


Whitney Wolfe put  
women first when she 
launched dating app 

Bumble. Can she do the 
same for offices and 

networking, too?
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Wolfe. “I was being cyberbullied 
by complete strangers, and even 
journalists. It was so bad. I had zero 
confidence and felt worthless. I felt 
like things were going in a completely 
different direction to how I thought 
my life would be at 25 years old. 
I had to ask myself, ‘Does this end 
my story here, or do I create the 
change I want to see?’”

Bumble’s ‘women first’ mantra is 
woven through the office in other 
palpable ways (some may seem 
contrived, but I’m a fan). Copies 
of Feminist Fight Club by Jessica 
Bennett are on a side table; the 
light switches have different settings 
from ‘boss mode’, which is full 
brightness, to ‘breathe’, a dimmer 
light to meditate or relax in; and 
the toilets have ‘Bee yourself honey’ 
etched into the mirrors. “Our company 
is 85% women,” says Wolfe. “This 
office reflects what they wanted 
in a work environment. There’s 
a meditation area. There are informal 
spaces to gather, and fun elements 
like arcade games and a beauty bar. 
But we also have the stuff that really 
matters too: a mother’s room to 
pump or feed, and we provide 
breast pumps.”

While the latter seems very 
forward-thinking, it’s not that unusual in the US, 
where maternity leave allowances are short and 
often unpaid. But that the mother’s room was 
a specific part of the building’s plans is unusual, 
it’s not an afterthought in the way that working 
mothers can so often be in huge corporate 
companies. Even as I’m led up the stairs towards 
the main working space, I notice Wolfe’s office 
is clear glass, and pretty small, comparatively, to 
what you’d expect of a CEO. The door is open 
as she works, and she’s only 10ft from the rest 
of the team who work on Bumble-emblazoned 
MacBooks on huge communal white desks, 
chatting and laughing. It’s relaxed – there’s no 
furious scurrying, no raised voices – but perhaps 
having a giant neon sign behind you saying ‘Bee 
kind’ keeps that from happening.

There’s been widespread discussion about 
the ethics behind ‘fun offices’. It’s argued that 
they’re designed to keep people at work, being 
productive and away from their 
homes and families. (In the US, 
Apple and Facebook offer 
schemes and 
monetary help to 
women wishing 

he tech industry 
leads the way 
when it comes 
to offices. Tatty 
flipcharts and 
industrial 
carpeting are 

banished, while informal meeting 
spaces and free food are the norm. 
Everything is geared towards making 
the workplace feel more like home.

Google’s London HQ has a roof 
garden, complete with allotments 
that allow employees to grow their 
own vegetables. Facebook gives staff 
free breakfast, lunch and dinner, plus 
flexi-working hours, while Apple plans 
to expand its offices in 2021 to 
Battersea Power Station, with a 500 
sq ft complex offering a whole array  
of amenities (there’s talk of an entire 
floor dedicated to shopping).

Our workplaces are where we 
spend the majority of our days (and, 
sometimes, nights) toiling away, so 
the very least these spaces could 
do is consider our wellbeing, even 
if that consideration means we spend 
more time at our desks. Many of the 
current crop of tech mega-offices 
have been designed by men for  
a male-dominated staff. (Games 
rooms and table football are great fun 
but, without generalising, they’re what a typical 
teenage boy would put in his fantasy office.)

Hive of activity
Can the contemporary office space be reclaimed 
for women? And what would that look like? 
The design of The Hive wants to show us. The 
Hive is the home of Bumble, the free dating 
app that lets women approach first. Bumble 
has had 20 million downloads since its launch 
in 2014, but has just 35 employees in its 
headquarters. It’s based in Austin, Texas, known 
for its barbecue food, annual music and tech 
festival SXSW, and now as a popular place 
for American firms to open their tech offices; 
a younger, cooler sibling to the pressured 
atmosphere of California’s Silicon Valley.

I approach The Hive in a yellow team bus 
emblazoned with ‘Let’s get ready to Bumble’. 
‘Cheery’ is high on the agenda at this HQ. The 
building looks like a giant yellow Lego block and 
inside, it’s full of colours (mostly yellow, again, 
and pink). The bold decor was the brief that 
Bumble founder and CEO Whitney Wolfe, 28, 
was working to when she designed the office 
space: the Bumble app is yellow and the bee 
theme is strong. She consulted with her 
majority-female team to find out what they 
wanted from their office. “We’re a feminist 
company. I wanted this office to provide women 
with a workplace that makes them feel 
empowered, safe, secure and confident. We’ve 
tried to build this into every little space,” she 
says. But how does that manifest in The Hive?

As you walk through the doors, the all-smiles 
receptionist guides you to plush, canary-coloured 
sofas. Bumble’s staff use them instead of formal 
meeting rooms, but also to relax on at lunchtime. 

People are also clustered on hexagonal stools. 
There are a number of these areas in the 
building: spaces to chat communally or to relax 
away from the confines of a desk. For cynical 
Brits, the huge neon-pink wall sign saying 
‘Make the first move’ might reek of slightly 
twee American ‘positive mental attitude’, but 
it has a deeper meaning to Wolfe. “That’s my 
motto for everything, from dating through to  
how we work,” she explains. 

Wolfe’s business decisions are all about 
putting women first. The Bumble app was about 
giving women the power in dating: when users 
match up, the first message must come from 
the woman. To follow on from that, the Bumble 
Bizz app, launching 1 October, aims to help 
women network with one another: users upload 
a short CV and can swipe on others who they 
feel they may be able to work with. The Hive  
is a physical manifestation of Wolfe’s beliefs.

Side swipe
Wolfe’s decisions come from tough personal 
experiences. She was Tinder’s former vice- 
president of marketing in 2012, but filed 
a complaint against the dating app company in 
2014, claiming that she was sexually harassed 
and discriminated against at work, then stripped 
of her co-founder title and pushed out of the 
company unfairly. The case was settled for an 
undisclosed sum and the text message 
evidence presented showed abusive material 
from Tinder co-founder and chief marketing 
officer Justin Mateen (whom Wolfe had 
previously dated). Mateen has since been 
suspended indefinitely from the company.

Her ordeal didn’t end there, as media 
coverage of the case led to a backlash against 
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to freeze their eggs, which is either 
a bold move to attract women or 
encourages them to put off having 

children). Wolfe is adamant that isn’t the case 
with The Hive and that the amenities are simply 
to create a better quality of life. “Employees can 
bring their children to work here. My biggest 
nightmare is my employee’s children saying: 
‘Mom wasn’t there to pick me up from school’. 
I have no problem with mothers leaving three 
hours early to pick their kids up, then going 
back to their laptop after dinner when they have 
more time,” she says. “I know it’s a sacrifice to 
ask people to work towards my vision and this 
company I’ve started. If people are going to take 
a chance on me, I’m going to make sure that I’m 
treating them kindly,” she adds.

Rewriting the workplace code is something 
Bumble prides itself on, and Wolfe has made 
forward-thinking policy as big a part 
of working at The Hive as the office 
space. There are generous 
maternity and paternity 
packages, gender-neutral 
bathrooms, talks about 
getting home safely and 
a commitment to treating 
employees with mental- 
health issues with sensitivity 
– for instance, staff can take 
‘mental health’ days. They’re also 
trying to challenge ingrained 

corporate structures. “We don’t do 
meetings led by one person,” says 
Wolfe. “Everyone is equal and has 
a voice. If you’ve only been 
working here for a day as an 
entry-level employee, you’re 
still equal. There’s a reporting 
structure but no hierarchy. It’s 
important to us that everyone 
feels special, acknowledged, 
empowered and safe.”

Power balance

Bumble grew from the ashes of Wolfe’s career 
at Tinder. She was approached by Russian 
entrepreneur Andrey Andreev, who founded  
the world’s most popular dating app, Badoo (it’s 
huge in mainland Europe), to work with him on  
a project. “Initially I was like, ‘No! I’m never going 
back to dating apps!’ But I realised I wanted to 
do something that helped women more, and  
the idea of women making the first move on  
a dating app just came to me. When I was 
dating, I always wanted to text the guy first,  
but society always said no to that. I felt judged. 
So I thought, we’re going to reverse-engineer 
this and when two people mutually like each 
other, only the woman can make the first move, 
and she has 24 hours to do so or the match  
will disappear, like Cinderella and the pumpkin.  
I wanted to give women the power in  
dating.” Andreev, according to reports from  
last year, currently owns 79% of Bumble’s 
shares, but has stated the company runs 

T h e  e co bu i l d i ng

When 1 Angel Square – home 
to the Co-op’s Manchester 
support centre – opened in 
2013, it was named the 
most environmentally 
friendly building in 
the world. The space 
is powered by 
rapeseed oil and 
air conditioned 
through ‘earth tubes’ 
that suck fresh 18°C 
air from underground.

T h e  home - f rom -home

Zoopla’s London Tower Bridge 
headquarters bring a whole 
new meaning to ‘working 
from home’. Designed 
to imitate a real house, 
its three floors and 
45,000 sq ft of 
space encompass 
everything from 
a dining room to a wine 
cellar. No need for 
daydreaming when your 
meeting is in a treehouse.

T h e  g rown -u p ’ s  c ho i c e

Slack’s London office is 
a far cry from the fireman’s 
poles and beanbags 
we’ve come to expect 
from the tech industry’s 
usual workspaces. 
Dark leather, oak 
floors, black-stained 
timber and skyline 
views transform 
the former home 
of the BBC’s 
music department.

T h e  n ewe s T s pac e

Amazon’s 600,000 sq ft UK 
head office has just opened 
in Shoreditch, weaving 
elements of the area’s 
culture and heritage 
into its chic design 
– think industrial 
lighting, mid-century 
modern furnishings, 
coffee machines and 
an impressive range 
of rotating artwork 
from local artists.

 Cool offiCes 

Closer  

to home
The UK office spaces that make 

going to work a pleasure
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autonomously under Wolfe’s leadership.
In the last few weeks, Wolfe has again felt 

the pressure of the internet’s vitriol towards 
women. “There’s been a lot of ugly behaviour 
going on and we were targeted as a company 
because we’re feminists,” she says. Bumble 
donated to civil-rights charity Anti-Defamation 
League following the white supremacist march 
in Charlottesville, Virginia, where 32-year-old 
Heather Heyer was killed when a car drove 
through a crowd of anti-fascist protesters. 
Bumble pledged a “zero-tolerance policy against 
misogynist, abusive and inappropriate 
behaviour”. An article about Wolfe appeared on 
American neo-Nazi website The Daily Stormer 
“calling me the ugliest things, and we had police 
protecting our office for two weeks.” The 
website urged its members to call up and harass 
the female-majority company. It only made 

Bumble’s staff more determined to 
continue creating female-first 

spaces online: “I believe there’s  
a serious issue with online 

accountability towards women, 
and it comes at the detriment 

of their own confidence and 
emotional wellbeing.”

Bumble just turned 
down a $450million buy-out 

from Match Group, which owns 
Tinder, OkCupid, PlentyOfFish 

and Match.com. But Wolfe says 

she’s still learning from her mistakes. 
“I was on live TV recently, and one 

of the male anchors made 
a couple of comments that were 

inappropriate. I just felt so 
uncomfortable that I started 
hysterically laughing. I caught 

myself and thought, ‘Oh God, 
you’re perpetuating the problem. 

You’re laughing at this and 
making this normal’.” It happened 

so fast and I wanted to call it out as 
sexist, but I didn’t do that. Women are 

raised to be polite and lovely, but you should 
always stand up for what you believe in. If your 
gut says that something is wrong, address it.  
I used to be a chameleon to fit the environment, 
but we have to stop compromising.”

I walk away from The Hive thinking there’s 
something to this aggressively cheerful, forcefully 
upbeat and pro-women approach to an office 
space. I’d want to work here – the kindness is 
infectious. Chatting to an employee as she shows 
me out, she casually mentions that there’s an 
unofficial zero-tolerance policy on any form of 
bullying – and that nobody wants to break it 
because it’s just not part of the culture. As I look 
back towards that giant ‘Bee kind’ neon sign,  
I wonder if creating more nurturing and inclusive 
offices is the key to making everyone happier. 
And in an era where we’re working longer hours 
than ever before, focusing on our both our 
physical and emotional needs seems  
crucial, whether in or out of office.

“i wanTed This office To provide women 

wiTh a workplace ThaT makes Them feel 

empowered, safe, secure and confidenT”

w o m e n ’ s  w o r k

not a fluorescent

strip light in sight

clean lines +

monochrome = 

#adulting
stylist’s anita pays 

a visit to the hive

downtime: employees

can relax with an 

arcade game

enjoy lunch in an

indoor garden. no

umbrella required

it may look blue, but

1 angel square is as

green as they come


