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An Interview With Bill Jensen, author of Simplicity
What is this book about?

Simplicity is about changing how we use people's time and attention at work. Even at top
performing and most admired companies, work is becoming way too complex. We need easy-to-
use ideas and tools that help us cut through the clutter in order to work smarter. Making the
complex clear always helps people work smarter because it's a lot easier to figure out what's
important and ignore what isn't. We're living in a world of infinite choices-- too much of our time
and attention is being diverted from the important stuff. We need the power of simplicity.

What's the big "Aha!" that begins your book?

Companies are horrific wasters of our time. Most employers and Teammates-- even the well-
intentioned ones-- make things far too complicated and actually make it hard to work smarter.
Simplicity describes why you should be "mad as hell and not gonna take it anymore" about how
your time and attention are wasted. The book is based on seven years of research with over 460
companies that found the biggest sources of work complexity all had to do with how we share and
organize what we know-- how unclear we are as we ask people to work smarter. Business is not
very good at meeting the needs of most knowledge workers.

Besides striking an emotional chord, does Simplicity actually help us with what to do?

Yes! Section 2, Simpler Workdays, details exactly what anyone can do to create a simpler workday
for him or herself. Its focus is to help people use time differently. For example, one chapter is
dedicated to changing how much time you spend listening to and scanning unimportant things. It
provides a step-by-step guide for "hitting delete and finding the good stuff." There's also an
explanation of the five things you need to think about when preparing to use your co-workers' time.
It teaches you how to quickly and effectively contract with others when their day is filled with
infinite choices.

So why is simplicity the new competitive advantage?

Section 3, Simpler Companies, explains how senior execs should work backwards from what
people need to do their work. As a result, employees will be able to make smarter decisions-- and
they'll be able to make them faster. This makes for a more productive company. That's the
competitive advantage.

Who is the reader for this book?

The book is geared to two target audiences. First, it will appeal to anyone who feels that "enough is
enough." It taps into so many of the frustrations we all feel about the absurdities of how business
gets things done. Because each chapter is designed to be truly helpful, anyone trying to leave those
absurdities behind and improve their career track can benefit from this book. Second, it will appeal
to anyone with the title of VP or above-- or anyone who is heading there. Power-users of the book
will find the details they need to make changes in recruitment, retention, training, and development.
It will give them a whole new approach to leadership.
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How did today's workplace become so complex?

The short answer is lack of common sense. In Chapter 1, I describe simplicity as nothing more, or
less, than the discipline of common sense. While some readers of the book have praised it as
forward thinking, I think its nothing more than chronicling some pretty obvious approaches to work
that are, unfortunately, quite rare. But the less flippant, more important answer is that, throughout
the 80s and 90s while companies were forced to change so much and while information and
learning became so critical to those changes, nobody worked backwards from the people doing the
work. We never stopped to ask, "What do Jane and Joe need in order to work smarter?"

Realistically, how long would it take to simplify a workplace?

How long did it take for CDs to take over the sales of LP records? How long did it take the Internet
to completely influence so many facets of our lives? The tools, talents, and technology to simplify
the workplace are available now. When it happens at your company, it will seem to occur almost
overnight. And the resistance won't occur among the rank-and-file. It will be from senior execs who
can't let go. We'll get simple at whatever point the marketplace starts using simplicity as a
competitive weapon. At that point, the senior-level resistance will "miraculously" melt away.

Do you think certain kinds of companies-- certain industries-- tend to be less simple than
others?

The companies closest to getting simple are the Internet-type firms that started up in the past couple
of years. But I need to be extremely clear: getting simple isn't just about the technology. Mostly, it's
mindset-- senior exec's willingness to be user-centered and respectful of people's time in how they
build their company. It just happens to be the Internet-type technologies that are being started by
twenty-something people who think this way. Larger, more established companies will be a long-
time coming in getting user-centered.

This is your first book. What made you want to write it?

Two things. For my entire life, I've always been curious about how things work, especially the more
elegant tools, machines, and activities. I've always tried to study how to make things simple. More
recently, the seven-year study on work complexity that provided a lot of content for the book
actually began as a school assignment. In 1992, I was working on my thesis for a graduate degree
in Organizational Development-- an aspect of human resources. The paper was fine for academic
credit, but I felt there was so much more I had to learn. So in 1992, I committed my own firm to
studying Corporate America's ability to design work in the information age.

What will the workplace be like in the next millennium?

Honestly, nobody knows. If I knew, I'd be a lot richer and living a pretty simple life on some
tropical island. But I do know that, if you aren't aggressive in getting simpler, 80 million kids will
do it to you. Beginning this year, the first of 80 million kids known as Gen Y or Net Geners will
insist on radically changing how companies use their time and attention. This is because this is the
first generation-- ever-- to grow up on user-centered, mass-market, interactive information
experiences. Net Geners will seek simplicity by questioning everything the company builds to use
their time and attention. Unlike any generation before, they will not join your team assuming that
infrastructure-- the tools and structures that your company builds-- is the domain of senior
management. The Net, as we know it, was built in their lifetime-- and not a single senior exec
approved or supervised it. They will look for an equal partnership in building what it takes for them
to work smarter. By the time the Net Geners hit critical mass-- sometime around 2008 or 2009--
senior execs will be forced to cede a lot of what they're still controlling to the workforce, or else the
talent won't come work for them.
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