
MoS Episode Transcript – Luis von Ahn 
 
Click here to listen to part two of the full MoS episode featuring Luis von Ahn. 
 

LUIS VON AHN: ​I was going to make a gym that was going to be free and anybody 
could go there. Imagine it's a free gym. It's amazing.  
 

REID HOFFMAN: ​That’s Luis von Ahn, founder of language learning app Duolingo, describing a 
game-changing idea he had at the age of 12 to disrupt the fitness world. 
 

AHN: ​I thought this was a unique idea that was going to completely revolutionize the 
world. 

HOFFMAN: ​What was it that made this idea so revolutionary? It would harness the power of 
gym-goers to generate electricity.  

 
AHN:​ We're going to connect all the exercise equipment to the power grid. And we're 
going to sell that electricity to the power company, and that's how we were going to 
make money.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​Young Luis feverishly doodled weird and wonderful designs for his free gym ​— 
exercise bikes hooked up to the grid, treadmills wired to power converters. Body builders could 
pump out the electrons as they pumped iron; and society could burn calories instead of fossil 
fuels. But Luis’s idea hit a snag.  
 

AHN: ​It turns out this is actually not a very good idea. Humans are not very good at 
generating electricity this way.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​That’s right. Even the most dedicated gym rat can’t generate enough electricity to 
make the scheme worthwhile. There was also another flaw. 
 

AHN:​ I have now realized a lot of gyms make a lot of their money from people signing up 
and never showing up.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​And this is where young Luis’s naivete shows through: traditional gyms are placing 
a bet that most of their customers will lose their drive. Whereas Luis wanted his gym’s 
motivation to be aligned with his customers’. Luis isn’t the only person who fell under the 
electrifying spell of the power pumping gym. 

 
AHN:​ Who knows how many thousands of people have had this same idea. 
 
HOFFMAN:​ Yeah. And I actually, I'm one more of those thousands to millions of people 
in my childhood. And just as you say, you learn that actually the math doesn't work. 

http://listen.mastersofscale.com/LuisVonAhnPDF


 
AHN: ​Right. 

 
HOFFMAN:​ It’s not just unworkable math that makes the gym idea an ineffective use of 
crowdsourcing. It’s the lack of a shared mission bonding the crowd and the gym operator.  
 
The crowd is attracted by free gym time. But they’re not interested in the fruit of their efforts ​— 
the free electricity. They have no shared pride in it, no commitment and no reason to commit to 
keeping the lights on and the energy flowing. 
 
That’s why I believe crowdsourcing can scale your business in unexpected ways ​—​ as long as 
you perfectly align your mission with your crowd’s motivation. 
 
[THEME MUSIC] 
 
HOFFMAN: ​I’m Reid Hoffman, co-founder of LinkedIn, partner at Greylock, and your host. And I 
believe crowdsourcing can scale your business in unexpected ways ​—​ as long as you perfectly 
align your mission with your crowd’s motivation. 
 
To picture what I mean, I want to remind you of a classic scene from the movie, “Raiders of the 
Lost Ark.” In this scene, rakish archaeologist Indiana Jones descends into an ancient room 
under the Egyptian desert. Inside, there’s a massive model of a long-buried city. Indy has with 
him an ancient artifact called the Staff of Ra. It’s basically a tall pole with a bronze medallion at 
the top. He places it at a precise position on the map. At just the right time of day, rays from the 
sun burst into the room, pass through the medallion on the staff, and send a ray of light directly 
to the spot on the map where they’d find the Ark of the Covenant.  
 
Everything lined up.  
 
And this is the kind of alignment you need to get crowd-sourcing right. Crowdsourcing is a way 
to tap skills ​—​ and scale ​—​ that you don’t have in-house. When it works, it opens extraordinary 
opportunities. It lets you scale faster and farther than you ever could on your own. But if you get 
the alignment wrong, you can end up with anything from a weak fizzle to a fiery disaster.  

 
I wanted to talk to Luis von Ahn about this, because his company, Duolingo, is one of the most 
fascinating examples of crowd-sourcing gone right. Duolingo is the app that lets you learn 
language in bite-sized lessons, motivated by achievements and prompts. It has over 300 million 
users who complete over 7 billion exercises a month. And much of the course content is created 
by its passionate users. 
 
That’s why, alongside the likes of Spanish, Chinese and Arabic, you can find more esoteric 
languages like Esperanto, Navajo… and even Klingon.  
 



Luis’s story is a master-class in working with your audience. And he also knows first-hand how 
learning a language can change your life. 
 

AHN: ​I was born in Guatemala and I grew up there. And I came to college here in the 
U.S., but to come to college in the U.S. you have to take an English proficiency test. The 
most common one is called a TOEFL. It stands for “Test of English as a Foreign 
Language.” I had to take this test and I had the problem that the country of Guatemala 
ran out of seats for this test. 
 
And I freaked out. I thought I couldn't apply to college anymore. Fortunately, I had 
enough means to be able to fly to El Salvador to take that test. Guatemala is kind of a 
dangerous country. At the time El Salvador was an even more dangerous country. So I 
had to go there. I had to take the test.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​Flying into a war zone? Just to prove he can speak a language? Luis thought: 
There has to be a better way. 

 
AHN: ​And at the time I thought I'm going to do something to kill the TOEFL.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​On arriving in the US, Luis put aside his desire to kill the TOEFL and focused on 
another ambition ​—​ one he and I shared. 
 

AHN: ​I wanted to become a math professor. This is what I wanted to do. I read 
somewhere that you also wanted to become a professor. 
 
HOFFMAN​: Philosophy. 
 
AHN​: Yeah. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​A little less discipline than a math professor. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​So Luis left his home in Guatemala to study at Duke University. Today he’s a 
consulting professor of computer science at Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Mellon University, or CMU. 
And it was at CMU, when Luis was completing his PhD, that he caught an impactful lecture by 
Yahoo’s chief scientist, Udi Manber. 
 

AHN: ​And he came and gave a talk of 10 problems that they didn't know how to solve at 
Yahoo. One of the problems really captivated my attention. So Yahoo was one of the 
first few places that would offer free email accounts. And spammers would write 
programs to obtain millions of email accounts for free. Because they wanted to send 
spam from Yahoo accounts.  
 



HOFFMAN: ​It was the year 2000 and Yahoo was desperate to stop spam-bots from opening 
free accounts. 

 
AHN: ​And then with my PhD advisor, a guy named Manuel Blum, who's amazing, we 
came up with a potential solution, which was these distorted characters that you have to 
type whenever you're getting an account. It's this thing called a CAPTCHA.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​We’ve all seen CAPTCHAs. When you’re signing up for something online, you’re 
presented with a set of random letters or numbers, bent out of shape as if they’re melting. And 
you re-type them in a box. With a bit of squinting and head-tilting, it’s not too hard for us 
humans. But at the time, it was impossible for machines. And this was the point. Bots beware. 
None shall pass. 
 

AHN: ​We built the first prototype and we actually gave it to Udi, and he put it in Yahoo 
within a week. And I also now understand that for a very large company to do something 
in one week, it means it was a serious problem for them. So, yeah. So from then on, all 
kinds of websites started using it and it was pretty amazing. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​Here’s something else that’s pretty amazing: Luis and Manuel gave away the 
CAPTCHA technology for free. That’s right, they let one of the world’s biggest Internet 
companies have a tech they were desperate for – with no payment. Why? It comes back to that 
talk by Udi, Yahoo’s chief scientist.  
 

AHN: ​I now understand that this was a recruiting talk. Back then, I did not realize that. I 
now understand the reason he came to CMU. It was, yeah, I'll just tell him some stuff 
that's exciting and then maybe they'll come work for Yahoo.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​Udi knew that the way to recruit engineers wasn’t to talk about how great it was to 
work for Yahoo. Instead, he presented these engineers with the one thing they couldn’t resist: 
an “unsolvable” problem. Udi wasn’t just recruiting in a very clever manner ​—​ he was also crowd 
sourcing for Yahoo. And his precise alignment between engineer’s motivation and Yahoo’s 
mission is one you should keep in mind. 
 
Yahoo ran with Luis’s solution, and pretty soon CAPTCHAs were springing up everywhere. 
Want to sign up for an online account? CAPTCHA. Join a mailing list? CAPTCHA. Post to a 
forum. CAPTCHA, CAPTCHA, CAPTCHA. 
 
In terms of sheer numbers, it was a success. 
 

AHN: ​I did a little back of the envelope calculation of the number of times somebody 
would type a CAPTCHA online. And the number I came up with was about 200 million 
times a day. First I was pretty proud of myself, I thought look at the impact that this has 
had.  



 
But then I started feeling bad because each time you type one of these, you waste about 
10 seconds of your time, and 200 million times 10 seconds is half a million hours a day. 
So I started feeling bad about that. And not only that, people kind of hate doing these 
things. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​Luis started feeling responsible for millions of hours of lost productivity. But I think 
he’s being far too hard on himself. The CAPTCHA did solve a problem. And a few seconds of 
annoyance is a price most of us are willing to pay for a life of a lot less spam.  
 
So the CAPTCHA was a successful, if simple, form of crowd-sourcing. It’s a decent alignment of 
crowd motivation and company mission. For a 10-second task, it works. 
 
I think what really irked Luis was that there was a missed opportunity here; an inefficiency. And 
from speaking to Luis, I could tell he loathes inefficiency. Follow me on a little tangent while I 
share Luis’s response to one of our lightning round questions. 
 

HOFFMAN​: One thing you wish your phone could do? 
 
AHN: ​You know, I started getting a lot of these smart home things, and I have like a 
million base stations plugged into other stuff, and there's a million things. It doesn't work 
super well. I wish my phone could just make that work. I mean, it should know where I 
am, turn on the lights right there.  
 
I shouldn't have to say, "Okay Google, turn on the lights." I wish this was just farther 
along. I'm a big fan of this, but it's still pretty annoying, and people kind of make fun of 
me because they're like, "You could just tap that switch." I'm like, "No, no, no, no, no. 
Listen to this, 'Okay Google, turn the lights red.'" And then it works, but yeah, I wish my 
phone could just be better at that. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​It’s this strong aversion to inefficiency that got Luis thinking about how to iterate on 
the CAPTCHA. 
 

AHN:​ So I thought, can we make that time count for something useful? During those 10 
seconds, the human brain that was solving this was doing something that computers 
could not do. So it was 10 seconds of very valuable work in some sense. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​Luis started looking around for problems that could be solved with 10 seconds of 
human brain power. It was around this time that Google embarked on its quest to digitize every 
book in existence. And they’d hit a snag.  
 



AHN:​ At the time for older books, things that were written before 1980, the computer 
could not recognize about 25 to 30% of the words. Luckily the computer knew it couldn't 
recognize the word.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​Luis thought to himself: Well, humans can recognize those words. What if we could 
use those 10-seconds of human brain power to help digitize old books?  

 
AHN: ​We could take all of those words and get people to read them for us while they're 
typing a CAPTCHA on the internet. So that was the idea with reCAPTCHA, and it turned 
out it worked.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​Luis called this new version reCAPTCHA. And it was about this time that a lot of 
websites asked to use it. Some of them are websites you’ll have heard of.  
 

AHN: ​The first one was not all that big, but actually for our size, it was pretty big. The 
website was called onlinebootycall.com.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​Well… Okay, you’ll DEFINITELY have heard of the next one. 
 

AHN: ​Pretty soon after that, a website that was starting to get big. They contacted us. 
They were like, hey, we're implementing a CAPTCHA service. We looked around, this 
seems to be the best one. Can you handle high traffic? And of course we just said, sure 
we can. We didn't realize how high it was. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​That company? 
 

AHN​: It was Facebook. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​Other big sites like CNN and Buzzfeed signed up for reCAPTCHA’s translation 
service. And they were willing to pay. 
 
In 2009, Google bought reCAPTCHA. And it’s still harnessing its crowdsourcing power today. 
 

AHN: ​They're using it to improve things like the street view, the recognition of the 
addresses. So basically anything that computers are not super good at, they kind of turn 
into a CAPTCHA to get a lot of training data.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​I asked Luis about how the CAPTCHA experience helped evolve his thinking about 
crowdsourcing. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​Did it occur to you this was like your gym idea? Where it was kind of... 
 



AHN: ​Yes. Not at first, but eventually I'm like, oh, this is just like that gym. It's pretty 
similar. 
 
HOFFMAN: ​Yes. And obviously as we get to Duolingo, it'll be a pattern, but what are the 
kind of the ways that you put this tool set together where you say, oh, actually in fact 
there's ways that groups of humans can do this in collaboration with computers that 
make all of this ecosystem better. What's the kind of questions you ask or the ideas that 
occur to you in solving these problems that make you one of the very unique people of 
creating these ecosystems? 
 
AHN: ​Yeah. I mean, one of the hardest things is finding a problem that is kind of 
Goldilocks problem​ ​in that computers are not quite good at it, but humans are really 
good at it and humans can do it pretty quickly. At least in all the systems that I've done 
like this. I mean, I did a number of these. It was things that humans could do in five 
seconds, 10 seconds. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​While Goldilocks wanted porridge that was just the right temperature, Luis wanted 
problems that were just the right complexity. They had to be too complex for computers, but 
easy enough for humans to do in a few seconds. 
 

AHN: ​And you can turn them into all kinds of different problems. I mean, a CAPTCHA is 
one where you can just... The incentive for the human to do it is because they want to 
get an email account or buy tickets or whatever. The incentive is just this intrinsic thing. 
It's a blocker and they have to do it.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​Those CAPTCHA’s “only” took 10 seconds to do. But even a 10 second blocker is 
frustrating. And frustrating your users is never good. 
 
There’s another problem. With reCAPTCHA, users were actively helping achieve something. 
Arguably, something for the greater good. But they may not have been aware of it. And when 
they found out, well, they weren’t always thrilled. 
 
This is exactly the reaction one of our producers, Katie Clark Gray, had when she was working 
on this episode and realized for the first time that reCaptcha’s were more than just an 
annoyance. 

 
KATIE CLARK GRAY​: I had no idea until we were working on this episode that all those 
thousands of reCAPTCHAs I’ve done helped digitize books for Google. Now, I love 
books but I feel very conflicted that I wasn’t even aware that I was helping. And was it 
really a good thing? I mean, was it for Google’s profit alone? Am I going to get free 
access to these books? Am I going to get a credit? Will I ever know which specific books 
I helped with? I mean, I have questions! 

 



HOFFMAN: ​Though it’s important to remember that one person’s “ew” is another person’s 
“cool”. Just listen to how our executive producer June Cohen reacted when she learned the 
hidden crowdsourcing of the reCAPTCHA. 
 

JUNE COHEN​:​ ​This is so odd because Katie and I agree on most things. I carbon date 
to an earlier era in the web and in technology. I can actually remember the day I learned 
the actual scope behind the CAPTCHA Project. That it wasn't just a clever way to make 
sure that I was a human, but it was this grand crowdsourcing scheme that was allowing 
us to digitize old books. That is brilliant.  
 
The fact that Luis von Ahn and his team had found a way to actually make effective use 
of this six seconds of my wasted time, I just thought this is a masterwork in 
crowdsourcing. It had never occurred to me that you could put people's greatest 
annoyances to work for the world's greatest challenges. I love it. This makes me hate 
these six seconds much less. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​This is something to remember with crowdsourcing: not everyone will understand 
your mission. And misunderstanding can cause a build-up of bad sentiment that may poison 
your project. This is why you need to be clear with your contributors. Especially when their 
efforts take more than a mere 10 seconds. And that brings us to Luis’s next leap. 
 

AHN​: I wanted to do something related to education that could help a country like 
Guatemala, which is why I thought of language learning. So I thought I would do 
something that would teach people English for free. And I didn't really know how to make 
money. The first idea, actually it occurred to me, was something very similar to 
reCAPTCHA or very similar to the gym, which was okay, we're not going to charge 
people because I don't want to charge people because this is kind of supposed to help 
the world. 

 
So this was actually the first idea of Duolingo. When we launched it, people would be 
learning a language, but then after a few lessons we would tell them, hey, you want to 
practice what you just learned? Here's a news article that is related to what you just 
learned in the language that you're learning. Can you translate it to your native 
language?  
 

HOFFMAN: ​In DuoLingo, Luis had found a way to monetize the activity of his users in a way 
that furthered their mission, rather than exploiting them.  
 
If you are crowdsourcing for a for-profit business, you need to demonstrate that your mission is 
the same as that of your contributors ​—​ and that the money you make benefits your shared 
mission.  
 
But there was still a problem for DuoLingo. 



 
AHN:​ There was again, a flaw kind of similar to the gym flaw. Just can't make that much 
money off of translation it turns out. I think it's kind of a shitty business model. But that 
was the original business model for Duolingo. 

 
HOFFMAN:​ Luis’ solution? Classic blitzscaling: don’t worry about the money right now.  
 

AHN: ​Over time we pretty much realized, look, the main thing we're going to do is 
something to teach a language, we'll figure out how to make money later. And as time 
passed, we kept raising more and more venture capital, and our investors would tell us 
the prevailing wisdom at the time was, don't worry about making money, just grow. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​Fortunately for Luis ​—​ and his investors ​—​ DuoLingo’s users were​ ​motivated by the 
shared mission: making it easy and free for anyone to start learning a language. They were 
exactly the passionate core you need if you are letting money take a backseat as you speed 
down the blitzscaling highway. 
 
This passionate core was also critical in the next vital development in DuoLingo’s business 
model. 
 
We’ll hear exactly how after the break. 
 
[AD BREAK] 
 
HOFFMAN: ​Before the break, we heard how Luis von Ahn founded DuoLingo to help people 
learn languages for free. DuoLingo had tried to make money by capturing the efforts of its 
language learners to offer a translation service. However, this turned out to be a non-starter. 
The translation business was hard. 
 
But I would also say there was another bigger problem. Although now the motivations of the 
company were in the same ballpark as those of its users, they were not totally aligned. You can 
be a passionate language learner without caring a jot about providing translation services. 
 
So Luis put aside this crowdsourcing idea for DuoLingo. However, he was about to hit upon a 
more unexpected use of crowdsourcing ​—​ one that would see DuoLingo’s motivations perfectly 
aligned with those of its users. And that would push DuoLingo to become the world’s most 
popular language learning app. 
 

AHN​: When we launched Duolingo, you could only learn Spanish and German. And I 
made the Spanish course. I'm a native Spanish speaker. And then my co-founder is from 
Switzerland, Swiss German. And he made the German course. And then we hired 
somebody to do a Portuguese course and we hired somebody to do a French course. 
 



HOFFMAN: ​This handcrafted approach was an undeniable and unexpected success.  
 

AHN: ​Apple named us the iPhone app of the year. We didn't expect that, and it just kept 
growing and growing and people started asking for a ton of languages. And literally, 
every day we would get requests, multiple requests for, hey, can you add this language 
or that language? So we quickly realized there was no way we were going to be able to 
add all the languages that people wanted. And also it didn't even make much business 
sense. I mean, adding a course to learn Esperanto, you're just not going to get that 
many users.  

 
HOFFMAN​: ​The people who reached out to Luis were deeply motivated to share the wonder of 
their native languages with other people.​ ​Luis thought back to the theme running through his 
previous ideas. 

 
AHN:​ It just occurred to me at some point, in the past I've worked on crowdsourcing, 
maybe we can crowd source this, maybe we can get people to actually help us add the 
course themselves. And so the first thing I did is for one of these requests, randomly I 
just responded, I said, look, “This is a very small language. Would you be able to help?” 
And they responded pretty much immediately saying, “I'd love to and I have friends and 
I'm willing to help.”  
 

HOFFMAN: ​Note here how Luis uncovered a hugely valuable resource. In fact, it was THE 
resource that would shoot DuoLingo to massive scale. And he found it by reaching out to his 
passionate crowd of users.  
 

AHN: ​We realized actually we could get a good number of people helping us add 
languages to Duolingo. In part because it was a free way to learn languages. I mean, 
people really saw it. We were very mission driven and people really saw that.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​It’s the Holy Grail ​—​ or should that be the Rosetta Stone? ​—​ of crowdsourcing: 
rallying people who share your mission to gather beneath your banner. To keep them there, you 
have to make sure you’re directing their efforts towards something that engages them. Not 
something that has no relation to them. Like generating electricity they’ll never use, or helping to 
digitize books they’ll never read.  
 

AHN: ​What we did is we opened up our tools for creating languages for Duolingo, for 
adding languages to Duolingo to the world. And in the first week, about 50,000 people 
applied to add a language.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​Keep this in mind when you reach out to users and offer to be partners with them in 
a shared mission: you raise the stakes. If you let them down, they’ll lose faith in your 
commitment ​—​ and your product. And that powerful crowd you’ve worked so hard to assemble 
will disperse ​—​ as will their willingness to work with you. 



 
This is why Luis puts so much time and effort into ensuring that every user-generated course 
DuoLingo puts out meets his rigorous standards. 
 
To do this, he had to find a way to measure their effectiveness. 
 

AHN: ​At first we would measure just user engagement, so average time that they spent 
on the course, user retention, so did they come back the next day, et cetera.  

 
I did not realize how hard it would be to measure how well people learn. I thought how 
hard can it be? You do a pre and a post test. You just ask them beforehand, you do a 
few questions, then you let them learn and then you ask a few questions afterwards. It is 
impressively hard to do that. It's taken us years and a significant number of people with 
PhDs to figure this out. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​This is a problem that all mission-driven founders must face: how much people like 
your product is not the same as how effective it is in achieving your mission. 
 

AHN: ​For some fraction of the users, we would give them a little test on the app and 
then we would have them use the app for a while and then we would give them another 
test and we would see how much they learned. 

 
And then we thought, okay, well we can A/B test against this. So if we teach a little 
differently, we can see did the scores go up more or less.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​But they soon found a problem with this method. At first, the numbers told a story of 
success. But when they looked a little closer, the story was total fiction. 
 

AHN:​ One of the problems we had, probably the easiest way to get your scores to move 
up is to make the people who are not very good drop away. But that's not teaching 
better. That's just like if you just make the course really frustrating. Actually the less able 
people drop away and your scores go up. 
 
And then we realized what was going on was, you know what, we were just making the 
course impossibly difficult. So the ones that stuck around kind of already knew the 
language. So it turns out to be pretty hard. But by now we have much more sophisticated 
ways of measuring how well people learn; we have a number of measurements and we 
can tell you know the quality of the different courses. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​Using these measurements, Duolingo can test a course on a selection of users, 
and tweak it to perfection before releasing it. 
 



Maintaining quality is vital to keeping users and contributors engaged. But so is getting out of 
the way ​—​ if your efforts to keep quality up end up blocking more than they help, then your 
crowd will find somewhere else to realize their passion. 

 
AHN:​ I think the reason we have so many volunteers working on some of these kind of 
smaller courses on Duolingo is because of the mission. I mean, we've shown them over 
the years that we are not going to suddenly put a paywall in the front of Duolingo and 
just nobody will be able to use their stuff. So one of the biggest things is just really 
people do it because they believe in the mission.  
 

HOFFMAN: ​The mission is so important that Duolingo has taken clear, legally-binding steps to 
assure contributors that they’re fully committed. 

 
AHN​: At first we did not have a legal contract with our contributors. It is unclear who 
owned this data. I mean, it didn't really occur to us. After a while there was a couple of 
volunteers that started thinking, well wait, who owns this? And we had to spend effort 
and we had to get our lawyers to really craft a good contract, where now the contract is 
so the volunteers actually own all their work. But we get licensed forever to use it. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​Despite his long history of crowdsourcing, this was something new for Luis. And I 
believe this legal agreement between Duolingo and its users is a great innovation launching the 
company to the next level of scale. 
 

AHN: ​This is the first time I really actually had to deal with that. I think part of the reason 
is because unlike my other projects, most of the effort that people put in is these 
five-second things that people don't care all that much. In this case, you know, the 
volunteers spend sometimes, years helping us add something, and so this is the first 
time we had to really deal with that. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​This clear contract ​— ​that contributors retain ownership of all content they submit 
—​ makes them feel secure that Duolingo is aligned with their mission. 
 
And if you want to harness the power of YOUR crowd, the most important thing you’ll need to do 
is to make sure your mission and that of your contributors is totally in sync.  
 
But there are also other things you can do to keep your crowd motivated. I want to spend the 
rest of this episode focusing on one way Luis does this. It’s something that DuoLingo is famous 
for: Gamification: For example, adding elements from video games such as leveling up, 
leaderboards and scoring points. 
 

AHN: ​One of the things that I have found with behavioral economics is that in my sense, 
the people who know most about how to influence behavior, I would say are not these 



people who are PhDs in behavioral economics. No offense. I would say it's people who 
make games. 
 
HOFFMAN: ​Yep. 
 
AHN: ​Those people are amazing. So we take from Duolingo, I mean we spend a lot of 
times, it's funny you can see a lot of the different items in Duolingo. You can trace a lot 
of the things we do based on what game our product managers are currently playing. So 
for a while they were playing Clash Royale, which has these chests. Well Duolingo is full 
of chests these days. So it's this funny thing. You can trace a lot of our elements just to 
which game people were playing. 
 
HOFFMAN: ​I do a similar thing to even product managers at LinkedIn and other things 
like you must be playing some of these simple games to get a sense of them. Right? 
Because you will learn things from them. Even if you go, well, "The game is kind of 
boring. It's not that interesting." Like, no, no, no, no. Right. Pay attention to how actually 
even a very simple game actually retains some people because of the mechanics that 
they use. 
 
AHN: ​It's amazing. Now I'll tell you don't get your product organization playing Clash 
Royale. Suddenly they won't be as efficient. 
 
HOFFMAN: ​Got it.  
 
AHN​: We have a little leaderboard. Very powerful. We have these little game dynamics. 
It works a lot. 
 
HOFFMAN: ​Any lessons from those game dynamics? 
 
AHN: ​Yeah, I think leaderboards and progress bars, people just want to fill up progress 
bars. Early on we realized the hardest thing about learning a language is staying 
motivated. And so we rely heavily on gamification for keeping people motivated. So we 
do a lot of things. 
 
For the first four years of Duolingo, the only thing we did was improve user retention. 
And it was basically by adding gamification feature. So by now we run about 2,000 AB 
tests a year and most of them are on just little game mechanics and it really has helped 
us. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​Another person who has thought deeply about gamification is Elizabeth Sampat, 
game designer and author of the book, ​Empathy Engines: Design Games that are Personal, 
Political and Profound. 
 



ELIZABETH SAMPAT:​ Gamification works best when it's really tied deeply into the 
user's needs or desires, and when it really fails is when the gamified solutions are 
actually about the needs and desires of the person making the product, as opposed to 
the person that's actually going to be using it. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​Elizabeth says Duolingo is a good example of gamification done right. 
 

SAMPAT: ​The thing about Duolingo is, the vast majority of people don't have the goal to 
learn a language, they have the goal to know a language. And the part that's really 
painful, the part where all the friction is, is having to get to the point where you know the 
language. So, by making that as distracting and lighthearted as you can, it really helps 
smooth out the friction towards people's goal. 
 
And that's really what game design is. It's about figuring out what the actual goal of 
something is and how to get there. And so much of the time, and this is true for 
gamification as much as it is for games, when you have a system that isn't giving you the 
output that you want, that the real question is have I named the correct goal? What is the 
actual goal that we're trying to reach here? Because, oftentimes, you've actually created 
a really solid system, you've just created a system for the wrong goal. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​But even thoughtful gamification can spin out of control. Constant course correction 
is needed in order to keep gaming elements aligned with your mission. It’s something both Luis 
and I have grappled with. 
 

HOFFMAN: ​One of the things that we found at LinkedIn was also where game dynamics 
can lead you astray. So for example, when we started, we wanted to create a game to 
get people to be more connected. So we put your number of connections at the very top 
of your profile in a prominent way. 
 
And so what happened is everyone started playing it, just like progress bars. And then 
some people went crazy like 23,000, 25,000. Like nobody knows 23,000 people. I mean 
literally nobody, but it's like I'm trying to win that game. And we had a protest when we 
later retrofitted this and said, “Okay, at 500 it goes to 500 plus and we're done." 
 
We end the game there. As a way that we kind of patched the game dynamic. Have you 
guys had any kind of similar experiences where the game dynamic led you astray and 
you needed to alter it in some way in order to have the better outcome for the ecosystem 
and the community and the people? 

 
AHN: ​Just last year we took a concept from gaming where the idea is you actually make 
a leaderboard with strangers but with strangers that are equally committed to you. And 
the way to implement that is this concept called leagues. You are with 50 randos in the 



bronze league. It lasts one week, the top 10 people go to the silver league and then if 
you're the top 10 there, you get to the next league, et cetera. 
 
This was very powerful at Duolingo. In fact just adding this leaderboard increased the 
time spent. The average time spent by users on Duolingo by 20%, which is a huge 
number given that we have so many users.  

‘ 
But it created some people who were basically only motivated by this leaderboard, and 
they started doing things that were not good for their learning. I mean, for example, 
some of them discovered that you can just redo the first lesson a million times, and it 
happens to be an extremely easy first lesson. And so they just redo that like crazy. 

 
So we've started patching this and now if you redo any lesson more than twice, we stop 
giving you points. Stuff like that. And again, people have complained about this type of 
stuff, but yeah, we've had to patch it. And in general we want to do what's good for the 
users in terms of actually learning and we don't want to get these people always learning 
the word for men a trillion times. 
 
HOFFMAN: ​Yeah. At the game dynamics to help them stay engaged, stay motivated, 
not to create a different outcome. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​But these are all nudges. The overall drive for your crowd: always comes back to 
the wellspring of your shared mission. 
 
It was this shared mission that let Duolingo hold off from needing to generate revenue, and 
focus on attracting mission-focused creators.  
 

AHN: ​Because we had this mission that we didn't want to really charge for content. Our 
hands were a little tight on what we could make money with. I mean the standard way to 
make money in education is just to charge for people learning. So we thought, well the 
first thing we're going to do is we're just going to add a programmatic ad, at the end of 
the lesson. We have enough users that that was significant. I mean it's tens of millions of 
dollars from those little programmatic ads. Then we added a subscription that the only 
thing it did was turn off the ads at first. Now it does a few more things, but at first just 
turned off the ads. Quickly, the subscription made more money than the ads. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​Generating revenue didn’t disrupt the mission to bring free education to as many 
people as possible. The main concern for Luis is to keep Duolingo focused on the mission.  
 

AHN: ​I worry about this. I wholeheartedly believe that our business model is actually 
better than the just standard charging for content. This may not be intuitive, and I 
understand many investors will just never agree to this, but, in the education category, 



we are the top grossing app. I mean, we make more money than any other education 
app, and we are the one that doesn't charge for the actual content.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​Luis has also been able to revisit his early ambition to kill the TOEFL ​—​ that 
anachronistic English test he and millions of others have to take if they want to study in the US. 
 

AHN: ​We as a company have our own version of the test. What happened is about four 
years ago we started getting emails from people saying, "Hey, thank you for teaching me 
English. I couldn't learn it before you guys. It's free. Thank you. But now I have a 
problem. I need to certify that I know English." We got enough of these emails that we 
started looking into this. 

 
HOFFMAN: ​Now, DuoLingo offers an English test for $49, and is accepted by Yale, Columbia, 
John Hopkins and around 500 other institutions. And the best part is ​—​ you don’t have to cross 
borders or brave war zones to take it, as it’s all done online. 
 

AHN: ​I kind of had forgotten my whole TOEFL experience when I had to take that test in 
Guatemala. But I quickly remembered, and when we looked at this business, it's a pretty 
crazy business. It's about somewhere between five and $10 billion a year are spent by 
people proving that they know English.  

 
HOFFMAN: ​This is another unexpected place where the crowd took Luis and DuoLingo to. And 
this is what you want when you take your product to the crowd. And the power of it ​—​ they are 
invested and will do their best to help you improve your product. Feedback will not be coming 
from just the disgruntled few. Or, if you’re in dire straits, the disgruntled many. Your users will be 
invested in your shared mission, and they will help you course correct well before you hit the 
jagged rocks of disillusion. 

 
I’m Reid Hoffman. Thank you for listening. 

 
 

 


