodesk official said, “that will become
more prevalent in the workplace.”

Jennifer Elias
Technology Reporter
Silicon Valley Business Journal


