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Preface

Life is really simple, but we insist on making it complicated.

CONFUCIUS

I wrote The Simplicity Principle to reconnect us to human-scale, human-level solutions in a superfast machine-filled world, and to pass on what I have learned and what I practise myself. Where possible I follow my own principles. When I do, I feel clearer, more creative, productive and on track. When I don’t, I immediately know it – like a week without exercise or a holiday blowout on all the wrong foods.

Simplicity is an age-old concept. Back in the 14th century the British logician and Franciscan friar William of Occam stated that that simple works better than complicated. This clever chap wrote that Numquam ponenda est pluralitas sine necessitate which for those of you who, like me, did not advance hugely in Latin at school translates as ‘Never undertake plurality without necessity’. This has become known as ‘Occam’s razor’. I think it is a pretty good 14th-century summary of this book.

Even further back in time the Greek philosopher Aristotle described Eudaimonia, which conveys a sense of happiness or blessedness – a thriving in the world. When you flourish, everything fits together, everything flows and just works, even if you are not completely sure why. Like a sixth sense, you just know when something is right, and it’s a simple, certain feeling. In the modern world we talk less about flourishing and more about ‘resilience’ – as if we must survive rather than thrive. It is hard to flourish in a world beset by speed, scale, stress and uncertainty. Everywhere we look we can see the hallmarks of progress mixed with setback for humans. We are caught in a web of complexity, binding us tightly into systems and layers which can feel suffocating. It has become normal to manage a blizzard of codes and passwords, and to hold in balance being offline and online as if we are all experienced jugglers. Is it normal? Well, the new-normal. But it is often complicated.

Not that the quest for simplicity is only about mastering our use of technology. No one is saying that complexity began with the internet: certainly not me. We humans make what we use, and even the new generation of artificial intelligence and robotics will be largely designed, built and monitored by us. The change – if we want to make it – is not modern, high-tech and expensive. It is ancient, low-tech and every one of us can afford it: we can think about and do things differently.

This book is a ‘how to’, not just for individuals but for teams, for leaders and all those who, like me, chew on the endless toffee-stick of complexity where we know, deep down, that it doesn’t have to be like this. Whatever you do in life, whether you are a student, a business leader, a manager, a freelancer, a parent juggling children and work, or newly retired, I wrote this book for you. I wrote this to help you break free of too much choice and complexity, and to help you gain control of your focus and productivity.

I wrote this book for myself, to keep me connected to the simplicity I crave in a happy but overloaded life. Like you, I have different roles and responsibilities. Like you, I realize that the idea of ‘productivity’ is not about working all the hours available, and not about being ‘always-on’, but finding the balance between work life and home life. I have used over 30 years of experience as a consultant, entrepreneur and educator, learning as I listen to others about what they want to cut through complexity. The result is this, the Simplicity Principle.

My proposition is simple. Complexity does not have to dominate, complicate or clutter our lives. We can learn to streamline and simplify what we focus on and where we place our energy and intelligence instead. I want to share with you my ideas for keeping things simple in all manner of situations and help you cut through complexity. The Simplicity Principle is based on two central ideas summed up in six words: Keep it simple. Learn from nature.

	Keep it simple. Simplicity cuts through complexity. It brings focus, productivity, creativity and calm. Life is always going to be complicated, but we make it way more complicated than it needs to be. When we look around us, some of the basic systems of daily life, student life, working life and civic life are a tangle and jumble of ‘systems’ which are like a badly wound ball of wool. Simplicity brings balance between what is complicated – what can be laboriously unpicked – and what is complex, for which we need workarounds. It’s time to push back. There are always things we can do to simplify and our ability to do so is often the difference between failure and success.


	Learn From Nature. We can look and learn from nature and science in order to use pattern in a simple way in a process I call Hexagon Action. The six-sided hexagon shape we see in the snowflake, hexagonal atoms surrounding carbon (one of life’s key building blocks) and the bee honeycomb show us the simplicity and usefulness of shape. Meanwhile, the number 6 itself is the so-called ‘perfect number’ in mathematics and is a useful organising number we can use. The six-sided hexagon is the poster-shape for simplicity. We can learn from its incredible strength and usefulness. And the poster-species for Hexagon Action is the honey bee. Like us it is a ‘social’ species and a ‘superorganism’ which depends on others to be its best self.



These six words – Keep it simple, Learn from nature – are the Simplicity Principle in a nutshell.

Flourish through simplicity

Putting the Simplicity Principle into practice should feel simple and it should feel right. It may not always be easy: thinking and changing behaviour requires commitment, curiosity, trial and error. But there is nothing complicated about it. There is nothing to pay, other than the price of this book. There is nothing to memorize, nothing to work at. Just see what triggers recognition or excitement and see what you want to try out for as little as six minutes, six hours or six months.

Using the techniques outlined in these pages, I hope that you can flourish again. Perhaps you will even experience a sense of flourishing for the first time. Of course, if you think that your life is fine as it is, perhaps busy but not overloaded, or richly rewarding rather than frustrating, or if you already have a system to get through ‘stuff’ in your life, then save yourself some valuable time and put this book down! But of course I hope you do read on, so I can share not just my ideas but some interesting findings about how we think and behave which you might find useful. I hope that you will find the Simplicity Principle useful as I’m all for doing as well as thinking, for action. So I hope that the system of Hexagon Action will become as useful to keeping your life and career on track as keeping to 10,000 steps a day, or consuming five-a-day of your fruit and vegetables. The Simplicity Principle is about a new kind of health, wellbeing and fitness which takes place outside of the gym. It is part of what I call Social Health, which is how we connect to our lives, each other and technology in the digital era.

By reading on, you’re going to find out what it can be like to radically simplify the way you look at your life, give your head space and raise your productivity and focus – in a very straightforward way. Shall we begin?



Introduction

Simple can be harder than complex: you have to work hard to get your thinking clean to make it simple. But it’s worth it in the end because once you get there, you can move mountains.

STEVE JOBS

It started with a KISS

I first came across the idea of simplicity in a complex world in my twenties, back in the 1980s, when life seemed a lot more straightforward and uncomplicated than it is today. I was just starting out in my career, and I worked in book publishing in a tiny publisher called Virago where I had the privilege of working with the great American poet, academic and civil rights campaigner Maya Angelou. She made a lasting impression on me.

Maya stood well over six feet tall and had the most stunning baritone voice and incredible stage presence. When she spoke, you listened. In private, she was a big fan of reciting aphorisms. She did this with a flourish, usually with a smile, often with a whisky, always with seriousness. As a poet she understood that simplicity often has the best impact. I always remember her correcting someone for saying ‘I’ll be brutally honest.’ ‘Why,’ she asked, ‘do you need to add in being brutal? Isn’t honesty enough on its own? Just say you’ll be honest without complicating it. Keep it simple, sweetie.’

That referred to one of Maya’s favourite sayings. You may know KISS as standing for Keep It Simple, Stupid. But because she disliked vulgarity or indeed brutality of any kind, Maya Angelou used her poetic licence to amend it slightly. Her amended version of KISS was even better: the ‘sweetie’ was a big improvement on ‘stupid’. Keep It Simple, Sweetie: I like that.

Either way, KISS is as serious as it is simple. Although I look back now and think life, pre-internet, pre-social media was simpler, of course it wasn’t. It was just different. Charles Dickens wrote in the 19th century of Britain ‘being bound hand and foot in red tape’. Actual red tape still exists in the legal profession all over the world: documents are still bound up in a hangover from those times when complexity arose from our attempts to impose social and political order with taxes, laws and financial ‘instruments’. Today complexity envelops us like a tight scarf, even in everyday tasks. It is invisible and yet drains time, energy and focus. We can see and feel the effects of too little KISS and too much complexity all too clearly.

The US Army knew this all too well. KISS was first coined as a design principle in the 1930s by an American aerospace engineer at the famous Lockheed Skunk Works. Clarence ‘Kelly’ Johnson oversaw production of planes in World War II which were make-or-break not just for their pilots, but their country. He knew what a life-saving shortcut the principle of keeping things simple and focused was. He knew too that you had to design and build for simplicity, or his pilots could well be blown out of the sky.

Killer complexity

What a pity the KISS principle is no longer in popular usage today. In fact, we so take complexity for granted, simplicity has all but been forgotten. It certainly is no longer a priority. I wonder whether KISS was in action when two Boeing 737 MAX planes crashed in 2018 and 2019. A total of 346 people lost their lives and it immediately became clear that there had been a terrible complexity around both humans and technology which might have played a part. In the aftermath it turned out that both humans and machines were to blame. There was a design flaw in the new cockpit computer system, and when this combined with inexperienced pilots given very little training in the new system it proved catastrophic. The computer flaw started to push the plane nose-down and override pilot efforts to bring it back up. I would argue that when the KISS principle is overlooked it can genuinely be disastrous.

The CAT versus the KISS

I often think of the pilots, in their frantic confusion, and I recall a syndrome I notice in clients of mine in less desperate circumstances who are nevertheless hampered by a tangle of trouble. They often feel bound up by competing issues, their focus stressed. I call this the CAT syndrome which stands for Complexity, Anxiety and (too little) Time. No one can think straight if they are in the middle of something they just don’t understand. Pressure to perform makes things worse, and if there is a deadline it makes disaster inevitable. The lesson? Don’t sideline simplicity.

What about everyday life? Where’s the simplicity there? Life doesn’t feel simple when you are opening different windows-within-windows, or trying to find the perfect battery charger, or making sure that your document is compatible, or wondering why that 10 minutes you thought you were spending online has become an hour. If you feel you have to make yourself visible every few minutes on social media, or to master the latest technology in your office just to keep up, this is at the very least a time-suck. But out there in everyday life on the street, it can be even more complicated. I was in New York once when the lights went out around Times Square for several hours due to a power outage. Something to do with a substation. Several thousand people were affected, with hundreds stuck on dark subways or in elevators, while cars had to dodge out of action traffic lights. Everyone relied on battery life in mobile phones to power any communication but no one really knew what was happening. Yet this was in Manhattan, home to the United Nations! Home to Wall Street, to Broadway. Frank Sinatra sang ‘If I can make it there, I can make it anywhere’ about this city! And it happened in the middle of the 21st century! A month later, I was one of a million people in the UK who lost all electricity for several hours when the National Grid experienced a power surge. Failure of modern life to behave as it should is always quite a wake-up call and always creates anxiety and disquiet beyond the event itself. It reminds us how reliant we are, how we have no real backup plan. Not in our heads and not really in the world. We feel powerless and it is not a good feeling.

In the aftermath of these system failures of course no one individual is to blame. Only a bunch of complex computer systems. They are hyperconnected but not human. They have no face and no voice. The chain of command to them is so wide and deep it is never easy to pinpoint who is in control, let alone who is to blame. When one link goes down, we are instantly plunged back in a time warp to the centuries before everything we take for granted today: electricity, mass transport, aircon, traffic lights or TV.

There is not much simplicity in our public life either. Today’s politicians can’t seem to explain their own policies and systems to people without getting tied up in knots. Ahead of the Brexit referendum in the UK in my home country in 2016 the Financial Times said that everything to do with relations between Great Britain and the European Union involved ‘tortuous complexity’. In the vote itself people confounded political expectations and voted to leave. The winning campaign condensed all that complexity into a simple, winning message: ‘Take back control’. The campaign was led by Boris Johnson who went on to become Prime Minister and then to win a huge majority at the 2019 General Election with the slogan ‘Get Brexit done’. People want to cut through complexity like Occam’s razor and reward politicians who recognize this. Critics call this simplistic populism but it may in fact be realism.

This book is all about turning on its head the assumption that all things complicated have to be like that, always. And to make sure we remember that the human in the Machine Age is still in the driving seat. The systems we create and follow are ours, and how we behave can change in small, purposeful, daily ways.

The most complicated system in the universe

Of course, life is complicated. You don’t strike me as the kind of reader who needs things sugar-coated or made simplistic. Humans are about as sophisticated and complex as it gets. We have 86 billion neurons firing all the time in our brain, which has been rightly described as ‘the most complicated object in the known universe’.1 The brain is part of an even more staggeringly complicated body which has nearly 40 trillion cells inside it, keeping the show of being alive on the road, every second of every day. We have evolved over millions of years to overcome the challenges of nature and disease (from ice ages to plagues), wars and scarcity to build societies, cities, computers, robots and nanotechnology.

But our ability to create complexity is at complete odds with the simple needs we have emotionally and physically: once we have love, shelter, food and work, we don’t need much else, and yet in order to get any or all of these, life is increasingly complicated. And here’s the irony: one of the reasons we struggle with complexity is that our brains are not wired to handle excess information and our ability to cope with excessive stimulation is in fact very limited. Our brains may be incredible feats of natural engineering but our working memory – that part of our mental processing which governs reasoning and behaviour – typically shows a limit of between four and seven items at any one time.2 That would be fine if we were all still hunting and gathering like we did 200,000 years ago, in tiny cut-off communities, doing seven things or less over a lifetime: making families, fighting, cooking, hunting, staying alive. It’s less good in a world where we make 35,000 decisions in a single day, where by 2021 the internet will create 3.3 zettabytes. There is no way I can put simply the unit of information (a zettabyte is equal to one sextillion or 1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 bytes) but I think you will agree that it is… a lot.

Complexity cut-off

All of this matters because neuroscience shows us that once things get too complicated, our brains effectively short-circuit and cut out. The rise in stress symptoms as well as the rise in demand for digital detox are all symptoms of a world which overvalues complexity and yet craves simplicity. When we are overloaded, we make mistakes. We get stressed. Depressed. Angry. Disappointed. We struggle. We are multitasking even though we are only wired mainly to monotask instead. Yes: as you zigzag in and out of different applications, with noise, visuals, endless flipping, you are defying your brain’s basic chemistry which is screaming Code Red! when you do that. But we don’t feel it’s wrong, or that we have a choice.

We certainly have some choice. And that choice begins with whether or not we choose to keep things complicated, or whether we decide – as I hope you will – to look for the simpler way. Let me explain what to expect in this book and how you can help yourself, and others, to get a handle on complexity and put it to one side in favour of its better self: simplicity.

In Part One I will make the case for turning towards simplicity and away from complexity, and explain the Simplicity Principle itself and Hexagon Action. The two go together, like theory and practice. Chapter 1, Keeping your balance: The simplicity spectrum, starts by playing devil’s advocate and asking what’s wrong with complexity, given how complicated humans are, and shows how it’s not one thing or another but finding a balance between them. Chapter 2 introduces Hexagon Action. Think of it as your toolkit (many nuts and bolts are hexagon-shaped) because hexagons are super-resilient, efficient and flexible. Chapter 3 delivers on the promise on the front of this book and introduces the six ways to find your focus and improve productivity, before we get to them in detail.

In Part Two I’ll lay out the detail of the Six Sides of Simplicity. This is Hexagon Action in practice: each side begins with a six-word axiom or saying to focus on. You can just jump straight to these if you like, and see which ones give you a prickle of recognition and pique your interest. The first three, Clarity, Individuality and Reset, cover how to connect with priority and purpose, develop habit, overcome distractions, connect with creativity and wellbeing, and learn the value of disconnection when it comes to operating at your best. The second trio are Knowledge, Networks and Time. These ideas build on what I touched on in my last book, Fully Connected: Social Health in an age of overload. Social Health is a way to survive and thrive in the Internet Age.3 At the beginning of each of the Six Sides of Simplicity are six short six-word simplicity mantras which summarize what’s coming up. At the end of each section is a Six-Fix list of takeaways and calls to action for you which all focus on the six words at the heart of the Simplicity Principle: keep it simple, and learn from nature.

In Part Three you will meet some famous Hexagon Thinkers to inspire you, people who embody the spirit of the Simplicity Principle and practise Hexagon Action. And you will also get to Be the Bee: to imagine yourself in the roles which will help you plan to be your best connected, best productive and best individual self, just like the honey bee. I should say for any purist readers that sometimes I just say ‘bee’ but the specific species I mean is always the humble honey bee. Part Three also wraps up the book with some Hexagon Action exercises.

What does success look like?

Well, I hope you enjoy the stories and illustrations that show how using nature, geometry and pattern in the everyday and a little bit of honey bee tactics can retrain how you behave. What I call Social Health – connected behaviour in the Digital Age – depends on how well we manage what we do on- and offline, in and out of nature, and in either an organized or a disorganized way. Neuroscience – the study of our brains – is clear about how we can rewire both our thinking and our behaviour. We can unmake our patterns, change our paths: through neuroplasticity, that is the way brain constantly changes, we can relearn patterns of behaviour, of thinking, overlaying them with new techniques.4 When you strip it down, when you give your task a KISS you’re not going to go down the rabbit hole of limitlessness, which taxes your poor old brain. Instead, you’re able to stand back, simplify and decide what are really the decisions and actions you need to make. In other words, you really can move mountains. It really is as simple as that.



part one

Keep It Simple, Sweetie
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1

Keeping your balance

The simplicity spectrum


For the simplicity that lies this side of complexity, I would not give a fig, but for the simplicity that lies on the other side of complexity, I would give my life.

OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES JNR

The needle in the haystack

Have you ever lost something and been completely unable to find it, even though you know it is in there somewhere? A friend of mine once had to unscrew her fireplace to access a passport which had fallen down the back, but this was more a case of literally misplacing something: knowing where it is and having to retrieve it. What about the times you just cannot access where something is because you have no system to find it? The idea of filing, a concept from the Middle Ages which means ‘to string documents on a thread or wire to keep them in order’, is quite simple: it is to manage complexity. There are more connected devices than people on the planet, and the volume of data being uploaded around the world each day is so fast and vast it is difficult to keep track (just by way of example 90 per cent of data on the internet has been added in the last five years).1 The more we turn to technology and machines to help us manage the infinite, the less we rely on humans to keep what we learn, share, and use to manageable proportions.

This is a pity – and a mistake. It is true that humans have an in-built complexity bias, a natural inclination to make things complicated. As the design and engineering academic Don Norman writes in his book Living with Complexity:

We seek rich, satisfying lives, and richness goes along with complexity. Our favourite songs, stories, games, and books are rich, satisfying, and complex. We need complexity even while we crave simplicity… Some complexity is desirable. When things are too simple, they are also viewed as dull and uneventful.2


And as the economist Tim Harford points out in his wonderful book Messy: ‘From the vantage point of a nice corner office, someone else’s messy desk is an eyesore. For the senior manager, the lesson is simple: resist the urge to tidy up. Leave the mess – and your workers alone.’3 Yet we also crave simplicity, from Occam’s razor to KISS, but also via our deep attachment to ritual: from the particular habits we have with our cups of tea and coffee, to the global appeal of team sports with their rules, or indeed religious ritual and observance – and for many people, order and simplicity is highly calming and reaffirming.

The Simplicity Principle is all about getting the right balance between two extreme states and finding stability somewhere in the middle.

The balancing beam

Try and imagine yourself in the place of a gymnast poised on a single 4-inch-wide balance beam in gymnastics and having to jump, leap, turn and stand for 70–90 seconds, without wobbling or falling off. Nothing more to add: simple. Have you ever tried it? In fact, can you even contemplate it? Balance is essential in gymnastics and maintaining your centre of gravity is the principal rule. For seniors, stability can make the difference between a life of safety and one of falls. When my mother, aged 87, took a terrible tumble in her apartment and broke her thigh bone, it took six months of intensive physiotherapy focused on balance to get her walking again without assistance.

My mother had to do endless exercises in order to build up her strength, agility and her balance. These exercises were not random. They were based on deep knowledge and imposed structure and pattern. She kept photos of them on her wall to remind her and despite the severity of her injury, she did regain her balance. It took time, patience and a focus on simple, repeatable steps.

Selling simplicity

I know things can be downright difficult, but I never think they are impossible. Call me an optimist with a handle on pessimism! I know that simplicity works, and I look around and know that simplicity itself sells. Steve Jobs, founder of Apple, was right when he said that it’s hard work to keep things simple. But he also made a fortune out of simplicity. He knew the rewards of it. Apple products put simplicity at the heart of their sleek, cool, functional design. They are simple to use, they are simple to look at, and they backup and store pretty simply. When you look at the list of the world’s richest companies, from Amazon to Alibaba, from Johnson & Johnson to Tencent, they all share something in common: behind the scenes there is tremendous complexity to what they do, from the back-end technology, corporate structures and product ranges. But at the front end, what the consumer sees and experiences in order to browse, buy, choose and stay loyal has to be as simple as possible if it is to work. So, complexity is there, but it is not front and centre: that’s the job of simplicity.

Simplicity sells everything from products to pop songs to politics. The message ‘Take back control’ won the Brexit referendum in Britain and ‘Make America great again’ was a winning slogan for President Trump in the United States. In both places lots of people sneered in exasperation and hated the simplicity, but it worked. It’s called ‘cut-through’. In India, dairy brand Amul’s slogan is simply ‘The Taste of India’, while China Mobile’s tagline is ‘Reaching Out from the Heart’. Ed Sheeran’s song Shape of You is Spotify’s most-streamed song of all time and the hook ‘I’m in love with the shape of you’ is very simple. That’s what a winning piece of music is: simple, memorable.

Life’s hard and soft edges

Nature knows all about the spectrum between simplicity and complexity. In many ways it is hugely complex – just like our bodies and brains. The chaos theory which tells us that a butterfly flapping its wings has a micro-impact on a hurricane is part of the random, chaotic side of nature. However, while plenty of shapes and patterns in nature are what’s called ‘fractal’ (like trees), nature also provides a counterbalance to the universe’s chaos and complexity. It is full of shapes which follow rules and which have an order which can be mapped, understood and applied. The hexagon and all geometric shapes in nature impose design through their lines, and offer up something of a filing system, which can be efficient, organized and copied. By us.

Here is just one example: the honeycomb. This is the beating heart of a hive and contains bee larvae, pollen and honey. The cells are hexagonal and made of wax. The honeycomb is one of the most famous shapes in the whole of nature. The shape of the hexagonal cells never alters, as experiments to try and fool bees into making a different shape have shown. It was Charles Darwin who first claimed that the shape was to do with space efficiency, and while this is largely true, it turns out to be something else as well. In The Life of the Bee, a charming and exhaustive study published in 1901, Maurice Maeterlinck concludes that ‘the hexagon is not merely the result of mechanical necessities, but that it has its true place in the plans, the experience, the intellect and will of the bees’.4 I’ll come back to the hexagon in more detail because it is the way in which we put the whole of the Simplicity Principle into practice: side by side, bit by bit.

The burdens of complexity

Using what we can learn from nature’s use of pattern and shape helps us navigate through the complex and chaotic limitless overload of the present. Instead of feeling at the mercy of chaos and too much, we can create workarounds to make the principle of simplicity easier than the burdens of complexity. The biggest and most obvious burden is on productivity and on our mental health. As technology speeds up our lives it also complicates them. You would think our lives, especially our working lives would be easier, but this is not the case at all. Globally, productivity levels, used to measure how much workers contribute economically, are stagnant. In the UK where I live, The Health and Safety Executive reports (2019) that over 15 million working days each year are lost to stress,5 while data from the European Commission (2000) shows that up to 60 per cent of all working days lost are due to stress.6 Across the world, stress is a massive expense to business, costing $300 billion annually to the United States alone.7 The World Health Organization reports one death from suicide every 40 seconds around the world.8 It is now recognized that suicide is a social, societal problem, not just a private one limited to the individuals concerned.

It is no exaggeration therefore to say that stress is like an oil spill spreading out across society. Modern life has become too tough and too complicated for our own good. One of the reasons is that we are constantly told technology is making our lives easier, smoother and faster. Experience is often the opposite. Yes, society may be advancing in many welcome ways, but at a personal level, stress indicates that our lives feel anything but easy, or smooth.

Plain and simple

Of all the different definitions of simplicity, the one I like the most is this: ‘the quality or condition of being plain or uncomplicated in form or design’. The author Matt Haig, who writes about mental health and anxiety, puts it well: ‘After craving, for years, complexity and believing that that was futuristic... now, everyone’s simply heading the other way.’9 The stress of not being able to just get something done quickly, cleanly, meaningfully and instead be delayed, disappointed, disconnected from a solution are all things which put pressure and pain into people’s personal psyche. No one wants to feel powerless. The challenge is to recognize complexity when we see it and find a way to personally side-step and cope when it is not working in our favour.

Complex versus complicated

Don’t get me wrong. Complexity is inevitable and to some extent absolutely necessary. Medicine, quantum physics, robotics: these are not simple. Complex systems do work, a lot of the time, and they do bring us benefits. The scale of the challenge to simplify a complex world was put very well in a philosophy paper, back in 1962 in the Journal of Philosophy. The author, Mario Bunge, noted that:

If the theory of simplicity is to be of any use, it must cease avoiding complexities. The rule, ‘Simplify’, should not lead us to circumvent complexities by building ideally simple linguistic toys; theories of simplicity need not be simple themselves.10


What this means is that we must avoid being simplistic when trying to turn the complex into the simple.

It is worth saying again that ‘complex’ is not the same as ‘complicated’. When something is complicated it means it is difficult to understand, but it can be unpicked and unpacked. A machine is a good example of something complicated. You can deconstruct something complicated, which makes managing it easier. Something complex – like a weather system or a human – is far more of a complex matter. There are lots of variables. One step even further than complexity is chaos, when you cannot predict or see around corners with any accuracy at all. Many people say this is, basically, life: get used to it. Well, yes, but don’t drown in the sea of impossibility will you? Your brain, that wonderfully complex system, can learn, unlearn, and remake patterns of thinking constantly: you can adjust your thinking and behaving to prioritize one system over another.

Mirror, signal, manoeuvre

Take driving. Once you have learned to drive you tend not to forget it. But you had no idea initially. Your brain had to adapt to understanding a set of complicated tasks which have to be done at the same time. Being in charge of a moving machine and navigating other humans in other machines at speed is no small ask. Around the world over a million people a year die in road accidents, and a further 50 million people get injured.11 This is because we don’t do so well handling the complexity all the time. The cut-through for safety is a set of rules based on simplicity. In the UK, the mantra ‘mirror, signal, manoeuvre’ is drilled into every learner driver. In fact, that simple message asks people to accept and cope with the complexity of the road and keep their attention sharp. But mobile phones have complicated matters. The World Health Organization began warning long ago in 2011 of the dangers of ‘driver distraction’ caused by mobile phones.12 Even more recent reports suggest that 25 per cent of accidents worldwide are caused by them. Why? I’m afraid that the answer is simple. Driving requires attention which cannot be diluted by multitasking. But in exactly the same way that we have deluded ourselves it’s perfectly safe to text and drive, or even to fiddle with satnav, we do the same in everyday life: we try and do too much instead of making simple, straightforward focus a priority.

So, you get the picture. What I’m after is to reduce, manage and minimize complexity. This is the basis of the Simplicity Principle. And the first thing to do is to call it out.

The complexity test

I like the duck test, the proverb that says, ‘If it looks like a duck, swims like a duck, and quacks like a duck, it probably is a duck.’ When it comes to complexity versus simplicity, it is usually obvious. Apply it to how complicated your life is right now. Is it tangled and mangled by too much to do? Is the world around you organized in a straightforward way or do you have layer upon layer of different people to ‘go through’ in order to get anything done? Do you have deadlines and timelines in different time zones? Do you have more than one ‘device’ and several different platforms you have to be on just to get through your day? That’s sounding quite duck-like to me. Quack quack… you just passed the complexity test.

Let’s take the duck test further. Answer these three questions and see how dominant complexity is in stressful or problematic situations. Tick which answer applies most to your view.

Take the test


	How you think about your daily life


	[image: ] It runs smoothly and cleanly: technology, people, systems. I feel lucky and grateful that modern life has got to this point.


	[image: ] On a good day I feel productive and in control. But there is usually at least one thing which doesn’t work so well: an app freezes or some kind of miscommunication happens on email or in a group chat which takes time to sort out.


	[image: ] Pretty much every day I feel like I have to deal with ‘life traffic jam’ involving delays or difficulty. It could be people-led or machine-led. I don’t feel in control of my life as much as I could or should be.


	[image: ] I feel like a cog in a wheel. I feel forced to use technology to do everything from ordering shopping to reaching people and it gets me down. I feel dependent on others and not in any way an agent of my own life.





	How you think about the way the world works


	[image: ] Overall, it works well. Things run on time, and as long as the technology doesn’t go down, life is fine. Yes, it’s complicated, but that is the price we pay for everything being good around us.

 
	[image: ] I am beginning to have my doubts. I know how far we’ve come but I see big problems around us which don’t seem to be getting easier. I think the world is on the edge of chaos more than it should be.


	[image: ] The problems around me are all to do with other people making mistakes or getting things wrong. No technological device takes away from human error and bad management. I feel resigned to having good days and bad days, just like I always did.


	 [image: ] Things are getting more complicated, not less. Nothing works in a simple way and the problems of the world don’t seem to get solved at all. I feel very anxious and pessimistic about the way the world operates and people like me feel powerless.





	You have an idea and want to put it into action at work


	[image: ] That’s straightforward. You can decide quickly and easily and have no levels or layers to go through (within reason) to make it happen. You have less than three people to consult or discuss with first.

 
	[image: ] It is time-consuming and nothing can be done quickly or easily. However, you know a couple of people whom you could visit to charm and persuade to smooth the path for you.

 
	[image: ] There is strict protocol and a system which involves putting something on paper and presenting it via committees which involve people you don’t know. There are layers of ‘leadership icing’ which you are stuck under, as a ‘marzipan manager’.


	[image: ] Your workplace is not receptive to ideas and you have not got authority to generate solutions: you can only implement someone else’s instructions. Individuality and creativity don’t count – nor does calling it out.






How you answered

	Mostly A:
 	You are not only an optimist but life is full of things that can be simply solved. So now you need to work on identifying the essence of the simple hacks which help you and maybe you can help others.

	Mostly B:
 	You’re kind of in between the optimist and the pessimist. You know things can be complicated but you also feel they do work quite a lot of the time. Your challenge is to identify weak links and work on getting them fixed around you.

	Mostly C:
 	Either you have a gloomy disposition or things around you do not work so well. It feels as if bureaucracy is a big part of your life and you can never act easily or comfortably without going through others.

	Mostly D:
 	You see the world as full of complexity and that may be because in your world it is. This is definitely something which you are not – sadly – alone in experiencing but it does mean that a change in perspective, and circumstances is needed. You can be the change – nothing is all hopeless!


Let’s look in more detail at the shape of simplicity, the number six, and Hexagon Action itself. It’s time to get out the toolkit and get working on making your life more straightforward.
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