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THINK SIMPLE

‘Steve Jobs’s favourite communicator has created a must-read manual for anyone interested in simplifying their way to success. Ken Segall gathers the best advice from industries and leaders around the globe and combines it with his own experience on a rocket ride with Apple from life support to world domination’ Steve Hayden, Vice Chairman (retired), Ogilvy & Mather

‘Ken Segall shows how simplicity in a product requires simplicity as embodied in the company that makes the product. He explains, with countless examples, that when a company’s mission, vision and values embrace simplicity, the result is a successful company that can produce higher-quality outcomes with less bureaucracy and mediocrity’ John Maeda, partner, Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers; author of The Laws of Simplicity

‘How do you appeal to customers when the competition can do virtually the same job? Having the right answer to this question is a matter of brand life or death. Fortunately for us, Segall’s practical book gives us exactly the insights we need to succeed in a complicated world’ Nir Eyal, author of Hooked

‘Think Simple is, well, simply stunning! Almost every company makes almost everything unnecessarily complicated and complex and, eventually, bad stuff happens. Segall shows you – step by step – how to avoid having this happen to you and your business. An absolutely brilliant book. I endorse every word’ Jason Jennings, author of The Reinventors, Think BIG, Act Small and The High-Speed Company



For Jeremy:

I’ll get you to Australia one day,

I swear. Had to write a book first.



Introduction

Simplicity Isn’t Simple

Simplicity is one of the most deceptive concepts on earth.

It’s arguably the most potent weapon in business—attracting customers, motivating employees, outthinking competitors, and creating new efficiencies. Yet rarely is it as simple as it looks.

Simplicity takes work.

But, as more and more companies around the world are discovering, the ROI on simplicity can be astonishingly high. Simplicity can power a company to amazing growth or revive a company that’s become mired in complexity.

While clients and customers see simplicity as an end result, the reality is that it’s so much more. It’s a philosophy and a methodology, and it can be implemented at every level of an organization. It can transform a company internally and change the way it’s perceived by others.

I often feel like I have the easiest job on earth. It’s not like I have to convince the world that simplicity is a good thing. We all know that. Obviously, customers are attracted to companies that offer simpler solutions. Employees are more motivated when the work environment is less complex, and prospects respond best to communications that register quickly and clearly.

These things are a given. The challenge is this: How exactly does a company make the journey “from here to simplicity”? That’s what this book is all about.

Becoming an Agent of Simplicity

It’s no wonder complexity has become so entrenched in this world. It’s had a few thousand years to dig in. One could say that complexity is actually a side effect of civilization.

The more we discover, the more we invent, the more we advance, the more complicated life becomes. Which is ironic, given that so many innovations are meant to simplify.

It would be convenient to blame the current state of the world’s complexity on technology, but we have to face the facts. The real culprit is us. We’re human. It’s in our DNA to prefer simpler things, yet we so often open the door to complexity.

That’s because being complicated is easy. Making things simpler is the more challenging task, and one that is often neglected. Nowhere is this more true than in the world of business.

As our companies grow, we dream up new ways to manage, organize, communicate, and compete. We do it all with the best of intentions, but things get complicated along the way. Internal structures grow more complex. Product lines expand. Processes proliferate. Levels of hierarchy multiply. People start defending their turf. Meetings begin to consume our days.

We do it all in the name of achieving consistent, repeatable success, but we pay the price by sacrificing simplicity. Business just isn’t as frictionless as it once was. That beautiful focus present at a company’s inception becomes nothing more than a plaque on the wall or a dedication in a fifty-page employee manual.

If the signs of complexity are present in your business, you’re not alone. In fact, you’re among the vast majority of companies in this world. The good news is, where there is complexity, there is also opportunity.

You can become an agent of simplicity. You can put your company on a course to undo the complexity that has taken root over time. Or, if your company is currently enjoying the fruits of simplicity, you can help lay the groundwork to ensure that it can resist the forces of complexity that will inevitably appear.

My previous book, Insanely Simple, was based on observations gained from twelve years working as Steve Jobs’s advertising agency creative director, first with NeXT and then with Apple. I saw firsthand that Steve looked at everything through the lens of simplicity. His obsession with simplicity was not only visible in Apple’s products, but you could see it in the way the company organized, innovated, advertised, sold at retail, and provided customer service.

In practice, simplicity was Steve’s most powerful business weapon. It helped Apple distinguish its products and create entirely new product categories, and it put distance between Apple and its competitors. But, while Apple is a terrific example of a company that has been propelled by the power of simplicity, it is hardly alone.

Heroes of Simplicity

Inspired by the ways Apple has benefited from the power of simplicity, I set out to find other companies that were traveling this path. I wanted to learn more about the thinking of their leaders. I felt that if I could chronicle the experiences of those who have successfully simplified, it would be an invaluable guide for those who would like to do the same.

This book is the result of my journey into simplicity in companies around the world.

Over the course of three years, I searched for the smartest, most inventive spokespeople for simplicity that I could find. I landed some of my interviews the old-fashioned way: I begged. I also picked the brains of former colleagues and clients and latched onto a terrific researcher who provided a treasure chest of possibilities.

I will not hide the fact that I had a blast doing the research. I felt privileged to meet a number of leaders I have long admired and to have my eyes opened in unexpected ways by the leaders of some truly fascinating companies.

Many of the “heroes of simplicity” profiled in this book wouldn’t be found on your list of usual suspects. By the time I’d finished my research, I’d had conversations with over forty men and women from a wide range of industries in many countries. I’d talked to leaders from companies big and small, established and up-and-coming, famous and under the radar. I’d looked at businesses local, national, and international.

Each leader has a fascinating point of view about how simplicity has helped improve his or her company and set it apart from competitors. Each is unique, yet, as you’ll find, many display interesting similarities.

From Jerry Greenfield you’ll hear how Ben & Jerry’s grew from local to global without losing its focus and simple values. From the CEO of one of Australia’s biggest banks you’ll hear how simplicity is attracting new customers. From former Apple senior VP Ron Johnson you’ll hear how a simple idea aligned the team creating the worldwide network of Apple Stores.

You’ll discover how simplicity influences the CEOs of The Container Store and Whole Foods. You’ll get insights on simplification from the worlds of fashion, automobiles, entertainment, and technology. You’ll even get inside the blue heads of Blue Man Group, who developed a business strategy to defeat complexity before it could take root.

My goal is to use the experience and success of these leaders to give you an advantage before you even start to simplify—whatever business you’re in. The thinking of these people will inspire you to look at your company in a different light. Hopefully, a simpler light.

The Universal Advantage

Obviously, start-ups and small companies have an easier time leveraging the power of simplicity. It’s the nature of small groups to have greater focus, as they haven’t yet had to deal with the creeping effects of complexity that show up over time.

The challenge for these types of companies is to understand the importance of their simpler ways and hold on to them as they get bigger.

For big companies, simplification presents a world of challenges. Many believe that simplifying a global company with thousands of employees is a lost cause. Not true. It isn’t easy, but it is hardly impossible. Again, Apple serves as a good example.

In 1997, when Steve Jobs returned to the company after eleven years in exile, he found a global organization in miserable shape. The innovative, spritely Apple he had known had become bloated and mediocre. The company was only ninety days from bankruptcy.

We all know what happened next. Steve performed a major overhaul and turned Apple into the most valuable company on earth in a span of only fourteen years. Steve was many things: visionary, dreamer, innovator, and natural leader. However, he was not a magician. He changed Apple by taking a commonsense, one-step-at-a-time approach.

He turned an unfocused organization into a place where everyone understood the journey ahead and the part they were to play. He simplified the corporate structure, he simplified the product line, and he simplified the marketing. As Steve himself would explain after the company became a global powerhouse, Apple was “the world’s biggest start-up.”

Not every business leader is a Steve Jobs. But every business leader can be inspired by Apple’s transformation and realize that spectacular gains can be realized by leveraging the power of simplicity.

The truth is, every company stands to benefit from simplification. In companies where simplicity can’t be built into the products, it can certainly be built into the organization—in the processes that form its backbone, the way it communicates internally, and the way it connects with customers.

Perception Versus Reality

The irony of simplicity is that it often appears to be something it is not.

For example, a product, service, or website might appear to be simple, but creating it likely involved passionate debate and hard work by a devoted group over a long period of time. Customers don’t see that. What they see is the simplicity that results.

So the truth is, there is really no such thing as simplicity. What we’re talking about is the perception of simplicity. It’s what the customer takes away from the experience.

Few can explain the technology beneath the display of their trusty tablet, yet what they see is the simplest PC in history. Automobiles incorporate complex systems few can comprehend, but driving is simple. The workings of the power grid are beyond the comprehension of most, yet anyone can flip a light switch.

Even something as wonderfully simple as ice cream conceals its inner complexity. When I sat down with Jerry Greenfield, cofounder of Ben & Jerry’s, “perception versus reality” was one of the first topics that came up.

What strikes me when talking about simplicity is that in some ways Ben & Jerry’s is a little bit the opposite. We’ve chosen to do certain things that are more complex than others are willing to do—or even try to do. Our hallmark is a selection of interesting flavors with big chunks of cookies, candy, and swirls.

Your classic ice cream machinery is only designed to handle small bits of things. We were kind of the first to figure out how to add in those big chunks. It’s very complicated to do this on a large scale, but to our customers it looks simple.



That’s the wonder of simplicity. It may be nothing more than perception, but it has the power to drive a business.

Faster, Better, Cheaper—Pick Three

One of the first computer ads I ever wrote was for IBM Personal Computers. Back then I had precious little experience to draw upon and a serious lack of confidence, so I was eager to absorb everything I could.

Lesson number one came from a manic commercial director in Los Angeles. At the start of preproduction he stood at the head of the table and delivered a speech to the agency creative team, producers, account managers, and IBM marketing people.

Calm at first, his speech soon escalated into a full-scale rant that was scary enough for me to vividly remember decades later. His point was that he, as the director, had to juggle three things: quality, cost, and speed. The bad news was that we could choose only two.

“Take your choice!” he screamed. “If you want me to shoot this commercial fast and cheap, fine, but it isn’t going to be great. If you want a great spot fast, you’re going to have to spend more.” And so on.

To be honest, I don’t remember which two we chose. Since that’s one commercial I haven’t shared with a soul since, I’m thinking it was quality that got short shrift.

For some time I believed this was a basic rule of business in general, and not just advertising production. However, several years and several clients later, I began an association with someone who proved that it’s only a rule if you allow it to be a rule: Steve Jobs. Time and time again, Steve demonstrated that quality, speed, and cost can coexist quite nicely. The secret is to not let complexity get in the way.

Steve preferred to work with a small group of smart people, and he was a tireless protector of the creative thinking that came out of that group. With fewer people involved and a lack of overanalysis, we spent less money. Without endless rounds of approvals and revisions, we created faster. And the work that resulted was of award-winning quality.

We had unrestricted access to the ultimate decision maker (Steve), and we never even dreamed of subjecting our advertising to focus-group testing.

And guess what—despite the fact that we had none of the elaborate checks and balances in our system that were mandatory in the worlds of Dell, Intel, and Microsoft, we created better advertising. Apple consistently captured people’s attention with interesting, entertaining ads that memorably communicated what it had to offer.

It’s no coincidence that this level of work resulted from a system that was infinitely less complicated.

Don’t let anyone tell you that “faster, better, and cheaper” is unattainable. But do bear in mind that it can never be achieved within an organization that clings to complicated processes.

The Science of Simple

Simplicity plays a role in every business. The problem is, it’s not always given the attention it deserves. I believe that’s because many people take simplicity for granted and don’t feel a compelling need to understand how and why it impacts their business.

I spoke to a digital design firm in London called Foolproof, which has dived deeply into the nature of simplicity, with a goal of creating websites that better connect with customers.

Foolproof’s partners and cofounders, Tom Wood and Peter Ballard, came from the world of Virgin Money, a progressive consumer champion brand that was wrestling with a problem. Its marketing team had succeeded in getting people to the company’s website, but visitors weren’t buying much when they got there.

As part of the Virgin team, Tom and Peter ran some cheap and easy tests to see if small changes to their site might have an effect on the conversion rate. What they found was that even small changes in page layout, typography, color, content, and design could have a huge effect. In this they sensed a business opportunity and created Foolproof, which bills itself as an “experience design agency.”

A small company at first, Foolproof has now expanded beyond the UK’s borders. Its client list includes major technology companies, banks, airlines, and media companies. These are the types of organizations that often find themselves with a “complication in the system.” That is, they tend to overcomplicate the experience customers have on their website.

Foolproof’s job is to simplify that experience. It does so by promoting the concept of “flow,” a theory put forward by Hungarian psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. His thesis is that when you’re in a process that creates flow, you don’t know you’re in a process because it’s so intuitive.

Driving a car is a good example, says Tom. When you don’t know how to drive a car, it seems complicated. There are many things to be aware of, and the consequences of screwing something up range from frustrating to life-threatening. But once you know how to drive a car, it’s quite simple. You can even talk while you’re doing it. You’re in a state of flow.

Applying the idea of flow to interaction design, Foolproof tries to create a journey that is so beautifully clear that visitors aren’t conscious of the design or the process. They’re simply having a good experience.

Psychologically the state of flow is a form of happiness. You know what you’ve done, you know what to do next, and you know where this is going. As Tom explains it, you’re content to live in this moment and you don’t seek distractions.

In creating a state of flow, one must not only create the positive experience—one must avoid the negative and distracting experiences. Generally speaking, you need to avoid such states as anxiety, worry, and boredom. Looking at design this way, anything you do that increases the sense of flow adds to the positive experience. But when you give someone the tiniest split second where you break that bubble, you put the flow at risk.



I’m quite enamored with the concept of flow. It’s the closest I’ve seen to a scientific explanation of why simplicity works. Flow is an excellent goal for any business trying to engage customers, and it’s useful in creating a more productive work environment for employees as well. But like all good things, it takes dedication to achieve.

The Road to Simple

The path to a simpler business is marked fairly well, but since every business is unique, there is no standard formula. You’ll need to do a bit of improvising.

That said, as I interviewed my subjects, a number of themes arose that are applicable to just about every business. Each chapter in this book is devoted to one of those themes—nine in all. By the book’s end you’ll find it easier to put together your own road map to simplicity.

Be prepared, because you may well encounter resistance as you put the theories into practice. Try not to let the naysayers depress you, and certainly don’t let them sway you. There will always be people uncomfortable with change and those who will work to thwart you, consciously or subconsciously.

This is where you may need to channel a bit of Steve Jobs. There were principles on which Steve would never compromise. Simplicity was one of them, and his belief in simplicity helped turn Apple into such a spectacular success. That kind of tenacity will serve you well.

This is the start of your road to simple. Safe travels.
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CHAPTER 1

Simplicity Is on a Mission

The foundational building block of just about every exceptional company is its mission. And some of the most successful companies in the world have been built upon a very simple mission.

Amazon is a good example. Years ago Jeff Bezos came up with three simple words that captured the essence of the company: “One click away.” It almost sounded like a campaign theme line, but it went much deeper than that. This phrase neatly summed up the most important benefit to everyone who visited the Amazon site. You were one click away from finding just about any product on earth and one click away from exceptional customer service. Once you turned on the feature, you’d even see the “Buy Now With 1-Click” option every time you shopped.

At every opportunity, Bezos reminded the company of the importance of those words. Every initiative ultimately had to serve that grander purpose.

At the highest level, the mission is a company’s reason for being. It keeps a company focused on the path forward, uniting employees in a common quest. It acts as a guideline for products, services, communications, marketing, and virtually every important decision a company might face. It also serves as a guardrail that prevents a company from veering off its intended path.

Some companies articulate their mission with a formal set of words, using them to rally the troops and train new recruits. Others have a mission that is so well integrated into their business that it’s rarely spoken aloud yet is deeply felt throughout the organization. Either way, the mission helps the entire workforce understand why they do what they do. It inspires and motivates.

In his book Start with Why and in his TED talk “How Great Leaders Inspire Action,” Simon Sinek offers what he calls “the world’s simplest idea.” He observes that the most inspiring companies communicate the “why” of what they do, rather than just hype a product and tell people how it works. Companies that have a mission—those that stand for something—make a deeper and more lasting impression on their customers. By communicating the why, they gain importance and relevance—and an advantage over their competitors.

The act of crystallizing the why is an effective simplifier in itself, as it forces one to shed excess verbiage to get to the essence of the company’s motivation. There is a principle at work here that will appear at several points in this book. That is, there is tremendous power in the ability to effectively distill. Distilling information to its essence makes an idea easier to remember and harder to forget.

A complex mission may appease different points of view within the company, but it’s less likely to create focus among employees, and more likely to confuse customers. It’s like flying five flags instead of one.

A good example of an unfocused mission statement can be found at McDonald’s. Its mission references a complex global strategy called the “Plan to Win.” It’s difficult to assign all the blame for the company’s overly complicated menu and poor financial performance in recent years to the lack of a clear, concise mission—but this lack certainly doesn’t help.

When people talk about companies driven by a mission, it’s not unusual to find Apple in the conversation. We’ve all come to know the modern, successful Apple, but when the company was withering from complexity back in the late 1990s, the mission became a powerful tool for much-needed simplification.

The Transformational Power of the Mission

In 1997 Apple acquired NeXT, the company Steve had started when he was driven from Apple eleven years earlier. Steve was part of the package, agreeing to become an adviser to Apple’s then-CEO Gil Amelio. Shortly after the acquisition, Gil trotted Steve onstage at a company event to explain how NeXT technology was going to enable Apple’s great leap forward.

Knowing how the story ends for both Steve and Gil, it’s simultaneously informative and entertaining to watch the YouTube video of this event.* At the very start Amelio appears humbled by the fact that Steve is received with wildly enthusiastic applause, and Steve looks very moved by it. Steve also seems a bit restrained because he knows that, at least for the moment, he is playing a side role in the Gil Amelio show.

In the first seconds of his address, Steve thought it was important to focus on Apple’s mission. On the screen behind him he put up the following slide:

MISSION: Provide relevant, compelling solutions that customers can only get from Apple.



These words illuminated Apple’s path forward at this critical fork in the road, when Apple was barely breathing. Following his successful coup not long afterward, having been appointed “interim CEO,” Steve went about the business of remodeling the company and its product line exactly as his mission described. Apple became far simpler as a result, laying the groundwork for amazing growth ahead.

While a company’s mission is critical, that doesn’t mean it’s carved in stone. Companies evolve over the years, and their mission statements need to evolve in tandem. For Apple the transformation from computer company to consumer electronics company was an important turning point. Even its name changed, from Apple Computer, Inc. to Apple Inc. Its mission was refined to be more about innovation and defining the future.

Another important turning point for Apple was the creation of the retail Apple Store. Building a chain of stores required hundreds of decisions, from basic concept and architecture to locations, store layout, and hiring. The Apple Stores would offer not only products but also advice, training, support, and—via its staff—a healthy dose of Apple enthusiasm. This retail effort would require a mission of its own.

Steve Jobs recruited Ron Johnson to help conceive and build the Apple Stores we know today. I spoke to Ron about how the idea of an Apple Store grew from a simple concept to one of the greatest successes in retail history, with hundreds of locations worldwide. He explained that the key moment for the Apple Store actually came with the development of its own mission.

The team worked hard to develop a statement that would align with Apple’s overall mission and also lay the foundation for a compelling in-store experience. It would be the guide for everything that happened inside the stores. It had to be easy to remember, Ron said, so it could be socialized throughout the retail organization.

Apple is about creating products that change people’s lives, right? So for the Apple Store mission, we came up with one simple phrase: “Enrich lives.” The entire store, and the experience in the store, would be designed to enrich not only the lives of the customers but the employees as well.



The phrase “Enrich lives” didn’t appear in any signage or in any of the store collateral. Yet this mission was ever present in the development and operation of the stores. It was the test applied to every part of the customer experience, from store design to employee conduct to services offered. If an idea wasn’t consistent with the concept of enriching lives, it was rejected.

The mission was a major factor in making one of the most important decisions of all—the locations where the stores would be built. If your stores are about enriching people’s lives, says Ron, you can’t make people go out of their way to find you. Logically, then, the company chose to build Apple Stores in malls, where they would be easily accessible during everyday shopping trips.

The mission was also top of mind when it came to the issue of how to fix customers’ products if they ever needed service. Ron is credited with hatching the idea of the Genius Bar. Here, customers would feel like they were getting the attention of the smartest Apple person in town. That would not only enrich the lives of the customers, but it would also enrich the lives of the geniuses themselves. Ron explains:

The Genius Bar enriched the employee’s life because it recognized his or her level of expertise. “Genius” was a title employees coveted. What if we just had a repair department? Well, I don’t want to work in a repair department. But if I can be the Apple Genius in Minneapolis—that’s a more fulfilling job, right?



Ron and his team put major effort into creating the ideal profile of those who would be employed at the Apple Store. With “Enrich lives” as a guideline, they looked for smart, interesting people who were not only passionate about technology and the Apple brand but also eager to share their expertise.

Now people are working for Apple, they have a job with meaning, and they’re here to serve others—which so many people love to do.

Talk about the power of simplicity. All that came out of one very simple idea: Enrich lives. It described what Steve was doing with Apple, and so with this philosophy the Apple Stores were the perfect representation of the brand.



The mission continued to guide decisions as more stores were opened around the world. It all came together to create a retail success story that will likely be studied for decades.

Of course, the mission of the Apple Stores was successful in part because it reflected an Apple philosophy that had been built over many years. But a clear mission is every bit as valuable to a company that’s in its earliest stages.

Finding a Mission That Scales

Jeff Fluhr is the cofounder of StubHub, an online ticket marketplace that operates in the United States and the UK. He started the company in 2000 and just seven years later sold it to eBay for a reported $310 million. He is in many ways the perfect spokesman for the new generation of technology entrepreneurs—he had a compelling idea, launched an Internet-based service, and then successfully grew the company to stratospheric heights as its popularity took root.

Like many start-ups, StubHub didn’t exactly follow a rule book. Jeff makes it clear that he did not start the business with a mission statement in mind. However, as StubHub grew, he changed his tune about the value of having one.

When we first started StubHub, I was a very young CEO and entrepreneur, about twenty-five years old. I’d actually never even worked at an operating company before. So I hadn’t really seen a model of how people had created mission statements for their companies, and I discounted that kind of thing.

Now I’ve come to realize that the mission statement can be a powerful tool. It can align people internally, and externally it can help people better understand what you are doing.



As StubHub grew into a company with hundreds of employees, Jeff brought on senior executives with more business experience than he and cofounder Eric Baker had. One of these organizationally savvy people suggested that if the business were to become as big as its ambition, StubHub should seriously consider having a mission statement. It was one of those “oh, right” moments.

Jeff and his team set about creating a mission and ultimately discovered that one already existed inside their theme line: “Where fans buy and sell tickets.” Whether you were a buyer or a seller, you came to StubHub because you were a fan of music or sports. Jeff explains that the simple idea of serving the fan became the driver of StubHub’s business.

Verbalizing our mission not only gave the company more focus, but it was also helpful in terms of just speaking to the world about what we were doing. We were about the fans—and therefore we were not about the venues and the teams and the leagues, or the performing artists and the music space and the music industry. We were about the fans. That was really, really important in guiding the company’s actions. Without it, StubHub would not have succeeded as it did.



The mission statement was also critical to growth because it helped the company take on the forces that were aligned against it. In those early days many teams, leagues, and artists spoke out against the idea of reselling a ticket for more than its face value. And there were those who didn’t think tickets should be resold at any price.

When legislatures and various factions challenged the legality of StubHub, the company was able to put forward a powerful line of defense. It was able to point to its mission statement and say, “Look, we’re all about the fans. In a free country fans have the right to trade tickets and money if both the buyer and seller feel it is in their best interest.” StubHub was simply empowering fans to take advantage of free-market economics.

Our mission of being about the fan, and about fans having choice and access, really helped to clarify and simplify what we were doing.



For StubHub, like the Apple Store, the mission influenced every decision moving forward, from new product features to marketing. It helped the company stay focused as it empowered customers with a new and exciting service.

StubHub blazed a trail in its industry. But a clear mission is also a powerful advantage for companies looking for ways to succeed in well-established categories where competition is intense. A unique mission is a guideline for differentiation.

A Simple Mission Stands Out In a Crowd

It’s hard enough to get noticed when you’re a new player in a category where product features offer a logical means of comparison. It’s tougher still when you’re in an industry where products are personal, emotional, experiential, and entirely subjective, as they are in the world of fashion.

Joe Fresh, Canada’s number two fashion brand, has not only achieved success in its home country but also expanded its presence around the world. The company started with a clear, simple mission: “Fresh fashion at fresh prices.” It also happened to work beautifully as the marketing theme.

The force behind Joe Fresh is Joe Mimran, a Canadian entrepreneur with a résumé in fashion that dates back to 1976. Joe has a passion for simplicity, not only in fashion but also in the way he runs his business. Joe Fresh was born when Canada’s Weston family—whose Loblaws supermarket chain does over $35 million worth of business annually—approached Joe with the idea of selling apparel in their supermarkets.

The Westons were eager to have Joe do battle with their main competitor, Walmart. They showed him some of the clothing items Walmart was selling, but Joe wasn’t interested in going toe to toe with the giant retailer.

I said, “You know, that’s not what I do. If I’m going to work with you, I’d like to propose my idea of what it should be.” The name “Joe Fresh”—in fact, the whole idea of “fresh”—came from the idea of clothes being sold in a food store. Fresh fashion. It made sense.



Because the line would be carried in a supermarket at first, Joe felt that the pricing needed to be surprisingly affordable (“fresh prices”) and the clothes needed to be appealing in a different way (“fresh fashion”). The colors had to be “tasty”—no dead colors and certainly no black, regardless of what the fashion trends might be.

The mission was evident in every discussion about the new brand. Determined to keep the proposition simple and not deviate from the mission, Joe didn’t want to get involved in markdowns. He went with everyday low pricing from the start.

The mission also powered the marketing strategy. Joe believed it was important to keep the brand image crystal clear. He thought it would only confuse people if Joe Fresh ran ads introducing people to a hot new fashion brand and then urged them to see it for themselves in a supermarket. That would have been a head-scratcher. Instead, Joe did something few marketers would do in any circumstance: He advertised the brand without telling viewers where it could be found. There was no mention of Loblaws at all.

Unsurprisingly, there was debate over the wisdom of introducing the brand this way. But there is no denying that the idea was bold: sell the brand first, marketing the new fashion line aggressively, and then let shoppers be surprised when they “discovered” it in the








A Mission Simplifies Big Beliefs
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