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Tapworthy
The Evolution of 
Stupidly Simple Software Design

It’s generally believed that the first known ‘PC’ on the 
market was called the Altair 8800–the one Bill Gates 
and his buddies famously giggled excitedly over, as they 
flew down to Albequerque, New Mexico, to get their 
humble software to run on the thing. The Altair was not 
meant for human beings to use; it was meant for 
computer geeks to tinker with. It did very little, but it was 
exciting enough that the company that sold the Altair, 
MITS, couldn’t handle all the demand. Suddenly, a metal 
box with a few blinking lights was selling like hotcakes.



Within two years the IBM 5100 
and Apple I were released, putting 
MITS out to pasture. Slowly, the 
need for well designed software 
came to light. Soon, the Graphical 
User Interface, Keyboards and 
Mice, Mac, Windows, and all the 
rest of it. And now, we have mass-
market touch-based computing--
apps for touchscreen smartphones 
and tablets. To some they are the 
dumbest form of technology on the 
planet. They’re too easy to use. 
They’re casual. They’re l ike 
playing with elastic bands, flicking 
and scratching, rubbing and 
pushing. It’s the complexity of full 
productivity software, with the 
usability and ‘golly gee stupid 
simplicity’ of toy blocks.

Why is this ‘baby software’ the 
evolut ion of great sof tware 
design? Is it just because Apple 
came out with the first sexy gotta-
haveit touchscreen phone? Or is it 
the goal, the destiny, of all great 
technologies that,to put it bluntly, 
idiots can use them.

• A great DVD player is 
defined by its high picture 
quality, as well as its simple 
clean user interface.

• A great car feels like it’s in 
park, or barely moving, 
when it’s cruising as 120 
MPH.

• A delicious steak is effortless 
to eat, and rich with just the 
right juices and flavors.

Maybe it’s not about technology. 
Maybe technology is what makes 
things possible, but design is what 
makes them good. The first is 
about efficiency; the second is 
about directing some efficiency 
towards a productive end. I don’t 
care how fast your car is if it’s too 
big for the road, or it the roof 
sometimes flies off (or the heat of 
the turbo charged engine heats up 
the leather seats to a frightful 
boil).



Yes, I know, there are a few of you 
out there rolling your eyes at this. 
I’ve obviously drank the Apple 
Kool-aid and I’m going to start 
rattling off all the ways software, 
technology, and apps should be 
oversimplified like the Japanese 
Dojo, with clean white interfaces 
and Helvetica Neue text. It’s not 
that there’s something great about 
white, but there is something 
i n c r e d i b l y f a n t a s t i c a b o u t 
unitasking. I’m sorry if all this Zen 
stuff is putting a cramp in your 
zafu, but you have to understand 
just how much of a pain in the ass 
( f o r d e s i g n e r s a n d u s e r s ) 
complexity really is. Complexity is 
wasteful. Simplicity is about 
maximizing utility. Distraction is the 
ultimate productivity killer.

So how do you go from ‘this thing 
works’ to ‘this is so awesome I 
want to use it every day!’? How to 
bring delight to users? Never ever 
screw up. Ever. Never bring up a 
glitch, a bug, never show them all 
the ugly code that’s under that 
luscious UI. And for goodness 
sakes, UPOD! Under Promise Over 
Deliver. So many people shoot 
themselves in the foot by not 
adopt ing th is . Market your 

sof tware, your project, your 
lemonade s tand, whatever, 
conservatively, so that users/
customers are delighted when they 
finally try it out. 

And in the end, that’s what it’s all 
about: delight. Delight is picking 
up your phone, trying out a new 
app for the very first time, without 
any instruction, knowing instantly 
how to use it, what it’s for, and 
sharing it with all your friends. The 
writers of this book called it 
Tapworthy, but I noticed they kept 
going back to that word ‘delight’, 
which I love.



In the Plex
In the late 90′s a young Computer Science student at 
Stanford, needed a subject for his Phd dissertation. His 
was a razor sharp engineering mind, but young Larry 
was in need of something big, something worthy of his 
geek brain. They say technology lies on the edge of 
complexity, and thus, in those days, the most complex 
thing was the Internet, just a few years after launching 
into the mainstream. The web was growing at an 
amazing rate, truly a worth challenge for Larry Page. 
That Stanford project became Google (not Googol), and 
today, the web is sprawling more than it ever has, 
making a Search engine, on the face of it, worth more 
than it ever was. Amidst infinite complexity, Google’s 
algorithm has incredible value precisely because the 
world, and the web, is incredibly complex.

http://blog.pontiflex.com/2010/08/03/how-googol-became-google/
http://blog.pontiflex.com/2010/08/03/how-googol-became-google/


The story of Google turns out to 
be a nice little summary of the last 
15 or so years of Computing, 
picking up right about the time our 
last gen Silicon Valley Royals 
(those being Steve Jobs and Bill 
Gates) buried the hatchet. So why 
read a book about Google 
anyway? Well the truth is, most 
people won’t. Most people will 
find this stuff incredibly dry. 
Everyone wants a Google business 
card, but few of us actually want 
to actually work at Google and 
stay up for 14 hours discussing 
s e a r c h a l g o r i t h m s , G m a i l 
Spambots and Google Streetview. 
Engineers, however, love this stuff. 
The simple act of saying, “This is 
hard, it’s never been done before, 
it’s probably impossible” is the 
e q u i v a l e n t o f t e l l i n g 
Schwarzenegger in the late 70′s 
that he couldn’t pick up a huge 
boulder. He’s going to pick that 
rock up or die trying.

The other thing Engineers like is 
money. It turns out that if you go 
back to Apple in the 80′s, 
Microsoft in the 90′s, and Google 
in the 2000′s (and now Facebook 
in the 2010′s), Engineers go 
wherever the IPO tells them to go. 

And thus we find ourselves in an 
interesting position: Google has 
lost some of its smartest people, 
and Facebook is the coolest kid on 
the block. Despite all the bad 
press, Mark Zuckerberg (who 
famously had more Facebook 
plaintiffs than Friends) is the most 
popular kid on Google Plus.

But before we get into that, let’s 
take a step back and try to 
understand what really drives this 
company: Google was never 
about making money. In fact, the 
founders taunted the business 
guys, mostly because they weren’t 
smart enough to be Engineers. To 
be an MBA with no Engineering 
experience at Google is to be, in 
a way, a second class citizen. And 
yet Google gets richer and richer, 
almost as if to say, “We can do 
this stuff without even trying. What 
do we need you for?”

So how does Google make 
money? By saving the logs of 
everything everybody on the 
Internet searches for, they can 
track incredibly detailed patterns 
of behaviour (like the way our 
brains have muscle memory and 
habits). If Google understands 

https://plus.google.com/104560124403688998123/posts
https://plus.google.com/104560124403688998123/posts
https://plus.google.com/104560124403688998123/posts
https://plus.google.com/104560124403688998123/posts


what you want, maybe Google 
can anticipate what you’re looking 
for. And thus, perhaps they could 
actually give you an ad that you 
didn’t hate. This is the point. 
You’re not supposed to hate 
Google Ads. You’re supposed to 
like them. And for that, Advertisers 
pay big money. Ideally, it’s a win-
win. If an advertiser starts talking 
to you about something you want, 
they’re not annoying; they’re 
actually useful.

Here’s where i t gets real ly 
interesting: you may have heard 
that Google’s mission is to 
organize the world’s information. 
As such, it’s inextricably tied to the 
growth of the Web. And thus, 
Google will do anything that 
promotes Web usage. This is why 
almost all Google services are 
free.

Who could argue with this great 
b u s i n e s s mo de l ? Yo u t a ke 
something that people are looking 
for, and give it to them for free. 
They never pay anything (like TV 
commercials), and we get big 
businesses to foot the bill. But 
Google does have its critics, 
namely Privacy advocates. Google 

often responds to criticism by 
calling upon the Invisible hand of 
the market: “If we do something 
wrong, people will tell us, and 
they’ll stop using our stuff, and 
thus, the product will fail.” It’s the 
kind of undeniable and irrefutable 
logic that almost suggests the 
Governments step away from all 
consumer protection. There’s just 
one problem: a similar defence 
could be used for Drug Dealers. 
After all, the addicts keep coming 
back, they obviously like the 
product right? Wink, wink.

And what’s Google’s drug in this 
analogy? Free Google services. 
By getting the users hooked on 
free services, they can pull in the 
advertisers. And it turns out, as 
long as you have lots of white 
space (Google’s most preferred 
design language.) you can put ads 
there. And if you suggest Google 
is exploiting people, they will 
respond that they are merely 
anticipating what their users are 
looking for and suggest ing 
solutions. We users should be so 
lucky. 

Don’t think of Google as a Search 
Engine, or a business; think of 

http://www.zdnet.com/blog/micro-markets/can-google-organize-worlds-information/819
http://www.zdnet.com/blog/micro-markets/can-google-organize-worlds-information/819


Google as a Brain. And where is 
that brain? Strewn around the 
world in Google’s top secret Data 
Centres of course, where it holds 
indexes of everything on the Web, 
with its own fibers engineered to 
bring you the fastest results it 
possibly can. Like a man made 
Cerebral cortex connected to the 
wo r l d s m o s t e f fi c i e n t a n d 
genetically perfect spinal cord. 
Ze ro Down t ime , U n l im i t ed 
Memory and Super-Speed.

You see, human brains are great, 
but they have this little problem of 
wearing down and expiring every 
80 or so years.

So if you’re going to build a 
mechianical brain that can live 
forever, first you have to teach it 
s tu f f ( Index ing t he wor ld’s 
Information), and you have to give 
i t a g r e a t m e m o r y 
(aforementioned Data Centers). 
As the brain becomes more 
intelligent, soon you’ll want it to 
learn to speak (Google Translate) 
and develop feelings and social 
skills, which brings us back to 
Google+, Google ’s humble 
“Facebook-killer“.

So Social turns out to be the next 
phase in bu i ld ing a bra in . 
Ironically, such technology only 
helps Google anticipate the users’ 
wants and needs, feeding them 
better ads. Your friends know 
you. . t hey know what you 
like....like Spotify. Which brings us 
back to Zuckerberg.

Mark Zuckerberg figures your 
friends who actually know you 
know what kind of cola you drink, 
what kind of shoes you like, better 
than some computer. Your friends 
have actual brains. The next level 
of search will come full circle, 
riding on the back of actual 
humans who know you. 

After all the fiber-optic cables have 
been laid and multi-million dollar 
data centres have been built, 
Zuckerberg, Brin and Page are the 
guys at your birthday party, who 
always seem to know the perfect 
gift. 

Just don’t ask how they seem to 
know exactly what you wanted.

http://www.technolism.com/facebook-killer-google-plus.html
http://www.technolism.com/facebook-killer-google-plus.html
http://www.technolism.com/facebook-killer-google-plus.html
http://www.technolism.com/facebook-killer-google-plus.html


How Creative Professionals will Survive 
the Internet Tidal Wave

Print 
is 

Dead



The more you try to understand what’s 
happening to the Publishing industry, the 
more you start thinking about what’s 
already happened to the Music and Film 
industry. It’s all part of the same story. The 
Internet = Disintermediation. Taking out 
the middle man. Gone are Tower Records 
and Blockbuster Movie rentals. Many of 
their competitors have been sold off, and 
everything (legal and illegal) is going 
digital, and put up on the web, to be shot 
between our phones, tablets and 
connected TVs. 

This is the dream, right? 



But if it means Artists aren’t 
making any money (so they quit 
making art, and become bankers) 
then what’s it all for? We need to 
u n d e r s t a n d h o w c r e a t i v e 
professionals (no matter what 
form their creativity takes) are 
going to deal with the onslaught of 
the Internet. 

In 1995 Bill Gates put out a memo 
to Microsoft Executive Staff , 
warning that if the company didn’t 
brace itself for what he dubbed 
‘The Internet Tidal Wave’, most, if 
not all, of their core businesses 
would be threatened. Microsoft 
changed, and Artists need to 
change too. Napster may be long 
gone, but in its stead is the 
generation of kids that grew up 
and went to college with the 
notion that Media (all media, not 
just music) should be totally 
p o r t a b l e a n d d i r t c h e a p 
(preferably free). 

Not only are publishers being 
asked to totally change what they 
do but artists are too. ‘Content 
creators’ are now asked to use the 
Internet to:

a) create their own audience and 
community before the Publisher 
even thinks about signing you
b) get the rewards of their 
handwork in a time when almost 
eve r y t h i n g i s ava i l a bl e o n 

filesharing sites
c) decide between digital and 
paper/print distribution
d) contend with Environmental 
effects of their work (eg. paper 
sucks)
e) contend with the evaporation of 
m a j o r b r i c k a n d m o r t a r 
bookstores (and media resellers 
in general)

Part of the reason for that last 
point is Amazon, the ultimate 
online retailer. You can buy 
anything on Amazon, but at it’s 
core, they are still a bookseller. 
And to sell more books, without 
any experience in hardware 
design, they decided to build an 
eReader called the Kindle. Now 
with a color version, not only has 
the Amazon Kindle legitimized 
digital reading (just as Apple 
legitimized legally downloaded 
music), they’ve inspired copycats 
(like Barnes & Noble’s ‘nook’ 
device), overturning the entire 
Book-buying experience. If you 
were a fan of Steve Jobs for his 
product designs, and his vision, 
you can’t help but see a bit that in 
Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos. It’s just a 
different kind of mastermind.

And what about us, the readers? 
How have we had to adjust to all 
this super fast, super convenient, 
and super cheap media? Well, one 
q u i r k y d r a w b a c k t o t h e 
disappearance of old media (like 

http://www.lettersofnote.com/2011/07/internet-tidal-wave.html
http://www.lettersofnote.com/2011/07/internet-tidal-wave.html
http://www.lettersofnote.com/2011/07/internet-tidal-wave.html
http://www.lettersofnote.com/2011/07/internet-tidal-wave.html
http://www.wired.com/magazine/2011/11/ff_bezos/all/1
http://www.wired.com/magazine/2011/11/ff_bezos/all/1


print newspapers and magazines) 
is that the Book Review section is 
getting thinner and thinner. Book 
reviews are being squeezed on 
both ends, as the demand for 
newspapers, and the interest in 
books in general diminishes (in 
favour of Youtube, Twitter, Blogs, 
etc). 

Book Reviews in Magazines and 
Newspapers used to serve a 
function: An in-depth look at great 
books was needed precisely 
because there are so many 
thousands and thousands of books 
published each year, and on top of 
that, they take so long to read that 
it would be a tragedy to waste 
your time reading bad books. If 
you go in to watch a movie and it 
stinks, you’re still going out, you’re 
still munching on popcorn, you 
lean back in a soft chair, mouth 
agape, and it’s over in a couple 
hours. Read a bad, boring, stupid 
book, and you’ve flushed a good 
15 hours of diligent reading down 
the drain. So what do we have 
now? Well, one of the leftovers 
from old media is the New York 
Times Bestseller list. 

Because the NYT has massively 
slashed the Book Review budget, 
they’ve essentially thrown their 
hands up and said, “Well, I don’t 
know.. here’s the most popular 
books this week. Maybe there’s 
something good in there.” And I 

don’t blame them: after all, very 
few people actually read books! 
(As Steve Jobs once quipped), but 
that doesn’t mean I have to like it. 
And it doesn’t mean we have to 
join in the masses of illiterate 
zombies. 

Smart readers are sharing what 
they love: by sharing great books, 
great movies, and great online 
articles on social networks like 
Facebook, you’re actually helping 
your friends find great content 
and great art–in many ways, the 
hardest thing to do online, find the 
very best stuff. 

And more than just reading great 
stuff, we should all aspire to create 
great stuff, whether you’re a 
writer, design, musician or not. 
Understanding how to s tay 
relevant and thrive in the 21st 
Century, when almost everything 
is being digitized and put on the 
web, matters to all of us. 

Surf’s up.

http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/01/15/the-passion-of-steve-jobs/
http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/01/15/the-passion-of-steve-jobs/


Blue Ocean Strategy
How to Create Uncontested Market Space 
and Make the Competition Irrelevant

I heard about this book several years ago when I started 
hearing lots of noise coming out of the Video Game 
Industry. The press was buzzing about this new toy that 
Nintendo had just come out with. And yet it was the 
simplest least-sophisticated product they’d ever released. 



Since the dawn of t he home 
videogame market in the early 
1980′s, Nintendo, Sega and later 
Sony and Microsoft butted heads 
trying to sell the coolest, most 
graphically intensive games possible. 
Whichever console (the machine you 
had to buy to play the games) had 
the coolest game titles would sell the 
most. To do the best games you had 
to have better tech than your 
competition. And so the wars went 
for years and years. By 2006, once-
great Nintendo was in trouble: both 
Sony and Microsoft were vying to put 
high-powered movie/game players/
computers in our living rooms, and 
Nintendo was still trying to… well…
rescue the princess, rehashing the 
same games over and over. The 
previous system, the Gamecube, was 
underpowered, compared to rivals 
Playstation and Xbox, and Nintendo 
needed a brand new strategy to 
compete. They needed a big change 
in direction. What they needed was a 
hit. 

Later that year at the Consumer 
Electronics Show in Las Vegas, 
Nintendo of America president 
Reggie Fils-Aime got up on stage, 
and announced Nintendo would 
indeed be making a dramatic change 
in its Platform Strategy. They started 
off by showing the numbers on the 
‘typical video game player’… mostly 

men, mostly under 40 with acne. To 
Nintendo, this market was on life 
support. The audience was baffled; 
they couldn’t comprehend how the 
industry could be in danger. They 
were about to be even more stunned: 
everything Nintendo announced that 
day, from the console internals, to 
the controller (a wand device that is 
held like a remote control), even the 
bizarre/childish Wii name would 
send the tech press into total 
hysteria. Here was a system that was 
promising to be cheaper and do way 
less visually on screen than its 
competitors, have almost no online 
services, but would appeal to 
everyone from little kids to 80 year 
old retirees. 

At the show, attendees waited in line 
for hours just to touch the system. 
Sony and Microsoft never saw this 
coming. Over the ensuing months, 
this weird and wacky system was 
selling out everywhere. 

The new strategy was actually 
working.

By the end of the year they’d moved 
3 million units. 6 months later they 
were up to 9 million. By the end of 
2007, they’d moved 20 million units 
and sti l l no one could find a 
Nintendo Wii in stores. By the end of 
2008, they’d cruised to 45 million 



unit sales, an incredible feat. Oh 
yeah, and Sony and Microsoft are 
scrambling to organize their own 
‘motion’ technologies as I write this. 

What happened? How d id a 
company that had been in the 
business for 30 years not have 
enough stock for 3 years running? 
What was so great about swinging 
the controller around like a goof in 
your living room? What Nintendo did 
was stop trying to compete directly 
with its closest competitors and swim 
out to uncharted waters. They found 
a huge mass of people that were 
totally turned off by traditional video 
games, and customized their system 
to amass hoards of new first time 
video game players–people the 
competition wasn’t even talking to. 
Moreover, w i t h t he i r b izar re 
interface, the Wii was able to create 
totally new kinds of games, and even 
simulate more closely what was 
going on, on screen (e.g.. a bowling 
game where you actually aim the 
ball with the motion of your arm). It 
didn’t have to have high resolution 
graphics1–it was just more fun! 

So what is Blue Ocean anyway? The 
metaphor of sharks in the water 
fighting over their latest kill, turning 
the water red with blood, suggests 

that if you really want some lunch, 
rather than splitting the scraps with 
your competitors, why not swim to 
uncharted (no blood=blue) waters? 
The problem is traditionally you 
couldn’t say to a shopkeeper, “Why 
not just sell product to people who 
don’t live in this city? Why not just 
sell product to people who don’t use 
these widgets? Why not stop stocking 
stuff that people don’t like.” 

Traditionally you were stuck in a very 
niche market, often geographically, 
and there were a very select group 
of people who you marketed your 
products to. And the only way to 
make more money was to grow your 
market share, by taking it away from 
competitors. This leads to deep price 
slashing, and corporate rivalries. But 
here’s the problem: eventually profits 
in all these markets tends to zero. 
Wi t h profi t s you ge t hea l t hy 
competition, and with competition 
you get price slashing. And soon, 
your shareholders are breathing 
down your neck. Econ 101. The 
game makers themselves also have a 
huge problem: creative cool games 
can be a bad business model.

Look at the Movie business: a great 
blockbuster movie, with a couple big 
stars will cost about $100-200 million 

1 The successor to the Wii, dubbed the Wii U, is finally has high resolution graphics, and, yes will 
reissue a wealth of classic titles with updated graphics. 



to make. That’s a $200M stake on a 
movie that no one knows is any 
good. The characters, the plot, the 
timing, the other movies coming out 
around the same time–it’s all up in 
the air. Because no one wants to lose 
that $200M, the movies that get 
made tend to follow an age old 
pattern: familiar themes, story arcs, 
and settings. They’re all designed to 
break-even on that $200 million 
investment. If the movie’s a hit, great, 
they can make the real profits on 
DVD sales, sequels and merchandise. 
But if the movie’s a flop, none of that 
happens. So the more expensive the 
movie is, the less creative flexibility 
they have. They don’t take chances, 
and thus, their art is compromised, 
and more boring/predictable movies 
get made.

Likewise, developing video games 
has become very expensive over the 
years, both in time and money. A 
good console game probably costs 
$10-20M to make. Hir ing the 
programmers, the storyboard guys, 
the graphics guys, bug testing, etc. It 
all costs big money. They don’t want 
to lose money either, so they focus 
on sequels and unoriginal games. 
Even Nintendo, looking to expand 
the Mario Brothers franchise, came 
up with a guy named Wario, gave 
him purple pants, and gave him a ton 
of games. The result? Customers are 

bored. And that is the cycle that 
Nintendo set out to smash. And they 
sure did. 

By not only asking their customers 
what they liked about the games, but 
by asking non customers what they 
didn’t like about video games. It’s 
not easy to swim to Blue Waters, but 
you can do it. Everyone can. Every 
business is selling a product or 
service, and has fixed resources. 
They make decisions based on all the 
resources they have and make 
priorities. The only difference is, with 
Blue Ocean, you get your customers 
(and non-customers’) priorities from 
them, you don’t just assume why they 
like your products.

In sum, this book is not about beating 
your competition to a pulp and 
chewing up their market share, but 
rather, making them totally irrelevant.



Innovator’s 
Dilemma
The Disruptive and Counterintuitive Path of 
Innovation



For decades, the United States has been the bastion of 
great Capitalist Innovation. With the American system, it 
was thought, you had the greatest chance to take a 
great idea to tremendous wealth and power. 

What does that really mean? 



It means having a great education 
system, a great financial system, 
and a great patent system. When 
you finally take your widget to the 
market, your accountant might 
even tap you on the shoulder and 
ask you about taking the company 
public: an IPO (Initial Public 
Offering). 

Taking the company public is a 
great way to motivate your 
employees (they can be paid in 
stock), and allows the company to 
grow rapidly in value, based on 
public perception. A few years 
later you’re issuing quarterly 
reports and the stock price is 
bouncing up and down based on 
the contents of that report. After a 
few years, the company begins to 
stall out: your widgets are more 
advanced than they ever were, but 
you latest model hasn’t done so 
hot in the market. Your loyal 
customers are content with last 
year’s model, so the growth 
prospects are middling, and the 
stock starts to slide.

What the hell just happened?

The Innovator’s Dilemma reveals the true 
source of groundbreaking and game-
changing technologies, and why the 
Modern Corporate System works 
against real innovation. If you can 
understand why certain companies and 
entrepreneurs stall out, you can 
understand how to avoid it. 

Notice the word Dilemma in the title. 
These aren’t failed companies. They’re 
enormously successful ones. Once you 
understand that these companies are 
very smart and very successful (and still 
subject to this effect), you get a hint of 
the cause. Having an army of loyal 
customers sounds like a great place to 
be right? This book is about how those 
very same customers, if you listen to 
them, if you focus group them, if you 
beg them for feedback, will probably 
run your company into the ground.

There are two forms of Innovation 
mentioned in this book: sustaining and 
disruptive. Sustaining technologies are 
essentially evolutionary upgrades: 
taking the same product and bumping 
up the specs, giving it a bigger screen, 
or a faster processor. Shallow things like 
‘new colors’ also fall into this category. 
And these sustaining innovations are 
exactly the kind of things that customers 
want, and will ask for, if you’re listening. 
Customers look at the widget and ask, 
“Can you make it smaller? Can you 
make it so there’s no noise? Can you do 
o n e i n g u n m e t a l g r ey ? ” T h e 
technologists in the company declare, 
“Sure we can! Because it’s been about 9 
months since we released a new model, 
and in that time, the price of those high 



end chips has come down, and they’re 
even smaller. Here you go.” And the 
next version is released. If you listen to 
your customers, you will keep putting out 
tiny evolutionary upgrades like this. As 
we learned in Lean Startup, most of the 
time focus groups lead you astray. But 
listening to your actual customers…as a 
bad t h i ng? Wha t happened t o 
‘Customer is King’ or ‘The Customer is 
always Right?’ I suspect those little 
sayings were actually cooked up years 
ago by bosses told to their employees, 
especially in retail operations, to cut 
down on complaints. That is not a very 
good mantra for R&D Labs. If the 
customer was ‘right’, he’d be working at 
Boeing, Microsoft, or 3M.

The Customer isn’t an expert. Rather 
than let them boss your around, maybe 
you should start to take away a little bit 
of their power. Sometimes the customer 
isn’t the end user, but the retail store. 
Retail stores like Walmart won’t be 
eating the food your company makes, or 
wearing the clothes. They just want your 
stuff a dirt cheap prices, and will push 
y o u d o m a k e u n c o m f o r t a b l e 
compromises to hit those price targets. 
Are you sure you want to let these guys 
ruin your flagship product? Sometimes, 
like Enterprise computing, the customer 
is the IT department. They want your 
stuff to be cheap and modular, and they 
don’t care about the User Experience, 
because they’re not the ones using the 
product. To get around this, many 
companies have done their own 
distribution channel (open your own 
retail stores, or just quit retail altogether 
and go to the web directly), or fired 

their customers (by killing a product that 
wasn’t part of the company’s core 
competency). As a resul t , these 
companies are leaner, better branded, 
a n d m o r e f o c u s e d ( a n d m o r e 
profitable).

So what if you can ignore the customer 
for a few minutes, and consider 
developing a disruptive technology. 
What is that anyway? Intuitively, if 
sustaining technology is evolutionary, 
then disruptive must be revolutionary, 
right? 

Not quite. 

Disruptive technologies take a current 
technology and apply them to a new 
market. This is like when Nintendo 
released the Wii. They found a way to 
make Videogames less expensive, and 
more fun, to a broader market 
(everyday people, women, gir ls, 
seniors,etc). The result was the most 
dominant era in Nintendo’s history. Little 
did they know that they would be 
disrupted a few years later by … mobile 
phone gaming. 

Part of the reason why disruptive 
technology is so great is that it takes 
really long to copy. When Microsoft set 
about copying the Nintendo Wii, first 
they had to wait a few quarters to see if 
it was successful (because it was a brand 
new gaming experience, no one knew if 
it would take off). For the first 18 months 
of release the Nintendo Wii was sold 
out everywhere. Microsoft decided to 
start copying them. To make up for lost 
time, they looked around and acquired 
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a company with similar tech, that didn’t 
even require a controller. While they set 
about integrating the ‘Kinect’ into Xbox, 
Sony was doing their own copycat 
device (Sony Move Controllers). All this 
time, Nintendo is reporting amazing 
financial numbers. They were in the Blue 
Ocean, and making billions. When the 
Sony and MS devices came out, they 
were very late, and the response was 
middling at best.

The Sony and Microsoft technologies 
didn’t fail because management was 
arrogant; the management team was 
just being conservative, and smart. They 
failed because the technology (which 
had been available for years and years) 
didn’t make sense until it was too late 
(when Nintendo showed them the way). 
You can’t get there by copying, you can 
only get there by having a visionary 
leader who looks at the technology and 
says, “We need to invest in this, even if 
it doesn’t make sense right now. This is 
where the industry is going.” The 
Nintendo Wii, launched in late 2006, 
had been in development since 2001.

Disruptive technologies can also evolve. 
This is where you start to see amazing 
changes in the Industry. The iPod was 
disruptive at the low end, but eventually 
evolved into the iPhone, and later the 
iPad. The iPad sells about 25 million 
units per quarter now, and is reason 
both Apple and Microsoft are drastically 
redesigning their OSes, incorporating 
more and more touch elements. Can you 
imagine back in 2001, when Bill Gates 
first gawked at the iPod, he ever thought 
his company would redesign their cash 

cow Windows business because of it’s 
disruptive powers? Amazon did the 
same thing with the Kindle. Disrupt at 
the low-end, fine tune it, then move it up 
the market (in price and features). In just 
a few years, I expect Kindle to be 
putting out some very beautiful Kindle 
Fires, to give Apple fits.

It’s obvious how the innovators dilemma 
works for companies. Rather than listen 
to the customers, ignore them and try to 
make the best products you possibly 
can, by eliminating assumptions about 
what a product should have. I wonder 
though, if that same lesson can be 
applied to people. How can people be 
rapidly innovative and creative? By 
ignoring the career that makes us the 
most money, and follow our instincts 
about what a ideal lifestyle looks like? 

Why do I have to be married? Why do I 
have to own a home? Maybe I live in a 
new city every year, and rent beautiful 
apartments. Maybe I live with friends 
and couchsurf for a few years. Maybe I 
spend ten years mastering my favourite 
languages and living in various countries 
around Europe. Or maybe, I ’m 
constantly changing jobs, looking for 
new work, emulating Howard Roark–an 
idealist a snob, who falls ass backwards 
into money and repute? Or maybe, just 
maybe, following your own path, will 
lead you to tremendous wealth and 
power (and just maybe, those white 
collar guys who told you to get a ‘real’ 
job, will find themselves sideswiped by 
disruptive technology).

http://www.couchsurfing.org/
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Steve Jobs

Asshole
Impresario

Artist

＊A word of warning: if you love Apple, or its co-founder, or its design aesthetic, or its 
amazing brand, be prepared to see everything in this book, including things you don’t want 
to read. 



Finding out intimate details about 
Apple, is kind of like going 
backstage at a Led Zeppelin 
concert in the 70′s and seeing 
your heroes wasted, and babbling 
l ike babies , sur rounded by 
bimbos. You might not be ready to 
meet your heroes, and find they’re 
human. Maybe that’s what’s so 
hear tbreaking about Steve’s 
passing. He was human after all. 
And we wanted him so bad to live 
up to his image, as a perpetually 
young, dashing, char ismatic 
genius, who seemingly waved his 
hands, and showed us the future.

And it hurts because, to some of us, 
he was a real hero. Maybe because 
he was creative, in a way that no one 
else insisted on. Even when the 
original Mac was a commercial 
failure, you could tell it was partly a 
failure because Steve just wasn’t 
willing to compromise by using 
cheaper chipsets, hiring cheaper 
designers, licensing the OS to other 
hardware makers, and so on. He 
stubbornly insisted on crafting the 
minutia of design elements (like 
nagging the engineers that the 
chipsets inside the computer, which 
no one would ever see, were 
unattractive. It wasn’t a rational kind 
of design. It wasn’t even perfect. But 
it was a stubborn insistence on 

per fection, that kept everyone 
coming back to the office. It wasn’t 
the free hand of the market that 
drove them to improve, it was 
something else. These guys were 
driven, sweetly, and relentlessly, by 
the desire to own and use their own 
products. That’s how they did away 
with focus groups. That’s how they 
broke the mold. That’s how they 
found flaws, in even their newest and 
most beautiful, critically acclaimed 
creations.

That kind of obsession with design– 
you can’t switch it off. We’re talking 
about a guy that, for years, refused 
to have furniture in his house, 
because he thought the stuff in the 
store was ugly. A guy who could buy 
anyth ing on the marke t , was 
constantly unsatisfied by the lack of 
aesthetic purity in products, in 
clothes, in architecture and in food, 
all around him. 

That said, it’s tempting to picture 
Steve as some kind of Scrooge 
figure, but that’s missing the point. 
Scrooge just wanted money. Steve 
couldn’t care less about money. 
S teve was obsessed wi th t he 
products, and just wanted to keep 
working. What a blessing and a 
curse to be constantly expecting and 
wanting perfection. Imagine being 
Steve’s chef, after working at the 



best restaurants in the country, Steve 
spits out your latest dish, and asks for 
five more, whereupon he would 
select the best one (based on…
nothing in particular, just a feeling). 
He was almost cartoonish in his 
kingly fickle sensitivity. Even when he 
was in the hospital, he complained 
that the facial masks were badly 
designed, and ordered the nurses on 
staff to bring him five different ones 
and he’d pick the best one. Often, he 
would complain to his Ad agency 
that the lasted ads were ‘shit’ and he 
wanted them to come up with new 
ones. The ad men would ask what 
direction they should go in, and he 
told them he didn’t know– they 
should just show him a bunch of new 
ones, and he’d see how he felt about 
them. At least he was consistent.

There you get a peek at Steve’s 
genius and how he operated. He 
s t a r t e d w i t h t h e d i s g u s t o r 
d i s sa t i s fac t ion wi t h , o f t en , a 
competitor’s product. At first he 
couldn’t put in words what was 
wrong with it, but his intuition was 
very sensitive (something he claimed 
to have cultivated during his time in 
India as a young naturalist hippy). 
Steve would listen to his intuition, like 
the beep of a metal detector, he’d try 
to clasp, out of the ether, exactly 
how to fix something. He’d know 
what the ads should be when he saw 

them. That was all the advice he 
gave.

To be sure, Steve Jobs is not a lesson 
in politeness or sweetness or delicate 
diplomacy. There’s nothing to learn 
from a man who scarcely gave a 
thought to the people, the characters 
in his life. To Steve, the devices were 
the characters in his life. They were 
his children (to borrow an overused 
metaphor) that often got better 
treatment than his real-life ones. 
Steve asked numerous times that 
Walter Isaacson do this book 
because he wanted his children to 
understand him, to understand that 
his life was filled up with passion, 
and to understand why sometimes, 
he was difficult, and sometimes they 
didn’t see him.

No, the takeaway is not, ‘be a jerk 
like Steve and you’ll be rich and 
famous’. Not at all. One of the 
lessons, in my humble opinion, is that 
sometimes, rules are meant to be 
broken. Sometimes it’s okay to drop 
out of college, if you already know 
what you want to do with your life. 
Sometimes it’s okay to get married 
early (or late) if you found your 
soulmate. Sometimes greatness, true 
greatness, not image, or dollar 
amounts, or marketshare, are what 
matters. 



When you decide not to play by the 
rules of the status quo, of the society 
we live in, that’s how you break free 
from the rat race, that’s how you win 
the game.To be a fan of Steve is to 
be a fan of creativity, in spite of this 
very consumerist world we live in (the 
irony was not lost on Steve: Apple 
contributed consumer electronics to 
this world, and inspired untold 
f o r tunes to be spen t on t he 
development and purchase of 
competing devices). That’s the only 
way people can love a computer 
company. We’re not fans of plastic, 
or the mock turtleneck, but I think 
we’re all fans of optimism. We want 
so damn bad to be optimistic but 
most of the time we are punished for 
doing so. Steve broke those rules. 
Time and time and time again, and 
employee or business partner threw 
t h e s t a t u s q u o o f m e d i o c r e 
expectations in his face, and he 
threw it back at them with a vicious 
sting. And to his copycats, he was 
ruthless.

But, maybe we were all copying from 
Steve. When he was at NeXT, his 
company was derided, but prolific. 
At Pixar, he stood toe to toe with the 
biggest entertainment moguls in the 
world, and made them beg for his 
secret sauce. At Apple, as before his 
exile, the entire PC industry, and now 
Electronics industry, and then Music, 

and TV and Film industry, looked to 
him for ideas. They looked to him for 
salvation. We were cheating off 
Steve’s test, his crib notes. We 
peeked, and copied every single 
move he made, in a flurry of 
scribbles, we wrote down every thing 
he said, without understanding what 
it really meant or where it came from. 
And then one day, the worst thing 
happened: Steve got up, took his 
exam paper to the front of the room, 
turned it in, then walked out the 
door. We had such a long time with 
this guy, and yet we still managed to 
miss the message. We couldn’t copy 
his genius, we could only copy the 
tablescraps of his creations. Most of 
us missed the big picture, and when 
he ambled out of that room, we knew 
right away, that we could never fake 
the rest of the exam. We could never 
guess what he would have written or 
what he would have said or done. 
And if only we’d been listening, we 
could heard Steve tell us exactly 
where his genius lied: it lied at the 
crossroads of technology and the 
humanities.

From time to time, Steve would taunt 
his competitors with this Technology 
and Humanities line, reminding them 
that they would never be able to 
create ‘magical’ products as long as 
t hey cont inued to ignore the 
Humanity in Consumer Electronics, 



and continued to refuse Humanities 
Majors from their head offices and 
research facilities. Apple remains the 
ultimate Integration Factory, melding 
the opposi tes: Hardware and 
Software, Science and Art, in a way 
that gives their competitors fits2, and 
their customers wonder and delight.

It is my hope that this book and this 
review will be the end in what has 
been, for many, a painful grieving 
process. Let’s not grieve much 
longer. 

Let’s remember with fondness, with 
love, a hero, who found his calling, 
and inspired millions of followers, 
copycats and competitors, to put love 
into their work. We are all designers. 
Steve wasn’t a writer, a poet or a 
painter. He wasn’t a coder or an 
engineer by trade. Having said that, 
he was an extremely artistic and 
technical layman. He was the end 
user from the future, constantly 
frustrated and baffled at the clunky 
technology of the present, who 
hunkered down and set about fixing 
the world, one gadget, one button, 
one pixel at a time.

Finally, to those who fear for the 
future of the tech industry, and future 

of Apple, there is a silver lining. A 
few weeks after Steve passed, Apple 
held an Event on Campus to 
remember him. For the first time in my 
memory, at least, Jonathan “Jony” 
Ive took the podium. 

Renowned as Apple’s lead Human 
Interface Designer, he was always 
the quiet genius with the soft English 
accent. To hear Jony get up and talk 
about his best friend was truly 
moving, and perhaps, to the loyal 
and brilliant Apple employees (and 
for the millions of users and fans out 
there) his voice, more than anyone’s,  
needed to be heard. The message 
was clear: ‘fear not, the creative 
genius is not gone’. Jony Ive looks to 
be, as many have pointed out, the 
spiritual successor to Steve. 

Perhaps no one spent more time with 
Jobs in the last 15 years, and Jony 
looks poised, charismatic, and 
unbelievably inspired. In short, he’s 
not Steve, but he’s another kind of 
creative genius. And with such 
compelling and powerful work on the 
original iMac, iPod, iPhone, iPad, 
Macbook Air and everything else 
Apple’s done in the last few years, 
we should all be looking forward to 
their next creation.

2 In recent years the competitors have caught on: Google, Amazon and Microsoft are now heavily 
invested in the design of their own hardware, and vertically integrated solutions, including a more 
cohesive design language across devices.
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