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prelude


Music is the skeleton key that opens every door.


—Pharrell Williams


In Boston’s Back Bay neighborhood, just blocks from Fenway Park and the Charles River, sits a twelve-hundred seat performance hall on the campus of Berklee College of Music. On an unseasonably cold April day in 2018, every seat was filled with students, faculty, and guests, with eyes fixed on a large screen suspended over the stage.


When the screen blinked to life, it was filled by the larger-than-life grin of Pharrell Williams. He had beamed in by Skype from his home in California to talk to the Berklee community about the artist as start-up. Pharrell is a musician and producer who has won eleven Grammy Awards and an Oscar nomination for his work with collaborators, including Daft Punk, Jay-Z, Justin Timberlake, and Robin Thicke. He is equally well known for his work as a design director, creating sneakers for Adidas, Chanel, Reebok, and Timberland; eyewear and jewelry for Louis Vuitton; down jackets for Moncler; and a fragrance for Comme des Garçons.


But before the conversation started, Panos thanked Pharrell for joining, especially since it was on his birthday. At that, a group of five students stood up from their seats and began singing “Happy Birthday to You” a cappella, then seamlessly shifted, after a few bars, into a sunny, stomping rendition of Pharrell’s hit song “Happy.”


When the music stopped, Pharrell bowed graciously to the singers in thanks, and then began the conversation with a simple statement: “Music is the skeleton key that opens every door.” He went on to say that mindsets he had learned in the recording studio—following his intuition, collaborating with others, trusting his own voice, and exploring new outlets for expression—had also led to success in his many business ventures.


“I’m always curious about new sounds, new textures, new ways of expressing myself,” he told us. “I think curiosity is where it begins for me. There are people who focus on one thing singularly, and that works for them. But a lot of us, including people here in the audience today, need to be able to express ourselves in different ways. When we do, we enjoy the fruits of having seeds in many different grounds.”


For nearly three decades, Pharrell has applied these mindsets to both art and business. As a musician, whether in live performance or in the studio, he is adept at trading in emotion, building upon the logic of chords and scales to connect with audiences. These same tools have equipped him as a creative director for global brands and fashion houses and to connect with customers. In many ways, he is the embodiment of the ideas that we will explore in the pages following: that the mindsets developed by musicians make them good entrepreneurs. That artists, executives, and creative spirits can draw upon these skills—whether as small business owners, visionaries looking to get a start-up off the ground, nonprofit managers, or leaders in the gig economy.


And, of course, it’s not just Pharrell. While working on this book, we sat down with Justin Timberlake to talk about songwriting, Imogen Heap about experimentation, Hank Shocklee and T Bone Burnett about shaping environments for creative expression, Prince’s sound engineer Susan Rogers about prototyping, Madame Gandhi about connecting with audiences, Jimmy Iovine about listening for gaps in the market, and many others. We also talked with leaders from Google X and Amazon.


We realize that these are conversations that don’t happen every day. In our professional lives—Panos as senior vice president for global strategy and innovation at Berklee, and Michael as global design director at IDEO—we’re lucky that doors are open to us as musicians, as veteran founders of successful start-ups, and now as executives of organizations that are globally acclaimed for innovation. But neither of us began our career the way businesspeople are “supposed to”; we have no pedigrees from Ivy League business schools or internships with disruption gurus.


Yet even before we met, we independently realized that our backgrounds in music are key to our success. That the creative mindset is more than a unique approach to entrepreneurship, more than drawing upon the improvisation of jazz or practicing until our fingers bleed. Since we started sharing thoughts with each other, we’ve only been confirmed in our belief that music cultivates an essential way of thinking and working in business—especially in today’s deconstructed, discombobulated, and unpredictable world.


When we sit and talk together, we laugh a lot. We swap old band stories as easily as we talk about unlocking the creative genius of kids in Abu Dhabi or Shanghai. And as we have taught, traveled, and consulted with clients, we’ve been delighted to discover that there are many like-minded people who feel, perhaps without knowing the words for this feeling, that this idea has merit.


So we think of this book as a conversation between the two of us, the amazing artists and entrepreneurs we’ve been lucky to interview, and you as a reader. In other words, be forewarned: this isn’t a how-to manual. It’s not a “Seven Easy Steps to Success” seminar. It’s not a drawn-out blog post of fifty-four things to try today. Rather, it’s an ongoing dialogue that we hope will inspire you to think about your business, your goals, pretty much everything, through the lens of the musical mindset. You’ll read about creativity and collaboration, listening and openness, and trust and fear and how all of this relates to working in today’s marketplace. But above all, you’ll see how the musical mindset can be a new framework of seeing and responding to a dynamic world, a constant learning and growth approach that mirrors the openness and adaptability of music making but applied onto a whole new context. The mindsets we discuss in the pages following are not only helpful, they are necessary—and they are lacking. Our schools prioritize coding classes over art; our workplaces reward algorithms and analytical thinking. Artificial intelligence and big data are the pursuit du jour in corporate playbooks. Although we recognize the value of all of the above, we also see a real gap, an urgent need, for the kind of imaginative thinking needed now to tackle our society’s increasingly complex challenges. It’s not about making the false choice between science or art, mathematics or music, but about emphasizing both. After all, it’s no coincidence that arguably humanity’s greatest mind, Leonardo da Vinci, was both scientist and artist and seamlessly used one discipline to inform the other. Artists and entrepreneurs alike work and produce better work when they learn to listen, experiment, collaborate, demo, produce, connect, remix, sense, and constantly reinvent. Our world is no longer defined by brick and mortar. The possibilities are endless.


One more thing: as you read each chapter, we encourage you to sit with the insights, anecdotes, and information, letting them sink in. So at the end of each chapter we’ve created an interlude, a playlist of songs by the artists you’ve just read about that can easily be found on your favorite streaming service. Give the songs a listen, not only to get to know the artists better but also to give your mind a breather, a bit of space to process what you just read. You’ll find, as we have in conversation after conversation, that great ideas from amazing artists take on new shapes, mixing with your own thoughts—and who knows what they’ll spark? But the first step is critical, and, in our experience, it all starts with listening.
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The Space Between the Notes


The most powerful thing is often the thing which lies slumbering in the silence.


—Björk


Imagine…


… standing in an audience of ten thousand people at Red Rocks Amphitheater, a geologically formed, open-air venue in the mountains west of Denver. On each side of the stadium seats are three-hundred-foot-tall, 200-million-year-old sandstone monoliths that have shaped acoustic perfection for bands like the Beatles, Jimi Hendrix, Bruce Springsteen, and U2. It’s a late summer night in 2018, and you’re on your feet, along with everyone else in the crowd, at Illenium’s sold-out show.


Illenium is an electronic dance music (EDM) artist and DJ who mixes his live performances in real time, backed by a band that includes a piano, guitars, and five drum kits. The stage set is a spectacle by design: the musicians play framed against gigantic screens that flash video clips as you dance among the other shadowed figures in the strobing lights. Now and then, bursts of pyrotechnics light the upturned faces around you. But halfway through the hit song “Silence,” Illenium’s collaboration with megasinger Khalid, the screen goes dark and twin spotlights shine on a lone guitarist repeating four bars of a simple melody over and over again. Behind him, the band dials back, foregrounding Khalid’s gentle, fluid vocals. This goes on for more than a minute before all five drummers make their way back into the song, picking up the thread, beating a rhythm that sounds almost like a military march, increasing in intensity and speed. Everyone around you stops dancing: it’s hard to find a beat to follow, to know how to move, as the energy shifts from kinetic to potential, building tension, building anticipation.


Then, precisely at two minutes and twenty-two seconds into the song, the music stops.


It’s only a pause, not even for a full second, but it creates overwhelming drama. And when the song starts again it is with a massive bass drop, every instrument on stage at full volume. You can feel it in your chest, like the downhill fall on a high-flying roller coaster, an incredible release that floods the amphitheater, bouncing off the cliff walls and out into the desert night.


Creating a moment of silence before “dropping the beat” is a popular technique in the clubs and concert venues where EDM reigns, but it has a much longer history. In the late 1700s, classical composer Josef Haydn often wrote pauses into his compositions to build tension with audiences. His string quartet from Opus 33, nicknamed “The Joke,” calls for a cellist and three violinists to stop midpiece. Not just to pause, but to stop playing completely; in some performances, the musicians go so far as to put down their instruments. When the audience begins to applaud, the performers start again: the song isn’t over yet. The crowd sits back in their seats. When the notes fade away a second time, the audience claps again, but the musicians cut them short once more, picking up where they left off. The third and final time, the audience is awkward, unsure of what to do. Silence fills the performance hall, displacing sound with curiosity.


An even more famously provocative use of silence in music is John Cage’s “4′33″.” Written in the late 1940s, Cage’s composition instructs a musician to walk onstage, bow, pull out the bench at a piano, and sit. And sit. And sit. For four minutes and thirty-three seconds, everyone waits but not a single key is struck. Audience members who have never seen the piece performed before squirm in their chairs for a few minutes, but gradually everyone becomes keenly aware of the ambient sounds in the room. The rustle of a program. A cough from the balcony. The clacking heels of someone walking through the lobby. A car passing in the street outside. All sounds that were present all along, yet unnoticed. At the end of four minutes and thirty-three seconds, the pianist stands, bows once more, and leaves the stage.


In his book Silence, Cage insists that music both requires and includes the absence of music. “Formerly silence was the time lapse between sounds, useful toward a variety of ends, among them that of tasteful arrangement,” he writes. “Where none of these goals is present, silence becomes something else—not silence at all, but sounds, the ambient sounds.”


Of course, these are deliberately provocative examples. But think for a moment: every song you have ever heard makes use of the space between notes. This space is what gives a song its rhythm and texture; what is not played is as important as what is. We might miss the rests, stops, and intervals because we have been conditioned to expect what is familiar—that is, until someone breaks the pattern and grabs our attention.


How did you react when you came across the eight blank pages at the beginning of this chapter? Maybe you flipped forward, looking for the words you expected. After all, we’ve been conditioned since childhood: turning a page means that the story continues. But did you notice anything in yourself as you found blank page after blank page? Maybe thoughts flashed through your head like: “Why is this going on for so long?” or “Oh boy, I bet someone at the printer got fired!”


Why should a book not have blank pages if it’s for a purpose? The vast majority of songs on the radio are designed to deliver exactly what we expect: a great intro, a hummable hook, a repeated chorus. But music can also confound assumptions and release you from the trap of expectations so that you discover something new and beautiful.


As musicians, we believe that there is something instructive here for our work as entrepreneurs and business leaders. Musicians know how to create moments that break patterns, fill gaps, capture our attention, and inspire not only because of skills they have developed at a keyboard or a microphone, but because they have honed their ability to listen.


Like any musical skill, listening takes practice. The beginner student has to count keys on a piano to find the right note, while a professional can sit blindfolded and play by feel. In this chapter, we’re going to explore examples of musicians and entrepreneurs who have learned to listen to the world around them, as well as to their own internal sense of what works. Both involve being present and open to the unexpected. Whether you are channeling your creativity, building a dynamic company, or leading a team, a musical mindset can play a key role—if you know how to look for the space between the notes.


Listening for the Gaps


From 1990 to 2006, Jimmy Iovine was best known as a founder of Interscope Records, the record label representing an incredible variety of bands, from the Black Eyed Peas to Eminem, Limp Bizkit, Marilyn Manson, and U2. But in the midaughts, Jimmy saw that the industry was rapidly evolving. A nineteen-year-old computer hacker named Shawn Fanning and a budding entrepreneur named Sean Parker had created Napster, a platform for anyone to share music, for free, with anyone else using the software. Music could be downloaded for free and nearly instantaneously. We sat down with Jimmy to talk about this shift and how it led him to an idea that changed not only his life but how we all listen to music.


“In the early 2000s, Napster came out and my first thought was: I get that. This is a problem for the labels. Clearly, the record industry needed to learn a few more tricks.”


With changes coming fast, Jimmy started looking for new ways to generate revenue. He explored a collaboration with Diesel, the Italian clothing company. He dug into streaming options. But it was in a collaboration with his longtime friend, hip-hop pioneer, and superproducer Dr. Dre, that he found his $3 billion idea.


“What was clear was that we needed to get into business with artists,” he said. “We needed to have a relationship with our customers. We have to do other things that are part of popular culture. Dre would complain to me that his kids were listening to his music on computers and with cheap earbuds. He hated that because he had spent hundreds of hours on every sound. And the little white Apple earbuds that were everywhere? Even Steve Jobs said that they were never meant to be the standard for listening to music; they were just starter buds to test out the iPhone.”


One day, Jimmy ran into Dre on the beach. Dre was frustrated, sharing with Jimmy that he was tired of brands asking him to endorse their products, to use his name to drive sales. This was nothing new: for years, he had been asked to partner with various brands, particularly sneaker companies, but he had always said no because he had no personal connection to the product. Jimmy said that he immediately told Dre: you should do speakers not sneakers. Headphones. What if they could make the experience of listening to music as cool as the music itself?


At the time, this might have seemed like a bit of an odd choice. To most people, headphones were a commodity. The shelves at Walmart were crowded with inexpensive options, and companies that sold phones or MP3 players gave them away for free. But Jimmy intuitively felt that an intimate, authentic, real, and direct connection could be created between an artist and an audience at the moment that the artist’s music touched the listener’s ears, and that most headphones were selling that experience short.


“If we could create something that captured an artist’s intent, their vision, on kids’ heads, they would feel something different than they felt through those earplugs,” he told us. “They wouldn’t know what hit them because they’ve never actually had great headphones before.”


Iovine and Dre started by inviting a team from Bose Corporation to Interscope to meet about a collaboration. At the time, Bose was the undisputed industry heavyweight for audiophiles who were willing to spend thousands of dollars on noise-canceling headphones, state-of-the-art sound systems, and accessories. But when the Bose engineers visited Interscope, it quickly became apparent that they had never been in a recording studio. Bose subscribed to a methodology of designing and fine-tuning sound systems on computers, according to the laws of physics and mathematics, using classical compositions as a sound reference. Their headphones were amazing at canceling out background noise and giving high-quality sound. But they fell short when it came to listening to popular music, with its distinct layers of sound and pumping beats.


Buckle up, we’re about to get a bit nerdy. Headphones are designed and engineered with a sound stage in mind—a technical term for virtual proximity to the source. Think of the last time you were at a concert, standing in the middle of the crowd, fifty feet or more from the stage. What did it sound like? Not only do you hear the band, you also hear the people around you, the space between your ears, and the microphones. Now think of a time when you made your way closer to the stage, just a few feet away from the singer. The difference in what you hear is called the sound stage. Modern recording technologies make it possible for listeners to have a much more intimate proximity to the sources of sound. Rather than listening to the blended sounds of a room, you can be standing onstage with the band.


For Iovine and Dre, the aural intent of pop artists was missing from most headphone experiences—as was the heavy bass beat that characterizes so much of today’s music. Drawing upon long careers in studios, Iovine and Dre wanted to create headphones with a sound stage that honored how artists want their music to be heard. Mathematical principles of sound are, of course, important, as are market analytics like demographics, retail penetration, and price comparison, but human experience is front and center. At the end of the day, when we tune into our favorite songs, we are not looking for a Platonic ideal of sound quality—we want to hear the music as the artist intended. And who better to know this than producers who have spent thousands of hours in the studio, helping artists create their unique sound?


Paul Wachter, financial adviser to investors, including Iovine, LeBron James, and Bono, was involved in the formation of Dr. Dre and Jimmy Iovine’s headphones, eventually called Beats. When we sat down with him, Paul talked about watching Iovine and Beats test out prototypes for their headphones.


“When they were testing prototypes,” Paul said, “they each listened to the same song over and over again, through every pair of headphones. For Jimmy, it was a song he had personally produced for Tom Petty. Dre always listened to 50 Cent’s ‘In Da Club,’ which he had produced. They listened to every prototype, every version, using the same two songs, because they knew exactly what each song was supposed to sound like since they had produced those songs, they had engineered those songs, had heard them in the studio, had discussed them with the artists.”


When we asked Jimmy about this, he chuckled. “That’s true. I know what Tom Petty’s record is supposed to sound like because I made it. I mixed it, I mastered it. More importantly, I knew what it was supposed to feel like. The biggest complaint we got about the original version of Beats was that they weren’t audiophile grade: they weren’t precision engineered in a lab for sound quality. But that wasn’t the point. I remember bringing Trent Reznor of Nine Inch Nails and the guy who produces Smashing Pumpkins to Interscope to try out the original Beats. These are bands with big sound, and when their heads started nodding, we knew we were onto something. What we were after was the soul and feel of recording in a studio. Turns out that listeners, like artists, don’t give a shit about audiophile grade; they want their shit to sound good.”


Jimmy and Dre’s first headphones, Beats by Dre, debuted in 2008. They were an unprecedented marriage of technology and culture, with the bass-heavy experience and fashion sensibility that people craved. Within months, Jimmy gave a pair of headphones to LeBron James, who went on to give a pair to each of his teammates on the 2008 Olympics US basketball team. It was a marketing coup: the most famous basketball team in the country got off the plane in Beijing, all wearing a new brand of headphones—one that tapped not only a new sound experience but also the culture of music. British tennis player Laura Robson tweeted about receiving a pair of Beats with a Union Jack design. None of the athletes were paid to wear or endorse Beats; they didn’t have to be. The momentum carried the product forward.


Six years later, Apple acquired Beats for $2.6 billion. In the years since, the sound quality has improved even further and even influenced the engineering behind Apple’s AirPods. As we listened to Jimmy recount some of these stories, it was apparent that his ability not only to listen for trends and gaps in the market but also to attach sound to culture and artists’ intent to audiences—feeling to listening—were at play.


“One of the engineers at Apple once asked me what I mean by feel. It’s everything, everything in your life. When you look at a painting, you feel something. You might walk through a gallery and see ten paintings, but only one of them hits you. It’s the same when you hear a great song: you feel something and interpret it inside your head. When it feels right, it feels right.”


“The thing to remember,” he told us, “is that I didn’t know Beats was going to work. We had a great idea and understood the basis for its potential. Kids were listening to music on headphones that sounded terrible and that looked like medical equipment. We were interested in the power of music, the power of culture. Marry these two things together, then make it sexy, and we can jump over gatekeepers to build demand. We did an ad with Nets forward Kevin Garnett, and one of the marketing guys said: we should get someone bigger, more famous. But I said no, Kevin is known for his intensity, for his authenticity. Kevin is Beats; his attitude is what the Beats attitude should be. So he is walking into a rival stadium, and people are cursing at him and throwing things, but he puts on his Beats and says: hear what you want. When that kind of thing happens, that’s going to win.”


With a $3 billion buyout, it might sound like Iovine and Dre won the lottery, but the true value of their brand came from their insistence upon the importance of the musical experience—rooted in listening to what both musicians and fans want. It’s important to note that they didn’t conduct surveys or polls; instead, they paid attention to the silence, the absence, the gaps. Their story reminds us of advice the jazz trumpet master Miles Davis often told his collaborators: “Don’t play what’s there. Play what’s not there.” As educators and innovators, we see the value of this impulse time and time again. It is possible for us to hone our hunches and learn to feel for what’s in the gaps.


Finding the Starting Point


Desmond Child is a Songwriters Hall of Fame inductee who has written more than two thousand songs. His hits include Bon Jovi’s “Living on a Prayer” and “You Give Love a Bad Name,” Ricky Martin’s “La Vida Loca,” Barbra Streisand’s “Lady Liberty,” and “Thong Song” by Sisqó. Other collaborators include Aerosmith, Cher, Katy Perry, Kelly Clarkson, Kiss, and Michael Bolton. How has Desmond managed to be so prolific and work successfully with so many artists, spanning genres and generations?


When we first met him, we wondered if Desmond would be imposing and intimidating, a man who is aware of his fame and influence, a celebrity’s celebrity. We were delighted to discover that he is a warm and engaging person, the kind of friend you could talk to forever. To give a quick example of the kind of person he is: during our first conversation with him, Panos mentioned in passing that he was born and grew up in Cyprus. So imagine our surprise when, months later, Panos was invited to Desmond’s home in New York and was introduced to another Cypriot couple, as well as a Cyprus-born chef whom Desmond had asked to cook a traditional meal of halloumi cheese, horiatiki salad, and grilled lavraki. It was more than a thoughtful gesture; it was typical Desmond.


That evening’s meal stretched out for hours. After dinner, we talked about how he learned to write hit songs. He said that his musical education started in infancy, when he lay in a crib next to his mother—the late, great Cuban bolero writer Elena Casals—while she played the piano.


“She was a poet,” he told us. “When she was happy, she’d write a happy song; when she was sad, she’d write a sad song. Her music was a snapshot of her daily life.”


His mother’s translation of slices of life, small moments of delight or sadness, into music and lyrics inspired Desmond to form Desmond Child & Rouge, a rhythm-and-blues-influenced pop band, in the mid-1970s. The band received positive reviews, and its music was included on a movie soundtrack. One of the band’s songs climbed to number fifty-one on the Billboard charts but sold poorly. So Desmond looked to transition into songwriting, and connected with Bob Crewe, the legendary songwriter for the Four Seasons, Bobby Darin, Patti LaBelle, and Barry Manilow.


“For two years, Bob and I would get together at a little place for lunch, across the street from his studio,” he said. “Monday through Friday I’d meet him at noon, and he’d tell me stories about the old days in Hollywood. Then we’d go to his studio—a bare apartment with nothing on the walls, nothing in it but a grand piano and a chair for him to sit in.”


Desmond describes sitting at the piano in the spare room with Crewe in the chair beside him, both with blank pads of paper. According to Crewe’s method, they were searching not for a melody or lyric but for a song’s title.


“Bob would not begin writing a song until he had a great title. I would throw out an idea and then he would until—bingo!—we nailed it. Bob felt that the title should encapsulate the whole essence and story of a song in a few words and that writing the lyrics should be about finding their way back to this essence.”


In Desmond’s mind, Crewe’s technique dovetailed with that of his mother: listen for the right way into a song, patiently working until you can sum up a human experience in a few words and a turn of phrase. Taken together, these ideas changed Desmond’s life when he had the opportunity to collaborate with New Jersey rocker Jon Bon Jovi. Desmond was invited to the childhood home of Bon Jovi’s guitarist Richie Sambora, a small wooden house on the edge of a brown marsh with an oil refinery in the distance—an archetypal childhood setting for a member of an archetypal Americana band. Bon Jovi, Sambora, and Desmond met in the basement, where Sambora had set up a keyboard and a shabby, buzzing amplifier on a Formica table.


“Thinking back to my sessions with Bob, I had already thought of a title and brought it in my back pocket: ‘You Give Love a Bad Name.’ The minute I said it, Jon’s face lit up, and I got my first view of that billion-dollar smile. Turns out he had also been working on a song, and he threw out, ‘Shot through the heart and you’re to blame because darling…’


“Then the three of us chimed in: ‘You give love a bad name.’”


What rejected teenage Romeo or Juliet hasn’t felt this pain? It was as if Desmond could hear their unspoken sighs and channeled them into pop poetry and then turned them into a creative relationship that lasted for many years. “You Give Love a Bad Name” reached number one on the Billboard Hot 100, became a number-one hit again in Poland when the singer Mandaryna recorded it, and had yet another stint on the charts when a contestant performed it on American Idol.


Listening to Yourself


Desmond’s practice of drawing on personal experience and distilling it into a few words is only one starting point for creativity. For many songwriters and creatives, as well as entrepreneurs, the question of where to begin can seem daunting. There is something intimidating about a blank page; you have ideas rolling around in your head, like socks tumbling in a dryer, but don’t quite know how to reach in and pull out the right one, the one with a thread that you can follow. Desmond starts by listening for the perfect title. Others look for intense emotional experiences and try to catch their feeling and then catapult it into audiences. For Icelandic singer and composer Björk, her process begins with immersing herself in nature.


A native of Reykjavik, Iceland, Björk is deeply committed to the idea of listening to the natural world around her and interpreting what she hears into art. Like Desmond, she started young. Even as a child, walking in the woods or singing for her classmates on the school bus, she said that singing is her way of interacting with her environment. And the interaction is not abstract; it’s particular. She has spoken in interviews about walking along the pier in Reykjavik, listening to the noises of the harbor: waves lapping on the shore, the cries of seagulls overhead, the horns of ships in traffic. To Björk, this is more than background noise; it is music. Her song “Wanderlust” begins with these sounds, seemingly at random until they come together and harmonize, falling into a rhythm that becomes the backbone of the melody. From the mundane soundtrack of everyday life, Björk took what she heard—or, more accurately, listened to closely—and orchestrated a lovely and haunting song about what it means to belong.


As she has grown to become the most famous Icelandic artist of all time, she has released a catalog of songs that are unorthodox, otherworldly, idiosyncratic, and beautiful—and that have become international hits. She describes her process of artistic creation, whether in music, fashion, music videos, or starring in movies like Lars von Trier’s Dancer in the Dark, as a search for emotional coordinates.


“I started writing melodies as a kid, walking to school and back, and it just always was my way of coping or dealing with the world,” Björk has said. “It’s like another function in my subconscious, in my brain that’s just rolling away like a screensaver, coexisting next to whatever is happening… if there is a happy period or if there’s a sad period, or I have all the time in the world or no time in the world, it’s just something that’s kind of bubbling underneath.”


Over time, Björk has honed her habit of listening to a reflex. She makes it sound easy. But just like learning to play an instrument takes years of practice, it takes years to make the skill of listening effortless. Her antennae are always up, like a satellite dish catching waves from distant galaxies, separating the signal from the noise. Appearing on an episode of the podcast Song Exploder, she reveals how she dials in the signal, describing the process of sonically exploring emotions, with another of her hits, “Stonemilker.”


“I was walking on a beach back and forth and the lyrics came along without me editing them [and I thought] moments of clarity are so rare, I’d better document this,” she said. “The strength of this album is simplicity, thinking out loud, feeling, and I shouldn’t be too clever. It would work against it. The whole song is about wanting clarity, wanting simplicity, and talking to someone who wants things to be really complex and foggy and unclear. And you saying: ‘OK, I’ve got clarity, want it or not.”


It takes practice and, perhaps just as importantly, a deliberate decision to recognize what is not there or at least what is not normally there. In this case, it was a lucid moment that matches the intent of her song. That was the signal.


In “The Songwriters Issue” of Q magazine, published in 2007, she further unpacked her process of identifying, exploring, and articulating emotional connections.


“It’s all about singing the melodies live in my head. They go in circles. I guess I’m quite conservative and romantic about the power of melodies. I try not to record them on my Dictaphone when I first hear them. If I forget all about it and it pops up later on, then I know it’s good enough. I let my subconscious do the editing.”


When the time comes to add lyrics, she says:


“I put a lot of work into the lyrics, and I think there is a reason why the written word and the poetic form allow us to express things we can’t express during our everyday lives or in conversation,” she said. “These few times you manage to arrange the words in the correct order you create this tension and this energy, which flows between the lines, and the most powerful thing is often the thing which lies slumbering in the silence.”


At this point, you might be wondering what an Icelandic postpunk sprite’s search for emotional connections in the world around her has to do with entrepreneurship. Unless you’re planning to write an esoteric, existential, international number-one hit, how does this relate to the world of business?


But stay with us. A musician understands that listening to the world, drawing ideas and inspiration from outside yourself, is only the first part of innovation. It also requires listening to yourself for points of resonance between the world and your own vision and values. And in Björk’s case, the power of her approach took on new meaning when she helped her country through a crippling economic recession.


Listening to Yourself


The global financial crisis of 2008 started in Iceland. In a country of three hundred thousand people, there were only three private banks, each of which had grown fat in the years leading up to the crisis, thanks to governmental policies that encouraged them to borrow heavily. A new moneyed elite sprang up in the country, thanks to easy access to large lines of credit: the housing market ballooned and stock market prices increased by 900 percent in a single year. Over the course of three years, the average Icelander’s personal wealth grew by 300 percent. But when the bubble burst, all three banks defaulted, investment firms went belly up, and more than a quarter of Icelanders couldn’t pay their mortgages.


Björk felt a responsibility to do what she could to take care of her fellow citizens, so she teamed up with a venture capital company called Audur Capital. Audur’s founders, Halla Tomasdottir and Kristin Petursdottir, had earned a reputation for investing in environmentally sustainable projects and female entrepreneurs, but with Audur’s BJÖRK venture fund they went a step further. Following the singer’s lead, they listened for emotional connections that aligned with their own values. When considering potential investments for the fund, Audur’s founders said that their personal feelings about a company were just as important as historical data, market gap analysis, and projections.


“We were willing to use our rational mind and our emotional intelligence to release value out of our investments,” they told the BBC in 2009. “The touchy-feely side is actually the harder side. We reject a lot more investment opportunities as a result of emotional due diligence than financial due diligence.”


Let’s pause for a moment to consider whether or not emotional due diligence is a term you have heard before. We certainly had not—and it made us stop and consider: Why is that? After all, people invest in people; a company’s leaders shape its vision, culture, and ability to deliver.


We called venture capitalist Tim Chang to ask for his thoughts about this concept of emotional due diligence. Tim started his career as a musician: he grew up playing classical piano, but in high school he joined a rock band, and from the day he played Van Halen’s “Eruption” on stage, he felt less like a bookish teen and more like a rock star. His fellow classmates suddenly were not just friends, they were fans. Following the feeling, Tim pursued music throughout college, signed a record deal with Sony, and started touring.


But he soon realized that the contracts offered by Sony did not line up with his personal values—the label profited, while the musicians sweated—and so he left the road to enter the world of finance. Now a partner with Silicon Valley titan Mayfield, Tim has twice been named to the Forbes Midas List of top tech investors. His personal journey from tour bus to tech stardom involved an honest rethink of who he is and what he wants to spend his time and effort building.


“As a musician, when I started playing in bands, I had to unlearn a lot of my classical training and really figure out: What is my voice? What am I trying to say? What’s my style? I went through a lot of different genres, picking up the elements that resonated with me. I call it creating my own mixtape. I think that’s the number-one job of an artist: craft your own voice.”


He followed a similar path when he shifted into finance.


“When I started, I tried to come up with a formula for whether or not to invest in a company. I wanted a heuristic, a scoring criteria, so I started by looking at hundreds and hundreds of examples, getting data points down and looking for patterns.”


Despite Tim’s rigorous analysis, he, too, came to lean heavily on emotional due diligence. When an entrepreneur presents to Mayfield, a great idea is enough to get you in the door but not close a deal. Tim also looks at historic data: the individual’s past track of personal or professional achievement, for signs of chutzpah, initiative, and self-awareness.


“What the X factors are for me might not be the X factors for someone else,” he told us. “Maybe you are drawn to rule breakers. Maybe you are not. But it’s important to know what matters to you personally. It will vary wildly from person to person, just like who I fall in love with is different from who you fall in love with. It’s as much an art of understanding yourself as it is understanding others.”


Given his own radical pursuit of self-awareness, it’s no surprise that he listens for the same in others. There is a common perception that, when pitching an idea to a roomful of investor millionaires, an entrepreneur should have everything buttoned up, can’t let her guard down, can’t show weaknesses in the plan. For Tim, this is a yellow flag. So much so that he often asks pitchers to talk about the most difficult challenges they have faced in their careers or even outside the workplace.


“Their response tells me so much. If they are defensive, or if they’re open and vulnerable, or if they have no clue what you’re talking about, that’s really revealing. I want to invest in people who have done the work.”


In his emotional due diligence, Tim is looking for people with whom he is on the same wavelength. He chuckled as he told us that he sometimes imagines a small, energy-producing motor inside everyone, vibrating at different frequencies.


“Each person emanates that energy subtly, all the time, and as you get more attuned to your own self and your own energy, you get better at reading other people’s and, even better, building connections.”


For Björk, Audur Capital, and Tim Chang, building an investment portfolio is grounded on a different kind of thinking, one based in feeling. They listen to their gut intuition as a reliable guide. The same goes for Pharrell Williams, though he took the idea of listening to and trusting your own voice ever further:


“Everybody has some level of doubt, somewhere. But for the most part, there’s a healthy portion of delusion that is required for us to be artists. You have to believe that you are worthy and have to believe that you are unique and have something different. You can doubt, but doubting is a nonstarter. You can’t get anything started that way. I was just with an artist the other day who continued to talk himself out of something that was really amazing, and it was blowing my mind. That is what you don’t want. You want a healthy delusion.”


Escaping Ego


At this point in our narrative, you might assume we’re claiming that artists and entrepreneurs should trust their ability to see opportunities and act on them in ways that align with their vision—in other words, that it’s possible to be infallible. But we’re all wrong sometimes. How do you know when you should change direction? Again: the key is to stay open and keep listening.


The concept of a pivot is as familiar to entrepreneurs as the bass drop is to EDM musicians. Composer and social entrepreneur Mike Cassidy is no stranger to the concept. A graduate of both Berklee College of Music and Harvard Business School, Cassidy cofounded four internet companies before becoming director of product management at Google, where he led Google X’s Project Loon, which uses enormous hot air balloons flown at an altitude of sixty thousand feet to bring LTE wireless to disaster zones, underserved populations, and other areas where internet connectivity is not available. Never one to settle, he raised the stakes again, leaving Google and founding a nuclear energy start-up called Apollo Fusion.


“In four out of my first five start-ups,” he told us, “our first idea failed, and we had to change direction. When I was in my early twenties, I realized that I was spending a lot of time rethinking decisions after I made them. Should I go back and change my mind? At one point I calculated that I was spending half of my thought cycles rehashing decisions I had already made. So I made a resolution never to rethink a decision once I had made it.”


He enforces this in his start-ups, too. The team looks at all available data, hashes out a plan, and then agrees to focus all of their energy on making it work. But after an agreed-upon time, they look at the data again. If things are not going in the right direction, they make changes.


In 1994, Mike’s company Dial-a-Fish set out to change how the world shops for groceries in the days before internet shopping. Along the way, the team realized that the computer telephony tools on the market were not meeting their needs, so they built the tool that they wished they could find. As it turns out, other companies needed a similar tool, so Mike pivoted the company to focus on building the first Microsoft-based telephony application, rebranding as Stylus Innovation. Within six months, they were the market leader and two years later sold the company for $13 million, ten thousand times the founders’ investment.


This same approach proved useful when he started Ultimate Arena, a platform where users could win real money by playing video games online. The idea tanked, and so Mike’s team asked their customers why they stopped using it. Many replied that they only signed up because the platform made it easy to play online with their friends, on a shared server. The company retooled as Xfire, an instant messenger app for gamers, which sold to Viacom in 2006 for $102 million.


In entrepreneur lore, it’s easy to forget that stories like Mike’s are out of the ordinary. We can all imagine ourselves as the next Zuckerberg or Cassidy, recasting failures as a “pivot,” nothing more than a stepping-stone on the road to success. But Mike was candid with us about just how deeply challenging and humbling the experience can be. Investors who signed up to back one business now have to get excited about a different idea; the same is true of team members. However, it can work if a pivot is grounded in listening for opportunities and finding new alignments.


Implicit in our conversations with both Tim and Mike is an important lesson: it’s essential to get ego out of the way. Open yourself up, be aware and watchful, be listening.


We saw this idea in action when we brought together a group of tech CEOs at Boston’s Café ArtScience in May of 2017 with a shared objective of talking about the intersection between music and entrepreneurship. The event’s organizer, Silicon Valley Bank, regularly hosts events to encourage leadership development within its portfolio companies. When they asked us to share our thoughts on musical mindsets and entrepreneurial behaviors, we saw it as a perfect opportunity to test our theory about the mindset of listening with an audience of young start-up founders.


When our guests arrived, they walked into a room with couches and chairs arranged in a loose circle. In the center was an upright bass, a snare drum, and a saxophone. The evening started with a presentation similar to many of our initial class lectures: a look at the disruptive forces in the music industry and a celebration of the resilient musicians who have navigated it, from Skrillex to Bowie, and how an artist’s mindset of productivity enables him to continuously adapt to the changes happening around him.


Half an hour into the event, Panos invited three people to the center of the room. Up until this point, they had been standing quietly at the back, on the periphery: three young men wearing dress jackets and ties. They were music students from local universities who had never met before. Something new was about to happen.


Panos set up the experience by saying, let’s not overexplain the value of a musical mindset when it comes to listening; instead, let’s witness it. After a brief conversation, the three students eased their way into a jazz standard, “Autumn Leaves,” composed by Joseph Kosma and Jacques Prévert, with an English language version written by Johnny Mercer. In 1955, an instrumental version by pianist Roger Williams hit number one on the US Billboard charts. Within minutes, the students were playing together as if they had been rehearsing the song for weeks. No one could tell that they had never met before that evening.


But still: these were musicians, trained in foundational skills, tuned to listen and collaborate with each other. So Panos invited one of the executives in attendance to come to a keyboard set up at the front of the room. Janet Comenos is CEO of Spotted Media, a data company that helps brands and agencies make smarter celebrity-based marketing decisions; she is also a singer-songwriter. At Panos’s request, she began playing an original song that none of the musicians had heard before.


What happened next was astounding. At first, Janet was a bit hesitant, but one of the students told her: “It’s OK, just play through your mistakes. We’ll join along.” And as Janet played and sang, the musicians simply stood still and listened. After about twenty seconds, the drummer’s head began to move in time. Ten seconds later, the saxophonist came in with a first note. All three fell into step with Janet, following her lead, a perfect quartet in perfect time: the bass and drum became the backbone of the song, the sax’s runs were echoes of her melody. None of these musicians had ever met before, but because they listened closely, they were able not only to support her but also to lift her song to new heights.


The illustration, incarnated, was obvious. As we talked with the CEOs over dinner afterward, they remarked that they had never connected musical behaviors to their work before. Work was work; music was simply entertainment. But now it seemed something more—a gateway into a new world of understanding themselves and their organizations, a world that was in the background until now. Listening is not a nice-to-have skill; it’s core and essential. And with practice, it can be applied to every stage of entrepreneurship, from finding market opportunities to collaboration to connecting with audiences. Listen, notice, feel. Anticipate the possibilities that come from silence. And then start experimenting.
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