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            From Christiane:

            For Isabelle and William, with whom I want to spend every moment of frictionless found time.
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            For Joey and Marguerite, who make it all so easy.
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            Introduction

         
         When I was putting the finishing touches on this book in late 2019, the stock market was at record highs. It had also been
            recently overrun by unicorns. In start-up parlance, a unicorn is a privately held company that’s valued at more than $1 billion.
            All in the span of a few months, several unicorns had tapped the public markets, including Lyft, Uber, Pinterest, Beyond Meat,
            and Zoom. While the spectacular collapse of the impending IPO of coworking juggernaut WeWork certainly put a chill in the
            market for new offerings as the year came to a close, that company’s singular problems weren’t going to permanently snuff
            out investor interest in healthy, fast-growing companies in the years ahead. Unicorns aren’t going extinct. But from this
            point forth, it looks like they may actually have to build real businesses—with real profit margins. That’s a good thing.
         

         
         I launched my second startup, called The Inside, in the summer of 2018, and though my reason for doing so wasn’t simply to
            try and create something worth a billion dollars, I, like many of my peers, watched in amazement as the founders of those
            unicorns saw their years of hard work ratified with meaningful public market valuations. It was, in a word, highly motivating.
         

         
         But I was already motivated: the book you hold in your hands is a compilation of some of the most interesting conversations
            I’ve had in my life. At the very same time that I was trying to get my new company off the ground, I was interviewing dozens
            of start-up founders, academics, and experts of other varieties. In the process, I received a wide-ranging education in entrepreneurship—more
            than anyone deserves without having to pay for it.
         

         
         One result of it all was that I found myself writing a different kind of book than I’d originally intended. I didn’t start
            with a thesis and then confirm it via interviews. Rather, I let the conversations shape the thesis itself.
         

         
         That’s where Frictionless comes in. After I analyzed the content of more than six dozen lengthy interviews, I realized that while they were very different
            on the surface, they were all connected by a conceptual tissue called frictionlessness underneath. How so? Pretty much every single person that I spoke to was trying to reduce friction somewhere—and by that, I mean everywhere.
         

         
         Some of them are reducing friction in their own business models in order to give themselves a competitive advantage. Others
            are offering a reduction in friction to their customers as a way to improve the customer experience and make the sale (and
            the one after that). And others are trying to figure out how to run companies—how they’re organized, how to help them grow—so
            that we can all do a better job of staying out of our own way. Two final groups have set their sights on reducing friction
            on micro-and macro-levels. Those in the first are focused on helping every one of us live better lives, and those in the second
            are focused on trying to remove friction at a system-wide level, ironing out the bottlenecks in some of the most important
            realms where our lives intersect.
         

         
          

         What are we doing at The Inside? We are digitizing the interior design process. By that I mean we are bringing a custom home-decorating
            experience, a process formerly reserved for people with means, to all consumers via technology. We saw potential to help customers
            bring their Pinterest boards to life. That is where The Inside comes in. We want to become the home brand of the Instagram
            generation. After all, why would you share a photo of a home that is lifted from page 27 of that big catalog you got in the
            mail when you could curate and design the space of your dreams and then share it with the world? Along with my cofounder,
            Britt Bunn, and the rest of our scrappy team, we’re trying to reshape the entire industry, in large part by setting new standards
            for sustainable manufacturing and dragging a reluctant supply chain online. In the age of Amazon, custom furniture is one
            of the last of the consumer goods holdouts, the last industry to accept that consumers have moved online as well as the last
            to capitalize on all that the digital era has to offer in terms of design, manufacture, customer experience, delivery, and
            the rest of it.
         

         
         I sold my first company, DwellStudio, to Wayfair in 2013 and spent two years as Wayfair’s executive creative director before
            heading out on my own once again. Here’s the crazy part: after spending nearly fifteen years building DwellStudio into a legitimate
            business, I could have written quite the playbook for someone looking to do the same kind of thing. I am so relieved that
            I didn’t, because the only thing it would be good for at this point would be starting a fire. There is no place now or in
            the future for that business model. In the span of just a single decade, it became defunct.
         

         
         Why? Because everything has changed. Some of those changes have to do with technology (e.g., cloud computing), some with culture, and some with the Great Recession.
            No matter what the sources of change, the ways we think and do everything in business today—setting up a corporate structure,
            customer acquisition, communications (both internal and external), managing the supply chain—are all new.
         

         
         I didn’t want this book to be about me, though. I’m quite serious about that. Rather, I wanted it to be about the lessons
            themselves—what I’m learning each and every day about how to create a frictionless enterprise. To that end, I decided to base
            it not around my “story” but around a fascinating group of people much more interesting than me.
         

         
         My coauthor, Duff McDonald, whom I have known for nearly thirty years, has written several bestselling business books. I’ve
            written two of my own, about design. But both of us agree that this one stands apart for the sheer number of great insights
            it has provided us. We hope you enjoy reading it as much as we enjoyed writing it.
         

         
         And so, with the aim of a frictionless reading experience for you, dear reader, we’re just going to get down to it without further ado.
         

         
         —Christiane Lemieux

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
What Do We Mean by Frictionless?

         
         The more I have thought about frictionlessness and talked about it with other people, the more I have realized that it’s not just a choice that entrepreneurs can make. It’s an imperative.
         

         
         Of course, the forces of frictionlessness are not confined to the land of startups. Incumbent businesses must strive for frictionlessness as well to have any hope of survival. All businesses need to reduce friction if they’re going to compete.
         

         
         The same goes for each and every one of us, whether that’s in how we, as individuals, react to the changing business landscape
            or how we strive to eliminate friction in the hopes of living more fruitful, healthy, and ultimately happy lives.
         

         
         We’re talking about an ontological change here, folks: we have entered a new era, and frictionlessness is the state of being that we’re all aiming for, whether it’s as individuals, as groups of people working together, or in
            the institutions in which we put our collective faith.
         

         
         Every single one of the people in the pages that follow understands that a tectonic shift has taken place in the digital era,
            and it has to do with time.
         

         
         Before the Internet came along, before it seeped into pretty much every aspect of our lives, we used to have to dedicate a
            set amount of time to all the various activities of any given day. This was particularly true for women, because of the domestic
            bondage that most mothers (including working mothers) found themselves in. Whether it was grocery shopping, bill paying, banking,
            or scheduling, there was no way around giving up a certain amount of time.
         

         
         But the new citizen of the world is able to remove increasing amounts of the mundane from their daily existence using technology.
            It has changed the time equation in more ways than we can count. In doing so, it has given us a renewed understanding of the
            value of time—the most precious nonrenewable commodity that exists.
         

         
         By eliminating friction from almost every task imaginable, we have been given back time, and we have reallocated it elsewhere. We are using that
            “found time” to do the things that really matter—like spending time with family or expanding our minds.
         

         
         The main lesson of this book: If you hope to do business with anyone today, you best not be trying to claim some of that time
            back again. Because you can’t have it. If there are too many pages on your website, if you ask customers for too much information, if the interface seems too jenky
            or the user experience unintuitive . . . they are gone.
         

         
         So the move toward frictionless experiences isn’t just a preference. It’s a mandate. It’s nothing short of a philosophical revolution that’s been facilitated by that
            reallocation of time.
         

         
         To those of us who were already adults by the time the Internet came along, many Internet-driven time-saving opportunities
            still seem a little novel—take, for example, the idea that it’s possible to file an auto insurance claim without having to
            talk to a single person. But we’re the last generation that’s going to feel that way. For digital natives—that is, those born
            after the widespread adoption of digital technology—the idea of frictionlessness is part of their decision set. They don’t know a world without it.
         

         
         What do I mean by that? I mean that they will only buy from companies that give them the most optimal combination of best price, fastest service, and the least friction. If the experience has friction anywhere along the way, the digital human will drop off, abandon that cart, bounce from your home page.
         

         
         They won’t just bounce either. They will be gone forever—period, end of sentence. When there is friction involved, there is no second chance. That’s partly because of the belief (whether
            or not it’s true is another matter) that the Internet has brought us infinite choice. You are not the only option. And it’s
            also because a frictionless experience is what we, as a society, have come to demand. We want seamless interactions, no matter
            what or where they are. If you can’t deliver that, then you will eventually interact with no one.
         

         
         Or you might not even get a chance at them in the first place. Consider what happened to The Inside in June 2019: for nearly
            six weeks, our traffic and conversion plummeted, and we couldn’t understand why it was happening. It turned out that our inbound
            links from Google had broken, because our JavaScript was newer than the one Google was indexing. It was a pretty simple fix at the end of the day, but before we figured that out, it was as if . . . we didn’t exist. If you are not on Google, you do not exist. If you don’t provide a frictionless path to your digital storefront, you do not exist.
         

         
         I’m not just talking about e-commerce, either. Those same digital natives will only work for companies that understand one of the most fundamental changes in the employer-employee relationship since the introduction of the forty-hour
            workweek. The trade-off used to be money for time—you pay them money, they give you their time. But those days are long gone.
            Today, you pay them money, and they give you their work. Their time is their own, and you best not come asking for it.
         

         
         Time looks a lot different to people who don’t know anything but Internet time. Those generations, more than their predecessors,
            have realized its true value, and they’re not giving it away for free anymore. Those of us over forty have a unique vantage
            point about the tectonic transformation that’s happened during our lives. It’s why the whole idea of self-care struck so many of us as somewhat absurd—Who talks like that? Who has time for that? Well, it turns out that everybody does, because they’re taking back their time from the people who have been taking it away
            from the rest of us our whole lives.
         

         
         That’s why at The Inside we are all about being frictionless, all the time. That includes how we work together, the customer experience, the growth (hopefully!) of the company, and the
            lives we all lead (yours, mine, everybody’s). There’s only one go-around on this ride, and nobody wants to get to the end
            and feel like they didn’t make the right choices along the way.
         

         
         Why should you decorate—or redecorate—your home? Because it’s the place where you spend the most time. Because doing so makes you feel better. Human interaction with and within an incredible space is a remarkable thing. But
            many of us don’t even bother with decorating because the experience is too overwhelming. It’s laborious and time consuming.
            There are too many points of friction. When we say we are trying to digitize decorating at The Inside, what we really mean is that we’re trying to strip the friction out of the decorating journey. That’s it, in a nutshell: we are trying to remove friction and not ask for any more time than is on offer. We want to be part of the solution to the scarcity of time, not part of the
            problem.
         

         
         We also strive for frictionlessness in the way we work: we moved our offices for The Inside in July 2018 into a shared space in New York’s SoHo district. But
            even though the experience of moving in was quite frictionless, it turned out that our landlord hadn’t gotten rid of all the friction: they played too much music, there weren’t enough
            conference rooms, and we only had one window. My employees are vocal about what they want. It’s no longer, “You’re lucky to
            have a paycheck, now get to work!” but rather, “How much do you, my employer, make it easy for me to maintain the allocation of time that I demand if I am going to work for you?” And so we moved again in August 2019. Sure, part of the reason was that we were growing. We could have managed in the old space. The main reason that we moved was that there was too much friction in our workplace.
         

         
          

         I can’t stress enough, though, that the move toward frictionlessness isn’t a temporary thing. While millennials didn’t invent the time-saving technologies and systems that decimated the old
            way of doing so many things, they definitely internalized the profound implications of those changes before their elders did.
            The concept of being a slave to the clock, in which someone arguably owns your time, is over. Those shackles are being thrown off by the forces of frictionlessness, and only the foolish among us think they stand a chance of putting them back on. Practically everyone, from the CEO down
            to the janitor, has realized that their time is as valuable to them as yours is to you. So do what you want with your own time, but don’t you dare waste mine.
         

         
         By removing friction from the day to day of our lives, we can theoretically get time for the things we want. Harnessed properly, technology can
            provide a renovated architecture for our lives. Friction is what eats up time, whether it’s in health care, education, leisure, or otherwise. Remove it, and we can get that time
            back. We may never get to the one-click life, but we can try.
         

         
         Some people are already a step ahead of the rest of us. Every single person we have included in this book has figured out
            the interaction between time and frictionlessness before most of us did, and their stories hold lessons for us all:
         

         
         
            	Don’t you wish you could have that time you spent in line at the pharmacy back? Well, the folks at Capsule are ready to give
               it to you.
            

            
            	Don’t have time to put a full meal together for the entire family? Robert Wang’s Instant Pot has solved that problem for millions
               already, with a big assist from Amazon.
            

            
            	Want to live forever, but don’t think you’re going to? Gil Blander has been working toward that goal his whole life, and his
               company InsideTracker will help you do the same.
            

            
            	Do you wish that you (or the woman in your life) could achieve orgasm more quickly? Well, Alexandra Fine and her team at Dame
               Products are helping women get there much faster than they otherwise might (or might not!) have done.
            

            
         

         
         As you can see, we have covered all the important parts of a life well lived.

         
          

         Having begun my second expedition into the wilds of version 2.0 of the American Dream—entrepreneurialism—I hope that this
            book can provide you with some help in navigating your own—or your children’s—course into the future. Boldly. Because there’s
            no other way to do it. Me? I feel like I stepped on an elevator and it’s just continued going up.
         

         
         One thing that I have found to be of immense value during this journey is my newfound focus on the sources and causes of change.
            Because it’s those forces that open up new opportunity even as they demolish old ones. Some of the entrepreneurs you will
            read about in the pages ahead are using change to disrupt the business models of incumbent competitors. Others are using it
            to disrupt entire industries. A final category is using it to disrupt entire systems, whether it’s health care, food, or the
            patriarchy. There are revolutionaries in the pages that follow.
         

         
         It’s also become quite clear to me that the future of innovation is being driven entirely by access to capital. I’ve had the
            good fortune of being able to raise venture capital money the second time around, and it’s given The Inside the kind of leg
            up on the competition that most people would kill for. We’re right smack in the middle of the institutionalization of entrepreneurship,
            a situation that did not exist when I started my first business. Neither did the landscape of disruption in which we all find
            ourselves—we knew about the Internet back in 2000, but few among us really knew what it all meant.
         

         
         One refreshing change: Wall Street is not creating the real lasting wealth in our society anymore. Rather, it’s coming from
            the companies that are mushrooming out of the venture capital peat—and the entrepreneurs who grow them. The ones that will
            succeed are the ones that know how to adjust to the new millennial reality—and that’s a vastly different generational shift
            than those that have come before it. You either get it or you don’t. You’re either on the bus or you’re not. You either provide
            a frictionless experience or . . . you don’t exist.
         

         
         Some of my younger readers may not know where the figure of speech “on the bus” comes from. It emerged during Ken Kesey’s
            LSD-fueled bus trips in the 1960s, and the dividing line was between those willing to surrender their ego to the power of
            hallucinogenic drugs (i.e., get on the bus) and those who weren’t. Author Tom Wolfe captured the zeitgeist in his bestselling
            book The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. Fast-forward to 2018, and New York Times bestselling author Michael Pollan wrote How to Change Your Mind, a treatise on how the “new science” of psychedelics can teach us about consciousness and transcendence. The more things
            change . . .
         

         
         But millennials really do seem to be living in different ways—and for different reasons—than their parents did. And the only
            way to succeed is to figure out both the why and the how behind those changes: So don’t try to sell them a bus ticket; sell them a plane ticket to a three-day ayahuasca retreat in
            Peru instead.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
My Journey Toward Frictionlessness

         
         
            First Time Friction: DwellStudio

            My coauthor Duff has a little dictum that he and his girlfriend Joey remind each other of as often as possible: “Always be
               wondering.” It’s their own version of “Stay Curious,” a reminder to each other to keep their minds open. But they’re not talking
               about having an “open mind” in the sense of being open to alternative points of view (although they try to do that too); rather,
               they’re talking about wanting to always be learning, instead of closing their brains to new ideas.
            

            
            I try to do that too. It’s one of the reasons I decided to sell the company I spent thirteen years building to e-commerce
               giant Wayfair in 2013. Ask anyone who has built a thriving company from scratch, and they’ll tell you that letting go is one
               of the hardest things you can do. When I signed the deal in July 2013, a flood of emotions surged through me. It felt like
               I was letting go of a huge part of my identity, leaving behind the beautiful world I had lived in for a decade and a half.
            

            
            I was, however, very excited for the next chapter. Mainly because Wayfair, the dominant online brand in my world, was one
               of those companies that doesn’t come along that often. Along with Amazon, they represented the future of retail. Wayfair had
               dragged the worlds of furniture and design online, and I wanted to join them. I knew I would learn a lot if I did.
            

            
            I also knew it was time to sell. In the years since the financial crisis, the retail world was suffering through an economic
               downturn of historic proportions, and, when you combined that with the upheaval caused by the explosion of e-commerce, you
               had to count yourself lucky if you’d even survived, let alone found a willing buyer to bail you out of your particular predicament.
            

            
            I didn’t want to sell my company; I pretty much had to do so. Even though DwellStudio was barely more than a decade old, it
               was decidedly old school—mostly offline, capital intensive, and built to succeed in a world where there were still offices,
               stores, catalogs, and . . . sizable staffs. It was time to get out, but that didn’t make it an easy decision at all. I could
               have tried to raise capital and attempted to continue on the trajectory I was on—I’ve successfully raised two rounds of financing
               for The Inside—but the problem with DwellStudio was that the business model was no longer relevant. I couldn’t raise money
               for something that was showing slowing growth and declining long-term potential. DwellStudio had friction at almost every
               juncture in its business model.
            

            
             

            Let me back up and start at the beginning: I founded DwellStudio not long after graduating from New York’s Parsons School
               of Design. I started pulling it together at my first job post-graduation when I was a designer at Portico, a SoHo-based furniture
               concept store. My lightbulb moment came when I was working there. It gave me the opportunity to test some of my designs at
               retail—I was obsessed with midcentury design long before it became a thing—and they’d resonated immediately. After that, I
               somehow summoned the courage to strike out on my own, to seize a white space and compete against established brands—and to
               have fun doing it.
            

            
            I started the company in my apartment, by myself. I’m a classic entrepreneur in that it was almost an extension of my personality
               and passions. But also, like a classic entrepreneur—optimistic but delusional—I had no business going into business. I went
               to design school, and I didn’t know a thing about business plans, Excel spreadsheets, or EBITDA (earnings before interest,
               taxes, depreciation, and amortization, for the newbies).
            

            
            Was it fun to figure it all out? Most of the time—but not all of the time. To start with, I didn’t have a mentor; I learned it all on the fly. When I started, I had no idea what a PO
               even was. So I had to learn fast: not long after we finally went to market (aka came out of beta) in March 2000, the orders
               started pouring in. Every single day, in one way or another, I was asking myself, “How do I do this?” With the help of my
               later partner Jennifer Chused, we learned everything on the job, from processing to accounting to shipping. Jenna taught me
               a lot about operations very quickly.
            

            
            It took over my life too. You can’t build a nationally recognized and respected brand without putting your nose to the grindstone
               and assembling a great team, and that’s what we’d built. In 2013, DwellStudio products—highlighted by furniture, lighting,
               and bedding—were for sale in more than eight hundred specialty retail stores across the United States and Canada. Add to that
               a five-year partnership with Target, as well as catalogs, online, and licensing, and we ultimately became a worldwide wholesale
               operation.
            

            
            The path we’d taken was a capital-intensive one—at the time I decided to sell to Wayfair, we had lots of inventory, significant
               office space, and a large staff. But we’d also reached a fork in the road. If DwellStudio was going to make it to the next
               level—from a boutique brand to one with real scale—we either had to raise a ton of money, which would have been a first for
               me since we had mostly bootstrapped Dwell from the get-go, or we had to sell the company.
            

            
            Like many other businesses grappling with the transition to e-commerce, I also knew that we’d need to retool our operation
               for a digital future, and the sooner we did that, the better our chances of survival would be. But the thought of tearing
               down the very thing I’d just spent thirteen years building in order to build it back up again didn’t seem like an enjoyable
               prospect to me.
            

            
            I knew in my gut that our old business model was dead. We could throw a bunch of cash at the thing to keep the doors open,
               but unless and until the model had been overhauled, that approach would eventually stop working. Amazon was already changing
               the margin profile of retail business, and our capital needs would one day bury us. DwellStudio needed to shed all the dead
               weight: inventory, catalogs, and even people. That would be a wrenching transition, and we might not even survive it in the
               end. It would be safer to do so in the arms of a well-capitalized acquirer, I concluded, than to try to do it on our own.
               And so I decided to sell.
            

            
            Wayfair didn’t offer us the most attractive deal, financially speaking. But it was the best from a strategic standpoint—for
               the company, the employees, and me. While still a private company, Wayfair had already run away from the pack when it came
               to selling home furnishings online; the company’s $600 million in 2012 revenues left established offline brands like Crate&Barrel,
               Williams Sonoma, and Restoration Hardware in its dust.
            

            
            Wayfair’s closest online competitor, One Kings Lane, had built a business on the flash sales model of e-commerce giants like
               Vente-Privee and Gilt, and had helped prove that people were willing to buy home furnishings online. But One Kings Lane lacked
               Wayfair’s sophisticated back end, which seemed of utmost importance to me. (I was right: One Kings Lane was sold to Bed Bath
               & Beyond for a mere $12 million three years later, whereas Wayfair’s market capitalization at the time of this writing was
               $12 billion.)
            

            
            The way I saw it, by selling to Wayfair, I was putting both the brand and my employees in the best hands and putting myself
               in a position to learn all I could from one of the most visionary people in e-commerce, Wayfair CEO Niraj Shah. If you’re
               trying to always be wondering, it doesn’t hurt if you’re hanging around a focused and disciplined idea-generating machine like Niraj.
            

            
            Had I managed to create a unicorn—a private company with a valuation of $1 billion or more? Alas, not even close. But I was
               selling to one, and part of the purchase price came in the form of pre-IPO stock. I’d been chasing my own unicorn for more
               than a decade, and it didn’t seem like such a bad consolation prize to end up riding somebody else’s.
            

            
         
         
            A Frictionless Mind: Wayfair

            I sat on Wayfair’s executive team for two and a half years, from August 2013 to December 2015. It was an exciting time; I
               was there when the company went public. While I’d like to think they learned a little something from me, the fact of the matter
               is that I received an elite education in e-commerce from one of the most forward-thinking companies in the space.
            

            
            What’s the lesson here? I’d made somewhat of a name for myself in home furnishings. I’d sold my company to an e-commerce giant.
               I’d already signed a contract with Clarkson Potter to write The Finer Things, my second book, which garnered rave reviews and established me as a bestselling author on design. But I also knew that I
               didn’t know what I didn’t know. One of the reasons I stayed at Wayfair was financial: I needed my options to vest. But the
               other reason I stayed there was because I knew I wasn’t ready to take my next step, and I could hardly ask for a better way
               station than a place that wasn’t just taking the next step but blazing the trail itself.
            

            
            I know it sounds a little trite to write in a business book that it’s important to find good mentors. But so be it: it’s one
               of the most important pieces of advice I can offer any would-be entrepreneur. No matter what stage of your life you’re at,
               no matter how much you love or hate your current boss or the people you work with, there will always be something you can
               learn from them. I got lucky. Niraj was the perfect mentor for me at the perfect time.
            

            
            But it wasn’t just him. Wayfair’s entire team is so good that it took them less than a month to onboard our website onto theirs
               and go live—this after the president of one of their competitors had told me that it would take two years for them to do the
               same. That would have been a miss of colossal proportions, and it reinforced my conclusion that Wayfair was going to win in
               home furnishings online. I was right: Wayfair’s revenues took off, jumping from $600 million in 2012 to $915 million in 2013
               to $1.3 billion in 2014.
            

            
            By Niraj’s calculations, there were 275 million households that had the income to buy products on Wayfair. The market was
               about $200 billion in size, and only about 20 percent of it had moved online. That’s a $160 billion gap, and no one was touching
               it. No one else saw what they did at the time. No one.
            

            
            Keep in mind, in 2013, home furnishings was one of the few remaining consumer categories that hadn’t been completely disrupted
               by the shift to e-commerce. At the time, Wayfair still had to beg some people to sell them product, because the furniture
               industry was still laboring under the illusion that nobody was going to buy a sofa online. Just like Amazon, Wayfair was chasing
               the transactional, selling lots of everything, as easily and frictionlessly as possible. But their process was dependent on
               a search algorithm, and, like all search algorithms, it generally surfaced product options based on reviews, past sales, and
               time spent on the site. In this equation, the consumer loses; such an algorithm can be great at selling product but much less
               so at inspiration and giving people the tools to create something authentic and personal. And when it came to creating their
               home, I felt that consumers really wanted more: more inspiration, more quality, and—most important—more design.
            

            
            But I still had a lot to learn: when I suggested that we needed to re-photograph every SKU on the Wayfair site to upgrade
               our digital assets, they scoffed at the idea, asking me if I knew how much it would cost to re-photograph 13 or 14 million
               products. They were right. While I’d been around the block in the design world by that point, I’d never been involved with
               an operation of that size, something commonly referred to today as “venture scale.”
            

            
             

            I’d always known that I wouldn’t stay at Wayfair forever. It wasn’t that I didn’t think they had a bright future—they did,
               and they still do. And while they’d purchased DwellStudio in order to beef up their in-house visual design capabilities, it
               was clear to all involved that Wayfair was never going to stray too far from its engineering roots. Design will always be
               a secondary consideration for them, and never the primary one. I’m a designer at heart. I’m also an entrepreneur, and any
               entrepreneur can tell you that once you’ve been your own boss, it’s never going to be easy to report to someone other than
               yourself.
            

            
            Deep down, I knew that the first company I’d built was already a dinosaur by the time I sold it. But instead of wallowing
               in self-pity over the fact that I’d had to relinquish control of my brand, I used my time at Wayfair to understand the reasons
               why. Because I knew it wasn’t just about me, or about DwellStudio. The same kind of tough choices were being forced on pretty
               much everybody, successful brand or not. My tenure at Wayfair was a time to reflect, to wonder, and to learn from those around
               me. I was going to figure out what I could do, what I couldn’t do, and what I might be able to do. I sought to release my
               mind from the shackles of habit and experience and set it loose in the realm of future opportunity.
            

            
            The question every seasoned entrepreneur wants an answer to was always there, in the back of my mind: Was there a way I could
               start a new business without all the pain points I’d run into the last time around? I made a list of all the horrible points
               of friction that I’d run into with DwellStudio’s business model that had stopped me from scaling into infinity. Could I address
               (or even eliminate) all of them and just do the one thing that I love—design—and help make every home a little more beautiful
               along the way?
            

            
            
               
                  My Points of Friction

                  Point of Friction #1: Inventory. The perils of excess inventory are so well documented. In 2013, the only way to squeeze enough margin out of an inventory-based
                     home furnishings business was to have everything made largely in China. The problem with that is that Chinese factories generally
                     require huge minimum orders. If you’re going to make the quantities necessary, you have to place big bets that your designs
                     will resonate with consumers. The winners are great but the losers are really hard to endure. And unless you have incredibly
                     talented inventory planners, you will find yourself with not enough winners (leaving money on the table) and too many losers
                     (which you need to be able to absorb). You also need to be able to place product (i.e., the losers) with discounters to liquidate
                     your excess inventory, which inevitably degrades the brand. It’s a very stressful cycle.
                  

                  
                  Point of Friction #2: Production Time. An inventory-based model also leaves you unable to react to the market in any meaningful way. Traditional product development
                     cycles are typically eighteen months, which, in today’s accelerated consumer landscape leaves you unable to capture trends,
                     especially in competition with the new phenomenon of single-SKU social media brands—think toothbrush companies like Goby or
                     Quip—designed for quick trend drops.
                  

                  
                  In recent years, we have seen the hyperacceleration of trend. Companies such as Choosy use artificial intelligence and algorithms
                     to identify the top trends across a myriad of platforms (think Instagram and Pinterest) and then manufacture them within weeks.
                     Choosy asserts that its fashions are “guaranteed to be liked”—they are generated from social media and, likewise, generated to optimize social media. The tail now wags the dog. The days of protracted design and production cycles are over. This is faster
                     than fast fashion, a tectonic shift made possible due to a lack of infrastructure (stores, catalogs, and advertising) and
                     as a result of technology (a digital and direct-to-consumer model).
                  

                  
                  Point of Friction #3: Wholesale. The cost structure around maintaining a wholesale business is difficult. You need to go to trade shows four times a year
                     or more. You need a staff to take care of it, as well as outside sales reps to visit stores and keep the fires stoked for
                     the new product coming in. We sold to 810 stores across the United States. Add all that up, and you’re talking about big money.
                     That’s why furniture gets marked up 3.5 times and then discounted according to demand. To operate a wholesale business, you
                     need a ton of margin, and the consumer now knows that they are paying for it. Our five-year stint with Target was so much
                     easier—one customer, two to three collections a year, a seamless and profitable relationship. We made ten times the amount
                     from selling through Target than from the rest of our wholesale business.
                  

                  
                  Point of Friction #4: Photography. One of the most significant costs in home furnishings or fashion is your photography costs. They’re astronomical. And the
                     bigger you get, the crazier these costs become—at DwellStudio, it was up to 20 percent of our cost, and I can only imagine
                     what it runs at a photo-centric retailer like Restoration Hardware. Once you get to scale, spending can become a runaway train.
                  

                  
                  Point of Friction #5: Shipping. Thanks to Amazon, the consumer now expects free and fast shipping, putting pressure on everyone’s margins in the process.
                     But there’s nothing you can do about it—it’s table stakes in e-commerce. If you try to add shipping costs into the checkout
                     process, you invariably create friction and ultimately cause a loss of sales.
                  

                  
                  Point of Friction #6: Exclusivity. If you are not producing your own product and you have to stock inventory, you are going to be carrying the same assortment
                     as your closest competitors. All the major e-commerce retailers buy from the same suppliers, which results in a race to the
                     bottom.
                  

                  
               

            
         
         
            Frictionless Furniture: The Inside

            As most readers know full well, in the decade and a half since I’d founded DwellStudio, everything had changed. The spread of the Internet had thrown the world of business—rather, the entire world—into an industrial revolution-sized metamorphosis, a massive shift and reconfiguration of how we go about almost every aspect
               of our lives. Anthropologists will look back at this time as one of just a handful of seminal moments in the history of mankind,
               when everything turned on a dime, and nothing was ever the same again.
            

            
            It was a challenging time for any CEO, as technology was in the process of demolishing most of the ways we’d done business
               to that point. At the same time, however, ambitious entrepreneurs were using technology to rebuild those same businesses from
               the ground up. There was a revolution going on, and I wanted in. I wanted to be one of those people—the courageous types who
               created the future instead of simply letting it happen to them. They are the wonderers—that is, the people who invent new categories instead of simply fighting for the dwindling scraps left in the old ones. In
               my world, I’m thinking of people like Rent the Runway’s Jennifer Hyman and Jenny Fleiss, Airbnb’s Joe Gebbia and Brian Chesky,
               or, dare I say it, Uber’s Travis Kalanick.
            

            
            But I also knew that if I wanted to do that, I needed to learn how to think like a disruptor. I didn’t stay at Wayfair too
               long—just two-and-a-half years—but it was enough time to prepare myself for reinvention. I won’t say I went through an identity
               crisis, because that wasn’t the case. It’s more like I went through an identity shift. Before Wayfair, I’d seen myself as
               a designer—of textiles, interiors, and fashion—but I suddenly realized that the digital revolution had given me an amazing
               opportunity.
            

            
            Problem-solving is a characteristic of most entrepreneurs, yet to that point, the problems I’d been trying to solve were mainly
               problems of design. But I realized I could remold myself into a different kind of problem solver. I could take a run at fixing
               a broken business model. I was going to try and break ground not just in the realm of design, but in every single part of the business—design, manufacturing, sustainability, fulfillment, employment, company culture, and otherwise.
            

            
            It’s an enervating challenge—similar, I would guess, to that facing diagnostic physicians: Which symptom or problem do you attack first for the greatest possible outcome? But I felt that doing so would be far more fascinating than simply sticking to the designing I’d been trained to do.
            

            
             

            I left Wayfair in December 2015. I left some money on the table, because not all of the stock they had paid me had vested,
               but the time had come for me to get back out there on my own. To recharge, I took a short vacation (if you’re chasing unicorns,
               there are no extended vacations), spent another five weeks thinking about my plan, and then picked up the phone and started
               making calls.
            

            
            The first ones were to a few key suppliers from my DwellStudio days. “I’m going to change the way people buy custom furniture,”
               I told them. “Do you want to do it with me?” I’d worked with a number of them for almost fifteen years, so a few were willing
               to take a flier with me. Provided that I could figure out what I wanted to do. And if I could raise the money I’d need to
               do it.
            

            
            The plan: I decided to found a new company—we later landed on the name The Inside—that would be a premier seller of well-designed
               home goods to digital-first customers, including millennials. On the surface, that might sound a lot like DwellStudio, which
               was also a premier seller of well-designed goods, but to a small, design-savvy cohort of midcentury enthusiasts with significant
               disposable income. But millennials are not like those of us who came before them. At the same time that the Internet has blown up all the business
               models, it has blown up all the career models—actually, the life models—as well.
            

            
            The careers of tomorrow aren’t going to look anything like the careers of yesteryear. And pretty much everybody knows it:
               only 19 percent of companies recently surveyed by Deloitte report that they still have a traditional career model.1 Whereas the typical career in generations past might have included jobs at four or five companies, today’s college graduates
               will work for that many in their first ten years post-graduation.2 And the World Economic Forum estimates that 65 percent of children today will end up in careers that don’t even exist yet.3

            
            Is the whole idea of a four-year college obsolete? That question deserves its own book, but I do know this: there is nothing
               about the way they taught college in the 1980s and 1990s that could have prepared us to steer the raft of one’s career in
               the swirling whitewater that is business and life today.
            

            
            So this should not surprise: Syracuse professor Robert Thompson, an expert in popular culture, says that the idea of creating a startup “is taking up a larger and larger role in our aspirational lives.
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