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On Focus



Do You  
Matter 

? !!!!
A lot of companies like Apple and BMW get credit for designing beautiful 
physical objects, but physical designs can be copied. It seems that there's 
something more to the design of great iconic products. 'Do You Matter?' is 
about the design of the experience of using these products--everything 
from how you buy the product, to what the box looks like, to how you 
carry it around with you. Perhaps a more interesting place to start is, why 
do we need relationships with companies at all?
!
When I was in college, one of the hit "The" bands was a raucous group 
from Down Under called The Vines. Now, the Vines definitely had a great 
sound, and their writing and melodies were great, but their press just 
revolved around their wacky lead signer, Craig Nichols who oscillated 
between adorable and totally insane. Now, Craig was an interesting guy, 
who was trying to fuse melodic rock with something grunge-y like Nirvana. 
Craig said weird irreverent things, and was often so 'anti-establishment' 
that his fits of 'quirky behaviour' cost the band many huge media 
appearances, hoards of mainstream fans and lots of money. After hearing 
of Nichols' obsession with McDonalds fries, I found myself pulling up to 
the Golden Arches more often. In a weird way, I didn't just connect with 
the band by listening to their music, and following the music news, I 
connected with them by eating the same junk food they ate. Because 
Craig loved McDonalds, I loved McDonalds. It was my way of connecting 
with a fun goofy carefree vibe (which has nothing to do with McD's actual 
marketing, by the way).
!
In a way, the rockstar analogy is perfect: another band I loved (and still do) 
was Pink Floyd. To say to someone that you loved Pink Floyd, was to 
admit two things: a) that you loved great guitar, and great sounds, and 
great rock b) that you were creative and imaginative, and hence, 
appreciated art and color in life, c) the words in the songs touched you, 



meaning you weren't just a rocker, you had a brain, and a heart as well. 
And so Pink Floyd fans get this feedback from each other when they talk 
about great albums, great concerts, and little nuances about the band 
members.
!
So this is my long winded way of saying we have relationships with these 
companies when and only when they seem to represent ideas that we like, 
and want to surround ourselves with. The BMW driver has an attitude 
about the world, and he wants everyone to know, not that he's rich, or 
successful (although the association doesn't hurt), but that he thinks a 
certain way. The popularity in late 1990's of the Christian WWJD (What 
would Jesus Do) wristbands was a perfect example of this: it combined 
something that was trendy and good looking, with ideas that millions of 
people truly believed in. When you combine a good product with a belief, 
an ethos, an attitude about the way the world is, you have a powerful 
brand, and a powerful following. Just hope they all have credit cards, and 
you have a business model.
!
And thus, Macintosh users, for many years, had the same identification: 
not only did they like good tech, but they loved what the Mac was about, 
and what it represented; they took it as a badge of honour to be a minority 
marketshare, knowing that in many other realms of life, the best is often in 
low numbers, and the masses often settle for mediocrity. But it's more 
than just that: what the Mac lovers believed was not just a belief about 
technology, but a belief about the world. The belief was that by being a 
little different, I'm not a bad person, actually, I should embrace it, because 
the status quo makes me puke, and never leads to anything great. 
Fittingly, Apple has never looked to polls, or focus groups to design its 
products. Focus groups don't lead to greatness, they lead to average. And 
to be average, even if it's incredibly profitable, is not worth it.
!
Ironically, it turns out that being average isn't so profitable after all. You 
can mass-produce cars, but you can't mass-produce average cars, and 
expect to still be in business 10 years later. No way. It turns out that 
companies who make amazing products, like imported cars, and superior 
electronics (like Samsung), always win because of the amazing experience 
their customers have using the products. Paying attention to detail means 



paying attention to the experience of using the product, and the best 
designers in the world know that that experience is why the customer 
bought that piece of plastic in the first place. You don't sacrifice great 
design for dollars. It doesn't work. You will end up destroying your 
company. Growth comes from great design.
!
Those experiences add up to one great truth: Great companies are a 
positive force in people's lives.  Now, you may not be a Pink Floyd fan 
(breathe Mike… breathe…) or like Bimmers, but there is bound to be a 
company out there that makes products that you believe in, and it's got 
nothing to do with the taste, or the 0-60mph time, or the specifications of 
the technology. We bring friends into our lives that think like we do, and we 
bring MP3 players into our lives that 'think like we do' as well. And what is 
the goal of all this consumption and qualification? People are seeking a 
great experience of being alive, and will buy products and surround 
themselves with things that help them do that. As Simon Sinek once said, 
People don't buy what you do, they buy why you do it.
!!
!
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Art as  
Experience !!!!

In Conversations with Students, legendary Graphic Designer Paul Rand 
put forth a challenge to all young design students to read through John 
Dewey's "Art as Experience". Rand contended that most students would 
not have the gumption to read the lengthy tome on Art Theory, and that its 
considerations went so far beyond 'make it look pretty' that most young 
students would get bored five minutes in and give up. It reminded me of a 
similar hammer being thrown down to young students by one Bill Gates 
years ago, who contended that he would hire anyone who could read and 
understand the massive collection, The Art of Computer Programming".
!
And while I have little interest in the programming side, I'd love to take the 
late Rand up on his challenge with 'Art as Experience'. As you might 
expect, its heady, and gets deep into the weeds on composition, rhythm, 
story, meaning, the nature of thought, the origin of imagination, colour, 
light, and all the rest of it. But I wanted to extract something for this post 
that casual readers might find interesting. So here goes.
!
One of the ideas that struck me was the notion that art, in its many forms, 
are interchangeable media for capturing a slice or a snapshot of our lives--
a moment's emotions captured on film, in poetry, or with water-colour 
paint. But notice the trick here: it only works if it's from your life; your art 
must be authentic.
!
So what about fiction? Where does it fit into this 'rule': some of the 
greatest work of film, writing, painting, song, is completely fictional. I 
hesitate to put such a fine point on it, lest I banish all fictional works, but 
there is a sense that, if you're a suburban kid living in Canada, perhaps 
you shouldn't spend all of your time writing about Pandas, or Russian Mob 
Crime stories. As every High School English teacher worth his/her salt told 
you, "Write what you know." 
!



Writing, or singing, or painting (or taking photos) what you know brings 
with it the authenticity that is absolutely necessary to impute the feelings, 
the sensibility in your work. Moreover, writing what you know makes 
writing (or producing) high volumes of content much easier.
!
Even if you are creating works of fiction, perhaps the greatest stories (just 
like the greatest characters from the best movies and TV shows) are 
heavily inspired by reality. If I combine various real-life people in imaginary 
ways, my work is authentic. If I visit the settings and study the mood of the 
environment before I take a snapshot in my medium of choice, I'm not  
making it up. Artists should be able to see the interesting relationships and 
stories in the world around them and share them with the public. In sum, 
Art is a reflection of the life you lead or it's a lie.
!
!
!



Design  
is a Job !!!!

Recently, my work, magnificently, has taken a creative turn. From the cold 
and calculating straight sales world, I blessedly find myself surrounded by 
bright, lively and brilliant people. And we're building something. As time 
goes on, I find myself doing something, oddly, impossibly, that looks like 
design. Believe it or not, once upon I time, I wanted to be a product 
designer. I enrolled in one of Canada's top design institutions, and had a 
great time doodling and making IKEA furniture out of cardboard, but at the 
end of the year one of my professors asked me a simple question: He 
asked me what I wanted to do with design, upon graduation.
!
"I want to be a product designer of course. I want to work at a big 
company like Sony or Nike, making cool stuff like TV's, sneakers and flying 
cars" He then dropped his head, and gave me the bad news. Or the Test. 
Depending on how you look at it.
!
"Oh...you wouldn't be doing any of that. Only Engineers get to do that kind 
of thing."
!
I was floored. He convinced me that, despite the Department being called 
'Industrial Design', I would be doing package design upon graduation.
!
I've since decided the whole 'meeting' was a trap. He was testing me. He 
was testing to see if I loved Design. If I was in it for the fame, glory, money, 
ego (or just to hang out with Lebron James), then I wasn't worthy. And 
everyone knows that in first year, Universities try to weed out the.. ahem.. 
losers. Looking back, he was probably right: I wasn't like those other artsy 
types. I was trying so hard to have a cool job. But I grew out of it: a year 
later I was getting started on my Economics degree--the least cool job 
there is.
!



But life has a funny way of coming around. I never stopped doodling. And 
in an amazing turn of events, I got another offer to do something that looks 
a lot like Product Design. With a few months under my belt I get to be all 
professorial now. :)
!
So what's it like to be a designer? I keep coming back to this quote, to 
underscore the myth of design.
!
"Design is not just what it looks like and feels like. Design is how it works." 
Steve Jobs

Pretty is easy. Cool is easy. There are thousands of different designs that 
are nice. But clients don't actually care about pretty. Pretty is balance. 
Pretty is composition. Pretty is not using too many clashing colors.
!
But Design is how it works. And that can actually be measured:
!

How many times per day does this button get clicked on? 
How many people read this blogpost? 
How many people told their friends about this app? 
How easy is it to find this part of the software/game/website? 
Is the product/website/game easy to pickup and play/use?  !

So part of this book is about helping designers find their inner 'salesman'. 
Design is not evaluated on how cool it looks, but on how well it achieves 
certain goals. That can be counted. That can be tracked over time. We all 
have MS Paint. We all know what composition is. But that's not good 
enough. Designers can prove their true value with things beyond pretty. 
Efficiency. Simplicity. Clicks. Dollars. Downloads. Users. Sales. Phone 
Calls. And so perhaps, after all these years, designers will have to lower 
themselves to ... treating their designs like products and services to be 
marketed and sold. 
!
Cue the Steve Jobs Keynote Youtube clip.
!!!



And thus, like Steve Jobs and the fictional Howard Roarke, the designer 
becomes the marketer. The Designer becomes the businessperson. And it 
doesn't have to be a bad thing. In a line that may make some real product 
and graphic designers puke, Mike Monteiro says, "Once you can begin 
selling your work (presenting it to clients) you can call yourself a designer." 
You can't charge a penny for design if you don't have success metrics.

And in the end, this is the thing that will get you more clients, more 
referrals, more sales. This is the thing that allows you to keep doing what 
most people would agree, is a pretty damn cool job. Whether you're 
designing video games, iPhone apps, or hanging out with Kevin Durant, 
your cool job is still a job. And that doesn't have to be a bad thing. 
!!!!
!
!



Insanely  
Simple !!!!!

On a recent plane trip over the Pacific, I couldn't sleep. I was buzzing. I 
had an idea. It wasn't particularily original, but it was exciting to me. As a 
follow up to '21tiger Days' I wanted to do a book about simplicity. It would 
steal lots of ideas from the Japanese Zen culture and tradition, of course, 
but it would be an interesting exploration. More than anything, I wanted to 
explore how purity and simplicity could work systems could work in a 
modern society. I don't think I have to write that book anymore: Ken 
Seagall already has.
!
When the Apple co-founder Steve Jobs passed away last year, there was 
a great restlessness in the tech industry. They'd lost their Henry Ford, one 
of the greastest thought leaders ever, a visionary if there ever was one. We 
quickly learned that Walter Isaacson's book would be rushed to print, to 
give the world an outlet for their angst-- call it an iCatharsis. Reading the 
life of Steve Jobs would give fans, friends, journalists and bloggers 
perspective, and perhaps answer a few questions about where Steve 
came from, what drove him, what tormented him, and give us clues as to 
what was in store for the tech industry. So how'd that go?
!
I thought the book made Steve look like an Asshole. So did John Gruber. 
Malcolm Gladwell called Jobs a 'tweaker' (which still sounds like some 
kind of addict to me). Many complained the Isaacson didn't have the 
technical chops to fully grasp Steve's brilliance, or even hold a critical 
conversation with him. Others surmised that's probably why Isaacson was 
chosen as the author. 'Steve Jobs' was a book about the man, flawed and 
troubled as he was. A Mere Mortal even.
!
In other words, it was actually a long and dry (and mostly negative) book 
about Steve, not Apple. Bloggers and Journalists were aghast that this guy 
they'd made into an Demigod sounded like something of a wretch around 



the office, and homefront alike. Former Apple employees chimed to 
effectively say, 'Well, duh! This is news?'
!
In a word, the book was a major iBummer. People wanted to read about 
what made Apple tick. This is that book.
!
'Insanely Simple' might be the best marketing book I've read in the last 
five years. Maybe in the last ten. But here's where it gets really zen: as a 
business book, the rules of Simplicity (and they are rules, not 'tips' or 
'suggestions') can make your company very strong and wealthy; but 
applied to your personal life, these laws can be mind blowingly powerful.
!
Early on Seagall mentions the 'Simple Stick'. This is not adult content on 
21tiger, but a metaphorical weapon, that Steve would walk around the 
office with 'beating' stupid ideas, complex ideas, and overly complicated 
design. If you said something stupid, you got hit with the stick. You 
probably got thrown out of the room. And you might even have lost your 
job. But how else can you design a phone that has one button?
!
Without giving away too much (because of course you should grab it), Ken 
Seagall reveals that Apple, mostly Steve, was obsessed with Simplicity. So 
much so that Steve had one outfit that he wore. That's one less trivial 
decision he needed to make in the morning (something Zuckerberg has 
taken on, with his own frat guy spin). He had one car (Mercedes AMG) that 
he kept buying every six months to avoid license plates. Better friendships 
but fewer friends. More loving relationships but fewer lovers. Living in a 
peaceful neighbourhood (if possible) thinking about just a few things 
everyday. Honesty and Integrity, hence, less inner turmoil, shame, and 
regret.
!
But there's nothing in there about being a nice guy. Nice is for insecure 
losers, I guess.
!
Rather than being nice to everyone, simplicity means not wasting time, 
and hence, honest and direct talk with the people around you. This can 
mean hurting people's feelings, but as Mike Monteiro put it so well, 
sometimes there are worse things than being a dick. Sometimes 



withholding your true feelings from the people in your life is far worse a 
crime than saying something 'mean', or running the risk of hurting 
someones opinion of you (or themselves). Steve Jobs was known as a 
wretch (to some) and the most charismatic man on Earth (to many). To put 
it in overly simplistic Jobsian terms, he was at times shit, at times the 
greatest thing ever. His employees were there to help Apple. If they were 
hurting Apple, either with malcontent or stupidity, they were shitcanned.
!
What does a simple personal and working life mean? Focus. You'll need all 
the focus you can get: Do you want to do great things or not? 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On Focus !!!!!
I noticed recently that I'm addicted to starting new things--addicted to 
beginnings. When I got bored of Chinese, I studied Korean, and then 
Japanese.When I got bored of reading Dewey's Art as Experience, I drop it 
and started reading Goethe.When I get bored of a particular career, I jump. 
When I get bored of a particular girl, I wander.
!
I like the beginnings of movies, when we meet the characters the first time, 
and set up the conflict, but by the end of it, the 20 minutes of non-stop 
explosions bore me to tears. I like the beginning of books, whether I'm 
writing them or reading them. Sometimes I fire up old video games I used 
to play in the 90's, play for a while, then within 10 minutes I'm done. 
Starting the game is enough. Actually playing the game is dull.
!
Over and over I come back to this paradox. Skillsets, talents, and new 
ventures are incredibly enjoyable to start, but eventually become work, 
and lose their appeal.
!
It follows then, that the only way to stick with something to a level of 
Mastery is to do it for another reason. Rather than the stimulation or 
enjoyment or ego trip you get from picking up a new skill, get addicted to 
the process. Perhaps masters don't think it's fun, but they still get a great 
deal of satisfaction from the process. If you focus too much on your day to 
day progress, you'll become dejected and frustrated whenever you hit a 
speed bump. Speed bumps, challenges, learning curves--these things 
happen. Overtime, our skills improve, and our ability to derive tremendous 
satisfaction improves.




!
Focus: pick a few things to focus on--- not for fun, or for money, but 
choose a process that is satisfying, preferably out of the range of hobbies 
and skills you've already begun to study. Note that you will never be 
rewarded for being mediocre at six different things but by mastering a few 
of them and merging them together, and developing all new disciplines. 
For example, merging cutting edge computer software, and cutting edge 
graphic design leads to breakthroughs and invigorating work. Being 
mediocre at five different hobbies can never hope to reach this level of 
breakthrough.Satisfaction over 'Fun'. Know thyself. Focus like crazy.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Find more of Michael’s work on 21tiger.com.


