

[image: image]




[image: Image]


Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1: Crossing State (of Mind) Lines

Chapter 2: The Social Lives of Everyday Objects

Chapter 3: Riding the Waves of the Past, Present, and Future

Chapter 4: You Are What You Carry

Chapter 5: Calibrating Your Cultural Compass

Chapter 6: A Matter of Trust

Chapter 7: Finding the Essence

Chapter 8: The Great Tradeoff

Conclusion

Appendix: The Eight Principles of Design Research

Notes

About the Authors

Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher


Introduction

You might find my line of work exotic, adventurous, or even a little eccentric, but ultimately I’m just trying to figure out what makes people tick.

A large part of my job is to spot and decode the little things that most people take for granted—something that many of the world’s most distinguished companies will pay handsomely to understand. The work might have me attending Sunday church services in Utah; walking the aisles of a big-box do-it-yourself store in the Tokyo suburbs; or rising at the crack of dawn to document how a suburban street wakes up and reveals itself to the world.

Other times I’m looking to the extremes and to the future, engaging in activities that help me to better understand the outliers that may someday become mainstream behaviors: borrowing money from loan sharks in Malaysia; talking my way out of police detention in a remote Chinese desert; riding two-up on a motorbike through rush-hour Kampala; or walking through some of the more crime-ridden streets of Rio with pockets stuffed full of cash.

Risk, like most things, is relative.

Personally, I think joining a woman on a shoe-shopping expedition in Shanghai is more dangerous than trying to figure out the going rate for a used Kalashnikov in Kabul. Any sign of a camera in the shoe shop and you’ll be approached by the security staff, who’ll assume you’re a rival trying to reverse-engineer their store. In Kabul, no one worries about a camera-wielding foreigner; the guns are already assumed to be elegant copies available for sale to all comers.

Yes, my job does have its charms. After a day spent evading guards and sleeping atop a Mayan temple, I’ve woken to a stunning dawn above the jungle foliage. I’ve strapped my bicycle to the top of a coconut boat and sailed gingerly up the Mosquito Coast. When you love what you do and understand how it might be of value to your well-paying clients, the line between work and play becomes deliberately hazy.

Usually I have a camera with me. These days it’s a chunky, stripped-down Canon EOS 5D Mark II that has more than earned its high sticker cost, capturing hundreds of thousands of moments for posterity; for analysis; and for teammates, clients, research participants, and others to see. I’m not a professional photographer, but you could say I’m a professional observer of the ordinary. In most of the places I visit, I spend a lot of time looking at ordinary people using ordinary objects to do ordinary things: making a call on a mobile phone, retrieving cash or a credit card from a wallet, filling up a gas tank from a pump. What I see in these ordinary situations—hidden in plain sight from most others—may be the spark that opens up untapped global markets for my clients. I try to spot opportunities that give clients distinct competitive advantages, whether they’re delivering the most low-tech bar of soap or the most high-tech wireless network. Some of these opportunities are driven by profit motive; others a combination of profit and a desire to help address some of the world’s most pressing social issues: health care, education, and poverty, to name a few.

What I see in all of these situations are the things most of us take for granted: the motivations that drive human behavior. “Why,” I’m constantly asking, “are they doing that? And why in that particular way?”

The Case for Why

If you want to understand people, you have to understand how people function in the wild, in their natural settings, in a world of chaos and gray areas, a world with consequences, a world that’s constantly changing.

I have a great deal of respect for academic researchers who are able to conduct scientifically rigorous experiments with a close eye on how tweaking one or more variables will impact the outcome. Their findings provide a strong foundation for my work (as you’ll see throughout this book). Through the happy accident of a past life as a poor academic, I’ve come to appreciate nontraditional ways of finding an audience, and have found that ultimately it’s not possible to shoehorn the essence of life into dry academic journal articles.

My work—as well as this book—is about scratching beneath the surface to find reality in bits and pieces, and to use those bits and pieces to see the world in a richer, more textured way. In turn, we can use that newfound perspective to forge better relationships, solve some very tricky problems, make more useful and desirable things, and generally better appreciate the world for what it is.

From a business perspective, there are 7 billion* (and counting) reasons that necessitate a shift in perspective: the ability to zoom in on finite details—a train station in Tokyo, a coffee shop in Beirut, a schoolteacher’s apartment in Kabul—in order to get a fix on the big picture. Thanks to the Internet and modern logistics and supply chains, almost anyone in the world could be your customer (or your customer’s customer), but you’ll forfeit those opportunities if you don’t make the effort to figure out who they are, and the nuances of what they want and why.

Of course, not everyone in the world wants the same things, and certainly not everyone can afford the same things, but you’d be surprised at what people can manage—and what they desire—even with meager resources. Roughly 80 percent of the world lives on fewer than $10 a day,* yet more than half the global populace owns a mobile phone.

Those numbers speak to the purchasing power of the developing world, but they also illustrate how a disruptively compelling technology like the mobile phone can reshape the global market. You’ll hear me come back to the mobile phone frequently throughout this book, partly because a significant chunk of my career has been spent working in the communications industry. Primarily, though, it’s because the mobile phone is the most visible manifestation of one of the biggest disruptors in recent times—personal and convenient connectivity. It may no longer seem radical, but the ability to reach into one’s pocket and retrieve a device that can then reach out to just about anyone, anywhere, anytime, immediately, and with the choice to do so either publicly or privately, has reshaped human interaction across the globe.

When you flick a switch and the room lights up, you’re not thinking about all of the different elements that go into making that work: the wiring in the home; the molds used to make the lampshade; the lightbulb; the experimentation and eventual standardization that made it feasible to wire up whole towns; how to generate, store, and transfer electricity. In that previously darkened room there are more important things at stake than understanding how it all hangs together, for example, things like trying not to trip over the coffee table. When you flick that switch, “technology” doesn’t get a second thought.

And it shouldn’t, as long as it’s designed well enough to “just work.” While there’s a vibrant global technology scene, only a small subset of society has the tolerance to put up with things considered by the mainstream to be not quite there yet. From the consumer’s perspective, and for most goods, when the current standard appears to be good enough, why waste the time trying something new that may or may not work?

It’s worth taking a step back here to talk about what I mean by “technology.” At various points in my career, including notably during my stint as a concept design scientist at a Tokyo research lab, I’ve been deeply immersed in both cutting-edge technology and technologists—people whose job was to push the boundaries of anything from batteries to fuel cells, new kinds of displays to new forms of wireless connectivity. I’ve also worked for many of the world’s leading technology and engineering companies, been given carte blanche to buy the latest tech, worked out of some of the most high-tech cities in the world (Tokyo, Seoul, San Francisco, among others), and been able to travel to early-adopting communities where they had already rolled out new technology that the rest of the world had yet to see in place. To do my job right requires a baseline understanding of where technology is at and where it is heading.

When I think of “technology,” though, I don’t just mean electronics or the services that sit around them. My definition of “technology” is far broader, from initial awareness and the drivers for adoption; consumer literacy around a technology’s perceived value, and the accuracy of those assumptions; how that value plays out in the way it’s used in the real world; and so on. As you’ll see later in this book, I’m also interested in how our assumptions around a technology’s use change once it’s introduced. Technology isn’t restricted to things with batteries, displays, connectivity, or wires, even though more and more objects now possess these features. At various points in history the iron skillet, the mechanical wristwatch, and the pencil were considered instruments of modern technology, until that point when people started to take for granted their properties, the consistency of their manufacture, and the permanence of their existence, at which point they started to fade into the background.

Every new technology put out on the market is introduced with assertions and assumptions about how it will be used, but it’s only through actual experience that “use” is defined, shaped by any number of factors including context, personality, motivation, and income. Some technologies reach a milestone in their evolution that accelerates or spurs new kinds of use, new reasons for adoption. For email or chat, that spur might be network effects where the presence of more people on the network provides a greater utility, which pulls even more people onto the network. For a technological object like a phone, it might be a reduction in size, supporting portability and the range of contexts in which it becomes convenient to carry that object. For yet another it could be battery life, robustness against breakage, or price. New users, new contexts, and new ways of using all lead to new patterns of behavior, which in turn change our expectation of what a technology is and could be.

Some companies are disposed to putting technology out there in its rawest form to see how the market (or a subset of the market, such as early adopters) will react. Countries such as China, Japan, and South Korea—often those that are close to the manufacturing process—tend to see more experimentation in the marketplace, since the cost of putting it out and refining the design later is arguably lower. (My observation regarding electronics manufacturing in Japan has been that many products are designed for the Japanese market first and only by version three are they mature enough for the less forgiving international market.) Companies with existing brands to protect tend to be more conservative about what they put on the market, not wishing to upset their existing cash cows.

The assumption that technologies fade into the background never to be heard again is largely a Western one. The fade of technology is smoother when we aren’t reminded that it’s there: if it largely works as expected; if when it breaks it’s either replaced as a whole rather than in parts (think toaster) or in a modular fashion that limits what we see of the underlying technology (think inkjet cartridge); or if it includes a business model that limits how much we need to think about the ongoing cost of use (think subscriptions). But in most parts of the world, the underlying infrastructure is much less reliable, more likely to be used near capacity, and there are more highly resource-constrained consumers with business models that encourage careful reflection on the costs of use at the time of use.

The net result is that consumers are reminded of the underlying technologies and they live in a society that retains a higher volume of literacy. Just as technology is not adopted evenly across the board, it does not fade evenly either. I’ve spent years tracking the evolution of repair cultures around the world from Afghanistan to India, Nigeria to Indonesia, and how people acquire the literacy, skills, and awareness to repair even the most complex technologies. This is not to say that the desire to understand technology is especially great there, but rather that the necessity to understand technology, to appreciate the different ways it might be used, is greater, because at a base level it’s a useful skill for survival. As I’ll show later on, this high level of awareness, literacy, and drive to understand the underlying properties of technology can lead to different usage patterns than the original designer(s) expected (if there was a designer at all) and lead to significant new business opportunities.

I traveled to Uganda in 2006 to better understand the extent to which people were happy sharing their communication tools (and mobile phones in particular) versus the desire to own their own. For the client, the answer would impact whether they would redesign their existing product or produce hundreds of millions more of the products they had on the market. As part of the project I looked into a new service called Village Phone, which was bringing mobile connectivity to rural villages that were, at the time, at the edge of the cellular grid (today almost all of these places are blanketed by cellular coverage, such is the pace of change). The program was jointly run by Grameen Foundation USA, partnering with local microfinance organizations, and MTN (the regional mobile telecom provider), with handset support from Nokia and Samsung. The program was interesting enough, but the thing that surprised me most was witnessing a practice that was far ahead of anything I’d seen elsewhere in the world, despite there being no design process, and no formal service offering: one of the first instances of mobile banking.

Consider what happened in Kampala, Uganda’s capital, a bustling urban center with a population of more than 1.4 million. Like many cities, it draws waves of migrants from the nation’s countryside with the promise of jobs. Those migrants often leave families behind in their villages, a separation made even more difficult by the lack of affordable communication infrastructure in many rural areas. The Village Phone program provided the technology—a phone, a car battery (a common power source in places that are off the electrical grid), and a powerful TV-like antenna to plug into the phone that could pick up a cellular signal from up to thirty kilometers away (the default is closer to twenty kilometers).

The microfinance organization provided a loan to an entrepreneur (usually female) within a given village who could then charge fellow villagers to use the phone. It’s not surprising that supplying connectivity to places that didn’t previously have it is a compelling proposition, and that people would be willing to pay for the convenience. However, the organizations behind Village Phone, and everyone else operating in that space, were blind to the potential peripheral benefits that such connectivity could provide. They didn’t see that they had a tool that could help people overcome pressing everyday problems, because they didn’t bother to look into what those problems were—such as the need to transfer money across great distances.

Let’s say Akiki wants to send money from Kampala to his wife, Masani, in their village. In the old days, there were two ways he could do this. One way involved Akiki opening a bank account (if he had the necessary documentation and was considered a viable customer), depositing money into it, sending word back to the village that there was money in the account, and then having Masani take a long taxi ride to the nearest bank to retrieve the money. Beyond the sheer inconvenience and cost of the taxi, delays in the banks’ processing systems meant that the money wasn’t always there when the villager arrived. The banks also made it difficult to transfer small sums of money, so Masani would have to wait while Akiki saved up enough to make a reasonable deposit. The other way was for Akiki to recruit a bus driver heading to his village to deliver cash to Masani, but there were limited assurances that the driver would deliver it to the right person, or would be trustworthy. Not exactly what you’d call a secure transaction.

It was during our research in rural Uganda in villages beyond the asphalt streets that we repeatedly came across people who talked of sente, of sending money without any access to formal money transfer services, but rather by using a workaround through the existing communications business model and infrastructure. Instead of sending cash directly to Masani, Akiki would use that money to buy mobile phone airtime credit from one of the many vendors that lined Kampala’s Nakasero Market, only he wouldn’t redeem the credit for himself (in fact, back in 2006 Akiki most likely wouldn’t own a phone).* Instead, he would call the phone kiosk operator back in the village and give her the code to redeem the airtime, which she could then charge villagers to use. In turn, the kiosk operator would pay out the cash equivalent of that airtime, minus a transaction commission of 20 to 30 percent, to Masani. No banks, no buses, no taxis. Problem solved.

No one knows the first person who tried the informal sente process. There was no ribbon-cutting ceremony, no glowing write-up in the press, no commemorative plaque, and no practical trace of that first transaction. It was simply someone trying to figure out how to save time and effort using the resources at their disposal. And the spread of the practice happened quickly, as those kiosks were often social hubs through which information flowed, and the knowledge of what worked for one customer would rapidly be offered to another. For all the effort by organizations from Grameen Foundation to the largest mobile operators and mobile phone manufacturers, it’s difficult to imagine designing something so attuned to local conditions, sensibilities, and tastes.

Informal sente was far from perfect: there was no automated receipt mechanism (the receiver would need to call the sender back confirming that the money arrived); there were occasional mix-ups, with money delivered to the wrong person with the same name; there might be squabbles about the amount of commission; and sometimes the kiosk operator wasn’t able to cash out all the airtime in one go. While the existing behavior demonstrated demand, these visible shortcomings suggested an opportunity for a formal, designed service.

Around this time in neighboring Kenya, Nick Hughes and Susie Lonie of Vodafone UK, with seed funding from the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development, were running a trial to explore more efficient microfinance repayments. As the trial progressed, it became apparent from interactions with customers that there was scope for a commercial person-to-person money transfer service. Upon launch in 2007, they expected to attract 200,000 customers in the first year; they got that many within the first month. Most of these prepay customers were already topping up their phones with airtime; some were practicing the local variant of sente. Today, Kenya’s M-Pesa is considered one of the most successful mobile banking services in the world. And Uganda Telecom has since launched their formal mobile wallet offering, M-Sente.

The informal practices around airtime transfers and converting airtime to currency played an important role in this growth: building literacy around mobile use; generating trust in the process of transferring abstract things (airtime, money); making it easier to identify areas for improvement; and ultimately priming expectations as to what could be.

There are many ways to explore current behaviors and to understand how this insight can be used as a foundation to extrapolate the future. One method is to find emergent behaviors, essentially things that people have only recently started doing and that might, if the conditions are right, become widespread. Emergent behaviors can be triggered by cultural memes—like a gesture triggered by an Olympic winner on the podium, natural disasters that overcome entrenched social norms, or the introduction of a business model and subsequent ways to skirt it, such as mobile phone customers who call each other and hang up immediately as a way of making contact without being charged for airtime usage.

One of the techniques that can reveal or amplify these behaviors is to trigger situations that nudge people toward new actions. Another, arguably more ethical version of the same thing is to find people who are already in extreme (at least from the perspective of the mainstream) situations—people whose situation or context pushes them to make the most of what is currently available regardless of existing social or legal norms. Call it innovation by necessity. These people are often called “extreme” or “lead users.”

Johor Baharu is a shabby border town on the Malaysian side of the Singapore-Malaysia border known for economic tourists looking to shave a few cents off the price of their gasoline, migrant workers passing through to work in the pristine city, and a wide spectrum of nightlife. It also appears to have a gambling problem. One of the features of many residential streets is a plethora of high-interest, short-term loan advertisements zip-tied to street signs, and the detritus of past advertisements points to a highly competitive marketplace for these loan services.

I was in Johor Baharu with a team exploring attitudes and practices around money for a client wishing to introduce new global mobile money services, and this outlier piqued our interest: why would anyone borrow money at 100 percent interest for two days? It seemed irrational, but if it happened then there must have been a rationale. To explore this, we could have interviewed these extreme or lead users, but there was another, more empathic way that could literally put the researcher into the borrower’s shoes: we decided to take out one of these loans ourselves, and in the process learned the ins and outs of extreme finance. Aside from physical collateral (they held on to one of our cameras until the loan was repaid), the loan shark’s risk mitigation strategy included driving by where we lived, photocopying the identification card of my female assistant Anita, and taking her photo with his camera phone. This last act was a signal that, ultimately, she was the collateral.

Most of you reading this will assume without a doubt that you are the sole owner of your identity, and that although it can be stolen by fraudsters, you can’t simply sign it away. But it turns out there are many situations in the world where, for people who have very little else, individual identity (and the reputation that comes with it) is the one piece of collateral they have, and in effect they are handing it over to other people to control. In the case of borrowers in Johor Baharu who don’t repay their loans on time, their homes are first daubed with red paint, and if payment is still not forthcoming their photos are posted up on boards around their community with the caption “Do not give this person a loan,” in an effort to protect the lender’s investment by shaming the borrower’s family into paying. The threat of these measures turns out to be a particularly prickly form of motivation for timely repayment, as it seems that the label of “money borrower” is so highly disgraceful in Malaysian culture that it actually fuels the loan shark system. People would rather pay outrageous interest rates than face the indignity of reaching out to family members. Stigma can’t be measured in dollars and ringgit, but it’s an economic factor just the same.

This sort of “contrasting rationality,” whereby differences in cultural values lead to divergent decision-making processes, can come into play in just about any cross-cultural interaction, which makes it incredibly important to cultivate a sixth sense: the sense of “why.”

Why haven’t lower-middle-class Indians embraced the Tata Nano, a car that was designed for their budgets with a starting price of about $2,900? Why do they instead go for the Maruti Suzuki Alto, which costs more than twice as much? The common perception is that people with low incomes will consume the goods and services that fit their meager budgets, which is to say cheap crap. That’s just not true. If you used your sense of “why” to uncover the truth about what low-income people want by talking to the people who know best—those people themselves—you’d find that they are in fact some of the world’s toughest customers. Because they have to make every rupee count, they can least afford to buy poorly designed products. Even with $2,900 at hand, they can’t bear the cost of spending it on a car that is rumored to spontaneously catch fire, leaving them with no car and no means to replace it.

The Nano still has tremendous potential, since a $2,900 car—a functional one—can be a disruptive force of change in the marketplace, just as a $100 laptop or a $20 mobile phone can. These objects can be powerful tools in people’s everyday lives, if they actually help people overcome the fundamental obstacles they face—transportation, education, communication, and so on—and are designed as desirable objects that convey a positive image of their owners. Businesses, nonprofits, governments, and scientists aiming to provide these kinds of solutions can only do so with a textured, nuanced understanding of the people they aim to serve. Why do people live the way they do? How do they cope with the costs of living when paid work is scarce? What motivates their decisions at any particular turn?

Off the Beaten Path

There’s a particular type of traveler that many of us know: the tourist who never strays from the well-worn path of landmarks and tourist traps, who only sees the side of another culture that has been handpicked for people like him, and returns home with a very predictable—and incomplete—experience. Then there are those who like to explore, to get lost on purpose and let the unexpected find them. Unlike the first form of travel, those who allow themselves to get lost in the new environment have fewer guarantees and a greater risk of disappointment (and mugging), but there is also an infinitely greater chance of new and unique experiences that will prompt new ideas and points of view.

Just as travelers can easily fall into tourist traps in the name of efficiency and expectations, even the most highly trained and skilled ethnographic researchers can get bogged down through rote practice.

At the risk of gross oversimplification, the typical international design research study goes something like this: the team jets into a new locale, checks into a corporate hotel, syncs with a recruiting agency, and bounces around the city in taxis to conduct contextual interviews, returning to the corporate hotel at the end of the day enthused and physically and mentally spent. The team’s taste of local flavor tends to be incidental—a snatched meal, half an hour to shop for essentials, a late night out on the town once the interview notes are written up. Repeat this process for a couple more cities, and by the time they get together to synthesize their findings the team has worn out its enthusiasm. Are they informed? Kinda. Are they inspired? Depends.

But there’s a better way to do it.

It starts with the scouting process, looking for the neighborhoods where the team can get a sense of the denizens’ everyday lives. That means fanning out from the city center, looking for residential areas with a mixture of industry and local commerce. Rather than corporate hotels, I try to have our team stay together in a house:* usually a rental property, but occasionally with a host family. It’s cheaper than a hotel, we get to embed ourselves in the culture, and it brings the team closer together. Nothing says camaraderie like taking a one-minute shower to save some hot water for your five fellow team members.

Other researchers tend to hire their local assistants through an employment agency that can provide them with experienced help. I prefer to go through the local university and hire students—not just any students but smart, socially active ones. They take us to inspirational pockets of the city for our daily team debriefs, give us access to their social networks, and attune us to the nuances of local culture. A fresh set of eyes on a project means a fresh perspective and new ideas on the table. Whenever possible I try to make room for the students to stay with the rest of the team.

Instead of guides and translators, I usually try to hook up with fixers, the secret weapons of international journalism. They have some of the strongest local connections and understand the ethnographic hustler’s social tap dance: controlling interactions just enough to get to the questions, then letting the interviewee control things from there so they can provide meaningful answers.

When we arrive in country, we don’t have much time to get acclimated, but whatever time we can manage tends to be the most valuable time we have. That’s when we break out our secret weapons—or more likely, head down to the nearest bicycle shop to pick them up.

Cruising through the city on bikes doesn’t feel like work, but it gives us a chance to rapidly engage with the environment on a human level. We get to experience the flow and the tempo and cadence of the city. Most important, it puts us on the same plane of urban life as the other thousands or millions who occupy the city.

One of my favorite ways to do this early on in the study, and one of simplest, is to wake up with the city. Gather the team before dawn, find an appropriate neighborhood, then cruise around together while the shopkeepers are lifting their shutters, as newspapers hit the pavement and locals step out for their morning constitutionals. The morning rush for essentials—from coffee or chai to fresh pastries to rice porridge—is a ritual virtually everywhere, making it ripe for cross-cultural comparisons. If there’s a long line, all the better: our job, after all, is to strike up conversations.

Some conversations end up being more revealing than others, and those are the ones we seek out. The key is to find the spaces that are most conducive: where people hang out, talk openly, and feel safe enough to give a stranger the time of day—because we’ll routinely approach them and ask for it. Barbershops can be particularly promising, so I’ll go for a shave (sometimes twice a day) and chat up whoever’s around. If we can string out the conversation long enough to do an interview for the study, great; if the participants feel comfortable inviting us into their homes to do the interview, even better.

We spend a fair amount of effort making sense of all this data at every step of the process, as you’ll see in the chapter that follows, and by the end of our time in a city the live-work space feels like Mission Control, with every inch of wall space covered in maps of the city, participants’ profiles, and hundreds if not thousands of observations, quotes, and insights. In and among it all are the gems that can lead to the Next Big Thing.

A Habit of Mind

People starting out in their own careers* often ask me how I ended up with a dream job. My job is incredibly fulfilling, but in ways many people aren’t able to appreciate. I haven’t “ended up” anywhere. It’s a journey, and I’m still figuring out how to make sense of it, and how to balance it with family, life, love, and ultimately delivering value to clients.

Many things have shaped this journey, including, yes, trips to both near and far-flung corners of the world; long road trips laid the groundwork for cultural understanding and insight, even if at the time they might have felt more like travel for pleasure than work. Two realizations in particular have shaped my thinking on how to make the most of life, and have had an impact on how I “ended up” in this career.

The first is that there are probably only a handful of big decisions that need to be made in a lifetime, and everything, no matter how important and all-consuming it seems at the time, will fade. The question is, of course, whether we are able to recognize these moments for what they are at the time, and put the energy into achieving the optimal outcome. Perspective, gained from thoughtful reflection on our own experiences as well as others’, frees us up to enjoy the nuances of the ride. It also speaks to how we evolve as people and how what seems insurmountable now can become just another thing you are able to do.

One of these life decisions took me and my then-girlfriend/now-wife from the United Kingdom to Tokyo with little money, no job, and very limited Japanese language skills, but an intense desire to learn from a country that at that time was at the cutting edge of combining physical and digital design. If you’re looking to get ahead in your own field, you need to think about where you need to be situated to be able to learn the most, and ask yourself why aren’t you there already. For me, at that point in my career, that place was Tokyo.

Every time I stepped out the door of our apartment I was able to experience or learn something new, and almost a decade later, up until the day we flew out to our next home, Tokyo was still revealing itself. Over time, this principle of being “based out of” somewhere interesting has morphed with my career, where the benefits of spending more time in one particular place gives a different and deeper understanding, even if it sometimes comes with a little pain. Let me explain: It’s one thing to be a paid observer, and to structure visits to places in ways that go below the surface, but these visits are just that—inherently limited in what they reveal. The experiences to be appreciated more deeply come when the honeymoon period wears off, when you’re faced with dealing with what everyone else deals with: paying bills, buying groceries, petty theft, visiting the doctor, balancing budgets-work-life-friendships, and dealing with the worst that a commute can throw at you. That’s when the understanding of a city really kicks in.

Over the years I’ve been based out of cities on three continents, with each move triggered by life and career-stage and an intense appreciation of what being there does and doesn’t mean. The desire to better understand the planet and its inhabitants will no doubt lead us onto the next.

The second realization relates to the role of failure and goes back to when I was at school in the coastal resort town of Brighton, England. I was an average student and mostly appreciated school, but I rarely applied myself academically—there was simply too much else to enjoy. It should have come as no surprise that I failed my
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