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Executive Summary

This article examines Duolingo's experience with incorporating AI usage as a performance review metric
under CEO Luis von Ahn's 'AI first' strategy announced in April 2025. Von Ahn's initial approach involved
tracking employees' AI use in performance evaluations as part of the company's strategic pivot. However,
employee pushback questioning whether they were being encouraged to 'use AI for AI's sake' prompted
the CEO to remove AI usage as a formal performance metric. The article presents evidence of practical AI
applications at Duolingo, including engineers using AI for coding and the development of their chess
course through 'vibe coding.' The case illustrates the challenges organizations face when attempting to
measure and incentivize emerging technology adoption through traditional performance management
systems, highlighting the tension between strategic directives and practical implementation.

Key Insights

1. Measuring AI adoption through performance reviews can create perverse incentives where
employees use technology for compliance rather than productivity

2. Employee feedback successfully influenced executive decision-making to reverse a performance
measurement policy

3. Organizations implementing AI-first strategies must distinguish between measuring outcomes
versus measuring tool usage

Practical Takeaways

• Performance metrics focused on tool usage rather than outcomes can lead to counterproductive
behaviors

• Employee input can serve as an effective check on performance measurement policies that may not
align with practical work requirements

Critical Analysis

The article provides a single anecdotal case study based on a podcast interview, limiting its analytical
depth and generalizability. While it offers insight into one organization's experience, it lacks comparative
analysis or systematic evaluation of the policy change's impact. The article relies heavily on the CEO's
perspective without presenting employee viewpoints or quantitative data on performance outcomes. The
timeline references (April 2025) appear to be errors, reducing credibility. No discussion of alternative
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approaches or broader research on AI adoption in performance management is provided.

Organizational Practice

Duolingo initially tracked AI usage as a performance review metric, then removed it after employee
feedback. The company maintains other AI-related policies including stopping contractor hiring where AI
can assume workload. Employees across functions engage in 'vibe coding' exercises using AI to create
applications.

Strategic Implications

The case suggests organizations may face implementation challenges when incorporating emerging
technology metrics into performance systems, potentially requiring iterative policy adjustments based on
employee feedback and practical considerations.
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