San Francisco Summary March 7-10, 2012
This was probably the best trip so far. There was a fantastic mix of speakers, activities and food, and most importantly, no sitting in one room listening to six speakers back to back. Our trip started with Dr. John Sullins from Sonoma State University. He talked about the ethics and moral in the development of technology. One question that stuck with me was how much independent thinking does technology have to possess before we start treating it with morality? How smart does a phone have to be before you love your phone like you love your dog? What bothered me about this question is the life associated with a dog that is not present in technology. A phone that knows what I’m thinking and can react is very cool, but also kind of creepy—if it knows what I’m thinking, what else does it know? A dog senses and reacts, it doesn’t understand. Emotions play a large role in morals I think and I can’t picture a piece of technology that can react emotionally to a situation. Maybe when the technology is developed, my thoughts will change. But this conversation was a very interesting perspective on the topic and an intriguing way to start the strip. 

Our second day started with John Freeman, a historian from the San Francisco Museum and Historical Society. He gave a great history of the city of San Francisco, how it developed and what factors have helped shape what the city is today. One important comment that stayed with me was that cell phone robbery is the highest crime. He pointed out that in Silicon Valley, everyone wanted the newest technology, whether it was theirs to begin with or not! 
After our history lesson, we went back to the hotel to hear from Mikel Chertudi from Adobe. He spoke about his background and some of the ethical dilemmas he has come across in his work. He spoke a lot about trust—who do you trust and why do you trust them. After trusting the wrong people and having them stab him in the back, he spoke very passionately on the topic. One point that I want to argue with is when he said “selflessness is equal to leadership.” Here, I have to disagree. Selflessness is an important part of leadership, but it must be balanced with a sense of selfishness. The quotation I try to live by is Rabbi Hillel’s: “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for me what am I?” This passage highlights the balance I mentioned. Selflessness comes about in the second half of the quotation, but one must look out for one’s self, for if you do not, who will? If we are constantly looking out for the needs of others, no one is making sure our needs are met. Yet, we cannot only look out for ourselves; we must live to balance the needs of ourselves with the needs of others. 
After lunch, we took the ferry to Alcatraz. I had been to San Francisco a few times before, but I had never made it to the Rock. The audio tour was very well put together. I loved how they set up a few of the more famous escape attempts and made the stories come alive with props, sounds and stories from inmates. The grounds were beautiful, and it was interesting to see such beauty in a former prison. That evening, we went to Bistro Boudin for dinner where Court Houseworth from Cain Brothers spoke. A major topic of his presentation was trust, but he also talked about disclosure. There are fewer ethical problems when you are upfront with your actions instead of trying to hide them. However, disclosing what you’re doing does not necessarily justify your actions if they are immoral. 

Friday was probably my favorite day of the trip. We started by going to Weebly to hear a panel of PSU alums. David Rusenko, the CEO of Weebly was a 2007 graduate. Aaron Gotwalt, cofounder of CoTweet graduated in 2004 and Matt Brezina, CEO of Sincerely graduated in 2003. They spoke about what got them to where they are today and answered question about starting your own company. A few quotations stand out in my mind: “Reputation is your currency” from David Rusenko, “Don’t go into debt” from Matt Brezina, “A start up is like jumping off a cliff and learning to build an airplane on your way down” from Matt Brezina. They also talked about how they’re working on something they love. Aaron Gotwalt is working on a company to help people who want to donate learn how their money is being used by the company—how their donation is having an impact. David Rusenko talked about how he’s working at a company where he loves to work. I would love to have a job where I hate the weekends because I don’t get to work on the weekends!

Lunch on Friday was at Google. I think I was more impressed with the idea of going to Google than actually going. They showed us one or two set ups, but mostly the tour was telling us about how awesome it is to work for Google—you could basically live on campus, except for the lack of beds. Don’t get me wrong, it was pretty incredible being on Google’s campus, but the tour guides could have been better prepared. 

Our final speaker of the trip was Laura Arrillaga-Andreesen, the author of Giving 2.0 and a professor of philanthropy at Stanford’s Graduate Business School. She spoke about how we need to see the impact of our donations, that giving for the sake of giving is not good enough. She defined charity as providing immediate relief from suffering and philanthropy as addressing social problems and root problems so that they are no longer issues—social correctiveness. Her discussion reminded me of Rambam’s levels of giving, where the highest level of charity is to help someone become independent until they no longer need your help. A lesser level is giving anonymously, where neither the giver nor the recipient know each other. A lesser level of charity is giving when the donor knows the recipient but the recipient does not know the donor. Laura talked about a combination of the first and third levels I mentioned—giving to correct a social issue (make someone independent) and knowing to whom you’re donating. At first I had disagreed with her when she spoke about needing to see your impact, but from a business standpoint, that makes sense. From a Jewish perspective, I think you need to know that the organization to which you are donating is a good organization, but not exactly what every penny is being used for. The conversation my table had later that evening at dinner talked about this issue and it was interesting to hear other perspectives.  

Saturday was our tourist day. We started off with a wonderful bus tour of the city; many thanks to our bus driver for the excellent narration! I enjoyed seeing the Castro Theater, Union Square, and the Full House house as well as the view from the top of Twin Peaks. After a delicious brunch at Cliff House, overlooking the Pacific Ocean, we travelled across the Golden Gate bridge, stopped for pictures, travelled to Sausalito, hung out in the center of town, spent an hour awing at the beauty of Muir Woods and travelling down the hair pin turns back to San Francisco. Our trip ended with dinner at the City Club and a standing ovation for the Mr. and Mrs. Hintz. Many thanks to Lisa, Melissa, Dean Brady, Mr. and Mrs. Hintz as well as all of our speakers for making this trip so incredible. 

