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			Listening to every voice

			When on November 10, 2019, at 7:30 am in meeting room 1 of the Ringier Press House in Zurich, the “EqualVoice” initiative was introduced, no one could have foreseen the sea-change that followed. 

			Just four years later, 32 newsrooms across Europe are employing EqualVoice technology. 50 million people receive their information from newsrooms where the EqualVoice software is integrated – an AI tool that assists media in measuring the representation of women in their articles and visual content. This artificial intelligence (AI) analyzes thousands of articles daily and even hundreds of thousands monthly, providing editorial teams with insights and evaluations regarding the proportion of women in their reporting. It also signals when women are disappearing from coverage.

			All of this would have been scarcely expected on that bitterly cold November day, even with considerable optimism. This is partly because the discussion on that morning was intense and controversial: What is EqualVoice, really? A PR campaign by Ringier? A new idea in journalism? Yet another data tool dissecting journalism? Isn’t editorial work already too driven by numbers? The debates in the newsrooms remained intense and contentious even after the introduction of the EqualVoice software and its associated tools. This book provides insights into these discussions for the first time.

			The goal of EqualVoice has remained the same from day one: to increase the visibility of women in media and to promote journalistic debate on diversity. After all, only those who are visible are perceived by media audiences. Only those who speak and are heard can play a role in public discourse. And the gender visibility gap, meaning the unequal visibility of women and men in media, results in many voices, solutions, and contributions to debates going unheard.

			Today, EqualVoice is the most successful initiative for promoting the visibility of women in European media. This book describes how the gender visibility gap can be addressed with a data- and technology-driven solution – without imposing mandates, with a liberal approach. Furthermore, it aims to share learnings for other initiatives and diversity programs in companies.

			Much of what has happened in recent years at media companies working with EqualVoice is of interest to the entire industry. Some companies can avoid detours and obstacles by considering the learnings from this book, from top management down to individual department levels, from sports to politics, from people to economics. Additionally, a compact tool for everyday editorial work is provided through the analysis of ten editorial roles, which is included with the book in the form of a detachable booklet.

			This book aims to demonstrate how a generation of journalists, both within and beyond Ringier, who debate and treat equality and diversity as journalistic dimensions, can change the media industry. It draws on experiences, learnings, best practices, and a chorus of inspiring voices at journalism’s front line, driving momentum for positive change.
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			The gender visibility gap

			Women are significantly less visible and audible in the media than men. This imbalance, known as the “gender visibility gap,” shapes public debates.

			A male view of the world

			Men and women are equal in Switzerland. However, their visibility is unequal. Gender equality has been enshrined in the Swiss Federal Constitution since 1981. However, in 2023, this equality has not been achieved in the media and public sphere. Media still predominantly represent men. In newspapers, online media, television, and radio, men receive more space and airtime. And it’s significant.

			In Switzerland, media reports are about 77 percent about men. For every mention of a woman, there are about three mentions of men, as the Research Center on Public Opinion and Society (fög) at the University of Zurich found in a study. This inequality exists, with minor differences, in all Swiss language regions and across all types of media, according to fög, which examined the period from 2015 to 2021.
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			When examining individual sections, the numbers are alarming: Women constitute 40 percent of athletes in sports but are mentioned only in a fraction of articles on the subject. Women also play a minor role in economic reporting, with over 80 percent of the actors being men.

			Underrepresentation is also evident in Germany and Austria: A study by the Austrian Academy of Sciences (ÖAW) showed that women are clearly less visible: An analysis of around 3,500 political news contributions from twelve Austrian daily newspapers, TV, radio, and online media in 2018 revealed that only 25 percent of the contributions featured women as central actors, such as experts, politicians, or private individuals expressing their opinions or assessments. In the vast majority of articles, namely 75 percent, no female actors appeared at all. This means that on average, each article featured only 0.29 women compared to 1.15 men. Similar figures exist for Germany: According to a study by the MaLisa Foundation (2020), 74 percent of experts in informational programs are male, and 26 percent are female. Other studies counted female experts in German evening news and showed that their share was only 21 percent.

			According to the Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP), men account for 82 percent of media coverage worldwide. In 2015, the GMMP conducted the largest study on the portrayal, participation, and representation of women in news media, spanning 20 years and 114 countries, and found that less than a quarter of news sources are women. When women are featured in the news, they are more likely to report on their personal experiences or serve as eyewitnesses.

			A study by the European Journalism Observatory examined the representation of women in political reporting in 13 countries. Women were quoted in only 23 percent of the reports; in the rest of the articles, men spoke and expressed opinions on pressing political issues or were described in contributions.

			Data from UN Women also show that globally, women are only actors or interviewees in 22 percent of news coverage. In another analysis of 35,000 American news articles, it was found that men are quoted three times as often as women.

			Anyone who consumes media, regardless of the type, thus gets a predominantly male view of the world, commented on by men. The gender visibility gap means that for a girl born today, about 25 percent of media space is reserved, while for a boy, it’s about 75 percent.

			
				
					“The aim should be to consider diversity in a much broader sense, extending well beyond gender categories.”

					Ladina Heimgartner, CEO Ringier Media Switzerland

				

			

			Is the gender visibility gap a problem?

			The gender visibility gap has not played a significant role in public discourse thus far. Often, these figures are acknowledged with a shrug. Many people simply accept – there must be valid reasons why a man has a much higher chance of bringing his ideas and issues into the public sphere than a woman. The argument goes that since there are fewer women in certain positions, the inequality is justified. Media reflects what exists, and women are simply less common in leadership positions. But is that true? 
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			The proportion of women in leadership positions in business is increasing. The number of female members of the National Council in Switzerland is at an all-time high. Women should have an equal voice, yet it is significantly under represented, even in areas where the percentage of women is considerably higher than their media representation. The gender visibility gap seems to be stuck and not responding to the increasing presence of women in public offices and leadership roles. This is partly due to routines in editorial work. When seeking expertise, men are usually approached (more on this on page 51). They comment and interpret much more frequently than women, thus shaping public discourse on a global scale. This is evidenced by data from several large-scale and international studies. Those who consume media are presented with a worldview shaped by the male perspective. 

			Even in the examination of major news events, the data clearly shows which gender dominates the reporting. An example is the Covid-19 pandemic. Men dominated the headlines, they commented on the pandemic, described the problem, and offered solutions. Their thoughts and opinions were widely amplified. In contrast, women were massively underrepresented. An analysis of 146,800 articles on the pandemic in 15 major media outlets in the USA, UK, and Australia showed that only one-third of opinions on the pandemic came from women. When it came to issues related to epidemiology and healthcare, the numbers were even lower: here, only a quarter of the quotes were from women. However, women were more frequently consulted when it came to the impact of the pandemic on childcare. In reports from the financial and economic press on the topic, only one in six voices was female. 

			Should it be simply tolerated that in major societal problems and challenges, primarily men provide assessments and solutions that are also perceived by the public? Should the stagnation of the gender visibility gap in the media be accepted, despite the increasing number of women in leadership positions, for example? How can newsrooms respond to these societal changes without distorting reality in their work?

			
				
					“Role models serve as inspiration, but for women to become role models themselves, they must be seen and heard.”

					Ellen Ringier

				

			

			Can the gender visibility gap be changed? 

			A greater sensitivity to the underrepresentation of 50.31% of the population begins with the collection and analysis of data. So far, this has only been done retrospectively. For example, if nearly 150,000 articles are evaluated after the Covid-19 pandemic, as in the study described above, and underrepresentation is identified, it is important but only describes the problem afterwards: “Once again, women were marginalized within the public debate – we must do better next time.”

			The real question is: How can women’s voices be made more prominent during crises, the next pandemic, or significant news events? How can this issue be integrated into editorial processes, reflecting the gender visibility gap under the live conditions of journalistic work? For starters, it helps to know which media outlets, relying on data, understand when women tend to be underrepresented in their coverage throughout the year. Which ones can also pinpoint which topics still lack balanced gender representation? And which ones can do so in real-time and are capable of responding accordingly? Many newsrooms are still in the dark on these matters, content with post-event analyses that merely describe the problem without affecting actual practice.
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			Only when newsrooms possess real-time data on gender diversity within their content as it’s being created, can they effectively engage in debate and recognize when and how women are marginalized in coverage. Only data-driven tools, driven by AI capable of analyzing millions of articles in real-time, can help address the gender visibility gap. Therefore, integrating diversity tracking into newsrooms is essential.

			Whether the numbers will change and should change is a secondary question. The primary concern is to understand the representation of women in coverage, observe its changes, and engage in debates about it within newsrooms.

			The gender visibility gap in figures
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			Should the gender visibility gap be changed?

			Journalism operates independently and free from directives. Therefore, a quota dictating how many men and women should be represented is unjournalistic and should be rejected. However, it will be part of modern journalism to have access to and intelligently analyze data on diversity and gender in its work.

			Diversity should be debated as a journalistic dimension – and it should be data-driven. Modern journalistic work already collects more data than ever before. Editorial teams know exactly which articles are being read by whom and for how long. The performance of articles is analyzed on numerous levels: subscription conversions, visits, social performance, and much more.

			However, until four years ago, there was no industry-standard metric that integrated the gender factor as a key performance indicator (KPI) in newsroom dashboards and promoted the debate on gender diversity in editorial teams. The EqualVoice initiative provides this tool. It fits alongside many other tools in a newsroom and is used and deployed analytically and reflectively like the others.

			Newsrooms that work with the so-called EqualVoice-Factor and thus create transparency about gender representation have an advantage over others. They know more about their product and their work and are able to engage in data-driven debates about diversity that go beyond gut feelings or the usual reflexes (“We’ve always done it this way” or similar).

			It should be noted: Gender diversity KPIs in media are not quotas or directives; they are transparency tools that analyze the representation of men and women and enable and advance a debate on gender diversity. Quotas and strict directives do not achieve any of these goals. They stifle the editorial debate. Instead, an intelligent data tool sheds light on the status quo without imposing rigid, arbitrary guidelines.

			The time to integrate such a diversity tool into the newsroom is opportune. Media organizations and newsrooms have recognized the urgency of the issue. Diversity as a topic is omnipresent at many industry conferences and in trade publications. However, the industry currently focuses heavily on diversity in the newsroom itself rather than diversity in the output. Surveys conducted by the Reuters Institute at the University of Oxford show that media companies primarily collect and analyze data on employees and editorial teams concerning the topic of diversity.

			Gender diversity has been recognized as the most pressing goal in newsrooms and editorial teams. The assumption behind this is that a team that is more equal in terms of gender representation can better address the problem of underrepresentation, namely the gender visibility gap.

			However, it is possible to go one step further alongside these projects and analyze the output directly. This provides media professionals with data and transparency, rather than simply waiting for newsrooms that are more diverse to also create more diverse output – which itself doesn’t address the issue of wider gender-based cultural bias.

			Moreover, this is a more direct approach to the audience. Ultimately, they see the product and the media content and, in most cases, are not aware of the gender composition of a newsroom – and probably have limited interest in it.

			While diversity in the newsroom is important, analyzing the output in terms of diversity and gender is crucial to support understanding, transparency, and representation.
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			Flashback to 2019: So, are we counting women now?

			The nationwide women’s strike on June 14, 2019, where over 500,000 people across the country took to the streets for gender equality, will be remembered in Swiss history as one of the largest mobilizations since the national strike of 1918. Women’s issues were represented in the public eye with unprecedented prominence and determination, unlike anything the country had seen before.

			In the elections on October 20, 2019, for the first time, more “new” women than “new” men were elected to the National Council. The proportion of women in the National Council reached a new high of 42 percent, with 84 women taking their seats in National Council. Switzerland improved its position in international rankings on the political representation of women.

			In November of the same year, the EqualVoice initiative was launched in Conference Room 1 on the ground floor of the Ringier Press House, marking a small yet groundbreaking development for the media industry at the time.

			Together with publisher Ellen Ringier, CEO Marc Walder, members of the management team, and leading journalists from all brands, the EqualVoice initiative was presented and debated. Annabella Bassler (CFO) and Katia Murmann (then editor-in-chief of Blick.ch) explained how an algorithm using artificial intelligence would help ensure more gender diversity in media reporting in the future.

			The rationale was clear: Media coverage in Switzerland largely focuses on men (see page 15). The goal of EqualVoice is to increase the visibility of women in the media, create more female role models, and treat women and men equally in expert roles. And EqualVoice could do all this without quotas or debates about bans. 

			
				
					The three principles of EqualVoice

					Editorial independence with the EqualVoice tool.

					It clearly communicated from the outset that there would be no company-wide EqualVoice-Factor that all editorial teams should aim for. Given the breadth of media brands, this would not only be practically impossible to implement but would also run counter to the understanding of journalistic independence. Moreover, it would lead to bizarre distortions in the representation of protagonists. Instead, it was established that the EqualVoice software would be made available to each editorial team. They would work independently and individually with this tool. Each editorial team would look into the “EqualVoice mirror” and receive a fact-based result: how many women are featured in this or that brand. It’s no longer a matter of gut feeling but a fact. What the editorial team decides to do with this information, or what goal they set, would be decided on a brand-specific basis by the EqualVoice project teams within the editorial and executive offices.

					 

					Metrics do not replace debates on journalistic quality. 

					Journalism has long been data-driven. Editorial teams today know more precisely than ever what interests readers, how they react to content, which content is shared and recommended, and which articles, for example, motivate subscriptions. The EqualVoice-Factor is another metric that analyzes journalistic work. Just as editors know exactly how their content performs, they also know how the representation of men and women looks. In this sense, diversity metrics in journalistic work are just one data stream of many. In every modern media company, entire data analysis teams are busy interpreting insights from metrics and influencing editorial decisions based on data. However, a metric will never determine whether journalistic work is of high quality. The best interview may generate few subscriptions, the most beautiful report may not reach the masses on some distribution channels, and the most relevant news item may not be quoted as often as desired. Nevertheless, the journalistic quality of these works is beyond question. Today, we simply have a better understanding of how to interpret work in different dimensions. 

					 

					Diversity is recognized as a journalistic dimension. 

					Diversity is no longer a gut feeling issue or a trivial matter. Editorial teams will discuss it based on data in the future. Diversity is a factor that is measured, and it is measured by an intelligent tool. Diversity stands as a performance KPI of journalism alongside many other tools and KPIs, without which the creation and distribution of content would not be as professional and targeted as it is today. Since that day in November, gender diversity has been taken seriously in a new way on the ground floor of the Ringier Press House, giving it a new quality for the Swiss media landscape and beyond. 

				

			

			How does it work? The EqualVoice technology essentially measures the visibility of women in the articles of Ringier and Ringier Axel Springer Schweiz media brands using a specially developed semantic algorithm. The EqualVoice-Factor is made up of two objective indicators: firstly, the Teaser Score, which evaluates the visibility of women in headlines and titles, and secondly, the Body Score, which shows how often women and men are mentioned in the article text. Later, this was further supplemented by an image score and video score.

			
				
					“What we measure, we can reflect on.” 

					Marc Walder, CEO Ringier, Handelsblatt 2020

				

			

			In the course of this initial presentation of EqualVoice, a critical, partly skeptical discussion emerged: Was this a PR campaign by Ringier? Wouldn’t media outlets committed to such overarching goals risk losing their independence? How would the audience react to this engagement? Would there be subscription cancellations and a shift to competitors as a result? And could EqualVoice be perceived as an attempt to lecture and educate the audience?

			Furthermore, there was critical questioning about whether journalistic performance and achievement could be defined and assessed using a single metric. An editor-in-chief posed the question pointedly, asking how one would assess the day’s work at the end of the day: Assuming the metric factor had been achieved, had the journalistic standards and goals also been upheld and implemented?

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Evaluating journalism based on numbers and data: How does that work? Opinions after this initial meeting were divided. EqualVoice was still intangible.

			The unique benefit of EqualVoice, as initiator Annabella Bassler clarified in the debate, is that the tools only function as mirrors for editorial teams. They show the gender representation ratio. The factor does not evaluate or suggest, but depicts editorial reality.

			Another function of EqualVoice is that the initiative provides a platform for journalistic debates, as already evident in the first discussion with journalists. For example, the point was raised that one cannot invent women. There are simply not enough women in business for their representation in reporting to increase. Moreover, the willingness of women to respond to interview requests is often insufficient. Men respond more quickly and are sometimes less complicated in granting quotes and images.

			It is not about establishing a 50:50 ratio, emphasized Bassler. The goal is to show reality. So if there is a 30 percent female presence in Swiss boardrooms, a 15 percent female representation in reporting does not correspond to the reality in business. And in terms of the perceived “complicated attitude” of women and female experts, some interesting insights emerged in the following years as to why women act more reservedly in public than men (more on this on page 53). However, the debate was just beginning back then.

			Jump to today: Productive unrest in the newsroom

			The debates that took place in the Press House and Media Park in Zurich in 2019 are now repeating themselves in numerous editorial workshops across Europe, whether in Berlin, Warsaw, Belgrade, Budapest, or other locations. The gender visibility gap affects every newsroom, and the discussions and reservations about this approach to editorial work are often similar.

			Something that has been particularly interesting to observe is that during these debates, the roles of speakers often reverse. Suddenly, section editors who are usually more reserved speak up, influential and vocal editors-in-chief must be challenged, and discussions become less hierarchical. EqualVoice has brought productive unrest to many newsrooms.

			With its implementation in 32 newsrooms (with the goal of 100 newsrooms by 2025), many experiences and best practices are now available. And it’s not just journalists debating anymore. Interventions from editors, photographers, and employees from non-journalistic departments show that EqualVoice has a networking and activation effect within organizations, something that nobody could have anticipated in 2019. Skepticism was prevalent at the beginning – and it accompanies EqualVoice with every rollout – but in time, a powerful momentum has emerged that has influenced every newsroom.
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			Annabella Bassler: “I soon realized: Our USP is the integration with artificial intelligence.”

			Annabella Bassler is the CFO of Ringier and the Initiator of EqualVoice.

			 

			 

			EqualVoice was launched in 2019, but when did the idea to address the gender visibility gap first occur to you?

			That was in 2018. At that time, the management of Ringier, including me as CFO introduced ourselves to our teams around Europe, and I spoke about the strategy and transformation of the Ringier Group and the role of finance in that process. The initial questions from the audience were strategic in nature. But then, at some point, a female colleague asked: “How do you actually balance work and family?” And I thought to myself: Okay, what do I say now? Do I give a brief, simple, safe but dismissive answer that everything in my life is organized, or do I provide insight into my personal reality? Suddenly, it became clear to me that I was being perceived as a role model. This had not been fully apparent to me before.

			 

			How did you decide what to say?

			On that very morning, there was a situation with my son Leo that had been challenging. So, I spontaneously decided to say that balancing work and family is sometimes a challenge for me too, even though I try to organize things as well as possible. I then shared with all the employees that on that morning, Leo stood before me with tears in his eyes because his slippers for gym class simply didn’t fit anymore. I suggested taking sneakers instead, but he cried out, saying, “I told you last week that won’t work!” and stamped his foot. I pondered – my mind said: I urgently need to get to the office, but my gut knew that I wanted to find a good solution for Leo and thus for myself. The scissors were the solution: I simply cut the slippers open and asked Leo to run through the corridor again to test them. He looked at me with joy and laughed, “Now it fits.” I chuckled to myself and also knew: the anecdote itself was fitting – it was refreshing to share a bit of my authentic reality as a working mother with colleagues. My little anecdote must have been the tipping point of my appearance. After the event with the employees, there were many positive reactions. I had showed that balancing family and career is not always easy, but it is possible.

			 

			So, did this scene trigger the idea to do something about gender equality?

			Exactly. I credibly demonstrated that it’s important to me that we don’t see it as a choice between family and career, but rather as an “and.” I asked myself what I could make of this experience. Initially, I thought about asking all women who participate in panels to honestly answer the question about balancing work and family and then ask the moderator to pose the question to everyone. But what would be the long-term effect of that? Who knows how long I’ll be sitting on panels and how sustainable that is. And then it dawned on me: It’s actually about visibility, about making women and their experiences visible – as I became visible in my role as CFO, but also in terms of the challenge of balancing both. And then we sat down together, initially just Marc Walder and I. In the next step, I wanted to seek the opinions of experienced female colleagues in the editorial teams or in the publishing house, so I asked for support from Katia Murmann, then Editor-in-Chief of Blick.ch, Nina Ranke, then Head of Business Media, and Sabina Hanselmann-Diethelm, then Editor-in-Chief of Style. That was a very confidential conversation back then. We asked ourselves: What about the visibility of women? Why are so few visible, even in our media? And why are fewer female experts being heard?

			 

			What was the outcome of the discussion?

			We didn’t find conclusive answers to our questions. But we could have continued discussing for hours that afternoon. However, it was clear from the beginning that we needed more information – we need data and facts to turn the emotional discussion about gender equality into a well-founded, rational discussion about the gender visibility gap. It was only later that we realized how much we were hitting the zeitgeist. When there was no space left at the company-wide kick-off event for all employees at Kraftwerk in November 2019, it dawned on me: This could become something big.

			 

			A pivotal experience was the trip to the BBC in London. Why?

			In January 2020, Katia Murmann and I flew to London to see the BBC’s 50:50 Project. A project similar to EqualVoice but so different: At the BBC, journalists manually count in Excel spreadsheets how many women appear, who is considered an expert, who isn’t, sometimes with complicated formulas. It became clear to me there: Our unique selling proposition is the combination with technology, with AI, with automatic data analysis. We don’t want to burden our journalists with more work by having them manually count women in articles with pencil and Excel lists – this should be done by AI. When we were back in Switzerland, we had a long discussion with the Tech & Data team: What should our EqualVoice-Factor be able to measure? Should it be weighted or even analyze the context? We had long and intensive discussions about whether we should postpone the implementation of the EqualVoice-Factor in all editorial teams until it could do more sophisticated analysis. But then our team had a discussion that convinced me: Let’s start with the “simple” EqualVoice-Factor and then develop it step by step. It’s much more important to strengthen awareness among journalists and give everyone time to get used to the data-driven approach, rather than overwhelming everyone with analysis from day one.

			 

			A CFO developing a data tool for editorial teams. How much skepticism did that provoke? 

			When such reactions occurred, and of course they did, I looked at the person and said, “Oh, sorry, did I step on your toes somehow? Did you want to do this?” The person would usually immediately backtrack and say, “No, quite the opposite!” But of course, I also lay awake at night wondering: Do you really want to take on this role? Can you even do it? How quickly would EqualVoice die if I lost the support of journalists? But then, feeling the support, energy, and dedication of our teams in editorial workshops motivates me to believe that together we can create significant positive change.

			 

			You started your career in the media industry long before EqualVoice. You worked in consulting and held various positions in finance, including at the Oetker Group in Hamburg. Gender equality was probably less of an issue back then.

			I believe that the way I pursued my career has also played a role in the conception of EqualVoice. I never sought conflict. I always sought a fair, robust discussion based on facts, without compromising on warmth and approachability. And I think that this balance of reason and emotion, which I strive to achieve every day, also helped me in the early stages of my career. I have long been someone who sought a win-win outcome for everyone at the table, always informed by facts. And that’s exactly what we’re doing with EqualVoice: The facts and figures are on the table, and we’re seeking a win-win solution for everyone working with the tool. 

			 

			How did your upbringing shape you?

			In my childhood, I always had more male friends than female friends. And my father is an engineer who worked as a manager, and my mother worked as a mathematician and physicist at home. With such parents, you learn how to argue and how to have a fact-based discussion. Their message was: Anything is possible if you really want it and are willing to go the extra mile, and if there’s a bit of luck involved. It was always clear to me that I wanted to work. Additionally, they taught me that we all have a certain responsibility for a societal purpose. So, I wasn’t allowed to take on a part-time job; instead, I was encouraged to dedicate my free time to something good. That certainly shaped me a lot. 

			  

			What principle do you want to pass on to others?

			For me, it’s still about focusing on the exchange with different people. With each person, I think to myself: What can I learn from them? Because I believe that every conversation has a purpose, and it’s my task to find out what that purpose is and what its essence is. This conviction has accompanied me my entire life. Even as a child, I reflected every day. For example, I thought about how I would live the day if I could live it again, what I would do differently. Over time, I’ve become kinder to myself. Daily encounters with people are one of the greatest sources of inspiration for me.
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