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			Foreword

			From an early age, I knew I wanted to be an entrepreneur, but I never thought I’d also end up being a podcast host. Of course, when I co-founded AppDirect—the company where I now serve as co-CEO—in 2009, podcasts had not yet become the phenomenon they are today.

			But, as a longtime podcast listener, and now host, I see why they’ve become so popular. As our world has gotten busier, podcasts allow you to put in your headphones, or turn up your radio, and focus your mind while your body may be doing something else—a workout maybe, or the dishes, or the drive to work. It’s the ultimate format for multitasking, but it’s one that allows you to really listen.

			On Decoding Digital, the podcast we launched in the summer of 2020, I sit down with founders, experts, and innovators who “decode” topics that are shaping our digital world, from venture capital and entrepreneurship, to SaaS models and connected strategies, to digital transformation, and beyond.

			One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned from really listening to our guests is that, quite often, everyone talks about the same things but they speak a slightly different “language.” These different ways of speaking are influenced by our backgrounds, or the industries that we work in, but everyone can learn from each other if we work to understand one another more clearly.

			With Decoding Digital, I wanted to create a place where that could happen; where today’s entrepreneurs and leaders could tell their stories and inspire others around the world to feel empowered and embrace innovation, regardless of who they are, where they are, or what they do. I wanted to help people think about difficult problems in new ways, and discover strategies to help them overcome barriers to their goals.

			In my experience, the people who do overcome these barriers and succeed in the digital economy have a certain mindset. They are curious, have tenacity, vision, courage, and determination. At AppDirect, we call these individuals digital heroes, and I believe they are going to have more and more influence in shaping our digital world.

			This book showcases a cross-section of their stories. I am deeply grateful for their insights and for their generosity in sharing their time with me and the larger Decoding Digital audience. I hope you enjoy reading about their journeys, the ideas they’re passionate about, and how they are working to change the world.

			Daniel Saks

			Host, Decoding Digital

			Co-Founder, President, and Co-CEO, AppDirect

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Mary Montserrat-Howlett

			Producer, Decoding Digital

			During the first recording session for Decoding Digital, I was a nervous wreck. Would everyone be on time? (They were.) Would all of the equipment work? (Yes, mostly.) Would the interview go well? (It did.)

			Admittedly, I was also a little bit starstruck. Our first guest was Eric Ries, author of The Lean Startup, founder of the Long-Term Stock Exchange, and a legend in the startup world. As it turns out, my anxiety was for nothing; Eric is a great interviewee, smart, personable, and funny, with the ability to put everyone at ease just by talking.

			But, even more than that, I was struck by something he said in that first interview that put into perspective the entire reason we decided to launch a podcast in the first place. As he observed: “When you say, ‘I want to start a new stock exchange,’ people look at you funny. It’s almost like you said, ‘I want to create a new moon.’”

			Eric was being tongue-in-cheek, but the underlying sentiment struck me. These were exactly the types of ideas—big, bold, innovative ideas that some people might think were a little crazy—that we wanted to bring to a wider audience.

			That’s why we launched Decoding Digital and decided to devote each episode to breaking down an idea that is shaping our digital lives. The podcast is almost a year old, and we are proud to have featured entrepreneurs, founders, professors, CEOs, and other leaders who are driving change. Our guests are all working in their own way to tackle meaningful problems with innovative thinking, tenacity, and vision.

			In this book, we’ve condensed a selection of those interviews to highlight 10 big ideas that are playing a defining role in the digital age. They are not new ideas, but they have taken on a new meaning and urgency. Some interviews focus on newer technologies, like social media; others delve into best practices, such as collaboration and creating a culture where innovation thrives; still others examine concepts, such as trust and fear, that have always been with us but are being transformed by the digital tools we use every day.

			Across all of the interviews, one defining theme shines through: Digital technology is creating unprecedented disruption at breathtaking speed, but it is also creating opportunities to learn, grow, and make a tangible difference in the world. In the digital age, each of us can “create a new moon,” and the individuals in this book can show us how.

		

	
		
			1. Endurance

			The Power of Long-Term Thinking in a Short-Term World

			with Eric Ries, 
Founder and CEO, Long-Term Stock Exchange; Author, The Lean Startup

			“When you say, ‘I want to start a new stock exchange,’ people look at you funny. It’s almost like you said, ‘I want to create a new moon.’”

			As a species, humans are wired for instant gratification. In a famous experiment first conducted in 1972, researchers at Stanford University put test subjects—in this case, young children—alone in a room with a marshmallow for 10 to 15 minutes. If the child could resist eating the marshmallow, they would get two when the researcher came back. Of the 600 children who participated in the study, only about a third were able to wait for a bigger, better reward.

			The Marshmallow Test, as it’s come to be known, proves we are born to be short-term thinkers. But what happens when we grow up and, say, start our own business, or lead a Fortune 500 company? The impulse to think short-term is still with us, and there is growing consensus that it is reaching a crisis point in corporations, with real-world consequences for all of us.

			“Too many CEOs play the quarterly game and manage their businesses accordingly. But many of the world’s challenges can not be addressed with a quarterly mindset,” Paul Polman, the former CEO of Unilever, has said. The pressure to play “the quarterly game,” as Polman calls it, is real. Research from a consortium that includes the National Bureau of Economic Research found that almost 80 percent of CFOs at large public companies would sacrifice their company’s economic value to meet quarterly earnings expectations.

			There are no quick fixes for the problem of “short-termism,” but Eric Ries is game to try something new. Ries is most famous for writing The Lean Startup, a New York Times bestseller that has sold more than one million copies and has been translated into more than 30 languages. But he’s also the founder and CEO of the Long-Term Stock Exchange (LTSE), a new public market that is being built on principles that focus on long-term value creation. In a business environment that is hyper-focused on quick gains, runaway company valuations, and fast exits, Ries’s vision is nothing short of revolutionary.

			“I’ll tell you a funny story. When you say, ‘I want to start a new stock exchange,’ people look at you funny. It’s almost like you said, ‘I want to create a new moon,’” he says. “They’re like, ‘Uh, first of all, we already have one, so do we really need another one?’ That’s the first reaction. The second reaction is like, ‘Also, you’re just a human being. Cosmic matters are not for you. This is not the kind of human-scale endeavor that you can do.’”

			As it turns out, all you need to start a new stock exchange in the United States is a form, albeit a very long 200-page form. “It took us five years to fill out that form, but we did get approval from the Securities and Exchange Commission in 2019,” Ries says with a laugh.

			For Ries, the LTSE will get at the root of the short-termism that is, in his view, not only plaguing business and the public markets, but the world as a whole. He continues: “I think that many of the problems that afflict our society today have as their root cause an infection of short-term thinking that has seeped into the incentive structure of all of our major institutions. A lot of that has to do with how our public markets are currently constituted.

			“If you go interview middle managers around the country, around the world, and you say, ‘What are the top three problems that afflict your organization?’ You can be talking to a government, a non-profit organization, a for-profit. It doesn’t matter who you’re talking to. The fact that there is short-term pressure and short-term thinking at the top of nearly every organization in the world is remarkable. There is an incredibly pervasive belief that we’ve lost the ability to make long-term investments as a society.

			“Our view with LTSE is that if we can fix that in a root cause way, to create a new public market, with the same stature as the NYSE or NASDAQ, that has long-term thinking, that has multi-stakeholder governance, that has diversity and inclusion and environmental sustainability baked into the listing standards, then you can reverse some of these macro trends that are driving our civilization into late-stage decline.”

			Are the stakes really that high? For Ries, the answer is a resounding yes. He explains: “It’s a big idea, but it’s simple. This is a funny thing where the more educated people are—the policymakers and the politicians, the fancy people with the fancy degrees—they sometimes get confused about how bad the problem is, or maybe this is just temporary, or maybe it’s fine. There are a lot of defenders of the status quo, but when you walk the factory floor, any place where people work for a living, this problem is well-known and is considered grievous.”

			“In some ways, all we need to do is give the people that create the value for organizations and empower them to stand up and say, ‘No. This is not the right way to run a business.’ It’s a misunderstanding of where our true economic value comes from, when we operate, when we make long-term investments. When we plant our fields long before we try to sow them. When we’re good stewards of the resources that we’ve been given, we actually outperform from a financial point of view.

			“If you look at the very best companies, they naturally espouse these values. That’s especially true in this next generation of founders. What we’ve done is build an alliance of the founders and the investors who see things this way.

			“We’re not saying, ‘Hey, the whole world has to change on our timeline.’ We’re saying, we’re going to create at least one venue in the world, where companies are the customer, not traders. Where the focus is long-term value creation and not just who trades and divvies up the value that we create.”

			Ries is a true believer in the LTSE and in the greater cause of corporate responsibility and sustainability, but he’s under no illusion that the LTSE is a panacea. He continues: “I don’t want to say, ‘Oh, we have the answer, and LTSE will solve all our problems.’ It’s a bigger problem than any one of us. It’s going to take many kinds of reform to fix it, especially at this current moment when the economy is under such strain and the human toll of what our society is going through, especially in the United States, is both heartbreaking and very, very daunting. That’s how I feel, honestly.

			“But small changes have the potential to make huge consequences. Having access to these problems through a stock exchange, I feel like I got to go into these dusty, old control panels. We live in this utopia that was designed mostly by our grandparents. We just are the inheritors of this incredible system. We’ve been tinkering with it around the edges for decades.

			“The true, true, true heart of the system is a relatively small number of very powerful controls. I feel like we step into these control rooms and some of them are dusty and old. No one’s been here for decades. You’re like, ‘Here’s a red button here that says, “Launch new stock exchange.” What happens if I push this button?’

			“Most people are like, ‘I don’t know. We haven’t pushed it in a long time.’ You’re like, ‘Okay, well, what if I pull this lever and that lever?’ There are these really fundamental controls that are part of the foundation of the world that our grandparents built for us. It’s almost like we have to remaster using them for the public good.

			“Plenty of people are like, ‘That button has been pushed. There have been new stock exchanges created.’ It’s all been about stock trading, efficiency, and velocity of trading. We have built the world’s most effective and efficient trading system. If you want to trade 50-share lots of public companies, sure. We’re really good at that.

			“But what if your goal is not to just make a quick buck on arbitrage? What if you want to make a fundamental investment? You forget entrepreneurship. What if you’re a pension fund and your job is to make sure that you can provide for your employees’ retirement decades from now? You want to make a large investment in the future. You want to do that with a public company. Well our system is actually not that good at that.

			“Part of this is just about reorienting from this short-term transactional, quick-wins financial system to something that’s more enduring. I think when you make changes at a deep level from first principles, from what is right, what is in the public interest, I don’t think we know how impactful that can be because we do it so rarely. I’d like to go find that.”

			Ries understands, however, that shaking the hold that existing markets have on the business world and investors is not going to be easy. He cites initial public offerings (IPOs)—and their almost mythical status among businesses and investors—as a prime example of the problem.

			He says: “The challenge is a lot of the IPO iconography and ceremony, it’s about the moment of the debut itself, which is a little bit like having an amazing wedding, which I think is great. Listen, I had a really beautiful wedding. I think having a great wedding is good. Hiring a good wedding planner, A-plus.

			“A stock exchange is not a wedding venue. It’s the place where your company is going to live for the rest of its corporate life. It’s the equivalent of the marriage that you’re going to have with capital markets for a long time.

			“Part of this, the symbolism of it, and of course the substance of it is, how do we help companies understand that they’re making a really significant commitment and how do we make that commitment meaningful to all of their stakeholders so that their employees, their investors, their managers?

			“But also the communities in which they operate, their vendors, their partners, the citizens of their digital republic, if you will. How do we help those people believe that this is a company with purpose and whose purpose is sincere? There’s a lot of lofty language you see in your typical S-1 filing where they say, ‘Oh, we’re going to be good for the world.’

			“If you analyze it, have they made a commitment to do anything specific, or is this just sounds-good, vague corporate speak. Unfortunately, for a lot of companies, they failed that test. It’s been revealed that those were empty promises and just words on a piece of paper. They weren’t real.

			“I’ll tell you one of my least favorite words in the entire startup lexicon is the word ‘exit.’ Why do we celebrate the exit? Who’s exiting exactly? If the only people who exit are the early investors, whose listing is being rewarded? The very, very best early stage investors, they don’t exit at the exit.

			“If you look at some of the best venture capital firms, their returns after companies go IPO are even more than their returns pre-IPO. The people who believe should stay on the cap table. That’s what’s worthy of celebration.

			“In too many companies, the exit is the time when the key employees exit. For a lot of customers, think about how you feel when one of your favorite products gets acquired by a public company. As an exit, you’re like, ‘Oh, this product is probably exiting from my life. It’s not going to be as special as it was.’

			“The fact that we’ve allowed this really important moment of the public being allowed to enjoy the prosperity that these companies can create, that we’ve turned that into a negative because now we know that the companies are going to become soulless, corporate, barren wastelands. What have we done? It doesn’t make sense.

			“The thing we should be celebrating is not the exiting of those who are leaving, but the fact that the founders are staying, that the employees are staying, that new investors believe in the growth potential of this enterprise. I think we have to totally reimagine, and reconceive what we’re doing with these kinds of transactions.

			“We have to reverse the trend that we’re on, which is that companies are going public much later. The number of public companies in this country is in a significant decline over the past 20 years. The public is being systematically locked out of the opportunity to go on this growth journey. That’s not right either. We’ve got a lot to fix.”

			Scan below to listen to Eric Ries on Decoding Digital.
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			2. Mental Wellness

			Finding Balance and Leading Through Uncertainty

			with Brad Feld, 
Managing Director, Foundry Group

			“Try to approach things from a perspective of kindness. The amount of pressure that people are under, including you, is immense. The amount of heartbreak going on in our world is immense. It’s incredibly easy to be angry at it, all the time.”

			The way we talk about mental health has undergone a sea change over the past 50 years. A few decades ago, people might whisper about an acquaintance seeking medical treatment for a “nervous condition.” Today, Michael Phelps, the American swimmer who won 28 Olympic medals—the most of any Olympic athlete, ever—before retiring at the age of 31, talks openly about his struggles with mental illness as a spokesperson for an online therapy service.

			It’s not just a gut feeling that people are more open about their mental health. Researchers have been keeping track of attitudes toward mental health and mental illness for decades, and the changes in the data are eye-opening. For example, one study discovered that, between 1957 and 1996, the percentage of Americans who said that they would seek help to address a mental health issue increased over 400 percent. More recently, a 2019 survey found that 87 percent of American adults believe that having a mental health disorder is nothing to be ashamed of, while 86 percent said that people with mental health disorders could recover.

			For entrepreneurs, this new way of thinking about mental health and wellness has come at an auspicious time. The stresses of being a founder—long hours, intense pressure, little if any time to step away—have never been greater, and the psychic toll of entrepreneurship is a growing concern. According to recent research from the University of San Francisco, almost half of entrepreneurs, 49 percent, suffer from at least one form of mental health condition during their lifetimes. Founders are twice as likely to suffer from depression, twice as likely to be hospitalized for a psychiatric issue, and are twice as likely to have suicidal thoughts.

			Brad Feld understands these issues better than most. He is the founder of a highly respected seed accelerator called Techstars and several venture capital firms, including Foundry Group, where he now serves as a managing director. He is something of a legend in the startup world, and he has talked openly and honestly about his own struggles with mental illness, including bouts of major depression.

			Feld is one of today’s fiercest advocates for mental health and wellness, but that’s not where he started out. As he tells it, “I never really worked for anybody. Well before the word entrepreneur was used regularly, I was behaving in an entrepreneurial way. As a teenager, I had your typical teenage jobs, working maintenance at a tennis club and then working in a fast food restaurant. I got fired from each of those jobs. I didn’t like them.”

			In college, Feld found himself with the right interests, at the right place, at the right time.

			He explains: “I was always a computer guy and a nerd, but I was also interested in business, and today—this was in the 1980s—today one would have said, ‘I was interested in entrepreneurship,’ but the linkage of those two for me started early.

			“I was really fortunate in terms of my timing. I was in college from 1983 to 1987, so the Mac had come out. I was a kid during the first phase of the personal computer stuff, but I was becoming a young adult as entrepreneurship was starting to rise. From college forward, I’ve always had my own business, or I’ve been an entrepreneur, or I’ve been an investor in other people’s businesses. It’s just been the way I’ve lived my whole life from that point.”

			In 1993, Feld sold his first business to a public company, a move that allowed him to begin making investments in other companies. “I knew nothing about investing when I made my first angel investment, and so it was a very rapid learning experience as an extremely early-stage investor,” he says. “My timing was quite good. It was 1994 to ‘96, so those seed investments were done at the beginning of the rise of the commercial internet. From that, I ended up accidentally becoming a venture capitalist.”

			He continues: “The rise of the Internet bubble was incredible at many levels. I was also the co-founder of a couple of companies, some that succeeded in the internet bubble, and some that looked like they were going to succeed and then crashed incredibly hard.

			“The rise up was intense. If you sneezed, you made money. Terrible ideas were funded all over the place. At the peak of the Internet bubble, the amount of money being funded into companies, even at the early rounds, again those $250,000 seed rounds in 1994 had all of a sudden become $20 million seed rounds in 2000. The collapse was much faster than the rise. Even though the rise was over a three- or four-year period, the collapse was a 12-month period, and it was just a sharp, downward spiral. Every day was worse than the previous day.

			“The cliches abounded, and my favorite one was, ‘don’t catch a falling knife.’ You’d hear that 17 times a day. It’s like, ‘The cliches are not helpful. Everything is just fucked up, and it’s time to try to deal with it, and figure a way through.’”

			Feld is no stranger to disruption and uncertainty. As an investor and advisor, he worked with dozens of companies during the dot-com bubble and the Great Recession. But for Feld, the turmoil of 2019 and 2020 has felt different—and technology is partly to blame.

			He says: “Today’s moment, it’s impossible to predict where this ends. We’re living in the most complex moment of the intersection of various forces that I’ve ever experienced in my lifetime.* We’re dealing with multiple crises that are all, individually, they’re all extremely complex systems that are overlapped and intermingled. We have a health crisis… which has generated an economic crisis.

			[*Feld’s interview was recorded in July of 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic was a few months old, and protests against racism and police violence were roiling the United States.]

			“I’ve had to deal with my own experience with, in some cases, some technologies that I’ve helped invest in and advance... I think between 2007 and 2010, I would have said that all of these technologies will be a force for good because they will democratize our society globally. They will lower barriers to everything. They will increase communication flow.

			“They will shift us... I’ve been using this phrase, hierarchical network. They will shift us from a top-down, hierarchical society to a bottoms-up, networked society. I think of my whole world as a bottoms-up network, emergent world.

			“I would have said something like that in 2010. I think, today, many of the technologies have actually been a real force for harm in our world at many levels. I think some of that is a function of the companies and not the businesses or the products, but the leadership and the position and perspective that the leadership has taken relative to what their responsibilities are as owners of companies.

			“Then, on top of all of that, I’ll use the moment in time, I think that many people in office culture had an amazing ‘a-ha’ moment, which was probably mid-April.* If you had said in February that 95 percent of the office workers in the world will be working from home, whoever you said it to would have just laughed at you and said, ‘What are you talking about?’

			[*April 2020, early in the COVID-19 pandemic.]

			“People would have said, ‘That can’t happen. We don’t have the technology infrastructure for that. Companies can’t function that way. Everything will stop.’ Guess what? A couple months later and whether we like it or not, we’re still doing it. For a lot of people, it works great. For some people, it’s awful. For some people, it’s somewhere in-between.

			“That is a structural shift. It’s a complete phase shift. Will we ever go back to the same kind of in-office culture we had in January of 2020? I don’t think we will. I don’t think companies will go back to work that way.

			“That changes the characteristics of lots of things. We’ve already seen with major tech companies, just as an example, companies that say work from home if you want. We’re going to be a remote-first company. I think that was a phrase Facebook used. Twitter has said we may never have a permanent office again.

			“That has an enormous impact on people’s mental health, positive or negative. I think as business leaders, understanding that, for the people that work for you, paying attention to it, being nuanced about it. Embracing how you can have a positive impact on people’s mental wellness rather than create structure that diminishes their mental wellness in the context of whatever you end up doing is a powerful differentiator going forward that five years ago nobody would have talked about.”

			As workers around the globe cope with unprecedented uncertainty, mental health and wellness is top of mind, not just for Feld, but for many forward-thinking business leaders. To deal with it, Feld believes companies must tackle uncertainty head on. He explains: “Number one, eliminate uncertainty. I believe employee uncertainty about what’s going to happen is a great cause of stress for employees of any company, but especially for fast-growing companies, because you always have this uncertainty of, are you going to succeed? Are you going to survive? Is this company going to be around?

			“Anybody who works for an entrepreneurial company that doesn’t have that somewhere in their head has either really good compartmentalization or is in denial, especially for smaller companies after it’s gotten to a point where it’s got real scale and the chance of it disappearing overnight is asymptotically close to zero.

			“Eliminating uncertainty is powerful. You can’t eliminate that particular uncertainty. If you were a company and you had geared back up and you had organized around going back to work and then you got a 24-hour notice that you were back in hard lockdown for six weeks and you hadn’t... Forget about physically prepared for it. Sure, you could do it but what if you hadn’t emotionally prepared for that?

			“If your workforce was not ready for the idea that that would be how you’d have to work again, you might be able to go, ‘Fine. Everybody goes back home. They’re on Zoom. You’re doing whatever.’ How do people feel? It’s not just how are you doing, it’s how do you feel? Digging into that. I think that’s a big thing you can do for folks.

			“It’s linked to reducing uncertainty because if you set the expectation of, ‘Hey, it’s not that everything’s back to normal. We’re still in this crisis. We’re still a company trying to work cohesively and together, but we’re going to have to adapt. We’re going to have to be flexible.’

			“In some ways, it’s the opposite of you saying, ‘I’m trying to reduce uncertainty.’ Yeah, but if you say everything’s back to normal and then you tear it all up, that’s a ton of uncertainty because now you have no credibility ever again when you say it goes back to normal. Work through all those pieces as a leader and recognize that you don’t have control over the exogenous forces. You have to help people with it in that moment.”

			For entrepreneurs, people who may already feel like they have the weight of the world on their shoulders, Feld argues for kindness and compassion—for employees, but most importantly, for themselves.

			He explains: “Try—and I use the word try deliberately because it’s hard—try to figure out how to have an existence that doesn’t cycle or spiral out of control on a particular dimension. Your environment matters a lot to the specific thing you do, but trying different things, especially when things aren’t working. When you find yourself in an unhappy place, or in a rut, or feeling exhausted.

			“Also, go back to simple things that you used to do that worked for you. Try to approach things from a perspective of kindness. The amount of pressure that people are under, including you, is immense.

			“The amount of heartbreak going on in our world is immense. It’s incredibly easy to be angry at it, all the time. Nothing wrong with being angry at some of it because some of it, it makes sense to be angry at.

			“Try to figure out how to have that work for you, and especially in how you relate to other people. My example there would be I don’t get angry very often. It takes a lot to toss me over the edge. This is very easy for me, but I know a lot of people it’s not as easy for.

			“For me, it’s quite easy to absorb other people’s anger. If somebody’s angry and frustrated about something, even if they’re angry or frustrated at me, it doesn’t cause me to have to react and respond with anger. By the way, I don’t necessarily say they’re correct, and I’m sorry, and everything’s good but I listen. I try to learn from it.

			“As a leader, try to take that posture as a default posture with the people that work for you, your customers, people you work with because they’re under enormous pressure, too. The leaders can change the texture of a lot of things by adopting that kind of a posture.

			“I think some of the best leaders of some of the largest companies have that as their day in, day out approach. Own your mistakes. Apologize quickly with real apologies when you make mistakes. Don’t say, ‘I’m sorry you feel that way.’ Just say, ‘I’m sorry.’ Listen. Respond. Engage. Don’t try to solve the other person’s problem that is not your problem to solve, but be empathetic and be responsive to it.

			“When somebody attacks you unreasonably, rather than attack them back or try to change the attack vector to something else, try to understand what’s actually bothering them because it might not be the thing that they’re yelling at you about or attacking you about. It might be something else. If you’re aware of that, it might be better for you, too.”

			Scan below to listen to Brad Feld on Decoding Digital.
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			3. Collaboration

			Breaking Down Silos to Speed Innovation—and Beat COVID-19

			with Dr. Don Sheppard, 
Director, McGill Interdisciplinary Initiative in Infection and Immunity

			“For the COVID-19 test project, the culture clash was an extreme challenge. There’s absolutely no question. Academics do not have a clue how business works, and neither really understood how government agencies work.”

			In business, silos are an irritation, slowing down product development and creating hassles for customers. In medicine, silos can be life threatening. Take the example of end-stage renal disease (ERSD), a condition that affects nearly 750,000 people in the United States alone. For these patients, dialysis is often the only viable treatment option, but the procedure comes with significantly higher risk of complications, hospitalizations, and death.

			Moreover, even though ERSD patients make up less than 1 percent of people who receive Medicare, they account for more than 7 percent of the overall Medicare budget, a massive $50 billion dollars a year. When ER doctors can’t communicate with primary care physicians, who can’t communicate with dialysis providers, who can’t communicate with pharmacists, the negative effects of siloed thinking quickly begin to snowball, creating potentially tragic outcomes for patients and a drain on health system resources.

			The U.S., with one of the most fragmented healthcare systems in the world, is fertile ground for finding examples of the negative effects of silos. But America’s close neighbor, Canada, also encounters many of the same problems. They are challenges that Dr. Don Sheppard understands well. A doctor and researcher, Dr. Sheppard is a world-renowned expert on infectious fungal diseases. He also directs the Interdisciplinary Initiative in Infection and Immunity at McGill University in Montreal, Quebec. Called MI4 for short, the project aims to break down silos to create a team of experts in medicine, technology, and other fields to fight infections and save lives.

			Long before he made it to McGill, Dr. Sheppard began his career by battling one of the most persistent, dangerous viruses humankind has ever known, HIV. “I came into the world of infectious diseases a little bit backwards,” he says. “I started training in medicine. I trained in the late 1980s and early 1990s. There was a pandemic going on then. Of course, it was the AIDS pandemic.”

			He continues: “At the time I trained, it was the battle days of AIDS when we had no drugs, no treatments, young guys that I was seeing every single day were dying of these crazy infections that no one had ever heard of. I got very much addicted to this type of intense medicine, these organisms that no one had ever heard of that were causing disease, taking care of these really sick people.

			“I thought I was going to be an AIDS doctor. I moved to San Francisco where I started training as an HIV doctor, right when the drugs came on the market. It was the most incredible time in the most incredible city when we converted this death-sentence disease to a chronic illness like we are now.

			“I got hooked on two things. I got hooked on seeing how you could reverse this type of pandemic, but I also got hooked on the power of innovation in medical research where we took a disease that no one had heard of in 1981.

			“By 1993, we could save lives from it because there was this global effort at the level of people, governments, and at the level of advocacy to drive science forward and bring some solution forward where we could change lives. I went on in infectious diseases, looking at other pandemics, other organisms, and other outbreaks.”

			Dr. Sheppard’s early experiences fighting HIV not only formed the basis for his career, but also planted the seed for the idea that would eventually become MI4. As he explains: “We launched MI4 in 2017, and the project really is an effort to take all of the nodes of excellence of people working in the infectious disease and immunology space, connect them, and reach out to all of the peripheral groups who have their own expertise in allied areas.

			“We wanted to start to look at problems in the infection and immunity arena with different lenses to bring in engineers, to bring in material scientists, social scientists. We’ve seen the power of social science and how the outbreak has evolved, and to look at things from these multi-disciplinary teams, to shake things up, get people to work together who never work together, and try and harness the power of innovation through intellectual friction, quite frankly.”

			The effectiveness of MI4’s interdisciplinary approach has been put to the test with the outbreak of the world’s latest deadly virus, COVID-19. Dr. Sheppard continues:

			“Early on in the COVID-19 pandemic, every single country had the same problem. They all wanted to test as many people as possible. None of the countries had capacity. There was a huge run on buying the ingredients to do testing from the swabs to the plastics, to what was the rarest of all, the enzymes that went in the actual test, these little proteins that did the business of finding the virus.

			“When South Korea put in their huge test, the entire country strategy, they sucked up the entire world supply of enzymes. Canada, the U.S., Europe, none of us could buy this stuff to do the testing. Our governments would say, ‘Oh, we’re going to roll out 10,000 tests by tomorrow. We can do 10,000 swabs,’ but they sat in the labs because they didn’t have the enzymes to test.

			“MI4 ended up putting together a team of people that had absolutely nothing to do with test design. What it was, was a group of scientists who worked on studying enzymes as their day-to-day work. They had never heard of COVID. They had never heard of viral testing.

			“What they did was they made these types of enzymes on a daily basis because they couldn’t do any of their work unless they were really good at making enzymes. They linked up with people who worked in supply chains, with people who worked in clinical testing laboratories.

			“What they did was they built essentially what is a generic solution to this proprietary problem. They linked with bioresources in federal and provincial governments these large-scale bioreactor companies that make proteins but have no idea how to make tests.

			“When you link those two together with the testing labs, you made a homemade built-by-McGill solution to roll out the enzymes necessary to support testing. Within 30 days, these guys had built, optimized, and delivered on the prototype. By day 60, they had rolled out enough to test our entire province.

			“Now, they’ve built and rolled out enough to test all of Canada and are going to start exporting these protocols worldwide so that every country has a safety net of being able to make their own testing reagents and fixing these global supply chain breaks with homemade solutions. That really was innovation. None of these people knew how to make a COVID test.”

			Often, one of the biggest challenges in tackling large, interdisciplinary projects is the culture clash that can happen between teams that have never had to work together before. As Dr. Sheppard explains, the pressure of strict deadlines can help crystallize siloed efforts into a shared vision.

			Dr. Sheppard explains: “For the COVID-19 test project, the culture clash was an extreme challenge. There’s absolutely no question. Academics do not have a clue how business works, and neither really understood how government agencies work. In Canada, of course, with a single-payer health care system, we had to try and work around the Leviathan that is our healthcare system. Nobody understood how to do this.

			“But by leveraging the energy, the frustration, and the pressures that were coming top-down with the willingness and flexibility to go bottom-up, that was the magic, that was the secret sauce. If you hadn’t had this simultaneous public pressure to, ‘Oh, my gosh. We need to fix the fact that we’re not testing,’ with a bunch of people that didn’t know what the rules were supposed to be, that allowed people to meet in the middle and find ways to do things that were not the way they had been doing them before.”

			Dr. Sheppard drills down into the specific issues that the MI4 team faced: “The first and biggest challenge was that they didn’t speak the same language. He says: “When you start talking about large scale manufacturing companies and making things that are going to be used that have to be precise because you’re using them for human medicine, and you compare that with a boutique scientist who’s used to essentially cookbook and chef-like recipes, where you add a dash of this and a dab of that to twist it to your own devices, those are two completely different cultures.

			“They don’t even use the same language. They don’t understand the priorities of how you take something that you make work perfectly for you into something that can roll out across an entire country and that’s going to work the same on Tuesday at 4:00 as it works on Wednesday at 3:00 in Saskatchewan and in California. Those are completely different cultures.

			“We also had to identify what the major barriers were right away. As you might guess, the first barrier was simple dollars and cents. Although the federal government, the provincial government, everybody wants to see this happen, for those gears to move, for funds to get liberated, and pathways to open up that someone could send just the actual dollars necessary to buy the first round ingredients, that was almost three quarters of the 60-day time period.

			“That’s where our strategic initiative fund from MI4 jumped in and our emergency coronavirus research fund. We paid for the first 60 days of the research just to get it moving. The other thing we learned was the problems on day one and the problems on day 60 were not the same. There’s two sets of enzymes that are required in this test.

			“The first set is to pull the RNA out of the virus. When you have a swab, you want to convert that swab into some isolated RNA. The second set of enzymes are the ones that do the test itself. Initially, we were very short on the first set of enzymes, but we had enough of the second. Somewhere around day 30, it pivoted. We had plenty of the first one, and we were short of the second one.

			“We had to completely shift our emphasis from one set of products to a second, literally halfway through the initial ramp up. What it really took was an iterative process with constant input from the end users who were part of the design process from the beginning. In the world of software and agile development, this is very familiar.

			“But in developing tests in medicine and science, end users don’t usually come in early in the design process. We have beta testers way out at the end, but nobody really talks about input of end users at the early design stage. That was absolutely critical here, or we would have invested six months in building something that there was absolutely no need for.”

			Another significant breakthrough to come out of MI4 over the past year has been advances in telemedicine, based in large part on the newfound emphasis on user input. As Dr. Sheppard explains: “Our hospital system shut down because all we were dealing with was COVID. We weren’t allowed to see patients face to face as physicians. For us, that’s when telemedicine was born. It was born out of necessity instead of design.

			“What we’ve seen is that it’s really being driven by the user experience. The patient experience is driving how telemedicine works. As a result, it’s turning into a much better product than had we done it with the classical development of getting companies to launch products and look at them.

			“We’re really seeing that 98 percent of what we thought we wanted in telemedicine is a waste of time, but that there is a huge amount of stuff that’s incredibly useful if we listen to the patient population and get a feel for what they want out of medicine. It’s being really co-created between physicians and patients as this moves forward. Of course, it’s not just physicians. It’s all caregivers.

			“This co-creation model where you really have early and iterative incorporation of end-user feedback, it’s not new to the world of software design, but in the world of healthcare, this is really new. We usually get a completely designed product if it’s, for example, an electronic medical record or a telemedicine unit that somebody else somewhere thinks that they have done a perfect job in designing every single possible need we can have. As users, we can’t figure out how to turn it on its head to do the one thing we want to. The things that are being developed are really stripped down. They’re purpose-built. They work really well.”

			If developing a COVID-19 test and better tools for telemedicine seems difficult, it’s because it is. However, as Dr. Sheppard points out, it doesn’t take superhuman intelligence or vision to do hard things. He explains: “I cannot take credit for having had any vision whatsoever. This is simply the use of a disrupter event to make us reassess the way that we’re working. There has never been in our recent history as big a disrupter event to the medical profession as the coronavirus pandemic.

			“Not just because of the impact on the healthcare system from the illness point of view, but the effects that the shutdown has had and the supply chain shifts have had to make us relook at the way we do our business. There’s been a forced integration of industry with the health care system because of these very in-your-face supply chain issues.

			“When you can’t get swabs to do the test, suddenly, you realize that you have to pay attention to the way industry works. When you start interacting with them, you realize they have a lot better ways to do things than the way that you have been doing them.

			“There’s a real silver lining to this pandemic in how it’s going to be disrupting our processes moving forward in the way that we innovate within the medical profession. There’s going to be a lot more public-private partnerships.”

			Scan below to listen to Dr. Don Sheppard on Decoding Digital.
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			4. Innovation Culture

			Getting Out of the Way of Big Visions and Brilliant Teams

			with Laela Sturdy, 
General Partner, CapitalG

			“In cultures of innovation, you can’t be overly prescriptive on saying, ‘This is exactly how it’s going to be,’ and be very top-down driven. You have to allow small teams of brilliant people to come together. You try and move as much of the bureaucracy and things out of the way as possible and let them operate.”

			In 1974, a scientist working at 3M came up with an idea to apply the company’s newest adhesive to the back of a piece of paper. He needed a moveable bookmark that would stay in place in his church hymnal. His invention—the Post-It Note—has become one of the most iconic office products of all time. Today, 3M produces more than 50 billion Post-it Notes every year, and the global market for sticky notes is predicted to reach $200 million by 2025.

			The Post-It Note is perhaps the most famous product to come out of 3M’s “15% Culture,” a program launched in 1948 that allows employees to set aside a portion of their work time to pursue ideas that interest them. At its core, 3M’s program works because it gives employees a defined “space” to try new ideas, tinker with them, and—if a blockbuster, Post-It Note-like idea doesn’t materialize—fail.

			In fact, this type of psychological safety at work, as the experts have termed it, is an influential, positive factor in a range of corporate metrics, from productivity, to employee turnover, to revenue generation. Despite this, “innovation time” programs are not common, and a minority of employees, 47 percent, say that their workplaces are psychologically safe. How can leaders change this?

			Laela Sturdy is a good person to ask. Over the course of her career, she has had a front-row seat to how cultures of innovation are built. She herself is a product of one of the most famous innovative company cultures in the world—Google—a company that has delivered game-changing products in everything from search, to digital advertising, to autonomous vehicles, and beyond. Today, she’s a founding partner of CapitalG, Alphabet’s independent growth fund. For her, the key to driving innovation is vision.

			“Like everything, I never think there’s an exact silver bullet. There are so many different ways you can drive great innovation,” she says. “To have a truly transformational company, you need a massive vision solving a large problem.” She continues: “Then there are different ways that I’ve seen great companies continue to feed that innovation energy. The first is that a strong vision is a compelling draw for great people. One of the things that Google did so well is that Larry and Sergey believed that small teams could do great things, so they gave these teams a lot of autonomy early on. That practice has continued throughout Google’s history.

			“It meant at times that some projects didn’t always seem to make sense. We had big bets on Android at the same time as Chrome, and different projects that could lead someone to say, ‘Hey, that’s maybe betting on different versions of the future or projects that are potentially contradictory to one another,’ but it generally worked out, with the strongest projects remaining and receiving continued investment. In cultures of innovation, you can’t be overly prescriptive by saying, ‘This is exactly how it’s going to be,’ and you can’t be too top-down in your approach.

			“You have to allow small teams of brilliant people to come together. You try and move as much of the bureaucracy out of the way as possible and let them operate. It’s kind of the thousand-flowers-bloom-type of approach to innovation. I’ve seen that work really well.

			“Another company that I’m on the board of and invested in is an amazing company, Duolingo, which is a language-learning app. Luis von Ahn, who is the CEO and founder there, is an amazing product visionary and innovator.

			“What I’ve admired and learned from him and his approach to innovation is that he has a very open mind. He has encouraged that mindset among his executive team and his leaders. They’ve built an amazing engineering infrastructure with the ability to run tons of A/B tests on different product features.

			“They’ve built out this operation that can be open-minded to what users may want, or what may add value, or what may drive retention, or different metrics. They’re able to test tons of those and drive that through the innovation engine. A lot of what I’ve seen in innovation is that an open-minded approach and an ability for rapid experimentation is more critical than knowing the right answer up front.

			“A lot of people describe this as fail-fast. I describe it as rapid experimentation. If you can run 100 A/B tests versus your competitor that can only run two, there’s a much better chance that you’re going to come out on top.”

			It’s one thing to start with a foundation that’s built on experimentation, but what about older companies, where the culture is more entrenched? To people in these types of companies, Sturdy says to start small and focus once again on vision. As she explains: “It is true that over time, as organizations get older and more entrenched and growth rates are slower, they can become more solidified, and overall there can be a high risk aversion. You get into more company politics, or the ‘Innovator’s Dilemma,’ where companies have to make a choice between meeting customers’ current needs, or innovating new products.

			“There are accelerants towards digital transformation where, finally, for external reasons, companies are feeling desperate enough that they’re adopting technologies where there were previously too many big obstacles to get around, because of politics that the organization didn’t want to change.

			“I’d say that the advice for the leaders inside of these organizations is similar to what I’ve talked about. It’s painting a vision for what this can be, a big-picture vision. Then, being okay with having smaller wins.The cases where I’ve seen the most success in adopting technologies have been when there’s quick time-to-value and clear ROI, and when organizations have used those quantitative wins to gain momentum and credibility in the organization.

			“No one can refute when those quick wins deliver business value. That helps leaders gain even more credibility and rope internally to then make bigger bets that could take a longer time to transform.

			“The other approach is that you have to find a way inside of organizations to get board-level and C-level buy-in that digital transformation is needed. There, you need much more direct communication and a path to making sure you’re not pushing a boulder up a hill. Depending on what level you are in the organization, you may or may not have the personal capital to be able to do that. That’s more of the top-down approach.”

			Another key to creating a culture of innovation, and a great company culture overall, is good leadership, where authenticity and vulnerability are evident. Sturdy continues: “To be a great leader, you have to have amazing self-awareness. You have to really invest in building that self-awareness, because I don’t think it’s anything that necessarily comes naturally to any of us.

			Sturdy points out: “It’s very attractive to potential employees to see a leader who is exceptional but who is also self-aware regarding the areas where they need help. Those kinds of leaders who are willing to be vulnerable and authentic are the kind of people most of us want to work with.

			“The secret sauce to great leaders, if there is any, is that at the very best companies exceptional people want to follow them. Exceptional people want to be part of their team. In the business context, I think a good part of that means being authentic, showing up with what’s really going on for you, and being willing to admit mistakes and admit things that you don’t know and that you didn’t do right. And then, after all of that, leaders are willing to do the work to dig in more on themselves and dig in more to the dynamics that they bring to relationships.

			“It’s important for all of us to keep in mind that everybody has something else. You don’t know what’s going on in their own lives—so being kind is key. Also, the notion of never putting anyone on a pedestal or looking down on somebody is important, because we all have different power dynamics and different relationships, and we all are just people in the end.”

			Scan below to listen to Laela Sturdy on Decoding Digital.
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			5. Always-On Connection

			Using Data to Serve, Not Surveil, Customers

			with Nicolaj Siggelkow, 
Professor, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

			“When I’m lying on the floor, and my heart is kind of jumping around with a heart attack, it’s probably not the best time to become aware of my healthcare needs… quite often, that’s how we work. We wait for the customer to become aware of their needs before anything happens. Customers are not aware of their needs at optimal times.”

			“I see ads for things I dream about.”

			In 2018, two Brooklyn-based artists, Tega Brain and Sam Lavigne, started collecting stories from people who were experiencing the uncanny feeling that their technology was somehow monitoring them. Since then, more than 700 people have contributed to “New Organs,” the online home of the project, and the testimonials are both strange and familiar. The sense of being listened to is common, along with seeing the same ads on different websites, and being tracked by location—and, sometimes, seeing ads for objects that people only see in their dreams.

			The thing is, if you do think your technology is tracking you, you’re right, at least to some degree. Today, strategies like geo-location and targeting for retailers and digital advertising retargeting for e-commerce are common. Companies want to be always on and always connected to their customers to learn what they like, and what they don’t, to anticipate their needs—and of course, to sell more products. Whether you think these connections are amazing, unnerving, or a little bit of both, the fact is they’re becoming a vital part of the digital economy.

			Nicolaj Siggelkow has a deep understanding of how companies are building webs of connection with their customers. He is the David M. Knott Professor at the Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania, and also serves as co-director of the Mack Institute for Innovation Management. In 2019, he co-authored a book, Connected Strategy: Building Continuous Customer Relationships for Competitive Advantage, which is a comprehensive look at the topic and a how-to for business leaders who want to try the strategy within their organizations.

			For Siggelkow, to understand what a connected strategy is, you need to start at the simplest level. “A connected strategy has two big parts to it,” he says. “On the one hand is what we’d call the connected customer relationship. That is basically how a firm is able to more deeply connect to a customer. There are various ways of how our company can do that and trying to eliminate some pain points that a customer currently has.”

			He continues: “The second part of that connected strategy is what we call a connected delivery model. Right now, I often have to create this great customer experience incurring high cost. Here, there are sometimes very interesting innovations by companies being able to connect previously unconnected parties.

			“If we think about Airbnb, Uber, or Lyft, to us, the key innovation was connecting existing parties that needed a way to connect. We always had people who had a room open for rent, and we had people who needed to stay, but they were never really connected. By creating those connections, firms were able to create great customer experiences, however, at relatively low cost.

			“Those are the two key elements for us that make up a connected strategy. Digital transformation plays an important role. Technology quite often allows these connected strategies to come about. In part, the question is, why now? Why haven’t we seen those 20 years ago? Again, we can talk about various facets of technology that make connected strategy now possible.

			“What we’re really emphasizing is that quite often these connected strategies are not technology innovations. They’re technology-enabled, but the innovation is at the level of the business model.

			“Coming back again to the Uber example or the Lyft example, it’s not that Uber developed cell phones, GPS, or Google Maps, but they used those elements, found a pain point, and created a new business model around that.

			“That, to us, is in part the exciting thing being business school professors, and not engineering professors. Now, a lot of the value comes from connecting already existing technologies. They weren’t around 20 years ago, but they’re here now and they’re becoming even better.”

			Despite the feeling—shared by the participants in “New Organs,” not to mention many others—that some companies are perhaps too good at connected strategies, Siggelkow believes that businesses still have a lot of work to do to get it right. He says: “No one, I think, is doing it really well yet,” he says with a laugh. “In part, this is the exciting thing about delving into this topic because I think we’re just seeing it emerging. The opportunities right now are amazingly big.”

			He continues: “Of course, companies like Amazon are making quite some headway in becoming more and more embedded in our lives and learning more and more about us and being able to anticipate needs and remove pain points from our lives.

			“One arena where it has become currently very clear that there’s tremendous potential is healthcare. That was the use case that originally inspired us to think about connected strategies because healthcare right now really works on the model of, we wait until something really catastrophic happens to you. Then, you go to see a doctor or go into a hospital.

			“While you’re in the hospital, you are completely connected 24/7. All the attention is on you, but then someone decides, ‘Okay, now you’re well enough,’ and then they basically kick you out of the hospital. Practically, you’re completely unconnected again, until something catastrophic happens to you. Then, you get readmitted.

			“Just talking about it like that, I think, makes it clear that this cannot be efficient, either for me as a patient or for the healthcare system. To us, what made us so excited about this topic of connected strategy was that we saw again and again that these connected strategies allowed people not just to have a better customer experience but, at the same time, also increase efficiency.

			“It was really a win-win. It was not one benefit at the expense of someone else, but it was creating a new model that creates so much more value and that can then basically be divided between the organization that offers that strategy and the consumer—the customer, the client, the patient, whoever’s on the other side, who’s getting the benefit of a better experience.”

			Siggelkow concedes that trust is still an issue that connected companies need to confront, but he believes that incumbent companies already have a leg up. He says: “Tremendous opportunities await for connected strategies, but there’s a huge trust issue between customers and companies. It’s one thing if I order a book on Amazon; I need a certain amount of trust that this will happen. There’s something else about sharing my personal health data or my financial data.

			“I think it’s not impossible, obviously, for new firms to come into these spaces and create an alternative model. But to build up that trust with customers, that will take probably quite a long time. In those instances, incumbents have a tremendous advantage.

			“Now, they still have these huge challenges that we just talked about. It’s a little bit of a trade-off. This is why I wouldn’t count out our big incumbent firms and say, ‘Okay, in 20 years, it’ll be only just in startups.’ It will probably be a mix.

			“We’ll have some startups that have evolved, larger firms that have been able to create these relationships with customers, and some of the larger firms that have been able to make the transformation.”

			A key part of understanding how to build a connected strategy—or how you already fit into them as a consumer—begins with the customer journey. As Siggelkow explains: “How is the customer going through an interaction with a company? When we talk to managers and ask them, ‘What are value drivers for your customers?’ Quite often, managers will focus right away on tangible and intangible aspects of their product. ‘My product has these kinds of features. My product is fast, has these bells and whistles.’ Obviously, these things are very important. But quite often, the interaction that a customer has is basically solving a problem in their lives. That problem starts way earlier than me getting the product that you’re offering me.

			“That journey starts with me being even aware that I have a need for this particular product or service, but then I need to understand what are the range of options out there that could solve that problem. How do I decide what’s the best solution?

			“Then, I have to order it. I have to receive it. I have to pay for it, and only then do I get that product. Of course, once I have that product or service, probably my situation might change. There’s some after-sale service elements to it as well.

			“There’s this long customer journey. I think there are lots of opportunities to help customers in this journey. Now, that also opens up abilities for firms to differentiate themselves beyond the product and service that they sell. Often, when we talk to companies, to managers, they say, ‘Well, sorry, Nicolaj, but I’m in a commodity market. How do I differentiate?’

			“Maybe, a prime example would be if you’re selling an index fund. If I’m selling you an Index S&P 500 fund. I grant you, this is really hard to differentiate because you’re selling exactly the same basket of stocks. Clearly, if I’m in that world, I cannot differentiate on the product. What do I have to do? I have to go back in the customer journey and say, ‘Okay, what’s the need? What’s the fundamental need my customer is trying to fulfill?’

			“In this case, maybe I need to do some saving for retirement. Already, there’s the first pain point that very often people are becoming aware of their needs not at optimal times. When I turn 60, it’s probably not the best time for me to save for retirement. When I’m lying on the floor, and my heart is kind of jumping around with a heart attack, it’s probably not the best time to become aware of my healthcare needs.

			“Again, quite often, that’s how we work. We wait for the customer to become aware of their needs before anything happens. Customers are not aware of their needs at optimal times. If we can help customers in that early stage of the value chain, we can already start building a relationship with that customer.

			“This gets to this whole point of where do you start with this whole process of creating a connected strategy. I think one of the key problems that companies are facing is that they have lots of data, but they don’t know what to do with it. If you have identified a particular pain point, then you identify the data. Then you can think about, ‘how do I get that data?’

			“All of the sudden, you also have a very different conversation with your customer, your client, or your patient, whoever it is, of why you want this piece of information. You can show the customer a clear value proposition.

			“You’re saying, ‘Okay, you give me this piece of information, and in return, I make your life better. I can remove this pain point.’ You prove that to your customer. Then that customer says, ‘Wow, that really worked. Okay, what other pain point can you help me with? What other information can I send you?’

			“Rather than companies going to customers and saying, ‘Well, give me all the data that you have, and then we’ll do something with it.’ It becomes completely opaque to the customers what actually happens to my data. How have you actually helped me and my life? I’m not seeing this at all. Are you just monetizing my data in some other way?

			“That’s why I think this deep understanding of customers is so important. That, as a matter of fact, is completely un-technological. This is almost anthropological. This is ‘live with your customer.’ Deeply understand your customer. Try to understand the daily life of that customer.”

			Connected strategies can be immensely complex, which is why Siggelkow urges companies that want to try them, and to be successful, to start small. He explains: “Try to first understand one particular pain point that you think, ‘Wow. That could really add a lot of value to my customer,’ and if you could remove that it could also create a lot of efficiencies for us.’ Try to find that.

			“Then try to understand, ‘why can’t we remove that pain point?’ Usually, it’s an informational problem where I don’t have the right information at the right time. Think about, ‘how can we create that information flow?’ Start with that. Start with a problem that you want to solve.

			“Again, coming back to this word that I’ve used a number of times, fundamentally connected strategies are about developing a trust relationship with your customer. Yes, in the short run, we can screw people. But in the long run that’s not a viable business model. To have a viable business model, we need to create that trust relationship.

			“I think the only way you create a trust relationship is by having a very clear quid pro quo. You are giving me this data, and I make your life better. You’re very transparent about how you use the data, and you make it very clear to the customer of how that customer’s life has improved.

			“Then a customer can decide, was that a fair trade or not? If it was a fair trade, then I’m probably willing to trade more of my information. That is a slow cycle that you will have to engage in with your customer, particularly if you’re in the B2B world.

			“Obviously, there are quite often companies that are very hesitant about sharing data with their suppliers or with their customers because they think, ‘Gosh, I’m just laying my cards on the table. I’m opening myself up too much.’ That’s why it is so important to have that very clear transparent value proposition of saying, ‘If you could give me this data, I can do the following for you. Let’s try it out and see whether both of us find this is a good transaction.’”

			Scan below to listen to Nicolaj Siggelkow on Decoding Digital.
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			6. Trust

			Optimizing Social Media for Connection, Not Clicks

			with Clara Shih, 
Co-founder, Hearsay Systems

			“Consumer online platforms were optimized for one thing and one thing only. They’re optimized for clicks, because the entire consumer internet is funded by advertising. So part of what we’re seeing now, with the spread of polarizing disinformation and fake news... that wasn’t someone’s goal. It’s the unintended consequence of when you prize clicks above all else and you don’t have checks and balances.”

			Today, the world of social media is filled with contradictions. It can help us stay connected to friends, family, and colleagues, but social media use is linked to higher levels of anxiety and depression. Social media can be used to increase awareness of important issues, but it is also a viral vector for misinformation, sometimes with tragic real-world consequences.

			Not surprisingly, these conflicts are reflected in our attitudes toward social media as well. In the United States, nearly three-quarters of the public, 72 percent, use social media, and a majority, 64 percent, say that it mostly has a negative effect. At the same time, social media users are as likely to feel amused, connected, and inspired by content they see on social media (88 percent, 71 percent, and 69 percent, respectively) as they are to feel angry (71 percent).

			Despite these conflicts, can social media be used ethically and for good, both in our personal lives and for business? Clara Shih has spent a lot of time thinking about these questions. She is the co-founder of Hearsay Systems, a digital platform for financial services that pulls data from social media to help advisors market to their customers. For Shih, it all boils down to trust.

			She explains: “It’s not just the digital era, but a confluence of factors has led to an erosion of trust in traditional institutions,” she says. “We’re seeing this play out, of course, with elections, with media, but even in a lot of banks and financial institutions. People are just overwhelmed and fatigued by being inundated by corporate sounding press releases and the deluge of information on social media and online.”

			And yet, in areas such as financial services, the trust that people have in their individual advisors is at an all-time high. For Shih, a kind of melding of the professional and personal spheres can help businesses deliver better service. She explains: “People are seeking familiarity and going back to a tribal sense of networks. That’s why social networks and working with someone who you know can be so powerful. That’s always been part of the fabric of how civilizations flourish, but especially now, since it’s so much easier to stay connected.”

			“It goes back to the name of Hearsay. Why are we called Hearsay? It’s because, in this consumer internet and the social media and sharing era that we live in, there’s so much that’s out there that people are tweeting and snapping and putting on Instagram and updating on LinkedIn.

			“There’s a lot of social signals, especially within our networks. We’re sharing these insights about our lives, and so the initial idea was, how do we help advisors hear what’s happening in their networks?

			“Meaningful trigger events usually mean that there’s demand for your services in your own network. Someone has a baby or someone changes jobs, that’s the only time you can go and do a 401(k) rollover. It’s the best time to have that conversation, and so that was the ‘hear’ part of Hearsay.

			“Then, the ‘say’ part of Hearsay is around once you know that something has happened and someone’s changed jobs, how do you be a valuable thought partner to that individual? You’re not selling them on the 401(k) right away. You’re giving them resources on how to succeed in a new role 30 days in a job. What does your 90-day plan look like?

			“Someone has a baby. You’re not going in and pitching life insurance. You’re being helpful, or you’re offering resources. You’re checking in. You’re congratulating them. Those two concepts laid the blueprint for the software that Hearsay built.”

			Another part of the problem is that social media is not actually optimized for creating connections. It’s an issue that professionals of all types need to understand. As Shih points out: “Consumer online platforms were optimized for one thing and one thing only. They’re optimized for clicks, because the entire consumer internet is funded by advertising. So part of what we’re seeing now, with the spread of polarizing disinformation and fake news, that wasn’t an intention. That wasn’t someone’s goal. It’s the unintended consequence of when you prize clicks above all else and you don’t have checks and balances.”

			“Every interaction that we have with someone, or with a brand, it generally either increases our estimation of them and deepens our relationship, or it pulls us away or pushes us away. You can think about each touchpoint, including social media, as a deposit in a reservoir of trust and relationship.

			“Every time an advisor or business can do something that’s about their customer, about their team, about their community, they’re making a deposit. Every time they do something that’s more salesy, they’re drawing it down. Those companies and agents haven’t brought much value, they haven’t educated people on, say, the implications of new tax laws and how they should be thinking about their college savings. If they do this, they haven’t earned the right for the consumer to want to stay connected, and certainly not to want to take the next step and get on a first call.”

			Social media can be a polarizing place where words can be misconstrued and people are quick to argue. Often, companies are under increasing pressure, from both employees and customers, to take stances on social issues that can cause controversy. For Shih, it’s one of the toughest issues companies are grappling with on social media. She says: “It is a dilemma. It’s a social dilemma. It’s a business dilemma. You want to do the right thing, you want to remain true to your principles, but it can have an impact.

			“We know what the taboo topics are. People don’t get cancelled arbitrarily. In the financial services world, what we’re seeing is a growing number of firms and advisors want to list them out and catch them before they go out.

			“Sometimes, it goes out and we were able to catch it and remediate the situation and just not go there. It’s like going to a party. We know that we’re in a room with people who have very different views on politics, so unless you want to create drama on purpose, most advisors, most people in sales, would not go there and they find other things to talk about.

			“There are plenty of very safe topics. Frankly, financial services, whether you’re a Republican or a Democrat or you’re independent, we all should be thinking about the same things when it comes to retirement planning. When it comes to Northern California fire insurance, or earthquake insurance, those types of things are very valuable and build trust without polarizing either side.“

			Putting aside the controversies of social media, Shih sees other ways that the digital era is transforming businesses, particularly professional services like financial advisors. She explains: “I’d say for advisors and for all professionals, in this age of consumer transparency and digital and social media engagement combined with the automation around a lot of what we traditionally would call white collar office work, it means that we have to rethink how we spend our time.

			“For example, as a financial advisor, you might have traditionally spent a lot of your time picking stocks and building portfolios manually. Reaching out to your clients manually, just based on who was top of mind.

			“We’re now in a world where a lot of that work can be better and more efficiently done, maybe not completely by an algorithm but largely by an algorithm, which means that, A, you need to understand and use those algorithms and know enough about them to pick the right ones, but then, B, it means that you have to uplevel yourself and provide the next layer of service.

			“It’s interesting. It’s called financial services for a reason, and yet, a lot of the more tenured reps, they’re still treating it as a financial products business. The consumers don’t need products, just like software buyers don’t need products. They need service. They need solutions. They need problem solving.

			“The only way to earn the trust to get there is to have deep relationships, and the only way to have deep relationships today is mastering these digital communications, both one-to-many mediums, whether it’s blogging or video, as well as one-on-one, the light touches on texting, on Facebook, on LinkedIn. All of that is part of what it will take to be successful.”

			Scan below to listen to Clara Shih on Decoding Digital.
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			7. Values

			Leading Through COVID-19 and a Technology-Intense World

			with Hélène Barnekow, 
CEO, Microsoft Sweden

			“The lesson I learned is that the saying ‘never waste a crisis’ is a good one. We need to have a sense of urgency in how we adopt technology.”

			The COVID-19 pandemic has caused massive changes around the globe, and the effects in the business world have been nothing short of seismic. As offices and schools closed down, companies were forced to go remote. Suddenly, technology adoption was no longer a nice-to-have or something to put in a long-term strategic plan but essential to keeping the world running with some semblance of normalcy.

			McKinsey & Company set out to quantify some of these changes. In a global survey of executives conducted in July of 2020, it found that companies sped up the digitization of customer interactions—think the ability to buy something online—by three years. Companies also added digital or digitally enabled products to their portfolios at breakneck speed, accelerating the process by a full seven years.

			Disruption, no matter where it comes from, is often difficult for organizations to handle. But to successfully deal with disruption on such a large scale has required a special kind of resilience. After a career spent evangelizing the importance of values-based leadership, Hélène Barnekow was prepared.

			Barnekow is the CEO of Microsoft Sweden, a company that provides technology for a wide variety of organizations, from businesses of all sizes, to schools and universities, to hospitals. In the early days of the pandemic, she saw firsthand just how deeply and fast COVID-19 changed everything. 

			“It was such an interesting period of time. Of course, some of the companies we worked with, especially in the private sector, weren’t quite prepared,” she says. “I would also say that many had invested in platforms but were not used to using them. That’s a world of difference.”

			She continues: “That’s a really important lesson going forward. How we as companies or organizations, how we should embrace technology earlier on, and focus on changing our behaviors and our way of working and doing things, and not wait for a crisis to force it forward.

			“March 16, 2020, was a big day in Sweden, because that’s when we got the recommendation to work from home and many things were closed. Even if they wouldn’t close down, basically people weren’t showing up any longer.

			“For Microsoft, the question was, how do we get the multinational companies up and running on the Teams platform properly? Not just being able to do a video call, but being able to do live meetings with 1,000 people, being able to co-create, being able to use it as a real collaboration platform, sharing experiences. That had to be done in a week. If you take a company managing networks all over the world, you couldn’t wait for a month. You have to get in there and work on it right away.

			“Then if you take the schools, for example, we were working with all the high schools in Stockholm. They had two days basically to get ready. Luckily they already had Teams, but it was 28,000 students, 4,500 teachers, 30 schools. We had intense sessions with them every single day. We had all the teachers calling in, showing them how to use the camera, how to use the whiteboard, how to post assignments, how to interact with students, how to raise their hands, how to use chat.

			“It was an all-hands-on-deck feeling that whatever needed to be done, it would get done. In that way, it was also a special moment because it was very purposeful. You knew that if you didn’t help, all of these organizations wouldn’t be able to function. Hospitals, schools companies, none of them would be able to function. Crisis is not a good thing, but it also gave a lot of meaning and joint purpose for people to come together around it.”

			The scramble to spin up new technology in the face of COVID-19 was hectic and stressful, but for Barnekow, it delivered a bigger lesson about the need to always treat technology adoption as an urgent priority. She explains: “The lesson I learned is that the saying ‘never waste a crisis’ is a good one. We need to have a sense of urgency in how we adopt technology.

			“If you think of all the new possibilities you have by adopting technology in general, it doesn’t matter if you’re in the public sector, if you’re a large global company, or if you’re a startup. Technology presents so many opportunities—whether it is improving the way you work, creating more flexibility for your employees, creating new customer proposals, improving your products, reducing travel, helping climate change—whatever it is, we cannot optimize any of that without making use of technology.

			“I hope we’re going to use this opportunity that’s happening right now to not think about how we go back, but to think about what have we learned during these difficult times and how we create a way of working, living, doing business, and running our lives in a new, much more hybrid world than where we came from.”

			Part and parcel of living in a more “technology-intense” world, as Barnekow describes it, is strong leadership couched in clear values. She believes in this idea so strongly, in fact, that she wrote a book about it, Re:start—Value-Based Leadership in a Changing World.

			Barnekow says: “To me, having a technology-intense world has to be matched with value-based leadership. Maybe it’s obvious, but I still need to say it, because it’s not always the case. For you to live that credo, you have to have leaders who want to live it.

			“You cannot just say it. There are too many companies who talk about that purpose, and they talk about their sustainability goals, and diversity. Then they don’t live it. They have some diversity value that they want to live by, but you open the web page and it’s all middle-aged white men.

			“To effect change, the first thing is that you have to look at yourself and your leadership team and say, ‘What do we stand for? Are we prepared to live accordingly?’ I think this is so fundamental, and I see many companies are not doing that. It’s really fundamental.

			“Equally important to me is an employee obsession, being focused on your teams. If they’re going to be the best to have an impact on this world, what do they need? What are those things that make them feel good about themselves, to be part of it? This is where you end up, from my perspective, focusing on diversity and inclusion.

			“To me, that is such an important value connection to be able to stand for these things. In the office, we had a full day on inclusion that my team put together. We worked on inclusion for a full day with external speakers, internal speakers, but the important thing was, to be honest about it.

			In an increasingly polarized world, it can be especially difficult to facilitate honesty at the workplace. Barnekow has developed a clear process for doing just that. As she explains: “I’ve done sessions with almost all of my leadership team where you have to talk about your own personal ‘why.’ Why are you here? Why am I here? If it happened to be a good career opportunity and a decent paycheck, then it’s very hard to get honest conversations or value-based leadership. You need to feel that there is a why, and you have to feel that the leaders around you have the why. I think you need to start yourself.

			“You need to have difficult conversations. You need to take them up front. When something is not going well, when you’re not sufficiently happy with diversity, for example. Have that conversation up front. Have that conversation at an all hands meeting.

			“Make your commitments to what you want to do to change the status quo. As a leader, you’re not perfect, and nobody’s going to expect you to be perfect, but if you’re honest, and you seem to be doing what you say that you’re going to do, it’s immensely helpful. Talk the talk, and walk the walk.

			“When you do those things, I think you foster that openness and honesty. If you don’t have honest conversations, it’s very hard to get to inclusion, because then you don’t feel like you can be yourself. If I can’t show up the way I am and talk about the things that I think are important, then I don’t feel included. When that happens, then you lose productivity, and you lose innovation. A team that has honest conversations, versus one that doesn’t, is really a game changer.”

			Scan below to listen to Hélène Barnekow on Decoding Digital.
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			8. Digital Transformation

			Making Change Happen on a Massive Scale

			with René Obermann, 
Former CEO, Deutsche Telekom

			“It’s very hard in established firms to drive a transformation innovation process and disrupt yourself. You’ve got to be ready for it. If you don’t, somebody else will and you’re dead.”

			The fall of Kodak, the once-mighty imaging technology company, is the stuff of business legend. Founded in 1888, the company was a world leader in photographic film for most of the 20th century. By 2012, the company had racked up more than $6 billion in liabilities and was forced to declare bankruptcy. That same year, it sold off its portfolio of patents to Apple, Microsoft, Google, Facebook, Amazon, and a host of other technology companies.

			Kodak’s failure is a clear-cut example of digital transformation gone wrong. The company saw that change was coming, but its executive team couldn’t shake off its inertia and short-sightedness to respond. Take the digital camera, for example: In 1975, a Kodak engineer actually invented the first digital camera. It wasn’t until 1996, however, that the company introduced a line of digital cameras for consumers. By then, it was too late; Canon and others had already cornered the market.

			Kodak’s story illustrates an important lesson about change in the digital era: More often than not, transformation is not a technology problem, it’s a people problem. It’s a lesson that René Obermann understands well. Obermann is the former CEO of German telecom giant Deutsche Telekom. During his tenure, he led the charge to transform the company into a global digital leader. It had to happen fast, and it had to happen on a massive scale—or the company would risk a Kodak-scale disaster.

			“Deutsche Telekom was in a difficult situation as an ex-monopoly company when I became CEO,” he says. “It was losing a lot of customers. It was in the midst of a technology transformation. Prices were coming down. There were three divisions of about 230,000 people and huge restructurings. On the one side, we had to restructure the traditional ex-monopoly business to become competitive again. On the other side, we had to find areas to grow. That was a big challenge.”

			Obermann continues: “In our innovation efforts, we looked at what would be fantastic growth opportunities. We identified that the world would go into cloud. We probably were a bit ahead of our time because there was a lot of resentment against cloud migration. Since we had such a trusted relationship with a lot of corporate customers, we felt that we could also take them by the hand and lead them into the cloud.”

			“It was clear that in the long run, it would make no sense that every company would run their own IT infrastructure, that eventually things would get into the cloud. We were convinced that this would happen. Companies didn’t have a choice. You can either run behind or you can try and beat some of these developments.

			“We had to embrace new trends and innovation early in order to create new perspectives. We had no choice but to drive some of the innovative opportunities and put results behind that.”

			Smartphone adoption was an area where Obermann pushed hard for transformation, not only for the sake of innovation, but also for Deutsche Telekom’s brand. He says: “Some of us in the team already believed that we could do more and more things with a smartphone, and the smartphone would eventually convert into a control center for a lot of your personal services, information services, communications, and also for music.

			“Then when Apple started to approach the potential customers and partners for introducing the device, we were immediately convinced that this would be our opportunity to promote our brand to be, again, an innovation leader, not just an old ex-monopoly company.

			“Steve Jobs came to Berlin in 2007 to do the introduction of the Apple iPhone into the German market. I will never forget that because the whole fan community wanted to be part of that introductory session. Steve was so charismatic. We had a reception prior to going on stage, and people were queuing outside the room. They all wanted to hear it from his mouth what he had in mind. A lot of senior business leaders joined, they all wanted to be part of that event.”

			The star power of a technology icon can help jumpstart digital transformation, but you need a certain type of person—a rebel, as Obermann explains—to do the day-to-day work of digital transformation. He says: “The former CEO of Deutsche Telekom wanted to strengthen the mobile division, which he had started from scratch on a green field basically, and not as part of the large corporate elephant. He was trying to find some young rebels to build that business up because, at the time, it was the revolution.

			“Fixed band was a predominant means of communications, and wireless was attacking fixed band in a way. He was a very far-sighted person, a very visionary person. He created his own competition by setting up the mobile business, T-Mobile, as it is called today.

			“Ron Sommer was his name and he hired two rebels, Kai-Uwe Ricke and me, and charged us with competing effectively against Vodafone and others. Our mission was very simple: Just make sure you become market leaders. I think it took us some three years to overcome Vodafone and become the undisputed market leader in Germany, and later on also in other markets.”

			In 2006, Obermann was appointed CEO of Deutsche Telekom, and he felt the full weight of transforming the company, particularly ensuring that its tens of thousands of employees were ready for the changes. He explains: “Given the super-intense competition, given technology change from legacy, proprietary technology, which would mean delayering basically from service to network and having all kinds of competitors come in, fast price erosion, et cetera. And here is this legacy company with 160,000 or so people just in Germany, of course, that had to be restructured.

			“From that moment on, that was my mission. It was an entirely different game than running a fast-growing division of the group. Do you see what I mean? All of a sudden, I was confronted with something I’ve never done before. I must admit it was very tough. For three years or so, I was always at the edge of what I could manage because I had to restructure more than 50,000 jobs.”

			“We had to close down 100 locations and rebuild new, modern ones and consolidate. It was such an inefficient organization. I had to redo and re-engineer all the business processes, create a new brand which was powerful and that people would rally behind. It was very, very intense. Eventually, it worked and the company stopped the bleeding and became a competitor again.”

			On a practical level, Obermann believes that getting organization-wide buy-in to lasting transformation boils down to one thing: authentic leadership. He points out: “Personally, what I think matters most is to remain a reliable individual. If you make commitments, that you honor those commitments, that you don’t forget what you promised.

			“There are often other opportunities that may be even more profitable in the moment, but you must stick to your commitment and be a reliable partner to other companies, to your employees, to your customers.

			“The second thing is, as a leader, I think it is a must to not let the door open, even a little bit, for bad business practices or bad behavior, or even non-compliant behavior. An organization follows what you do and not necessarily follows what you say. You need to embody transparency, honesty, and compliance yourself. Otherwise, you don’t deserve to run the company.

			“Then the third thing is, unless you always create room for innovation and you’re always ready to disrupt yourself, success is extremely dangerous. If you run a successful company, and you’re not constantly paranoid about disruption, you need to change.

			“For example, we as an industry, and Deutsche Telekom as a company, failed to see WhatsApp coming and eat away our text messaging revenue at the time. We as leaders didn’t see that it was high time to kill the established business model and create something more customer-friendly, more user-friendly, and also more affordable. When that happens, you pay the price.

			“As an industry, as a company, and as a leader, you constantly have to watch out for what can disrupt you and be ready to disrupt yourself, even if it’s difficult sometimes to convince the capital market, your shareholders, that the company will go through transformation where the outcome is less clear.

			“It’s very hard in established firms to drive a transformation innovation process and disrupt yourself. You’ve got to be ready for it. If you don’t, somebody else will and you’re dead.”

			Not all great transformative ideas come from the top down. That’s why Obermann also believes every company must have a way for anyone within the organization to suggest ideas. He says: “There must be an institutionalized system for people to be encouraged to bring up innovation ideas. There needs to be an institution in the company, like a team, which regularly looks at those things and brings them for judgment as to whether it’s applicable, it’s doable, and what kind of resources it will take, and provide feedback.

			“Not every idea can be done and implemented, but, at least as an employee, you need to get feedback. An organization has to be open. The barriers that exist that prevent people from communicating with their leadership need to be eliminated.

			“Then, to be pragmatic, as a CEO you can’t deal with a hundred innovation proposals from within your organization per day—that just goes too far. You need to establish a process and a team to help you do that. If you don’t, people don’t feel encouraged, and you don’t use the collective energy of an organization of innovation.

			“Innovation has many facets, and that needs to be clear in an organization.”

			Scan below to listen to René Obermann on Decoding Digital.
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			9. Simplicity

			The Future of Work and Dead-Simple Software

			with Aaron Levie, 
CEO, Box

			“[W]ork doesn’t have to be complicated. Software doesn’t have to suck. You can have simple end-user experiences. We can make it easier to get work done in the enterprise.”

			It’s always fascinating to see what people from decades past thought today would be like. In 1967, famous news anchor Walter Cronkite broadcast a segment where he steps into a “21st century” home office and describes all of the innovations that we would be using today.

			In the clip, Cronkite steps up to a long desk and shows three monitors arranged in a row, one where he says a man—apparently women would not be working in 21st century home offices—could check weather and stock prices; one connected to a dial pad and microphone that he could use to make video calls; and one with a closed circuit TV system to check on the wife and kids in other parts of the house. Cronkite ends the segment with, “We may not have to go to work. The work would come to us.”

			As it turned out, the specific technologies (and gender demographics) were off, but the overall sentiment proved to be more right than we could have possibly imagined. For his part, Aaron Levie isn’t comfortable making predictions so far off into the future. “I’d say that 15 years exceeds my ability to predict these things,” he says. “Either everything looks exactly the same, or we’re all wearing VR goggles and working with AI dashboards with augmented reality.”

			Levie is the co-founder and CEO of Box, a cloud-based file sharing and management company. Instead of trying to figure out what might happen, Levie has an almost singular focus, in the here and now, on making the technology we use at work simpler. “What we were doing is fundamentally bringing software from on-premises systems and technologies to the cloud,” he says. “The question is, can we change the nature of work? Can we make work faster? Can we make work simpler? Can we make work more enjoyable?”

			He continues: “Can we get people out of the challenges that we’re so used to, which is how hard it is to find information, to collaborate in real time, to make decisions with other people, to get everybody organized in your company?

			“The exciting opportunity is if we can go from the disruption being about the delivery model of software to the disruption being about what work looks like and how we can go change it. That’s the Holy Grail. We’re excited that when we look out at our product road map, it’s very much around the question ‘can we bend the curve of what work should look like going forward?’”

			Levie began the quest for the Holy Grail of a simpler future when he was in college at Stanford University. “Box was born out of our own personal challenges that we were running into in college around sharing files and collaborating,” he explains. “We ended up doing some research and identified that there was a much bigger market that we could go after.”

			Levie continues: “If you think all the way back then, the way that most people commonly shared their files was you would email yourself files, you had USB thumb drives, you had to set up lots of server infrastructure to be able to manage data. We felt like there had to be a simpler way to be able to work from anywhere, be able to access files from anywhere.

			“We built this application. Fortunately, it struck a chord in the market. People started signing up and using it more actively. We then were able to raise some early angel investment from Mark Cuban, and that led us to dropping out of college. Then 15 years later, this is where we’re at.

			“The idea was really, ‘Let’s go and solve a really big problem,’ one that we personally were running into but ultimately one that ended up being much bigger than we even imagined as we were getting started.”

			From the very beginning, Levie and team used the concept of simplicity not only as a product spec, but as a way to build the Box brand. He explains: “When we started Box, it was very early in the evolution of SaaS, software as a service and cloud computing in general. What we realized was, we had to find a way to get enterprises to rethink what they define as enterprise software and what the future of work was going to look like.

			“We realized that we were competing against these massive incumbents and behemoths that were going to be competing with us with much greater distribution, much larger sales teams, a large incumbency in terms of the customer base that they had. We realized that the only way we were going to turn that around was by trying to get people to imagine a different way that we could look in the future.

			“Effectively how we thought about building our brand was, ‘Let’s go and redefine what the future of work looks like, especially for end users and the business, not just IT. Let’s get the users excited about what the future can look like in terms of how work can become much simpler, and people can work together and collaborate much more effectively.’

			“That’s where we built our brand from. Now, we’re excited because there are many other players in this ecosystem, broadly companies like Zoom and Slack. Other companies have entered the sphere to help accelerate this message of, work doesn’t have to be complicated. Software doesn’t have to suck. You can have simple end-user experiences. We can make it easier to get work done in the enterprise.”

			But what, exactly, needs to become more simple? As Levie points out, users rarely single out a feature that’s hard to use. They talk about bigger problems that emerge because they don’t have the right tools to solve them. He explains: “It turns out, if you go to most companies and you say, ‘What still kind of sucks about work?’ you might think you’d get a long list of answers, with some that are very particular to individual companies.

			“In general, usually what you’ll hear are things like, ‘It’s too slow to get things done. I’m not empowered to make decisions. I’m spending too much time trying to find information, or recreating work, or spending too much time dealing with software.’ The question is, can we go and solve that problem generally across industries?

			“That could be a retailer trying to get new products out to market faster. It could be a technology company trying to innovate in a new product launch. It could be a government agency trying to better serve their citizens. It could be a life sciences company trying to go and drive a new discovery, whether it’s something urgent like responding to COVID or long-range R&D going after niche diseases.

			“When you look across all these different industries, what is propelling the world forward? It’s information, it’s people collaborating, it’s people that are making decisions faster on leveraging data. It’s being able to collaborate across boundaries, in continents, between institutions. The potential of all of that is for software to get better to go solve those problems.

			“When you go and talk to users and you say, ‘What are the big difficult things in your way for moving your business forward?’ It usually has to do with speed, usually has to do with bureaucracy. It usually has to do with the lack of agility in their company.

			“That’s where we think the big opportunity is. Can software go solve those types of problems? That is ultimately what bends that curve is people looking for better, faster, simpler, cheaper ways to do things, and then bringing software in that can go and power that.”

			Levie sees simplicity as a cure for a lot of what ails the enterprise software industry. He says: “I put the blame on the vendors’ side. Software vendors make it harder than necessary a lot of the time, and I still think most software is harder to use than it should be. We still have a wholesale industry problem that enterprise software could be made simpler, it could be made more delightful.

			“While I think we all generally agree that software should all look like the best consumer technology in the enterprise, not all software is there yet. We all, as an industry, have more work to do on that front. The best way to create power users, the best way to enable users to adopt technology is making it simple, making it easy to bring in, and easy to solve immediate problems.

			“This whole idea of training, and change management, and all of those kinds of things, in a perfect world, we should all be building software that doesn’t require training. That doesn’t require change management, because it’s either so dead simple, so delightful, or so obviously necessary that it’s a better way to do things that we want to adopt it right away.”

			It’s one thing to talk about simplicity, but actually building simple products is entirely different. For Levie, there are no shortcuts. He explains: “We just put the time into it, frankly. Unfortunately, every time I try and describe design processes, it ends up sounding more inane than it’s meant to. The reality is that it’s very straightforward. The reason why companies don’t do it is because you end up making compromises and tradeoffs that prevent you from doing it right.

			“The kind of compromises that tend to happen are, you start out with a simple, amazing design. Everybody loves it, it’s great. Then, you go ask customers about it and they say, ‘Well, could you add this button or this feature? Or can you move this thing around? Can you add this capability?’

			“You start to say yes, and yes, and yes, and yes. Over time, you end up having scope creep in the software that at some point, the software becomes too difficult to use. A simple example is if you look at Microsoft Excel, or Word, or PowerPoint—that’s 25 years of features getting added. Nothing getting subtracted, just getting baked into that technology.

			“It’s no wonder that when you look at the next generation of employees or students, they’re like, ‘Hey, I just want to use a Google Doc, because it’s instantaneous, it has just the base features that I need, and it’s easy to collaborate with others.’

			“It’s a classic challenge that any company has to deal with, which is you almost know too much about your customers, so you’re packing too many of the features that you suspect they need into your technology. Making it more and more complicated and not having the discipline to hold the line of what, ultimately, you’re going to deliver, what you’re going to make available to your customers, what you’re going to say no to.

			“The reality is the only way that I know, at least, to build simple software is to be hyper focused, saying no to more things than you say yes to, and then hold the line when you start to see that you’re losing that focus or that simplicity.

			“What can happen sometimes in organizations is I’ve heard this line within Box, but I think it happens a lot everywhere you end up having your own internal employees—product managers, engineers, or whomever—effectively rationalize the complexity that they’ve introduced.

			“You’ll start to hear things like, ‘Well, this is what the customer asked for.’ Or, ‘It’s not that hard to use.’ Or, ‘People will get used to it.’ Or, ‘If they just do this training experience, they’ll understand it.’

			“The moment you start to hear those types of things, you know that you’ve effectively lost the plot, and you got to go back to basics and really rethink, ‘Are you building the right kind of simple experience’” That can be painful because it can take longer. But in the end, you have to be much more intentional about what you’re building.”

			Scan below to listen to Aaron Levie on Decoding Digital.
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			10. Leadership

			The Instinct to Survive and Innovating When It Counts

			with Jim McKelvey, 
Co-founder and Director, Square; Founder, Invisibly 
Author, The Innovation Stack: Building an Unbeatable Business One Crazy Idea at a Time

			“There’s never been a person who had put more furniture in the hands of more people than Ingvar Kamprad, and he admits to crying himself to sleep at night during the early days of IKEA. There’s your hero, crying himself to sleep on a bed that was put together with a six millimeter Allen key.”

			In 1993, a research firm based in Boston asked 1,001 ordinary Americans what they thought a “good” painting should look like. Almost half, 49 percent, said they liked outdoor scenes; 44 percent preferred the color blue; 60 percent wanted a big, dishwasher-sized painting; and 56 percent said the artwork should include historical figures, among dozens of other responses.

			Two artists, Vitaly Komar and Alexander Melamid, hired the firm, and they used the answers to paint the “ideal” American painting. The result, called “America’s Most Wanted,” depicts an idyllic scene beside a blue lake under a blue sky. Deer play in the water while three people in modern clothes walk close to the shoreline. Standing right in the middle, observing the occasion, is none other than George Washington.

			The painting is a sly commentary on the difference between art that people say they like and what they actually like to look at, but it’s a contradiction that can be found almost anywhere. Take the definition of leadership, for example. When people paint a metaphorical picture of what they want leaders to be, many think strong, resolute, and above all else, fearless. However, the truth of what really works is often much different.

			Jim McKevey understands this better than most. He is the co-founder and director of Square, one of the most successful technology companies of the past decade. He’s also the author of The Innovation Stack, a book that he spent two years researching, delving into the makeup of disruptive companies and the people who have led them.

			“When I was developing the book, I read the diaries of Ingvar Kamprad, the founder of IKEA,” McKelvey says. “This is the most powerful furniture builder on the planet, probably in the history of humanity. There’s never been a person who had put more furniture in the hands of more people than Ingvar Kamprad, and he admits to crying himself to sleep at night during the early days of IKEA. There’s your hero, crying himself to sleep on a bed that was put together with a six millimeter Allen key.”

			Published in 2020, The Innovation Stack is filled with stories of leaders like Kamprad, people who achieved incredible success while staring down threats that had the potential to swallow their businesses whole. It’s something that McKelvey has experienced first hand—the idea for the book actually came from his own brush with the near-death of Square. As he explains:

			“The book was a homework assignment that I got from Herbert Kelleher, the co-founder and CEO of Southwest Airlines. It was not some academic exercise. I was curious as to how Square survived an attack by Amazon. Amazon copied our product, undercut our price, and we expected that would kill us.

			“There was literally no other company that has ever survived an Amazon attack like that. When we looked at the world, we thought, ‘This is really bad.’ It turns out that Amazon was the one who retreated, and a year later, they gave up. That was great news for me, but it also made me really curious as to why that happened.

			“I had this weird version of survivor’s guilt, which is to say, ‘How the hell are we still standing? Nobody beats Amazon as a startup, and yet we did. What went on here?’ I researched other companies that had happened to, because it’s a very rare event. It’s a very rare thing for startups to survive an attack like that.

			“Then I found throughout history, there were these companies who did it, and not only had they survived this existential threat, but they then grew up later to become the biggest in their business.

			“The biggest bank in the world, the biggest furniture company in the world, the biggest airline in the United States, the biggest frozen foods company in the world, the biggest automaker. I was like, ‘Holy shit. There’s a pattern here that’s more powerful.’ The problem was, I did not do an academically rigorous study. I was just mining history, and everybody I was studying was dead.

			“The only guy who was alive when I’d finished my work was Herb Kelleher. I took everything to him and said, ‘Hey, Herb. I don’t want to think I’m delusional here, but I’m thinking I’ve stumbled onto something that might just be selection bias.’

			“He sat down with me and got really excited about what I found. He said, ‘Yeah, this explains what happened to me at Southwest, and I never really thought about it this way. How are you going to share this with the world?’ I wasn’t necessarily going to do that, but Herb was legendary. He inspired me to get out there and write the book.”

			For McKelvey, the ability to innovate under intense pressure is not unique or a marker of extraordinary insight or foresight. It is simply a survival instinct that kicks in when people are under threat. As he explains: “We tend to glorify the individual too much. It is a basic human trait, which is to survive. Even the most passive, polite, meek person doesn’t want to succumb to death. For example, according to Herb, when the U.S. airlines all banded together to drive Southwest out of business, and were blocking fuel pumps and suing them, torpedoing their IPO, and doing all sorts of crazy stuff, it created this warrior instinct that permeated the organization.

			“So do you have to be some sort of a special person to be a successful entrepreneur? My answer is, ‘no,’ because it’s this thing that we all possess. The trick is learning how to trigger it in a business setting, when you don’t want to put yourself in an existential threat situation.”

			When that survival mode does kick in, scrambling to come up with something new may not be the first, best option. According to McKelvey, innovation should be a last resort, something that only needs to happen when easier strategies—such as copying what already exists—no longer work. He explains: “The thing that I always tried to do is prepare my organizations and my fellow co-workers to be ready in case innovation becomes necessary. I’m not one of these guys that wears a t-shirt that says, ‘hey, we innovate every day here.’ No, screw it. That’s a last resort. Innovation is the last thing that you do.

			“There’s a hammer and a big pane of glass over the innovation lever because, generally, it’s better to copy something that you know works as opposed to invent something that might not work. In all the organizations that I’ve run or been a part of, what I see is this ability, from time to time as it becomes necessary, to be able to pull that lever.”

			As McKelvey also points out, when entrepreneurs become wildly successful, admiration can tip into veneration, something that ends up obscuring the qualities that made them successful in the first place. The belief that leaders can only be one way also means many people won’t even try. He says: “The point is, it’s not a hero story, it’s an everyman story. The people that I studied are not heroes. They are people who, in many ways, are very shy, they’re meek. They are folks who just, for one reason or other, ended up in these weird situations where they had to become adventurers. They had to learn how to survive in the jungle, and learning that survival skill set is something that we’re all capable of.

			“We say, ‘you are so bold, or you have vision,’ or whatever superlative you want to use, and that tends to discourage people who really have what it takes. What I want the world to understand is that all of us, if we’re ready to do that little bit of innovation the two or three times in our life when it matters, the world’s going to be a better place. I don’t want only the heroes or people who think they’re heroes, on that problem set because there may be 100 people in that category on the planet. I want eight billion people to think that they have the skills.

			“I don’t want people quitting because they feel uncomfortable when they’re doing something new because, believe me, if you’re doing something new, something truly new, you will feel uncomfortable. I’ve never found anyone who doesn’t.”

			According to McKelvey, that discomfort should be embraced. He says: “I wrote a chapter on fear. What it feels like, and how to deal with it. I was a little weird. You don’t usually put a fear chapter in a business book, but if we’re not honest about it, then what happens is that people feel weird. They get in the situation and they go, ‘Oh, I shouldn’t feel this way. I’m probably not qualified.’ Then they quit.

			“No, you’re going to feel unqualified because you are unqualified. None of the so-called heroes that I studied, including myself, were qualified to do what we did. Jack [Dorsey] and I didn’t know anything about payments. Herb Kelleher was an attorney. He didn’t know anything about airlines.

			“Kamprad, hell, he even started IKEA when he was 17. He wasn’t qualified to do anything, that’s for sure. What are the qualifications here? You’re not going to be qualified to do something for the first time anyway, so who cares. Just go ahead and do it.”

			Scan below to listen to Jim McKelvey on Decoding Digital.
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