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            To all the tastemakers out there:

            May you continue to delight and inspire us.

            And may you reap the rewards in business and beyond.
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            Introduction
Aesthetics Matter

         
         In late 2015, I met with Frances Frei, then senior associate dean for faculty planning and recruiting at Harvard Business
            School, to discuss my interest in teaching. At the time, I was the chairman of the North American division of the world’s
            leading luxury company, LVMH Moët Hennessy–Louis Vuitton. Based on my résumé, Frances assumed that a course on brand management,
            retailing, or luxury marketing would be in the offing. Maybe . . . except that the idea of teaching any of these topics made
            me bristle. “I’m not interested in merely passing on what I’ve learned as an industry insider,” I said. “I’d like to explore
            how my insights and experiences can be applied to other businesses.” Frei seemed intrigued and asked me what the class would
            be called. “The Business of Aesthetics,” I blurted out. She lit up. “I love it!” As she started to jot it down, she looked
            up and said, “I only have one question: How do you spell it?” It came as no surprise, then, that the course I proposed would
            be a first for the university.
         

         
         Within forty-eight hours, I received my teaching contract, and two months later, I officially joined the faculty at Harvard—an
            extraordinary turnaround time for an academic institution. Graduate students welcomed the course. I was not altogether surprised
            by their level of interest. People, in general, hunger for new angles in business. The concept of aesthetic value is not normally
            associated with financial value. Yet, when I look back at my own career—from spearheading acquisitions for the Estée Lauder
            Companies to setting strategy for Avon Products to investing in retail companies at The Carlyle Group—my appreciation and
            understanding of aesthetics arguably contributed as much if not more to my professional success (and the success of the businesses
            I worked with) than did my Wharton MBA or rigorous analytic training at earlier employers such as Bain & Company.
         

         
         This book is intended to bring that Harvard classroom to you. My goal is to show you how aesthetics can be used to unlock
            value and help businesses succeed. I also want to help you rediscover and refine your own personal aesthetic gifts—what I
            call aesthetic intelligence, or “the other AI,” and apply your AI to your own business in ways that will create and sustain
            financial value
         

         
         If you see aesthetics as merely appealing to the superficiality of consumerism or the whims of fashion, please hear me out.
            Aesthetics is far more essential than that—it is a crucial element of business strategy. Businesses, both established and start-up, ought to take this proposition seriously.
         

         
         In this book, I make four fundamental points: (1) aesthetics matter in business (and beyond); (2) aesthetic intelligence can
            be cultivated; in fact, each of us possesses far more capacity than we use; (3) aesthetic vision and leadership have the power
            to transform companies and even entire sectors; and (4) in the absence of aesthetics, most businesses are susceptible to potentially
            fatal challenges. In other words, when a company’s aesthetics fail, so does the company.
         

         
         Each chapter provides insights from case studies of companies that have used aesthetics to build market share, gain customer
            loyalty, and create lasting value. Though I rely on theory and science to explain the power of aesthetics, the stories of
            people—the business founders, entrepreneurs, and leaders—and their companies are at the heart of this book. The case studies
            include dozens of profiles of companies and their leaders, many of whom I have had the good fortune to have worked with. Real-world
            examples, in which businesses’ aesthetic properties enhance or detract from their overall value, show how these principles
            work in real time.
         

         
         I am also a pragmatist, so although I believe that each of us has the potential to boost our aesthetic intelligence, it takes
            time and effort. It is just like developing other muscles. To that end, I’ve included approaches and concrete exercises for
            building your aesthetic muscles and using them to win over customers, starting with exercises for enhancing attunement, or developing a higher consciousness of your environment and the effect of its stimuli; interpretation, or translating your emotional reactions (both positive and negative) to sensorial stimuli into thoughts that form the basis
            of an aesthetic position, preference, or expression; articulation, or expressing the aesthetic ideals for your brand, product, or service such that team members not only grasp the vision
            but also can execute it with precision; and curation, or organizing, integrating, and editing a wide variety of inputs and ideals to achieve maximum impact. When it comes to
            aesthetics, editorial command is all-important; as Coco Chanel said, “Elegance is refusal.”
         

         
         Though I am your guide or sensei in this book, I was not born with a particular knack for aesthetics. It took time to understand
            what was aesthetically appealing and why, and why aesthetics is so important in both business and life. The process of aesthetic
            discovery is not trivial. Creativity and taste are not things you can relegate to metrics and analytics. The process of developing
            “the other AI” is highly personal and qualitative. That makes it no less valuable. On the contrary, in an age in which most
            businesses have lost their raison d’être, I believe it is an imperative. After all, people do not need more “stuff.” But they
            do need opportunities to learn and discover, they need ways to express who they are and how they feel, and they need tools
            and inspiration to make themselves and the world more beautiful.
         

         
         A pivotal moment in my own aesthetic evolution happened in 1976, when I was ten years old. I yearned for only three things
            in life: pierced ears, a puppy, and a Panasonic Take-N-Tape. I begged my parents for all of them, though getting any one of
            them would have made me deliriously happy. Ten years passed before I had my ears pierced and another thirty before I adopted
            my first-ever puppy. But for Chanukah of that bicentennial year, my parents gave me that coveted cassette recorder in electric
            blue.
         

         
         The Take-N-Tape had an auratic power over me, with its lightweight yet sturdy design, its groovy curved edges, the shiny,
            glossy finish on the paint, the starlike speaker grooves in the upper right corner. Its bold, cheerful color coordinated well
            with my beloved and oft-worn polyester Adidas tracksuit. I marveled at the device’s capacity to record my voice and play my Shaun Cassidy tapes. It could even receive AM/FM radio on the go, thanks to its dual capacity to work by battery
            or plug. Above all, I loved pressing the stubby black buttons: play, fast-forward, rewind, and especially record. I was the only one of my girlfriends who owned a Take-N-Tape. That enhanced my popularity and also served as leverage for
            playdates. My friends and I would spend hours listening to playbacks of our own voices. We were in awe of the power of technology.
         

         
         I wasn’t the only preteen who coveted that little wondrous machine; it was one of Panasonic’s most successful and iconic consumer
            product launches of that era. Though there were many other portable tape recorders on the market, none had the visual and
            emotional power of the Take-N-Tape. Looking back, I believe my passion for the product was based on its distinct and particular
            look and feel. That was one of the first of my many “aesthetic epiphanies.”
         

         
         Growing up in a traditional European Jewish home (albeit in suburban New York), with cabinets full of curios and heirlooms
            from the Victorian Age, I found the machine all the more alluring for its pared-down Space Age design and its symbol of reinvention.
            Indeed, the Take-N-Tape perfectly captured its Japanese maker’s longtime design philosophy: to “create provocative, bold,
            attractive designs with an emotional connection, by honing in on the essence and characteristics of the product.”1

         
         Such personal epiphanies—like the Take-N-Tape—continue to shape my tastes, desires, and buying behavior four decades later.
            I grew up in Great Neck, an affluent suburb on the North Shore of Long Island, where F. Scott Fitzgerald once lived and dreamed
            up the Great Gatsby’s nouveau-riche West Egg. The girls around me grew up fast, especially when it came to their shopping
            habits, and I observed and absorbed everything they bought and wore.
         

         
         By thirteen, most girls of my generation owned their first pair of designer jeans, preferably Sasson, which was distinguished
            from less coveted brands by its iconic white stitching, red label, and “Ooh la la” campaign. My parents had neither the means
            nor the tolerance for such indulgences, and my babysitting income hardly covered the $34 entry price for that brand of jeans,
            so I turned my attention (and babysitting dollars) to premium hair care instead. Vidal Sassoon shampoo gave me hope. Specifically,
            I believed that by using such a luxurious product, my hair would become as straight, silky, and chic as the women in Vidal’s
            ads. I longed for the full range of products, from the shampoo and protein remoisturizer to the finishing rinse. Beyond the
            formulations, the tubular shape and rich chocolate brown color of the bottles captivated me. I was charmed by the idea of
            “Sassooning.” Above all, I loved the cherry almond scent that infused my entire shower as soon as I began to lather up.
         

         
         In my first year of high school, the accessories brand LeSportsac took off. Every girl I knew had at least one of those ripstop
            parachute nylon totes. The coolest girls amassed an entire family of Sacs. Each LeSportsac came with a matching pouch, and
            the most daring girls intermixed their bags and pouches to create unique ensembles. Our individuality was also expressed through
            our choice of colors. Mine was olive green, not because it was one of my favorite hues—it wasn’t—but because I liked what
            I thought it suggested: that I was original, soulful, and sophisticated.
         

         
         In 1984, as a first-year student at Dartmouth College, I was introduced to an entirely different aesthetic: that of the New
            England prep school kids. Although I never sought to dress like them—in truth, I eschewed the defeminized look of my female
            classmates—I was nonetheless enthralled by their carefree, fun-loving, and confident air. Physically free but not tarty. Tousled
            yet clean-cut. The style of clothing was perhaps best represented by L.L.Bean. At the time, the factory store in Maine was
            open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Many classmates would take overnight trips to pick up yet another fleece
            pullover or pair of duck boots.
         

         
         The aesthetics of Dartmouth College went well beyond the conventional “uniform” of the student body. It was embedded in all
            sorts of institutional codes such as the school’s emblematic use of pine green—Pantone PMS 349, to be exact—its Latin motto
            (“Vox clamantis in deserto,” or “A voice crying out in the wilderness”), and its traditional seal with reference to its 1769 founding. The spirit of
            the school was expressed through the natural elements as well: the jagged mountains, tough granite, and tall, stalwart evergreens
            of New Hampshire. It was all a constant reminder that the Dartmouth brand was built on a distinctly American tradition, one
            that revered the wilderness and was willing to forgo sensual comforts in favor of a hardy, pioneering spirit. By the time
            I graduated from Dartmouth, my own sense of style had become, well, rather muddled.
         

         
         Years of contrasting influences—from European finesse to Long Island flamboyance to New England utilitarianism—contradicted
            styles that I had once found appealing and undermined whatever appetite or confidence I might have had to tie these conflicting
            elements together. Moreover, my rigorous education, which had served to sharpen my intellect, only numbed my senses. By the
            time I entered my twenties, my entire being was confined to my head. Personal expressions of taste were shut down or ignored,
            and all my decisions and actions were based on rational assessment. In the process, I not only lost my sense of style—I lost
            my way.
         

         
         It took more than two decades for me to get back on track, aesthetically speaking. One of the first measures was to stop divorcing
            my professional (or public) identity from my personal one. When I first started my career, I assumed, wrongly as it turned
            out, that in order to be taken seriously and be successful I would need to block off all nonessential and nonconventional
            expressions of who I was or at least how I wanted to be seen. In other words, I would need to fit in and become stylistically
            invisible.
         

         
         In reality, my biggest breakthroughs, both personal and professional, came when I had the courage to stand out and to showcase
            the one and only thing that I actually do better than anyone else in the world—that is, to be Pauline Brown. The more I experimented
            with that advantage, my personal aesthetic advantage, the more attention I drew, praise I received, confidence I gained, and
            success I enjoyed. And the more I could apply what I knew to the businesses I was helping to acquire, shape, or grow.
         

         
         In 1997, when I entered the beauty industry, I started to understand the power of melding my personal self with my professional
            self. By immersing myself in a sector that deeply values beauty, style, and creativity, I was given not only every opportunity
            to express my own tastes but also the tools to experiment with different looks and techniques. Even then, I made plenty of
            stylistic mistakes along the way. At one point, in an attempt to restore my then–butter blond hair back to auburn, I ended
            up with a full head of fuchsia. On another occasion, I wore five-inch stiletto sandals to a company-sponsored picnic, effectively
            aerating the lawn with each step (and ruining my $500 Manolo Blahniks). With each experience, I continued to learn, grow,
            and evolve. While I was careful not to repeat my mistakes, I never stopped taking risks and experimenting.
         

         
         By the time I landed one of the senior-most roles in the global fashion industry as head of the North American division of
            LVMH Moët Hennessy–Louis Vuitton, home to about seventy luxury brands in sectors including ready-to-wear, cosmetics, and fine
            jewelry, I had worked out a strong sense of personal style—one that embraced many of the disparate elements of my past but
            also looked beyond fashion for inspiration and self-expression. I also was able to see the business value in this personal
            evolution and apply my aesthetic judgment—alongside more traditional financial and operational analysis—to solving most business
            problems. I saw the importance of hiring and retaining the right talent, setting and reinforcing a strong internal culture
            of aesthetics, as well as investing in creative resources.
         

         
         In this book, you will learn why this is important, not just for design-oriented companies such as LVMH but for all companies.
            You will learn ways to fine-tune your own judgment and style and develop the finesse needed to balance commercial and creative
            interests. I believe you will emerge with an understanding of what constitutes an aesthetic business and how to apply the
            principles to your own business to achieve an aesthetic advantage.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Mastering the Other AI

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Aesthetic Advantage

         
         One of my first assignments at LVMH was to immerse myself in the inner workings of the company’s individual brands, including
            the world’s oldest champagne house, Ruinart, as well as its Italian jewelry line, Bulgari. The experience of visiting the
            underground chalk quarries and vineyards of Ruinart and marveling at the skilled stone setters, gem cutters, and engravers
            at Bulgari opened my eyes to a new and different world of brand building—by arousal of the senses, or aesthetics. The quality,
            originality, and care taken to create those products resonated right through to their customers, thanks to their companies’
            elevated aesthetics. Aesthetics equals longevity. As Bernard Arnault, the head of LVMH, noted, “I have myself an iPhone. But
            can you say that in twenty years people will still use an iPhone? Maybe not. Maybe we’ll have a new product or something [more]
            innovative. But what I can say today is twenty years from now, I’m quite convinced that people will still drink Dom Pérignon.”1

         
         The term aesthetics is typically used to describe how things look. In business, that means product and packaging design, brand image, and corporate
            identity. However, the word is far more useful if we embrace its full meaning, which extends well beyond visual elegance.
            Here’s how I teach students to understand the term and how I use it throughout this book: aesthetics is the pleasure we—i.e., all humans—derive from perceiving an object or experience through our senses. Aesthetic intelligence—another term we will come back to—is our ability to understand, interpret, and articulate feelings that are elicited by a
            particular object or experience.
         

         
         Aesthetic businesses tend to draw on all five senses and provide products or services that are a pleasure to buy and consume.
            In turn, consumers gladly pay a premium not for the utility of these products or services but for the sensorial delight that
            they arouse, including visual, gustatory (taste), olfactory (smell), auditory (sound), and somatosensory (touch). Aesthetic
            propositions shift consumers’ motivations from functional and transactional to experiential, aspirational, and memorable.
            For businesses, that means more demand for their products, stronger loyalty among their customers, and higher value for their
            shareholders.
         

         
         In a world where people want fewer things, crave richer and more meaningful experiences, and have unprecedented market power
            to get precisely what they want precisely when they want it, the aesthetic value of a company’s product or service is critical
            to its long-term success. Executives, entrepreneurs, and other professionals can capitalize on the power of aesthetics by
            learning how to identify and apply it to their own business interests. I call this critical skill set aesthetic intelligence,
            or “the other AI.”
         

         
         When businesses engage a consumer on an aesthetic level, they win. In 1995, when I earned my MBA from the Wharton School,
            I didn’t appreciate this. Few did. As I traveled through the ranks of the luxury sector, working for brands that would not
            have survived the years (in some cases, centuries) without an intense commitment to aesthetics, I realized that nonluxury
            sectors—which historically have focused on scale, efficiency, and innovation—were undermining their financial and consumer
            value by dismissing, misunderstanding, or underinvesting in aesthetics.
         

         
         Unlike “design thinking,” with its focus on processes for problem-solving and solution-based strategies, the value of aesthetics
            in business is about delight—the opportunity to lift the human spirit and rouse the imagination through sensorial experiences.
            Done right, it pays big dividends to both businesses and their patrons. These days, and for the foreseeable future, that’s
            where the money is. Computers can and will solve more and more functional problems; they cannot and will not be able to deliver
            new and meaningful ways to reconnect us with our humanity.
         

         
         The automation of society means that many tasks are now and will increasingly be done by computers: analytics, data collection
            and interpretation, even routine physical tasks and jobs. However, people must still apply their talents and skills to activities
            that cannot be so easily and economically overtaken by technology, including our ability to make art, create beauty, and forge
            deep human connections. Those are places where we can and will continue to outperform computers.
         

         
         As former Google CEO Eric Schmidt puts it, those of us who want to succeed in the future must learn to observe this “separation
            of powers” and collaborate with computers where relevant while specializing in what we do best. As we work to mitigate the
            ill effects of overproduction and industrial development, we must put more value on the quality, meaning, beauty, and durability
            of goods rather than on their price, accessibility, and disposability. Developing aesthetic standards and strategies is crucial
            to the economic and social sustainability of all people and business.
         

         
         
            The Good News: Aesthetics Can Be Learned

            To lead aesthetic businesses, executives need to be attuned not only to their own aesthetic sensibilities and values but also
               to those of their customers. Studies show that feelings, not analytic thinking, drive an estimated 85 percent of buying decisions.
               However, marketers typically focus their efforts on the remaining 15 percent of a buying decision: a rational evaluation of
               features and functionality.
            

            
            The value of aesthetics in business starts at the top—with the leader’s own AI—but it also depends on the leader’s ability
               to build, support, and sustain the right organization and culture around that aesthetic position. Everyone is born with more
               aesthetic capacity than he or she uses. Of course, some people are naturally advantaged, or gifted, such as the musician Bob
               Dylan with his extraordinary ear for sound and rhythm or the chef Wolfgang Puck with his legendary ability to balance flavors,
               textures, and tastes. However, even people like Dylan and Puck must continue to hone their skills and evolve their styles
               in order to remain active and relevant in their fields, lest their aesthetic advantage atrophy. They also have to keep up
               with changing tastes in the broader marketplace and, over time, modify or tweak their individual forms of expression.
            

            
            After all, even classics have to be modernized to remain relevant. For example, Louis Vuitton—a brand that came of age during
               the first wave of global travel, the Steamship Era—might have died after World War II with the steamship. Yet, the brand is
               more valuable, influential, and relevant today than ever before. How has it managed to remain so? By striking the right balance
               between legacy and renewal. In these fast-moving times, the value of tradition and heritage is all the more important. However,
               brands ought not be preserved and presented like artwork in a museum. They still need to be useful and meaningful. Marketers
               should take time to understand what aspects of a brand’s legacy are still relevant and what aspects are simply of historic
               interest.
            

            
            Vuitton, a French luggage maker in the mid-1800s, introduced a trunk that was flat-bottomed (stackable), made of canvas (relatively
               lightweight), and airtight (protective from water damage)—a useful and meaningful innovation for travelers in the Steamship
               Era.
            

            
            Flash forward to the twenty-first century; the notion of toting a large, rigid piece of luggage is not remotely appropriate
               for modern-day travel. However, the allure of global travel has never been more exciting. Louis Vuitton has remained relevant
               as a brand, in large part, through its strong, modern, and consistent references to global travel, as captured by the images
               in its advertising campaigns, the motifs in its stores, and even the curation of its glamorous pop-up exhibit “Volez, Voguez,
               Voyagez,”2 which “retraces the adventure of [the brand] from 1854 to the present.” Its products, however, are all lightweight, compact,
               and optimally sized for aircraft overhead bins.
            

            
            Other leading companies—such as Apple, the Walt Disney Company, Adidas, and Starbucks—all honor their heritage and “brand
               codes,” while continuing to refine their distinct aesthetic qualities and enhance their desirability. None of the best remains
               stagnant.
            

            
            These companies have products similar to their competitors’: Apple’s smartphones have comparable computing power to Samsung’s;
               Airbnb, Marriott, and Craigslist offer competing accommodation services to travelers. Aesthetics is the differential. It is
               the reason some customers are willing to stand in line to pay $1,000-plus for the iPhone X or pay a $1,000 deposit to get
               onto the waiting list to buy a Tesla. Aesthetics explains why Airbnb is, by far, the number one vacation rental marketplace,
               beating both the world’s largest hotel group and an incumbent internet company with a twenty-year head start in the marketplace.
               The aesthetics of the booking experience is intuitive and pleasing: the look of the website is clean, elegant, and, in terms
               of function, intuitive. You’re never more than three clicks away from a booking. Even more important than its user-friendliness,
               the site is designed to help people and encourage them to dream.
            

            
            One final point about the process of cultivating and harnessing aesthetic intelligence is a notion that I call aesthetic empathy: whereas AI begins with the development of one’s own aesthetic sensibility, it also requires a deep understanding of and
               respect for other people’s sensibilities insofar as they may differ from our own yet better reflect the marketplace. That
               there are different kinds of good taste doesn’t mean that bad taste doesn’t exist—it certainly does. Knowing the difference
               between good taste and bad, while also being sensitive to the good taste of others (i.e., aesthetic empathy) is a valuable
               means of envisioning and predicting who will (and will not) respond to your own product’s or service’s aesthetic expressions
               and how.
            

            
            When you understand how aesthetics can benefit your business—and how it can be effectively and credibly applied—your prospects
               for survival and longevity dramatically increase. Consider one of the most iconic champagne brands in the world, Veuve Clicquot,
               as a prime example. Madame Barbe-Nicole Ponsardin Clicquot, a French businesswoman in the early nineteenth century, became
               known as the “Grand Dame of Champagne” for her innovation in the aesthetic expression of champagne. In 1798, she married François
               Clicquot, son of the founder of Maison Clicquot. François shared his passion for and knowledge of champagne with his wife,
               so when she was widowed at twenty-seven in 1805, she was able to take the reins of the business. Under her leadership, the
               business continued to thrive.
            

            
            Not only did Madame Clicquot save the family business, she improved it by developing a novel production technique, called
               riddling, which drastically improved the taste and visual appeal of champagne. She developed the technique to counter the
               unappetizing look of sediment that accumulated in the bottom of the bottles. The technique is still used by winemakers today.
               Madame Clicquot also innovated the first blend of rosé champagne—the seductive pink bubbly popular at weddings and other special
               occasions throughout the world. The egg yolk–yellow label, a signature of Clicquot since 1772, remains a powerful visual marker
               of the brand’s heritage and personality.
            

            
            Madame Clicquot used her aesthetic intelligence to improve an existing product, create something special, and make it timeless.
               The power of a strong aesthetic strategy helped her company become one of the leading champagne brands in the world. But Madame
               Clicquot wasn’t born with a knowledge of the wine business, and she didn’t go to a university to study design. Instead she
               observed and watched at her husband’s side and learned to trust her own instincts about what was good about the product and
               what could be better. That’s where this book begins—with the idea that AI can be learned.
            

            
            The art historian Maxwell L. Anderson contends what Madame Clicquot proved, that developing AI doesn’t require formal training
               or growing up in a refined environment, although that certainly might help to lay the groundwork. “Judging quality,” according
               to Dr. Anderson, “is a skill anyone can develop.”3 People who are passionate about cooking probably have a refined instinct for quality culinary wares. A cyclist brings the
               same rigor to his or her judgment of bikes; the painter to specific brands of oils and acrylics. According to Anderson, they
               should be able to transfer those skills to develop a discernment for art and design. The cook’s beloved Le Creuset kitchenware
               conforms to the same principles of superior craftsmanship as other fine objects. Learn to recognize and use this ability to
               distinguish between what makes an object or experience pleasurable or not in other areas. It is a first step in cultivating
               AI. Practice leads to polish.
            

            
            Once you recognize quality, resist the urge to copy others, as doing so seldom produces anything of lasting value. Authenticity
               and originality are crucial to long-term aesthetic consequence, especially in business. Though fast-fashion brands may churn
               out patterns, styles, and silhouettes similar to those of coveted high-end designer wares, the value of those replicas diminishes
               with each wear. Just as with a brand-new car, there is little resale value in a knock-off. On the other hand, Hermès Birkin
               bags often sell at auction for far more than their original retail price.4

            
            I was a few years out of the Wharton School when I was appointed the head of strategy at the Estée Lauder Companies. I had
               joined Lauder directly from the consulting firm Bain & Company, so naturally I took along my “Bain toolbox” to my new corporate
               role. At Bain, I had been trained to understand business analytically and build cases based on “number crunching” and financial
               modeling. My first meeting with my new boss, Fred Langhammer, who was then chief operating officer of the company, was eye-opening
               and instructive in terms of how much I had to learn. Fred was a very shrewd, no-nonsense German. I had done my homework and
               went to the meeting armed with a deck full of market analysis.
            

            
            He slammed my Bain-esque report on the table and looked at me (or maybe through me) with his austere, piercing blue eyes.
               Uh-oh. Langhammer wasn’t interested in my deck, which clinically described historic performance but offered no big ideas or
               forward-looking solutions. Nothing in the deck was actionable. Fred expected me to act like someone who owned the business—someone
               who genuinely understood, appreciated, and cared about its value proposition—not someone who merely was observing it with
               rational objectivity. He was looking for a thought partner, not a dispassionate analyst or hired hand. He knew that the only
               way I could add value to the company—as a strategist or otherwise—was to immerse myself in the operations of the cosmetics
               sector, spend time on the shopping floor, and understand the motivations, aspirations, and dreams of our customers.
            

            
            That meant I would have to reconnect with myself—not as an employee but as a person. In other words, it meant reconnecting
               with my natural senses. What the company needed most was not more in-depth financial models but the insights of a person who
               genuinely enjoyed buying and applying beauty products. Bain had given me a rigorous toolbox for applying important concepts
               to real-world business issues. The problem, however, was that the toolbox, with its strict focus on data analytics, diagnostics,
               and facts, was deficient in describing or addressing the real challenges: the human ones. Although those tools enabled me
               to understand part of a company’s story, how it had performed historically or where it might have faced competitive or distribution
               challenges, they didn’t remotely help me understand the human story. Why do people buy one product over another? Bain hadn’t
               taught me how a company might entice and delight current and prospective buyers, above and beyond what people in a focus group
               might suggest.
            

            
            Moreover, Bain-style analysis provided me (and many of my fellow consultants and our corporate clients) with a false sense
               of security, suggesting that if the model were well constructed and the data precise, we would have all the answers we needed.
               In the end, I found that answers about a business and its future are far more complex and messy than any toolbox can provide. Strategies in the context of a company built on dreams and aspirations, as is Estée Lauder, have to
               be conveyed differently and more holistically. I started to see the potential in businesses I might have overlooked before.
               It was almost as if I had to rediscover my AI and dig into the aesthetic awakenings I might have had over the years but had
               forgotten or dismissed. Adding an aesthetic sense to my analytic skills actually made those existing skills stronger.
            

            
            The Aveda acquisition was one of the first such deals that I worked on after joining the Estée Lauder Companies. The Austrian-born
               Horst Rechelbacher had reinvented the hair care category starting in the mid-1960s as a young stylist in Minneapolis. Born
               in Austria in 1941 to an herbalist mother and a shoemaker father, at seventeen years old he was already being touted as a
               world-class stylist; by age twenty, he had won the European Hairstyling Championship, which he used as a springboard to tour
               Europe and the United States. In 1970, he went on a retreat in India, where, through attunement to his environment, he saw
               that Ayurveda, a system of integrative medicine, could inspire a different kind of beauty based on the idea that botanical
               ingredients were good not just for users but for the planet.
            

            
            Each of us is a product of where we’ve been and what we’ve done—and as we learn to tune in to our past experiences and influences,
               we develop the power to transform experiences into things. Rechelbacher was able to take his history of growing up with an
               herbalist mother, his interest in hairstyling, his understanding of what chemicals do to the body, and his experiences in
               India, and see something larger than the parts. He himself was highly sensitive to the noxious chemicals commonly used in
               hair care products. His sensorial approach to formulating beauty products was a breakthrough at the time. Likewise, working
               on the acquisition of that company was an awakening for me. Customers loved Aveda not only for the quality of its formulations
               but also for the caring and philanthropic mission of the brand, which was expressed through the design of its eco-friendly
               packaging, the use of natural materials in the Aveda salons, and even the aroma of natural ingredients such as lavender and
               rosemary mint.
            

            
            Though these types of scented products are ubiquitous today, back then they were unique and refreshing. At the time of the
               acquisition, Pantene was the number one shampoo in the United States, and though its owner, Procter & Gamble, relied on expensive
               ads featuring well-coiffed models to promote its brand, science, by way of its moisturizing ingredient panthenol, drove much
               of its marketing strategy. There were no sensual expectations for shampoos at the time; marketing was based on the efficacy
               of treatments geared to “dry,” “oily,” and “normal” hair.
            

            
            Rechelbacher took his own disparate life experiences, synthesized them into a holistic story, and created a breakthrough method
               of caring for hair, for life, and for the planet. Doing this kind of thing does not take a special inborn talent—anyone can
               look at many different parts of his or her life to see patterns and recognize opportunities. I cannot tell you what specific
               patterns you will see in your own life, but I can tell you that by becoming attuned to what’s around you and taking what you
               know or have experienced, new and powerful ideas will emerge. In Rechelbacher’s case, in 1978, he developed and introduced
               Aveda.
            

            
            Today, in part because of Aveda, we expect to have an “aroma-therapeutic” experience whenever we wash and condition our hair,
               but that was not the case in 1978. Rechelbacher made hair washing multi-sensorial experience. If I had looked only at the
               analytics of Aveda’s financial performance, I would have missed the more important insight—the fact that customers wanted
               products that offered more than efficacy and value; they wanted products that would help them reconnect with nature and that
               would transform even the most mundane tasks into “experiences.”
            

            
            Like Rechelbacher, to understand the brand’s business potential, I had to piece together disparate information, including
               why customers were drawn to Aveda (it looked and smelled good, it was natural, and it made washing hair into an event rather
               than just a grooming task) and what was happening in the broader culture (a growing interest in organic and natural ingredients
               and concern over environmental destruction). It did not take any special talent on my part, other than learning how to recognize
               and observe the role of aesthetics in defining this product line and driving its success.
            

            
            Jo Malone London was another acquisition that taught me a great deal about aesthetic value. In 1999, at the end of the millennium,
               the US fragrance category was struggling. Although my then employer, Estée Lauder, had had some successes—scents such as White
               Linen, Pleasures, and Beautiful were all bestsellers at the time—the overall segment was declining, and historically popular
               fragrance brands were eroding in both relevance and sales. The shift in beauty was toward other subcategories such as makeup
               and skin care and toward smaller, independent labels such as Nars Cosmetics, Bobbi Brown, and Laura Mercier.
            

            
            At the time of its debut in 1994, Jo Malone had two points of distribution: a tiny shop in London and an even smaller store-within-a-store
               at Bergdorf Goodman in Manhattan. Despite the limited distribution, Malone’s ability to attract the most discriminating and
               influential women to her counters was magical. Their enthusiasm for the brand was all that we needed to know about the future
               prospects of this tiny company. The experience of buying and using Jo Malone products is special primarily because of Malone’s
               strong aesthetic message—from the single-note, foodlike scents (such as nectarine blossom, peppery basil, and white thyme)
               to the clean, elegant packaging and deceptively simple logo, from the luxurious brown grosgrain ribbon that wraps around the
               handsomely constructed boxes to the deluxe creamy yellow shopping bags. The product is designed like a gift, and in many cases,
               it’s a gift that the customer buys for herself.
            

            
            Malone attributes her early success to the fact that she is a synesthetic (she interprets both sound and color as smell).
               This condition is not normally thought of as a talent but rather as a disability. However, she learned how to harness her
               acute sense of smell into an advantage.5 She mastered the ritual of fragrance and fragrance buying. Today scented
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