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Author’s Note



My first workaround occurred before I could even walk. When I was ten months old I developed life-­threatening diarrhea. Unable to absorb food and water, I suffered from severe malnutrition and dehydration and experienced rapid weight loss and hair loss. My parents had to figure out how to save my life. There were two ways to treat my condition: formula or breast milk.


The problem was that my mother was no longer able to breastfeed me, and where I lived in Brazil, formula was unavailable and breast milk banks were on strike. My family needed a workaround—­and fast. Through word of mouth, they located young mothers living in favelas who generously fed me alongside their own babies. My parents knew that there was a risk of transmitting diseases such as HIV through breast milk. But they had to take a chance and make a choice, even if it was an imperfect one. And it worked. If not for this workaround, I would have lost more than 10 percent of my body fluid and died—­just like the roughly 1.7 million children under the age of five who died of diarrhea worldwide that year.


The remarkable yet unconventional approach that my parents pursued speaks to a larger issue.


We constantly encounter complex problems at home, in our places of work, and in society at large. Even if we had all the time and money in the world, sometimes no good solution can be found. So what should we do, especially when we can’t wait? The answer: a workaround.


Workarounds have helped me with my problems and, after reading this book, you’ll be able to use them, too. What you are about to read describes how we can use workarounds to effectively address problems with minimal fuss. While gracefully circumventing our obstacles, we can explore unconventional alternatives to the status quo in situations that range from everyday problems to some of the world’s toughest challenges.





The Four Workarounds





Introduction



I didn’t plan to study workarounds; I bumped into them as I searched for resourceful ways to tackle complex problems. I’m now an associate professor at the University of Oxford’s Department of Engineering Science and Saïd Business School, working on applied research that focuses on transforming unjust systems. Before I became an academic, my background combined a bundle of seemingly disconnected activities. I pursued paths that combined my excitement for entrepreneurship with my concerns about social and environmental challenges, such as poverty, inequality, and climate change. I co-­founded companies, taught executives, engaged with nonprofits, and worked as a consultant to projects in different settings, ranging from high-­end offices of large companies and intergovernmental organizations to remote regions in the Amazon and scattered across Brazilian favelas.


Consulting gave me the opportunity to peek into realities that were very different from mine. Yet whether I was making recommendations for science and technology policy in high-­income countries or evaluating social projects with traditional populations in the rain forest, my reports (and, in fact, all the studies I had read) included similar types of recommendations, such as “collaborate more actively,” “improve coordination and alignment,” and “engage in long-­term planning.” These recommendations aren’t wrong, but they are too generic. They fail to suggest next steps, particularly in situations where we can’t afford to wait for a solution to a tough problem.


I also became increasingly disillusioned with management practitioners. It seemed that the business gurus tended to ignore the groups that weren’t directly paying them. Worse, over the past decade large companies have been trying to convince nonprofits to be more like them. But my work with nonprofits had taught me that there was a lot that corporations could learn from small organizations that make outsized impacts. I call these small organizations “scrappy” because they’re feisty, resourceful, and operate at the fringes of power. Scrappy organizations have to think quickly out of necessity, and despite some apparent clumsiness they often persist and succeed because of their unconventional methods. But in the business world, learning from the innovative wit and practical ingenuity of these “ugly ducklings” was uncharted territory.


This inspired me to look at deviants—­even criminals—­who made impactful changes. Once while procrastinating at work I stumbled upon the blockbuster-­ready story of a computer hacker and cybercriminal, Albert Gonzalez, in The New York Times. By the age of fourteen he was the ringleader of a group of mischievous computer geeks who had hacked into NASA, drawing the attention of the FBI in 1995. Just about thirteen years later, and after very little additional formal training, Gonzalez was being prosecuted in one of the world’s largest and most complex identity theft cases. At final count, he and his colleagues had stolen more than 170 million credit card and ATM numbers.


Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t particularly interested in Gonzalez’s malicious motivations, but I was astonished by how he, and many other hackers with meager resources and training, were able to crack computer systems. I knew nothing about coding, but hackers intrigued me, and I couldn’t find much information about them at the time. Management scholars seemed to be interested in hackers only when it came to cybersecurity, and journalists seemed more interested in reinforcing negative stereotypes about hackers than in revealing how they hacked. Despite the fascinating things they did behind computer screens, we knew very little about their methods.


So I knew I had to learn more about hacking.


I started my PhD at the University of Cambridge, as a Gates Scholar, with one question in mind: Can we learn from hackers and deploy their methods to address our world’s most urgent and high-­stakes socio-­environmental challenges?


Prior to my research, academics had never considered hacking as a means to understand or expedite real-­world change. I began by interviewing hackers to find out how they do what they do. I realized that it’s human nature to tackle obstacles head-­on, but that this often results in banging our heads against the wall. The secret of hackers is that they weave through uncharted territory and, instead of confronting the bottlenecks that lie in their way, they work around them. These workarounds may not solve problems all at once, but they enable hackers to obtain good enough immediate outcomes—­and quick wins can sometimes pave the way for big, unpredicted change.


The way hackers get things done also made me realize that people often follow conventional wisdom, which streamlines our responses to daily tasks. Consider how you have “the way” to do a bunch of things: the way you make pasta, the way you use a hammer, the way you respond to authorities, the way you write an email . . . Although these explicit rules or customary practices help us get stuff done without overexerting ourselves, they also numb us, limiting the realm of possibilities that we see and pursue. We inadvertently don’t explore other ways to make pasta or use a hammer, and we subconsciously dismiss new ways of addressing authorities and creative ways to write an email.


As I dove deeper into online hacker communities, I also found that hacking isn’t limited to the world of computing. As Paul Buchheit, creator and lead developer of Gmail, once wrote, “Wherever there are systems, there is the potential for hacking, and there are systems everywhere.”


This finding was a turning point in my work. I realized that my original premise was wrong; oftentimes organizations the business world tends to think of as “scrappy” were essentially hacking their own problems—­even though they didn’t use this term. From working around their obstacles, they addressed critical issues and were sometimes able to leave a powerful legacy, especially when it came to issues that, despite best efforts, seemed intractable.


I then pivoted my research to explore how change makers—­entrepreneurs, academics, companies, nonprofits, community groups, and even policymakers—­work around obstacles, both on-­ and off-­line, to “hack” all sorts of problems, ranging from global responses to some of the world’s toughest challenges, such as global pandemics, gender inequality, and poverty, to everyday inconveniences. This pivot took me to unexpected places, where I had the privilege of learning from scrappy organizations that don’t get the widespread credit they deserve.


All great exploratory research starts with unabashed prying. Researchers just want to peek into the unknown. So, with the help of research grants and awards from the Gates Foundation, the University of Cambridge, the Ford Foundation, Santander, and the IBM Center for the Business of Government, I traveled on various occasions for three years across nine countries to study cases of mavericks adopting hacker-­like approaches to pressing problems such as healthcare, education, abortion rights, caste prejudice, sanitation, and corruption. In the quest for smart fixes, I learned from an unlikely A-­team of lateral thinkers, ranging from physicians to indigenous tribe leaders to activists.


After engaging with these mavericks, it was time for me to do what researchers do best: find patterns. This was a much more tedious task than fieldwork. Boosted by high doses of caffeine and pain au chocolat, I spent months reading, synthesizing, categorizing, and comparing the data that I had gathered from the field.


What did these trailblazers have in common? How did they approach their respective problems? These questions helped me find some reoccurring themes: the workaround masterminds tend to mistrust authorities, thrive on urgency and immediacy, think unconventionally, and act resourcefully. However helpful these early observations were for my dissertation, they felt like an introduction rather than a conclusion. The more I thought about these patterns, the more I wanted to focus on and learn about the workaround method. I dove into the transcripts of my interviews to “let the data speak” (a technique that researchers tend to love), hoping to find patterns across the cases. Unfortunately, the conversation was one-­sided, and I didn’t want to torture my data into an unreliable confession. So I stepped back and reapproached each case as its own story. Starting from the beginning, what happened? Then what? And what came after that?


To my surprise, I realized that despite their different settings, characters, and plot devices, the stories unraveled in similar ways. As I stepped back from the data and looked at each case individually, patterns arose. All of my stories’ protagonists used at least one of four workaround methods, which I have termed piggyback, loophole, roundabout, and next best.


Once I identified these four approaches, I started finding workarounds everywhere. Sure, scrappy mavericks might be especially well positioned to use these flexible tactics, but it began to occur to me that workarounds happen not just in creative organizations with tight budgets but also everywhere from influential legal cases to fairy tales—­I even found them scattered around the very corporations I was determined not to learn from. To my surprise, some of the world’s most powerful organizations resort to scrappy strategies when the stakes are high and there’s no time for the usual drawn-out decision-­making processes.


Workarounds are effective, versatile, and accessible methods for tackling complex problems. Together, we’ll explore each of the four workarounds, fleshing out their key principles by weaving together different and sometimes unexpected stories whose protagonists vary from housekeepers to influential policymakers. We’ll travel from international waters to clandestine digital terrain; from the boardrooms of large companies to inventors’ laboratories; and from urban Delhi to some of the hardest to reach places on Earth, like rural Zambia. These chapters will give you an opportunity to dive into new settings and learn from unconventional stories. They will challenge how you think about problem-­solving and show how workarounds can help you with the obstacles you repeatedly bump into.


Part I covers what workarounds are and how to come up with them. In Part II I dig into how to cultivate a workaround attitude and mindset, including how to reflect on the ways you typically see, judge, and approach your obstacles. Then, on the more practical side, I’ll show you how you can systematically conceive workarounds to your problems and how your workplace can become more workaround friendly. I conclude with a reflection on how workarounds can ultimately help you with your daily, sometimes messy life.


As much as this book shares my research, my goal is that you’ll be able to identify workarounds that you’ve already used, consider how a different approach might’ve changed how you looked at and addressed challenges, and learn the fundamentals of assessing and interacting with new obstacles that cross your path. So if you’re interested in plunging into unconventional stories, challenging yourself to think differently about decision-­making and management strategies, and defying the status quo to address your problems, then please read on.





Part I



The Four Workarounds


The workaround is a creative, flexible, imperfection-­loving, problem-­solving approach. At its core, a workaround is a method that ignores or even challenges conventions on how, and by whom, a problem is meant to be solved. It is particularly suitable when traditional problem-­solving methods have systematically failed or when you don’t have the necessary power or resources to pursue the conventional approach.


There are four workarounds, and each uses a different attribute. The piggyback capitalizes on pre-­existing but seemingly unrelated systems or relationships. The loophole relies on selectively applying or reinterpreting the rules that traditionally define a situation. The roundabout disrupts or disturbs self-­reinforcing behavior patterns. Finally, the next best repurposes or recombines readily available resources in order to find different ways to get things done.


Anyone can stumble into a workaround, but knowing the approaches will enable you to intentionally pursue them.
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The Piggyback


As a consultant I once visited a remote region in the Brazilian Amazon that could only be reached by boat. Locals lived in an environmentally protected area, and, because they were cash-­strapped and isolated from urban areas, they had access to only a few industrial products. When I arrived, they generously invited me to lunch. I was given a meal of local delicacies, including tasty fish from the Amazon River that were completely new to me, alongside a bottle of Coca-­Cola.


No matter where I’ve traveled, I’ve always seen bottles of soft drinks like Coca-­Cola and Pepsi. What had never occurred to me was the role a crate of Coca-­Cola could play for people seeking to work around critical obstacles to bring lifesaving medicines to communities in need of them. Luckily, there was a couple who had been trying to tackle the problem of access to medicine by tapping into the existing flows of Coca-­Cola bottles. In their creative approach, they have provided an example for a type of workaround that I’ll refer to as piggybacking.


We are often burdened by the inertia of patterns and habits and forget to look for untraditional connections; piggyback workarounds can help us find opportunities across silos. It’s a remarkable strategy that is suitable for use by everyone from nonprofits in low-­income countries to big corporations in Silicon Valley. Before we dive deep into what I learned from this couple, let’s take a look at what a piggyback workaround entails.


WHAT IS A PIGGYBACK WORKAROUND?


The piggyback workaround enables us to circumvent all sorts of obstacles and address our problems by using seemingly unrelated relationships. Because a piggyback is based on the interactions of multiple actors or systems, the relationships vary from case to case. This type of behavior isn’t only found in human interactions—­it can happen anywhere in nature.


In biological terms, symbiotic relationships leverage what is “already there” in an ecosystem. These relationships can be mutualistic, commensalistic, or parasitic.


A mutualistic relationship benefits both species. For instance, think of goby fish and shrimp, two species that spend a lot of time together in and around the sand burrow that the shrimp both builds and maintains. The burrow provides the goby fish a refuge to hide from its predators and lay its eggs, and the goby fish, in return, touches the nearly blind shrimp with its tail as a warning to retreat to the burrow when a predator approaches.


A commensalistic relationship is one in which a species benefits and the other is unaffected. For example, the remora is a small fish that attaches itself to the fins of bigger animals, such as sharks. The shark barely feels the remora’s presence, but the remora benefits from “free rides,” food leftovers, and protection from predators—­who wouldn’t dare to get too close to a shark.


As most of us know, a parasitic relationship is one in which a species benefits at the expense of another. Think briefly of roundworms: the parasites use hosts for food, water, and a space to reproduce. Their hosts are harmed in the process, though, presenting symptoms such as fever, cough, abdominal pain, vomiting, and diarrhea.


Piggyback workarounds can be similar: relationships between organizations can be mutualistic, commensalistic, or parasitic, sometimes in surprising ways. As we go through the next few examples of scrappy organizations, we’ll see the flexibility of piggybacking, in terms of both the relationships it employs and the goals it pursues.


PIGGYBACKING ON COCA-­COLA


Now back to Coca-­Cola and the British couple, Jane and Simon Berry, who figured out a remarkable way to put the distribution of soft drinks to use. The couple founded a nonprofit organization, ColaLife, that has successfully bypassed the bottlenecks that hamper access to diarrhea medicine in remote regions of Zambia by piggybacking on pre-­existing networks of fast-­moving consumer goods such as Coca-­Cola.


I stumbled across their story when the Berrys were featured in a BBC article after winning the Product Design of the Year award from London’s Design Museum. The award was presented in 2013, but the idea that led to it was conceived much earlier. In the 1980s Simon worked with a British aid program on an integrated development project for rural farming communities in Zambia. At the time, he was surprised to see that Coca-­Cola was readily available but lifesaving medicines weren’t. That was the case even for affordable over-­the-­counter medicines that treated some of the most prevalent causes of mortality in the country, such as diarrhea.


Simon’s idea was clever and simple: work around the systemic issues facing medicine access and literally piggyback on Coca-­Cola’s distribution by inserting a package containing a cheap and simple diarrhea treatment for children between the bottles in Coca-­Cola crates. Simon and Jane Berry were keen to put the piggyback to the test, but first they had to understand the obstacles they wanted to work around.


Why Was the Problem Still a Problem?


Simon and Jane didn’t know much about why diarrhea was such a persistent problem when they first conceived a piggyback workaround to tackle it. They knew diarrhea killed a lot of children, and treatment didn’t reach remote regions in Zambia. As they researched the viability of piggybacking on Coca-­Cola flows to make treatment available in remote regions, they found out that childhood diarrhea is one of the direst problems of our times: it is the second leading cause of death among children under the age of five in Sub-­Saharan Africa. At the time the Berrys co-­founded ColaLife in 2011, according to the CDC, diarrhea killed about 800,000 children yearly worldwide, which was a higher rate of mortality among children than AIDS, malaria, and measles combined.


Public-sector responses to diarrheal infections generally require a high level of coordination, with comprehensive policies and investments from multiple fronts. However, governments of low-­income countries like Zambia face multiple constraints, including lack of funding, poor infrastructure, and inadequate governance. Only 50 percent of rural households had a healthcare facility within about three miles in the early 2000s, and the Zambian Ministry of Health recognized that insufficient infrastructure; sparsely distributed population in rural settings; inadequate resources for outreach, like vehicles; and poor scheduling were all factors that limited the public sector’s ability to provide accessible medical treatment across the country. Even in cases where healthcare facilities existed, they often faced medicine supply shortages. Improving infrastructure, such as building better roads or more healthcare access points, might help in the long run, but it would be very costly and difficult to implement due to potential social, political, and economic barriers. The situation was too dire to sit and wait for long-­lasting public solutions.


So what about distributing the World Health Organization’s recommended remedy, oral rehydration salts (ORS) and zinc, through the private sector? ORS together with zinc is an over-­the-­counter treatment, can be administered at home, and is very inexpensive. Even in remote regions, distribution networks already existed: shopkeepers sold products like sugar, cooking oil, and the ever-­present Coca-­Cola. So why weren’t ORS and zinc available in these shops?


Unfortunately, there were quite a few hurdles in the private sector, too. Despite the demand for medicine, the treatment of disease in low-­income regions isn’t a top priority for global markets due to the low profit margins earned from selling directly to the poor or because of the low purchasing power of underfunded governments. Furthermore, retailers like pharmacies are also too few and far between. In 2008 there were only fifty-­nine pharmacies in Zambia, forty of which were concentrated in the capital, Lusaka. Local regulations mandated that pharmacies employ a pharmacist, but there were fewer than a hundred pharmacists in the country, thus stifling pharmacy expansion. Meanwhile, poor infrastructure and limited transportation services hampered the flow of products between pharmaceutical companies, wholesalers, and retailers.


There were many obstacles preventing access to diarrhea treatment in Zambia, which meant that there were many opportunities to find workarounds.


Putting the Piggyback to the Test


Workarounds require changing how we typically approach our problems. A piggyback workaround involves shifting our attention from “what lacks” to “what exists” in a given situation. This was precisely Simon and Jane’s approach: they valued contextual potentialities and recognized the need to maintain local autonomy. In the 1980s Simon was employed by the UK Department for International Development (DfID) and lived in Zambia, working on a then-­revolutionary program that transferred management to the local community. Even in the early 2000s, Simon noticed that international development organizations implemented programs that created dependence, aiming to “fill voids,” treating low-­income regions as places of scarcity instead of building on local capabilities and activities.


When the Berrys decided to put their piggyback workaround to the test, they built it on the ethos that, in Simon’s words, “every single problem in developing countries can be solved by the people and the systems that are already there. It’s not a ­question of bringing in new people or parallel systems . . . It’s about making what is already there work better and in a more coherent way.” So how could they benefit from the flow of Coca-­Cola and other fast-­moving consumer goods that worked so well in Zambia so that they could address the pressing health issue? And how could they get started?


Simon posted the idea of fitting medicines between Coca-­Cola bottles on Facebook. The idea gained traction through Facebook post likes and shares and led to a BBC feature. ­After the feature, Jane and Simon gained access to Coca-­Cola’s ­European headquarters, which led them to SABMiller, the beverage’s bottler in Zambia. They also designed the medicine’s triangular packaging that fit between bottles in Coca-­Cola crates, and their creative design made it possible to raise funds and test their idea in an exploratory trial in two districts in Zambia.


They soon discovered that this piggyback method was commensalistic: it would neither harm nor benefit Coca-­Cola and SABMiller, but it would help sick children. Coca-­Cola’s distribution is decentralized, so even Coca-­Cola’s managers don’t usually know where the bottles travel—­their flow is very demand driven. Distribution in countries like Zambia involves a bunch of local players, ranging from large supermarkets to owners of micro shops in sparsely populated regions. Many distributors help move bottles between urban and rural regions, including those who transport Coca-­Cola crates strapped to their bikes with rubber bands. Each of these autonomous actors, big and small, plays an important role in the bottles’ journey between producer and consumers all over the country.


SABMiller connected the couple to wholesalers that purchased Coca-­Cola, and those connections made it possible for Jane and Simon to identify other key players in the supply chain who made soda accessible in every corner of the country. They engaged with many small shopkeepers who started selling the treatment, as well as with different actors throughout Coca-­Cola’s distribution chain, such as grocery stores, retailers, and distributors, to understand how they interacted with each other and how each benefited from those interactions. As part of this exploratory trial, ColaLife also worked with caregivers to design Kit Yamoyo, an anti-­diarrheal treatment kit that co-­packaged ORS and zinc.


While pursuing its greater vision, ColaLife bumped into a series of small hurdles, but the Berrys worked around those, too. They learned how difficult it was for people to properly administer the medicine if they lacked easy access to measuring cups. Because caregivers couldn’t precisely measure the water needed to dissolve the ORS on their own, Kit Yamoyo’s triangular package also functioned as a measuring cup.


Local regulatory constraints posed additional challenges. Cola­Life had added a bar of soap to the package, so that caregivers would wash their hands before dispensing the medicine. But the Zambian medicines regulator advised that soap could not be placed in the same container as medicine because the two items belonged to different product classes. Instead of confronting the rule or conforming to it, Simon and Jane cleverly employed their piggyback mentality: they designed a soap tray to fit into the top of the package, separating the soap from the ORS and zinc. That way, they made both product classes available separately but simultaneously. The regulator was satisfied, and they got what they wanted.


Following a series of workarounds like these, the results of the trial were impressive. Within the span of one year, the uptake of the combination therapy increased from less than 1 percent to 46.6 percent across the intervention districts. No similar change was detected in other parts of the country, which they monitored for comparison.


The results of the pilot program also demonstrated that in order to expand their reach and to ensure a continuous and resilient flow of medicine, Jane and Simon had to move away from a model that used only Coca-­Cola’s distribution networks. Despite the success of the trial, the tactic of fitting medicines in Coca-­Cola’s crates wasn’t the core of ColaLife’s success—­in fact, distributors often wouldn’t “waste time” fitting kits between bottles, but rather strapped them in with the other things they transported.


Furthermore, that initial distribution model relied on Jane and Simon’s physical presence in Zambia, but the couple had no plans to remain part of the medical supply system. As Jane told me: “We are not going to be there forever. There are lots of programs that start, five-­year programs, and they transform the landscape for five years, and then they go, and things go back to what they were before if not worse than before . . . Everything we do is about what happens when we leave: it is about planning for your own demise.”


Scaling the Piggyback


Jane and Simon knew they had to ensure that the flow of medication would be self-­sustainable, profitable, and resilient; for that, they had to adopt a more integrated and mutualistic approach to emulate the value chain of Coca-­Cola. They had to guarantee that all players involved in the flow of the treatment, from the pharmaceutical industry at the beginning to the retailers at the end, would profit; otherwise, they would likely opt out and compromise the flow of the medicine. In other words, they had to move from merely physically piggybacking on the crates of Coca-­Cola to making use of the entire system of relationships that made distribution possible.


In the four years following their successful trial, they scaled up their impact through an approach that benefited the entire chain. ColaLife provided a free, nonexclusive license of the intellectual property of Kit Yamoyo to Pharmanova, a local pharmaceutical company. They also helped Pharmanova with the design and packaging of the product, even importing machines for the company and funding some of their marketing efforts. With that, they increased the chances that the company would profit from the production of Kit Yamoyo and become robust enough to offer the quality and quantity of treatment needed to meet the country’s needs.


ColaLife also worked with agents in the middle of the distribution chain. This included, for example, liaising with supermarkets, pharmacies, and wholesalers to ensure they procured the treatment directly from Pharmanova and stocked the product. These players were critical: they sold the treatment directly to caregivers and to other small retailers and distributors, such as the ones who took the medicine to shopkeepers in remote regions. Small shops were the primary point of contact for most caregivers in rural regions, but they were also the most fragile. With the support of a local nonprofit, ColaLife trained thousands of shopkeepers to instruct caregivers how to administer diarrhea treatment. The nonprofit supported the shopkeepers with business skills to build their capacity to continuously stock and offer the product.


ColaLife also worked around funding constraints, tapping into the resources and efforts from bigger players. For example, when promoting Kit Yamoyo through the private sector, Jane and Simon came across a program funded by the US Agency for International Development (USAID) that had an allocated budget for marketing medicines. They piggybacked onto USAID’s marketing budget and training program to promote Kit Yamoyo alongside other medicines in USAID’s portfolio.


Many seemingly small workarounds similarly contributed toward making diarrhea treatment available in Zambia by creating a flow of medicine wherein everyone benefited. When all players had an interest in maintaining the flow of the treatment, ColaLife knew it had successfully expanded access to treatment to almost twenty districts, with better results than those of the initial trial.


The workarounds that ColaLife implemented in the private sector also created momentum to tackle some of the systemic issues preventing access to the medicine through the public sector. Jane and Simon were particularly interested in expanding their approach to the public sector because it had the ability to treat an even larger number of children across the country. They knew that they could help the government to work around issues of funding and infrastructure. So they helped Pharmanova to create a government-­branded version of Kit Yamoyo, which could be procured by the Zambian Ministry of Health and provided for free at healthcare facilities and by community health workers in fourteen districts. Again, ColaLife supported and connected resources from all agents involved in the distribution chain, ranging from the pharmaceutical company to those who dispensed the treatment, such as doctors, nurses, and community health workers.


Approximately four years after ColaLife began, the organization had piggybacked on existing flows of products, like Coca-­Cola, to deliver locally produced, widely accessible, and affordable diarrhea treatment through both the public and private sectors. When I visited Zambia in 2017, Pharmanova was selling an average of fourteen hundred kits per day, making it one of the best-­selling and most promising products in its portfolio, and use across intervention districts had increased from an average of 1 percent to 53 percent.


Piggybacking on the World Health Organization


Jane and Simon returned to the UK, leaving a self-sustaining flow of diarrhea treatment in Zambia. Now that they had become more familiar with “how things work” in healthcare, they recognized an opportunity for another game-­changing workaround, but this time it could be implemented from their sofa in London. They knew that if they were successful they could spread ColaLife’s impact to people in many other low-­income countries who, like the population of Zambia, lacked access to adequate diarrhea treatment.


In Zambia, Jane and Simon learned that governments tend to procure and dispense ORS and zinc separately, even though both are needed to treat diarrhea. This meant, for example, that healthcare facilities often lacked one of the two or that doctors would prescribe ORS without zinc because they weren’t aware of the WHO’s recommendation for the combined therapy. Co-­packaging ORS and zinc helped to avoid these kinds of problems, and Jane and Simon had the evidence: in 2016, they collected data that showed that even when healthcare facilities in Zambia had both ORS and zinc in stock but they were packaged separately, only 44 percent of cases received both, but 87 percent received the combined treatment when ORS and zinc were packaged together.


So how could Jane and Simon make co-­packaged ORS and zinc a norm instead of an exception? 


Toward the end of their stay in Zambia, Jane and Simon started paying attention to the WHO’s Essential Medicines List, a sort of checklist of basic medicines designed to be adopted by national governments everywhere. The list contains medications that the organization considers critical for meeting the basic needs of any national healthcare system, and it’s frequently used by policymakers to help develop their own local lists of essential medicines (which they use for prioritization in the public procurement of medicines). Not all countries follow the WHO’s lead and mimic this list, but low-­income ones often do because they depend on funds from international organizations, which in turn tend to prioritize medicine on the WHO’s list. So Simon and Jane thought of piggybacking onto the list. Backing up their claims with plenty of data, ColaLife worked with a team of global health experts and successfully applied to add the word “co-­packaged” to a treatment that was already on the list: ORS + zinc.


This new idea involved minimal effort: Simon and Jane wouldn’t need to convince governments to make the combination treatment available if they piggybacked on WHO recommendations that drove government procurement decisions. It’s still too early to know the full impact of this workaround, but it is highly likely that the correct diarrhea treatment reached exponentially more children in the world’s poorest countries.


MUTUALISTIC RELATIONSHIPS


We’ve already seen one example of how piggybacks can be symbiotic: ColaLife started with the goal of fitting medicines between bottles of Coca-­Cola to give medicines a free ride to children in need in remote regions. As they scaled the intervention, they started working toward a more mutualistic approach, ensuring that the pharmaceutical company, local distributors, wholesalers, and retailers would be connected to work around deep-­rooted obstacles preventing access to medicines and that they would all profit from it. This type of mutually beneficial relationship is possible even when the cause isn’t as noble as saving children’s lives. Let’s turn to a somewhat unexpected example: advertising.


Rice with M&Ms


Piggybacks in advertising date back to the 1950s, when television commercials in the United States were a full minute long. TV advertising was an effective way to reach a valuable and growing group of consumers—­the number of people who owned a television grew from 9 percent to 87 percent over the course of the 1950s, and families with TVs tended to be larger and younger. They owned more telephones and refrigerators, and they bought more new cars than families without TVs. Television advertising revenue jumped from $41 million in 1951 to $336 million in just two years.


Despite this boom, regulators such as the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) did not keep pace. The NAB designed and enforced the Television Code, which aimed to reduce advertising clutter and prevent stations from overwhelming users with commercials. It allowed for a standard break, which consisted of one 60-­second advertisement, and a TV broadcaster could sell each minute-­long time slot to a sponsor. This rule was originally designed for radio, not for TV, and as the television industry grew, 60-­second time slots became expensive and ineffective for a single sponsor.


The only “by-­the-­book” way to share time slots, as regulated by the NAB, was with an integrated commercial, where two brands selling related products (e.g., butter and bread) advertised together. These advertisements shared the same story and actors but simultaneously promoted multiple products. Integrated commercials were much less effective for brand assimilation, and they didn’t provide companies with flexibility to adapt to geographies. If one company sold bread in California and New York but the other sold butter exclusively in New York, it would be unfeasible for the two companies to advertise together.


Then, in 1956, Uncle Ben’s Rice and M&Ms invented what became known as piggyback commercials: two or more ­individual commercials for unrelated products were plugged back-­to-­back in a single time slot. This meant that one company purchased from the broadcaster, and the other(s) piggybacked onto the time slot and shared costs with the official sponsor. These workarounds stirred quite a controversy among regulators, but the sponsors weren’t violating rules. With these piggybacks, sponsors worked around the regulatory hurdles of the NAB, maximizing product exposure per dollar spent. Piggyback commercials transformed marketing tactics, making it possible for companies of different sizes and sectors to boost their brand exposure and client base.


Sponsors understood that they had to find the most effective balance between the number of times each product was advertised and the length of individual messages. They observed that in TV, frequency trumped length. An ad would be quickly forgotten if the consumer wasn’t continually exposed to it. Besides, most households had only one television at the time, so advertisements had to appeal to the entire family. These advertisements conveyed simple themes with a unique selling proposition and a plain visual demonstration. Then repetition linked the simple slogans to a product—­like “M&Ms melt in your mouth, not in your hands.” Sponsors didn’t need 60 seconds to convey these kinds of messages. The benefit of this mutualistic workaround was so clear that ten years after the first Uncle Ben’s and M&Ms spot, an average of 350 piggyback commercials appeared each week on network television (an estimated average of 20–­25 percent of all spot commercials).


Frequent piggybackers included manufacturers selling high-­volume, low-unit-value goods, like Procter & Gamble, Bristol-­Myers, General Foods, and Colgate-­Palmolive. But this workaround was beneficial to smaller businesses, too. The Alberto-­Culver company—­a cosmetics company founded in 1955 that grew to a revenue of $1.6 billion in 2010, when it was sold to Unilever—­was a prominent defender of piggyback commercials in their early days. The company argued that piggyback commercials helped smaller companies like them, which would never be able to independently afford an entire 60-­second slot, to receive television exposure and compete with larger businesses.


Piggybacking in the Cloud


Let’s fast-­forward to our current hyperconnected times, when we have seemingly infinite content on many blue light screens. While traditional TV ad spending in the United States is still growing—­thanks to event-­based programming like the Olympics, presidential elections, and the Super Bowl—­broadcast TV viewership, such as cable TV, is falling in demographics between the ages of two and forty-­nine. Digital media have become the dominant players in terms of advertising dollars spent. Naturally, when viewership shifts, so do marketing strategies.


Using piggyback tactics, companies have creatively responded both to the speed and to the growing number of channels for the creation and diffusion of content on digital platforms. In the early days of the internet, companies with complementary products used their online media channels to promote each other instead of paying for expensive ads. These small or medium-­sized companies had similar market demographics, but their products, such as coffee and milk or suits and formal shoes, did not compete.


The piggyback has become much more sophisticated and targeted over time, as online companies started to obtain more data: instead of targeting “American businessmen who buy suits,” they progressively started to target each one of us individually based on our web searches. You probably have noted how when you visit an e-­commerce site and search for a product without purchasing it, you’ll later see an ad for related items on different websites or social media. This is a sort of mutualistic workaround used by online platforms. Domain-­specific cookies, which are small pieces of data that are used to identify your computer as you use a network, restrict companies’ ability to collect information and display relevant ads to customers, reducing their reach. By piggybacking on each other, however, multiple platforms can synchronize their cookies to work around these kinds of limitations, flooding you with offers for what you’re already tempted to buy.


COMMENSALISTIC RELATIONSHIPS


With the rise of digital media advertising, many other opportunities to piggyback have become possible, and not all of them have been mutualistic or agreed upon. Some were commensalistic, meaning one party benefits while the other experiences no effect. Advertisers are often perfectly happy to piggyback in a commensalistic way, making use of current events without causing harm. But if they’re not careful, companies can risk being sucked into a vortex of bad PR. Let’s examine a few advertising examples, some of which brought success to companies and others that dragged companies into the undertow.


Oreo Wins the Super Bowl


Oreo’s most retweeted tweet in 2013 was a successful response to an unexpected event. Within ten minutes after a power outage caused lights to go out for 34 minutes in the third quarter of the 2013 Super Bowl, Oreo’s social media team tweeted an ad that read, “Power out? No problem,” with a solitary Oreo and this caption: “You can still dunk in the dark.” Mondelēz, the multinational company that owns Oreo, had a fifteen-­person social media team ready to respond to whatever happened during the Super Bowl. The president of the digital marketing agency that handled game-­day tweeting for Oreo said in an interview with Wired: “Once the blackout happened, no one was distracted—­there was nothing going on.” With the power out, many people turned to their phones to waste time until power was restored in the stadium—­it was the perfect opportunity for consumers to take in Twitter-­based advertisements. As a result, if you searched #SuperBowl or similar hashtags on Twitter in those 34 minutes, you’d find Oreo trending, leading to substantially increased brand exposure. Whereas Oreo benefited directly from the piggyback, the Super Bowl neither won nor lost anything from Oreo’s ad.


SpongeBob Gets a Free Ride


The promoters of The SpongeBob Movie: Sponge Out of Water used another stroke of piggybacking genius. Paramount released the SpongeBob movie one week before its rival Universal was set to unveil a film that was gaining a lot of traction among an older audience. You may remember the teaser posters for Fifty Shades of Grey: an enigmatic figure in a high-­rise office stands with his back to the camera, with a caption reading, “Mr. Grey will see you now.” The SpongeBob marketing team mimicked the poster of Christian Grey, but with the recognizable SpongeBob silhouette and the caption, “Mr. SquarePants will see you now.” You can imagine the cheeky smiles of parents who watched Fifty Shades of Grey and were reminded to bring their kids to see the SpongeBob movie. SpongeBob benefited, and Fifty Shades of Grey was unharmed since the two movies weren’t competing for the same audience.
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