

CHAPTER 1

Selling Simplicity

[image: Chapter ornament]

At work, every one of us delivers a product. Whether we work alone or as part of a team. Whether our work is visible to the outside world or just within our own organization. Whether it’s a small task like sending a report or a major project like reorganizing a team. Whatever we do for a living, our output can be viewed as our product and the people who use it – our colleagues, clients or boss – are our customers.

Good things happen when our customers find our product valuable. Great things happen when our customers come back for more. It’s the same for our own work as it is for the world’s most successful companies.

Apple creates products that billions of loyal customers pay premium prices for. So what’s the magic ingredient that makes Apple products so treasured? Pin it down, study it, and we can start using it for ourselves …




Tim Cook says, ‘Our whole role in life is to give you something you didn’t know you wanted and then, once you get it, you can’t imagine your life without it.’1 Billions of happy Apple customers pay premium prices for that ‘something’. But what is it?

It’s not the jaw-dropping power of Apple’s hardware. It turns out the majority of customers utilize just a tiny fraction of their device’s potential.2

It’s not all the ingenious iOS and macOS features. Shortcuts, Focus Modes and Screen Time are great tools, but are used by only a tiny minority. It seems most iPhone users are perfectly content engaging with just the same, basic 5–10 apps every day.3

Apple is rarely the first to market with a new technology. AirPods were not the first wireless earbuds, Apple Pay was not the first mobile payment service, and Bill Gates was waving around a tablet computer and proclaiming it was the next big thing nine years before Apple launched iPad.

It’s not as if Apple products enable us to do something entirely new. We were already listening to music, following the news, keeping in touch, taking photographs and tracking our workouts long before we ever bought an iPhone or an Apple Watch.

And Apple products are never the cheapest, so it’s definitely not that.

So why do so many of us find it unimaginable to leave the house without an Apple device in our pocket, in our bag or on our wrist?

It’s because they make our lives simpler.

How Apple Sells Simplicity

Busy people living busy lives want simple solutions to their everyday problems. This isn’t laziness; it’s a fundamental part of how our brains work. Psychology explains that our desire for simplicity is a deeply ingrained survival strategy. The human brain is an energy-intensive organ and is constantly working to conserve energy. One way it does this is by steering us away from tasks that require a high cognitive load – that is, too much mental effort.4

When we’re faced with complexity – too many options, unclear instructions or unfamiliar journeys – our working memory becomes overwhelmed, decision-making slows and stress hormones like cortisol can rise. This doesn’t feel good. We get the urge to abandon the task and find an easier path. In contrast, simplicity feels like a reward. When something is easy to understand or use, our brains release a small dose of dopamine, giving us that sense of mastery, a feeling that we’ve cracked the puzzle. It feels good. We’re wired to seek that feeling, and we’ll come back for more.

This attraction to simplicity frequently operates on a subconscious level. Often, we’re not aware of it. But the yearning for simplicity is there, all the time, in the background, influencing every decision we make and every product we buy. In geometry class, we’re taught that the shortest distance between two points is a straight line – but, of course, a toddler taking their first steps recognizes this intuitively. And when faced with a choice, our brains automatically favour the most direct route. It follows that the products we choose are a reflection of this principle – we gravitate towards those that offer the shortest, simplest journey to fulfilling our needs.

This innate preference for simplicity directly ties into the ‘Jobs to Be Done’ theory, a framework proposed by Harvard Business School professor Clayton Christensen.5 The theory suggests that customers don’t simply purchase products; they ‘hire’ them to perform a specific job. If the product does the job well – with efficiency and with minimal friction – the customer will continue to ‘employ’ it. If it doesn’t, they’ll ‘fire’ it and look for an alternative.

A classic example is the hammer: no one actually wants to own a hammer; they want a way to put a nail in their wall. Their ‘good’ hammer enables its owner to bang a nail into the wall securely, quickly and with a minimum of fuss. In today’s busy world, our overworked brains ‘hire’ the products and services that help us complete everyday tasks with the least amount of effort. They will let us follow the news, keep in touch, listen to music, take photos and track our workouts to an acceptable standard in the most straightforward way.

Ultimately, we just want to get our stuff done without working too hard. Where possible, we want to save money, of course, but just as importantly, we want to save time, thought and effort. We live in an age dominated by products and services that understand this deep-seated need and can deliver a simple life. Here are some examples:


[image: Star bullet]   ChatGPT conquered the world with its gloriously simple invitation to ‘Ask anything’.

[image: Star bullet]   Lego is the world’s simplest toy (and a simple choice of gift for a child).

[image: Star bullet]   Amazon will deliver virtually any product you can dream of, to your door, in under twenty-four hours – with one simple click.

[image: Star bullet]   Zara brings the very latest fashions to a shop close to your home.

[image: Star bullet]   Instagram and Facebook make it simple to keep in touch with loved ones and the kid who once borrowed your ruler in Year 9.

[image: Star bullet]   TikTok takes established social media and makes it even simpler: open the app, watch a video, swipe for the next one.

[image: Star bullet]   Tinder offers a simple way to meet people and find ‘love’. The swipe-based interface boils the process down to a quick, engaging game. 

[image: Star bullet]   Uber makes getting from A to B as simple as tapping a button.

[image: Star bullet]   YouTube provides easy access to the world’s library of video content (and makes it simple for influencers to build an audience).



While lots of companies have achieved success by delivering one breakthrough in simplicity, Apple has built an empire by continually repeating the trick. Every successful Apple product is built on the same promise to make life simpler:


[image: Star bullet]   iPhone packs all of the functionality you need daily – a phone, camera, music player, web browser and a universe of apps – into a single, easily transportable device.

[image: Star bullet]   Apple Intelligence simplifies and speeds up many of our day-to-day tasks.

[image: Star bullet]   AirPods pair seamlessly and remove the tangle and frustration of traditional wired earbuds.

[image: Star bullet]   AirTags make it easy to locate lost items or runaway dogs.

[image: Star bullet]   Time Machine simplifies the tedious chore of backing up your Mac.

[image: Star bullet]   Apple Pay removes the need to carry a physical wallet (and the worry of losing cards).

[image: Star bullet]   Face ID simplifies unlocking your iPhone and entering passwords.

[image: Star bullet]   Apple Watch offers the most essential iPhone features in a form that you don’t have to take in and out of your pocket and is simpler to take on a run.

[image: Star bullet]   iPad offers a simpler interface to almost all the functionality of a laptop.

[image: Star bullet]   Shazam immediately identifies music that’s playing around you.

[image: Star bullet]   FaceTime makes it simple to have rich, personal interactions at a distance.

[image: Star bullet]   App Store makes it simple to add functionality to your devices.



Every successful Apple product is a promise to make your life simpler – which then delivers on that promise in a simple way. It’s not just what the product does, it’s the way it does it. From the moment that you unbox a new Apple product, your experience has been painstakingly choreographed to ensure that ‘it just works’. iPhones and iPads are so intuitive to use that they are shipped with no instruction manuals and can (for better or worse) be operated by pre-schoolers.

Apple products, by and large, continue to deliver simplicity throughout their working life. They lead industry rankings for build quality and reliability, which means customers spend fewer frustrated hours trying to get them fixed. If something does go wrong, technical support is easily accessible (everyone knows the location of the nearest Apple Store). Regular software updates ensure your devices run smoothly.

Apple doesn’t sell ‘labour-saving gadgets’ that end up unused and unloved; it sells genuine, life-simplifying solutions.

In Silicon Valley, innovations are often categorized as either ‘vitamins’ or ‘painkillers’. Vitamins are new features that broaden the users’ experience. Painkillers, on the other hand, solve real, recurring problems. Vitamins might be a new photo filter in a social media app or a voice assistant’s ability to tell jokes. Painkillers might be longer battery life or privacy safeguards. While vitamins give you something new, painkillers make your existing life simpler. Most new products offer a mix of both. We’re attracted to the vitamins and they often steal the headlines. But when looking for the next big thing, Silicon Valley’s venture capitalists almost always bet on the painkillers. Vitamins are ‘nice to have’ but are non-essential and easy to ignore. Painkillers solve real problems. A good number of people in the developed world supplement their diets with vitamins. Virtually everyone takes painkillers.

Dig beneath the surface and you’ll find Apple’s success is built on delivering painkillers. And it’s the painkillers that keep us coming back for more. You might believe you love your new iPhone because of its ‘heat-forged aluminium unibody’ or its super-fast ‘neural accelerators’. You may think you love your AirPods because they boast ‘dynamic head tracking’ and ‘computational audio’. These things may have sparked your original attraction. But your real love for your iPhone and AirPods – and maybe it’s not exactly the kind of love parents try to teach their children about, but it’s not far off – comes from the everyday ways you can depend on them to make your life simpler.

Apple does indeed make luxury products. But the real luxury Apple sells doesn’t come from the titanium casings or the gorgeous rounded corners. The luxury comes from how little effort you need to exert when using them every day. It’s in the way that your iPhone’s screen unlocks with a glance, your AirPods effortlessly connect the moment you put them in your ears and your photos automatically sync across all your devices without you lifting a finger.

Apple is often described as a company that sells technology, but really, it’s selling simplicity.

Habituated Problems

Part of Apple’s genius lies in making our lives simpler before we’d realized they were complicated.

We grow accustomed to daily annoyances, accepting them as ‘just the way things are’. This psychological phenomenon is known as habituation – the process of getting so used to something that, after a while, you cease to notice it. We stop noticing the hum of traffic outside. We don’t notice our boxes of belongings that are still unpacked after the last house move (but visitors do). We grow to accept the established way of doing things and stop considering that there might be a better alternative.

Seeing beyond habituation to identify and solve the unnoticed problems in our everyday lives is a talent shared by many of history’s greatest innovators. Henry Ford is attributed with saying that if he’d asked his customers what they wanted, they would have answered ‘faster horses’. Decades later, Steve Jobs said essentially the same thing when he observed, ‘A lot of times, people don’t know what they want until you show it to them.’6 Tim Cook’s Apple continued that proud tradition and John Ternus’s Apple will do the same.

My biggest lesson in how Apple succeeds by identifying and solving habituated problems was the iTunes Music Store …


THE ITUNES MUSIC STORE

Alongside iPhone and Mac, iTunes stands as one of Apple’s greatest success stories. In just seven years, it grew from nothing to become the world’s largest music retailer. Its song and album downloads reinvented the way the world buys content and, without iTunes, there would likely be no Spotify and no Netflix. More than 500 million iTunes customers created Apple IDs and trusted Apple with their credit card details, building the platform for Apple’s pivot into digital services. But more than that, the iTunes story is the definitive case study of how Apple succeeds by solving habituated problems.

The iTunes story begins in the 1990s when I was working in Silicon Valley. Just like the vast majority of other music lovers, I bought my music on compact discs. We all loved CDs. They sounded a lot better than cassette tapes and, to most of us, they sounded better than vinyl. CDs were portable, they lasted forever (or so we were told) and – get this, younger readers – you could skip songs with the press of a button. Many of us were buying not only new releases from the likes of Oasis and Nirvana on CDs but also upgrading our entire collections.

It was a boom time for the record labels. Shania Twain, Céline Dion and Alanis Morissette all released albums selling more than 30 million copies – only Adele has managed that since. Not only was demand through the roof, but CDs were also cheap to make and cheap to transport. The labels were making so much money that they chose to ignore a new trend that started small but grew quickly.

Home computers had begun to ship with CD drives, primarily as a way for owners to upload new software. Audio CDs could now be put into the drives and the music ‘ripped’ to create digital music files. You could then make playlists of your favourite songs on your computer and ‘burn’ a CD of the playlist to play in your car, on your home stereo or on your portable CD player.

It was obvious to all of us working in tech that the ability to deliver digital music files over the internet opened up a world of possibilities. Various websites emerged offering musicians the chance to upload digital recordings of their own music and make them available to a new audience. I was working on one of them. Alongside Jerry Harrison (ex-Talking Heads) and a crew of Silicon Valley music lovers, we created garageband.com as a way for unsigned musicians to win a record deal. It didn’t work. But it was obvious to all of us that digital distribution was the future of the music business.

The record labels, however – fat on the profits from Backstreet Boys, Britney Spears and Madonna CDs – did nothing about it.

So someone else did.

Napster arrived as a gloriously simple app that connected music lovers to other music lovers. You logged on, searched for a song and if any other logged-on user had that song in their library, you could download it from their computer onto yours. For free. Napster grew quickly. By the end of 1999, everyone I knew in San Francisco and Silicon Valley was using it. Me too. By the end of 2000, Napster had gone mainstream. As more users logged on, the catalogue of available tracks grew. Soon, Napster offered every piece of recorded music you could imagine. In February 2001 alone, 3 billion songs were shared.

Napster succeeded by solving a whole host of habituated problems in one go. Napster offered unlimited selection. Napster never ran out of stock. Napster offered instant gratification. And Napster was free.

Napster made life simpler.

All of a sudden, leaving your house and finding a record shop, which may not have what you were looking for in stock, to pay $20 for a CD on which you really only wanted one or two songs, seemed expensive, inconvenient and almost comically out of date. The elephant in the room was that Napster was illegal. And with customers paying no money to get their music, it meant no money was filtering through to the musicians who made it.

Between 2000 and 2003, sales of recorded music in the US plummeted 25 per cent.

A huge physical business had been disrupted by a digital alternative – atoms replaced by bits. The habituated problems of acquiring music on CD had been solved and the shockwaves were huge. It was eventually proved that Napster was illegal and it was shut down, but hundreds of harder-to-kill copycat sites sprang up in its place. The labels attempted to launch their own legal digital music services, but they were so complicated and clunky that no one cared. While millions of music fans continued to delight in free access to the world’s music library, for the record labels and artists reliant on income from their recordings, it was a disaster. ‘Game Over for the Music Business?’ pondered the front cover of NME, the UK’s leading music magazine. Many in the music business feared they were right.

Into this desperate situation came Apple. On 28 April 2003, Steve Jobs took to the stage at an Apple event and began by identifying not one but five habituated problems in the Napster experience:


[image: Square bullet]   Napster’s downloads were often slow. Sometimes they took hours. Many downloads failed before completion.

[image: Square bullet]   Much of the music sourced on Napster was encoded in poor quality and proved to be unlistenable.

[image: Square bullet]   There was no preview feature, so you couldn’t be 100 per cent sure that the song you were downloading was the one you really wanted.

[image: Square bullet]   Napster downloads came with no cover art and patchy metadata, so they didn’t look good in your music library or on your iPod.

[image: Square bullet]   It was stealing. It felt wrong. And as Steve reminded us on stage, it’s best not to mess with karma.



Just one or two of these problems could have been tolerated by Napster’s customers. Combined, they were enough. A seed of doubt had been sown. All of a sudden, Napster didn’t seem so clever. All of a sudden, the world’s music consumers were open to being shown a better solution.

Steve then revealed the iTunes Music Store, and proceeded to demonstrate how iTunes addressed each of Napster’s problems, one by one:


[image: Square bullet]   iTunes downloads took just seconds.

[image: Square bullet]   Every song came from the official record label, so quality was guaranteed.

[image: Square bullet]   Thirty-second previews meant you could try before you buy.

[image: Square bullet]   Downloads came with official cover art and metadata.

[image: Square bullet]   It removed the nagging worry of bad karma.



iTunes took the Napster experience and made it even simpler.

If you’d asked music fans at the height of the Napster boom what they wanted, no one would have answered, ‘We want to pay for our music.’ But by solving the habituated problems of the Napster experience in a way that was simple to understand and simple to use, Apple made paying 99 cents per song feel like a bargain. Apple predicted at launch that iTunes would sell a million songs in six months. It took just six days.7

For me, the glorious simplicity of iTunes was so evident that when a head-hunter called to ask if I’d like to join the team, I simply replied, ‘When can I start?’

In just over ten years, the iTunes solution to the habituated problems of acquiring music proved so irresistible that we went on to sell more than 35 billion songs, the equivalent of four songs to every person on the planet.8



Solving habituated problems in the cleverest way – delivering the most effective painkillers to discomforts we weren’t aware of – has been Apple’s mission from the beginning.

The original Macintosh was more expensive than its competitors and its processors were slower. But it was the first home computer to offer a graphical user interface and a one-button mouse. These innovations made Macintosh so accessible that it became the first home computer to capture the imagination of a mainstream audience.

iPod was not the first digital music player. It was not the smallest and it was not the cheapest. But its simple ‘click wheel’ controller – compared to the dozens of fiddly buttons on its rivals – and the way it seamlessly integrated with the music library on your Mac made it the simplest to use.

iPhone changed the world by solving two enormous habituated problems simultaneously. The world had seemed perfectly content bashing away at BlackBerry’s tiny keyboard until iPhone’s touchscreen massively simplified the device–user interface. And who was conscious that carrying around an iPod, a mobile phone and a laptop had been such an unnecessary burden? Not many, until Steve Jobs laboured the point on stage at iPhone’s unveiling. ‘An iPod, a phone and an internet communicator. An iPod, a phone … are you getting it?’9

MacBook Air – today Apple’s top-selling computer – launched as ‘the world’s thinnest notebook’. This promise of an ultra-portable computer offered blessed relief to all those who had grown accustomed to lugging around heavy, bulky laptops.

Apple Pay removed the need for carrying a wallet to a world that accepted that occasionally cancelling and reordering lost bank cards was one of life’s inevitable hassles.

Until AirPods came along, the clumsiness of pairing Bluetooth headphones to different devices was an accepted cost of going wireless. Apple developed an entirely new chipset specifically to solve the problem.

Most of us were still marvelling at Touch ID as a delightfully simple improvement to entering passcodes until Tim Cook revealed Face ID at the launch of iPhone X.

We all accepted that recovering lost baggage was entirely out of our control until AirTags enabled us to know our luggage’s location.

Apple Vision Pro is early in its life, and its current iteration is a long way from effectively solving habituated problems. But its potential to do so is huge. Just as Mac and then iPhone revolutionized the human–computer interface, Apple Vision Pro promises a future in which we no longer need to switch our attention between a machine and the outside world and no longer use our hands to ‘tell’ the computer what we’re interested in.

While working at Apple, I saw first-hand how the company repeatedly pulled the same trick. We would all gather in conference rooms or breakout areas to watch Apple events, not just to see the next big thing, but to witness the unveiling of solutions to problems we never realized we had. We grew to recognize that among the many reasons to be excited by a new Apple product, it was often the unexpected moments of new simplicity that would pack the biggest punch for customers.

Even the most seemingly minor conveniences – how a movie automatically picks up where you left off when you switched from watching on your iPhone to your Mac, or how AirTags will tell you which city your backpack ended up in and then, when you get it back, beep to let you know which pocket you stashed the tag in – were often the moments that directly led to new Apple products becoming an indispensable part of our customers’ lives.

A Simple Promise

Apple’s promise of a simpler life is sometimes spelled out loud and clear. Steve Jobs was always very transparent that delivering simplicity was core to Apple’s mission. ‘There’s a very strong DNA within Apple,’ he said, ‘and that’s about taking state-of-the-art technology and making it easy for people […] people who don’t want to read manuals, people who live very busy lives.’10

Sometimes the promise of simplicity is a little more subtle.

At the time of writing, Apple’s world-conquering run of delivering solutions to habituated problems is bookended by 1984’s Macintosh and 2024’s Apple Intelligence. The original Macintosh launched with the tagline ‘The computer for the rest of us’, an implicit promise to make a complex technology simple and accessible. Decades later, Apple Intelligence – the company’s suite of AI tools – was unveiled with the same borrowed verbiage, ‘AI for the rest of us’. Forty years on but the same implicit promise.

Apple is famous for its product taglines, and every one of them is a direct or indirect promise to make life simpler:


[image: Star bullet]   The all-in-one for everyone

[image: Star bullet]   Your wallet. Without the wallet

[image: Star bullet]   Lose your knack for losing things

[image: Star bullet]   1,000 songs in your pocket

[image: Star bullet]   The world’s fastest computer

[image: Star bullet]   The most affordable Mac ever

[image: Star bullet]   Small is beautiful

[image: Star bullet]   The world’s thinnest notebook

[image: Star bullet]   More power. Thinly disguised

[image: Star bullet]   There’s an app for that

[image: Star bullet]   Just the right amount of everything



Every one of these taglines, overtly or subtly, promises simplicity. The promise is made both in their verbiage and also in the form – as just a few, easy-to-digest words.

Apple’s go-to advertising creative is always a high-resolution photo of the product with just an Apple logo and these few carefully crafted words. Both the content and the form of the message are meticulously designed to communicate the same core promise. Everything about these ads – the single image, the expanse of white space, the small number of words – communicates ‘simplicity’. Before our brains have processed the image or read the words, we have a sense of calm, of ease, of relief. We subconsciously begin to attribute the product with ‘painkiller’ qualities. The words then sprinkle a few vitamins while reinforcing – or, at least, never contradicting – the tacit promise of a simpler life.

Sometimes we think we want the vitamins, but we really crave the painkillers. Product features like bigger screens may seem like vitamins but their real value comes from the ways they solve the habituated problems we didn’t realize we had. How on a plane journey a larger iPhone screen means you can prop it up on the tray table and watch a film comfortably instead of holding it with your hands for two hours. How taking a photo at the beach stops being guesswork – you can actually see what you’re photographing and how the photo will turn out. How following a recipe becomes easier; the text is large enough to glance at from across a kitchen counter.

When John Ternus tells us that the latest iPhone is ‘faster’, what he’s really saying is ‘it will take you less time to complete your tasks’. When he says ‘smaller’ or ‘thinner’ or ‘lighter’, what he’s really saying is ‘easier to take with you’. When he brags about ‘longer battery life’ or ‘faster to charge’ or ‘bigger storage’, what he’s really promising is less tedious device admin.

Apple execs and advertising teams sometimes dance around the subject. But our brains receive the message loud and clear. Take another look at that massive Apple billboard ad you pass every day, or listen carefully to what John and the other execs say at the next Apple event and you’ll hear the promise of a simpler life made over and over again.

So how can you solve habituated problems for your customers? First, you have to spot them.

Spotting Habituated Problems

Habituated problems are everywhere. They hide in plain sight. They are the small, everyday annoyances we have learned to live with, the frictions so familiar we’ve stopped noticing them. But they’re still there, quietly draining our time, patience and positivity.

Habituated problems manifest in every aspect of life, from our work to our homes:


[image: Star bullet]   In the office: Computer terminals adorned with Post-it notes. Hours trawling through emails trying to find the version of the file marked ‘final_final_v3’. Meeting rooms sitting empty because the booking system is too fiddly. Weekly password resets.

[image: Star bullet]   In healthcare: Patients filling out the same form three times at different desks in the same clinic. Nurses chasing down lost records or re-entering data. People calling to confirm an appointment they have already received a confirmation text for.

[image: Star bullet]   In travel: The long hotel check-in queue despite having booked and paid online. Trying to find your seat number while juggling a suitcase and a flimsy paper boarding pass that won’t stop folding itself shut. Being forced to download yet another city-specific scooter app for a five-minute ride.

[image: Star bullet]   In finance: Printing out a document, signing it by hand, scanning it and emailing it back. Remembering multiple passwords for the same bank. A loan application that involves acres of paperwork, even if you’re already a customer.

[image: Star bullet]   In retail: Trying to peel a barcode sticker off a gift without leaving residue. Waiting for someone to unlock the cabinet that holds the item you want. Rekeying your address during every online checkout.



When looking for habituated problems to solve, there’s no substitute for your own personal experience.

Be your own customer. Take a step back and observe yourself completing your everyday tasks. Notice the multi-step journeys you take to complete a simple objective – for example, charging your e-bike, so you can ride to the post office, so you can buy a stamp, so you can mail a paper copy of a document, etc. Pay attention to which steps in your journey spark frustration and drain your enthusiasm.

If you want to look further afield, don’t start by asking people what’s wrong. Start by watching how they cope. Look for the workarounds – sending themselves emails with documents or as reminders, relying on unauthorized apps, regularly tasking colleagues with certain tasks, relying on paper copies when digital is available. When people are forced to get creative, it’s a clear sign that the product or process is failing them.

Follow the entire process, from the very first steps to the very last. Friction often hides in the handoff between people, apps or devices. Habituated problems leave a trail. Look for the tell-tale eyerolls or frustrated sighs. Listen for phrases like ‘It’s fine once you get used to it,’ or ‘You just have to jiggle it a bit.’ You’ll notice people taking five steps where one should do. You’ll see them reach for the manual or consult ChatGPT or YouTube when they get stuck. Ask someone why they do something a certain way. If their answer begins with ‘I guess I’ve always …’, you’ve found a habituated problem. As Jony Ive, Apple’s chief design officer, once said, ‘The best ideas start as conversations.’11

Cultivate a ‘beginner’s mind’. Tony Fadell, the ex-Apple exec credited with the creation of iPod and iPhone, believes in the power of naivety. He often points out that children ask the most insightful questions, like ‘Why doesn’t the mailbox tell us when something’s been delivered?’, ‘Why do we have to plug in the vacuum cleaner?’ or ‘Why does the TV remote control always make Dad cross?’ It’s a reminder to approach everyday tasks with a fresh perspective, just as Steve Jobs famously encouraged his teams to do.

The bad news for the world at large is that habituated problems are everywhere. The good news for innovators is that each one has a solution waiting to be found.

Solving Habituated Problems

If you can pull off a trick like iPhone and solve two huge habituated problems (the touchscreen and the functionality of three devices crammed into one that fits snugly in your pocket), then kudos to you. The rest of us can start by taking smaller steps. Delivering simplicity isn’t a magic trick; it can be achieved by making incremental improvements to any service, experience or product. Here are ten fundamental levers of simplicity:


  1.   Easier to understand. Make it clearer, more familiar and speak in plain language.

  2.   Shorter journeys. Streamline the path; remove any steps the user doesn’t need to take.

  3.   Faster journeys. Make it quicker to use and speed the journey to realizing your product’s value.

  4.   Reduce choices. Cut unnecessary options and minimize decisions.

  5.   Reduce clutter. Clean the visual layout; highlight what matters; hide what doesn’t.

  6.   Increase reliability. Make it work every time; fewer bugs, fewer surprises.

  7.   Smoother integration. Make sure it plays nicely with the other products in your customer’s life.

  8.   Smarter anticipation. Learn your customer’s individual needs and proactively meet them.

  9.   Increase accessibility. Ensure more people can succeed with it, regardless of ability.

10.   Increase portability. Make it smaller, lighter and simpler to take with you.



Any one of these levers will, all other things being equal, make the experience of using a product simpler and therefore better. It boils down to you doing the work so your customer doesn’t have to.

The most successful products succeed by delivering incremental simplicities on multiple fronts. Let’s look at an all-time classic example of this in action:

McDonald’s

McDonald’s has built a global empire by making the act of getting a meal as simple as possible. It is a masterclass in solving habituated problems.

McDonald’s is fast. The entire system is designed to get customers in and out quickly. Its customers save time.

McDonald’s offers the same familiar items, week in week out, all around the world and never sells out. Its customers can be sure that they’ll get what they came for.

Every McDonald’s restaurant is clean. Its customers’ anxiety is minimized.

Every McDonald’s features the same, familiar self-order kiosk and pick-up stations. Its customers don’t have to think about how it works.

McDonald’s offers value meal deals but also makes all menu items customizable and individually available. Its customers can quickly pick popular options, or dig deeper to find something specific if they wish.

McDonald’s only serves food that’s simple, straightforward and easy to eat. Its customers can try new items on the menu with little worry that they’ll find them too challenging.

Say what you like about the quality of the food, McDonald’s makes life simple. Scratch beneath the surface, you’ll see that many of the world’s most successful products follow the exact same recipe. Let’s look at a very different kind of enterprise:

Apple’s App Store

On the surface, App Store has nothing in common with a hamburger chain. But dig deeper and you’ll see it follows a very similar formula.

App Store is fast. Installing a new app takes just two clicks and downloads take seconds. Its customers save time.

App Store offers every iOS app in the world and never runs out of stock. Its customers are never worried that they won’t find what they came for.

App Store is part of the trusted, safe Apple ecosystem. Its customers’ anxiety is minimized.

App Store very rarely changes its familiar layout and navigation buttons. Its customers don’t have to think about how it works.

App Store makes it easy to find the best and most popular apps. Customers can quickly pick popular options, or dig deeper to find something specific if they wish.

App Store offers only apps that adhere to Apple’s strict policies. Customers can try new apps with little risk that they will find anything offensive or unsafe.

[image: Paragraph break image]

I am sure some of my former App Store colleagues will raise an eyebrow at this comparison. App Store operates in a hugely challenging industry, one defined by complexity and rapid change, and puts state-of-the-art software into the hands of a mainstream audience. It’s a bit more complex than selling hamburgers. But you see what I’m getting at. Two hugely successful operations, both of them minimizing time, thought and uncertainty. Their recipe for success is largely the same.

Occasionally, a product breaks out and enjoys (possibly short-term) success despite making life more complicated. TikTok captivates users with an endless deluge of content picked by hyper-personalized algorithms. In the short term, it offers the rush of jumping into the world’s biggest party. In the long term, it can become mentally exhausting and even addictive. Cryptocurrency platforms demand that their users grasp technical jargon, manage private keys and navigate volatile markets, yet they’ve drawn in millions, driven by the gold-rush lure of financial reward. Notion, a productivity app, can seem impenetrably open-ended and unfocused to a mass-market audience, but to the start-ups in need of customizable solutions the whole company can rely on its flexibility as its superpower. These products succeed because they offer a different kind of value that some users are willing to trade simplicity for.

But these are the exceptions, rather than the rule. Delivering a simple life is always the safer bet. When you appreciate the value of making life simpler, you can use it to solve all kinds of problems.


THE ITUNES FESTIVAL

In the early years of iTunes Music Store, we knew that while millions of our customers loved the simplicity of music downloads, many missed the physical connection they felt with an artist when holding a CD or vinyl LP. At the same time, we wanted to build relationships with artists and most of them wanted to get to know us. To bridge the gaps, my team put on free concerts in the Apple Store beneath our office on Regent Street in London. They were small, intimate events with up-and-coming UK bands such as Snow Patrol, Biffy Clyro, Bloc Party and Kaiser Chiefs. These gigs forged connections, the Apple Store appreciated us bringing a little rock ’n’ roll energy, and for a couple of hours iTunes would step out of the digital world and into the physical. They were a lot of fun, but we soon wanted to do something bigger.

So we created our own music festival.

Every year for ten years, we took over a London music venue, eventually finding our home in Camden’s iconic Roundhouse. It’s a wonderful place to see a gig in a London neighbourhood renowned for its music culture. Noel Gallagher lived a five-minute walk up the hill, Amy Winehouse a five-minute walk down. Normal capacity is a little over 3,000, but after we’d built a bigger stage, juiced up the sound system and installed state-of-the-art recording equipment, there was room for 2,500 lucky iTunes customers to come and enjoy a once-in-a-lifetime performance. For free. Every night for a month, we’d host the world’s biggest musical artists and put on concerts for our customers. All you had to do to get a ticket was apply in advance and then hope you got lucky in the lottery. We’d film the gigs and invite people to watch live from home. Over the years, we hosted Adele, Coldplay, One Direction, Lady Gaga, Oasis, Pharrell Williams, Paul McCartney, Ed Sheeran, Foo Fighters, Justin Timberlake, Alicia Keys, Muse, Katy Perry and many, many more. I could tell you some stories.

OK, maybe just one. The Swedish glam rock band Europe are famous for their hit ‘The Final Countdown’. One evening in 2010, they supported Foreigner (‘I Want to Know What Love Is’, ‘Cold as Ice’) at one of our gigs. Europe are refreshingly honest with themselves about what their audience wants to hear and so both opened and closed their set with all-guns-blazing renditions of ‘The Final Countdown’. After the show, legend has it that they strolled into Camden Town to taste the nightlife, walked past one of the many bars hosting live music events, heard a local covers band bashing out their own version of ‘The Final Countdown’, went into the bar, ordered some drinks and blew everyone’s minds. It still makes me smile.

Anyway, when putting on these festivals, one of my team’s most challenging tasks was booking the artists to come and play. We invited the labels to nominate artists who’d be willing to come and play a free gig for some of their best customers.

Most of the world’s biggest artists felt goodwill towards iTunes.12 Most acknowledged the role we’d played in rescuing the music business from Napster. For many, we were their biggest source of income from their recorded music. But asking a superstar to come play a gig in a specific place at a specific time is not such a straightforward request. A live performance is a massive, expensive undertaking, often requiring a full production team. If they are not already on tour, it’s unlikely they’ll be rehearsed and have all their necessary support teams ready to go. If they are on tour, then rerouting their schedule to swing by London is a big ask. If their tour production is designed for stadiums and arenas, then refitting everything into a 2,500-capacity venue isn’t so easy. And all the venues trying to sell tickets to come see them perform will cry foul if an opportunity to see the artist for free is thrown into the mix.

Goodwill alone wasn’t enough to get many artists to commit. We had to offer them something more. So we offered to make their life simpler.

The music business runs on a volatile mix of excitement and fear. Superstar artists live in constant anxiety that the bubble will burst and their last hit was indeed their last. Hungry up-and-comers live in a state of precarious urgency, desperate not to miss their window before the industry moves on. Venues, radio stations, music festivals, TV shows, celebrity magazines, music journalists and old-school record shops are all desperate to back the winners. They live or die by their ability to predict who will be ‘hot’ in a week, month or even a year. No one wants to commit a headline artist for next summer’s festival, or order the manufacture of 100,000 T-shirts, or commit to putting an artist on a magazine cover, or lock in a performance on the country’s biggest TV show, only for the artist’s album to flop and their audience to move on. This creates a chain reaction: every deal is used to secure the next one. It’s a tricky, high-stakes game where the most valuable commodity is certainty.

So that’s what we offered.

In addition to booking artists for the iTunes Festival, my team was responsible for curating the iTunes front page, choosing which music to promote each week. We would give our customers what they wanted and give a boost to artists we felt deserved it. We’d almost never commit to promotion in advance because we wanted to stay nimble and, frankly, we didn’t have to. Superstar artists could generally assume their new single or album would get a promotional spot, but they could never be sure. For the artists playing at the iTunes Festival, we made an exception and gave them a promotional plan in advance. We would showcase their new single or album on iTunes front pages around the world, reaching hundreds of millions of customers. We only booked the artists we believed in and the promotion was often no more than they would have got anyway, but the key was that they could count on it.

And this made all their other conversations easier. With a commitment from iTunes, they could go to the promoters, bookers, manufacturers, journalists and all the other stakeholders who would determine their fate and say, ‘iTunes is backing us, you should too.’ By offering certainty, we made their lives simpler. And that played a big part in incentivizing more than 500 of the world’s biggest artists to come play our music festival.



In 1979, Douglas Adams perfectly satirized our technological vanity in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, describing Earth as a planet where ‘ape-descended lifeforms are so amazingly primitive that they still think digital watches are a pretty neat idea’.13 Today, if we substituted smartphones for digital watches, the line would still land.

Future generations will surely laugh at our obsession with devices that must be constantly taken in and out of our pockets, that run out of battery and that we have to painstakingly type our instructions into. They’ll marvel at how we have accepted a world where we have to tell our technology what we’re thinking and how our fragile devices break when we drop them. They’ll smile at how adorably naive we are and celebrate how much simpler their own lives are.

Already, the seeds of the future are being sown. AI is anticipating our needs. Speech is replacing type. Wires are slowly disappearing. Technology is increasingly wearable. I don’t know what will replace the smartphone as the device the world never leaves home without, but you can bet that Apple’s working on it. And when it comes, it will make our lives simpler.
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KEY LESSONS


[image: Square bullet]   Reframe how you view your product. Ask yourself, ‘How does my product make my customer’s life simpler?’ If you haven’t thought about it this way, you should.

[image: Square bullet]   Most world-changing innovations don’t enable us to do anything genuinely new. They enable us to do familiar things in a simpler way. The flash of genius is often spotting the habituated inconveniences that everyone else no longer notices.

[image: Square bullet]   Innovations can be classed as ‘vitamins’ or ‘painkillers’. The smartest people in Silicon Valley bet on the painkillers.

[image: Square bullet]   ‘Where’s the pain?’ is a good question to ask your customer. An even better question is to ask yourself, ‘What’s the burden they’ve forgotten they’re carrying?’

[image: Square bullet]   When looking to improve your product, don’t always consider what positives you can add; think about what negatives you can take away.

[image: Square bullet]   You don’t need a single, revolutionary breakthrough. Any existing product, service or experience can be improved by incremental simplification. Smaller, faster, more reliable, easier to access … There are always ways to save your customers time, thought and effort. And they will value you for it.







CHAPTER 2

Simple Form

[image: Chapter ornament]

Our product isn’t judged when it’s used. It’s judged the moment it’s seen. Every detail of our product’s appearance will trigger assumptions about what kind of experience to expect – and whether it’s worth the effort. So this chapter is all about form. It’s about beauty. And, because beauty is in the eye of the beholder, this chapter is really about how our minds work.

Apple’s designers understand this better than anyone. They employ three psychological principles to ensure every new product appears powerful yet approachable and, above all, simple.




Bang & Olufsen is a high-end Danish consumer electronics company known for its premium audio products. Since 1925, B&O has pushed forward audio technology and earned a worldwide clientele of audiophiles. It has become the sound specialists of choice for high-end hotel chains W and Mandarin Oriental and premium car manufacturers Aston Martin and BMW. Its audio equipment sounds great. But what really sets B&O apart from other premium audio brands is its unwavering commitment to aesthetics.

B&O products are beautiful. They’re crafted from luxurious materials such as leather, oak and walnut, the highest-quality fabrics, brushed aluminium and glass. B&O boasts a world-class in-house design team but also regularly collaborates with design luminaries such as Saint Laurent, Cecilie Manz and Michael Anastassiades. B&O products have been exhibited at NYC’s MoMA, at the National Museum of Modern Art in Paris and in London’s Design Museum.

B&O products are works of art.

B&O invests so much in the aesthetics of its products for two key reasons. First, it understands that hi-fi equipment, televisions and telephones are given highly visible placements in our homes and not everyone is happy with the standard, functional, black plastic of most tech products. A significant number of its customers, certainly in Scandinavia, want these objects to be beautiful.

But there’s another, more profound reason. B&O works tirelessly on its products’ appearance because it knows it makes its sound equipment sound better.

How can this be?

The Halo Effect
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