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For my beloved children ~ Naryan and Saiyan


 May you, and all children, be rooted by your values and thus have everlasting wind beneath your wings. 


 


 


 


You are the source of all values and virtues and it is with your grace that they are bestowed.




—Ang 4 of Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji, by Guru Nanak Dev Ji







Your beliefs become your thoughts,


Your thoughts become your words,


Your words become your actions,


Your actions become your habits,


Your habits become your values,


Your values become your destiny.


—MAHATMA GANDHI




How to Use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen




Introduction


Leading with Your Values


“Who will want to marry you if you go there?”


The moment the word “Oxford” passed my lips, my mother was immediately and implacably on the warpath. It was from there I had just returned, after an unsanctioned trip in my parents’ car for an interview at the university.


Many parents might have expressed support or encouragement, or even pride. But not my mother. To her, a name like Oxford epitomized the British ruling class: the people who had changed her native India so much during the Raj, and were ultimately responsible for her ending up in a place where she was alienated, alone, and the frequent victim of violent racial abuse. She envisioned losing me, her best and only friend in our village, to a place where I would become exposed to drugs, and end up marrying an upper-class white boy called Sebastian.


Marriage. At eighteen, it felt like a cage to be avoided as long as possible: the end of freedom and happiness. Then as now, what I valued most was the power to set the course of my own life, not to be constrained by the expectations of others. For my mother, nothing was more important than that I be married off in the right time and to the right kind of boy: a Sikh, preferably from Punjab, with the appropriate creed, background, and parentage. Both of us feared most what the other desperately wanted. It was the first time in my life I really understood the importance of values. For her, family and heritage held sway. I was moved by the desire for freedom, exploration, and a thirst for knowledge. We both wanted the best for me, but we couldn’t agree on what that was. Our starting points and basic assumptions had become irreconcilable. Our values were in conflict.


All of us will have moments like this in our life, where the choices, challenges, or opportunities facing us reveal something important about our character, desires, and personality. A decision about whether to prioritize professional aims or family needs; to pursue the best-paid job or the most meaningful; to do the things we want, or those that support our health and well-being. We face big, defining decisions, but also a constant drumbeat of choices about how to spend our time. Every day we are making decisions that set both the short- and long-term course of our lives. Whether we acknowledge it or not, these decisions are being steered by the principles we believe in and consider to be most important: values that are working away in our subconscious.


Many of us constantly question how to be our best selves, and live the most fulfilling version of our lives. Those conundrums are hard to answer without an appreciation of values. You need to understand your own values and those that are held dear by your core people, the company you work in and the community you live in. Values hold the key to so many of the things we aspire to. Quite simply, they are the foundation of our entire lives: the lasting and fundamental beliefs we hold and act against, however our circumstances change. Everything else—the decisions we make, the ambitions we nurture, the relationships we build—is simply a representation and amplification of our fundamental values. Our values are running our lives, yet not enough of us understand what they are, their power, and how we can use them. The more we know and understand them, the more clarity we have over what matters to us, and the more confidence we gain in making decisions toward that end. We need to know our values to better understand ourselves and what motivates us. And we need to appreciate the values of the people in our lives, to see the world through their eyes and help us to build sustainable and harmonious relationships.


Values represent the aggregation of our life experiences, personal aspirations, family inheritance, and cultural grounding. They determine the career, the partner, the lifestyle, and the goals that we all choose. And they set the limits on what we believe to be acceptable, fair, and just. We all have a fundamental personal code that we carry through life, and its language is values. A value is something that affects how we see the world, and also what we see. If you have been a victim of racism or social injustice, it is likely that equality and fairness will be important values to you, and that you are more likely to see injustice in the world than someone who has not. My own childhood experience in the Gloucestershire village of Churchdown, where my home was petrol-bombed, my nose broken so other children could see if I would bleed red or brown, and my parents would only leave the house with one of them in the trunk of the car (to avoid people seeing the house was unoccupied), has certainly left an indelible mark on me. We all have unconscious programming like this, based on our life circumstances and experiences. We need to be aware of this so that, rather than letting it guide our lives, we equip ourselves to choose powerfully. This is what an understanding of values helps us to achieve.


That moment with my mother was when I started to understand the importance of values as our personal bottom line. In the decades since, my understanding of how values define us as people, framing the direction we choose for our lives, has grown. And I have developed a clear understanding of why it is so important to both understand and reflect on your values. I believe there are five reasons:




1.	They help us to understand ourselves, the beliefs that animate us as people, and the motivation that drives our personal aspirations.


2.	They help us to understand other people, and the source of disputes that are often rooted in a clash of values, and can be resolved through better empathy for these contrasting perspectives.


3.	They help explain our lives, allowing us to understand the values that were imprinted in us growing up, and how we choose to use or evolve those in the adult lives we have chosen.


4.	They help us work out what we want in life, providing the compass to navigate from the things that motivate us to those we want to achieve.


5.	They provide a tiebreaker, offering a mechanism to settle personal dilemmas and challenging life decisions—to see which option is most aligned with our values and will contribute to a more successful, fulfilling, and happy life.





Over the last twenty years, across a career that began in investment banking and shifted into venture capital, international development, and broadcast journalism, I have traveled to almost 150 countries. This journey has opened my eyes to how values define behavior, relationships, and culture all over the world. Reporting for Reuters and the BBC World Service, I have seen up close how values shape the life of a country and its people. Every time I visited a new country to report, I was struck by the same realization. Wherever you go, there is something apparent yet unspoken, a sort of cultural language that dictates so many aspects of everyday life. You notice it on the streets, in the cafés and shops, in business meetings, around kitchen and dining tables, and simply while working your way across the towns, villages, and cities. You see it from how a country responds to major events, to how individuals and local communities interact.


As I visited more countries, I was increasingly inspired by the values I saw, and how they were being used by individuals and communities to create change: to evolve into better versions of themselves. It was reporting from Ladakh, in the far north of India, that this perception settled. Almost two decades before the issue started animating governments across the world, Ladakh had banned single-use plastic bags. The lead came not from NGOs or local government, but a volunteer group, the Women’s Alliance of Ladakh. Outraged by the litter problem that plastics were creating in the hands of both locals and tourists, the Women’s Alliance succeeded in having them outlawed, while manufacturing and selling cloth bags that fund environmental protection and conservation in the local area. It was another twenty years before the Indian government committed to outlawing single-use plastics, way behind the pioneering efforts of the women of Ladakh.


Values are fundamental to us as people, and for organizations they provide the same cultural and moral foundation. When you engage with a company, as an employee, supplier, or customer, you feel the difference when there is a guiding purpose and a strongly held set of values. It makes you feel part of something bigger and more meaningful than a business transaction or an employment contract. Leaders of standout companies like Paul Polman, former CEO of Unilever; Ajay Banga, CEO of MasterCard; and Chip Bergh, CEO of Levi Strauss, told me that they use values to make decisions on everything from product development to hiring, remuneration, company culture, and sustainability. In other words, they have built entire business models around a specific set of strong and distinctive values. A company that understands its role and purpose, and is successful at attracting both loyal customers and employees, will invariably be one driven and guided by its values. That is why this is a book as relevant for those starting and leading companies, institutions such as schools, or even their own families, as it is for individuals.


We also live in a world of division, technology, and volatility—one that values are essential to navigating. Values provide an anchor in an environment where the news is being manipulated, politics has become confrontational, and traditional sources of faith have dwindled. Technology bombards us with information and sows personal doubt. As we all seek to make our way in a world where old certainties have been eroded, an understanding of our personal values becomes more important than it has ever been.


Values can spring from different places and parts of our lives. There are those that were instilled in us from a young age, taught and handed down to us, or acquired through experience. And there are those we aspire to, mold ourselves on, and wish to be the defining principles of our life. A value can be intrinsic or it can be adopted: the important thing is that it is entirely true to you as a person, and that you find practical ways to honor and express it.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is predicated on the belief that there is no better model for values in action than the countries of the world. The value that defines each country stems from a wide variety of sources—from a nation’s history, its geography, its religious topography, its traditions, its demographics. A nation’s core value has been shaped in many cases over centuries or millennia, handed down from generation to generation, constantly evolving but never fundamentally altering.


As geopolitical, economic, religious, and environmental change has evolved around them, these values have largely remained the same. Indeed in many cases, it is values that have helped sustain nations through crisis and change. Governments, constitutions, colonizers, civil wars, and political movements may come and go. Borders shift, countries are wiped off the map one generation, restored the next, and then altered some more. But values remain, the irreducible core of national culture and identity. American entrepreneurship stems from a promise that has for centuries attracted immigrants to explore new geographical, scientific, and technological frontiers. Pakistani courage is the product of how its peoples have had to fight for their place in the world, ever since its founding in the bloodstained aftermath of Partition. Hungarian competitiveness arises from a history that has seen the country invaded and conquered on an almost unremitting basis since the thirteenth century. French protest is a tradition that connects the gilets jaunes of 2018 with the sans-culottes of 1789. Every nation’s upward spiral, inconsistent and confusing though it may be, has evolved around—and in turn helped to shape—its defining value. Through sharing the stories of values from around the world, illustrating their power and the rich variety that exists, I hope to inspire you to start discovering and making the most of yours.


Of course, to elect a single value for 101 countries is not to suggest that the tapestry of people, communities, and cultures that make up a nation state is homogenous. Nor is it to claim any objective truth about what value should represent a country: the ones chosen here are the fruit of many conversations and passionate debates, and I expect you will disagree with some of the conclusions. The purpose is to illustrate the extent to which a value can inform the life and culture of a nation, and to understand how the same is true of our own lives. However diverse and heterogenous a nation, and however complex and multifaceted a life, it is both possible and valuable to distill down the singular factors that motivate and inspire it. The discipline of trying to understand these core drivers is as important as the conclusion itself.


The book takes you on a tour of 101 countries, explaining and exploring the values that make them tick. I have spent time in every country discussed here, and reported from most of them—in some cases a number of years ago, so I am aware my experiences will not always reflect the changes that have happened since. The experiences and observations included are based on the people I have met, stories I have covered, and the insight I have been offered by a combination of friends, experts, and total strangers.


I have grouped the values into five sections, which reflect the different areas of our lives in which values can help us to make decisions and find direction:


Change Values: These epitomize how nations and their people have shaped and responded to change.


Continuity Values: These have kept tradition and memory alive, often against great odds.


Connection Values: These shape our personal relationships, with friends, family, colleagues, neighbors, and strangers.


Communal Values: These are universally recognized in communities, companies, and countries, dictating behavior and social norms.


Core Values: These define our core personality and motivations in life.


I believe there is a lesson in every country and every value listed here: a perspective on how we can be better in many different ways. They are all important and instructive. But we have to choose. No one has 101 defining values. For each of us, some are always going to be more important than others. The purpose of this book is to help you work out which, and why.


As you read, I encourage you to think about the values that closely reflect your own. What stories inspire you? Which ones have the most relevance to your life and experiences? What values described here do you aspire to? Which relate to the things that make you happiest? What do you read and immediately recognize yourself in? Which values jump out at you? Which ones in your life have been violated or stepped on?


Note down each value that grabs you, the ones that feel most personal and relevant. Make a list, fold the corners of the page, or add highlights on your e-reader. Be discriminating—only choose those values that really feel like you. On average, this should leave you with a list of about fifteen to twenty. At the end of the book, I’ll take you through the process of how to boil down this list to a final five, and how to make use of these values in your personal and professional life. Finally, don’t be restricted by the exact wording of the values outlined here. Everything is open to your interpretation, and indeed I would encourage you to make it personal. If you want to interpret Kenyan togetherness as teamwork, Nigerian drive as making money, or Nicaraguan poetry as the sheer power of language, then go right ahead. Values are whatever you value.


When you’re at the beginning of any process, the end is often a good place to start. At Harvard Business School, you do an exercise where you are asked to imagine what your eulogy will be. What will other people say about you after you’re gone? I found this one of the most clarifying, eye-opening things I have ever done. Once you know the end, the kind of person you want to be and the life you want to live, everything starts to fall into place. The question then becomes how you get there. And the answer to that, is by letting your values show you the way: shaping your aims and guiding your decisions. So let’s get started, and begin the journey of discovering yours.




Part I: Change Values


At some level, all of us are exercised by the question of how to create change. We want to change people’s minds, change the course of our lives, change our communities and even society. At the same time as we plan and hope for change, we will also find it forced upon us—unexpected changes in our life circumstances that require us to change course. Whether big or small, change is something we are all searching for, and having to cope with.


Countries whose history has been defined by creating and responding to change—economic, political, religious, and demographic—are the ideal model for how it can be achieved in all its forms. They show that change is never just the product of one simple thing. Moderates, pragmatists, and compromise brokers have as much a part to play in the process of change as activists, idealists, and campaigners. Change is about building a groundswell, achieving something, and then forging something meaningful and lasting as a legacy. Together, these countries show what the full tool kit needed for achieving change looks like.
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China
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Pragmatism
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Gengzhen, Xi’an, China.


I was wedged tightly into the back corner of the bus, which showed little sign of slowing as my destination hurtled toward us. Not knowing when it might next stop and realizing that I might soon be very lost indeed, I started to panic. In desperation I grabbed the arm of the woman sitting next to me and pointed out through the window, as unambiguous as I could be that I needed to get off the bus, now.


The response was immediate: she raised her fist and gave the ceiling of the bus such a thump that there was no chance the driver would not hear it. Taking me by the hand she carved a path through what seemed an immovable crowd of people, before snapping something to the driver, who immediately brought the vehicle to a halt—not at a bus stop, but on the hard shoulder of the freeway. Unperturbed and still grasping my hand in hers, my guardian angel hopped down the stairs, practically high-jumping over the tall roadside barriers in her business skirt to lead me across three lanes of fast-moving traffic. Depositing me at my intended stop, she gave a curt nod, turned heel, and marched back onto the freeway to make the return journey and flag down the next bus.


This was one of my many encounters with hardheaded Chinese pragmatism: a deeply practical approach to getting the job done that you can find across China’s politics, business culture, religious tradition, education system, and economy, which is now the second largest in the world.


“It doesn’t matter whether a cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice.” That quote, or some version of the same thought, is one of the most famous sayings of former Chinese premier Deng Xiaoping, who as leader of the People’s Republic from 1978 to 1987 was the primary architect behind the opening up of the Chinese economy, laying the foundations for the global powerhouse that it has since become. Deng’s words, from one of the most prominent exemplars of Chinese pragmatism, capture a mind-set and approach that focus rigorously on the ends, without worrying too much about the means.


When it comes to politics, pragmatism means China does not generally let the concerns and protests of outsiders get in the way of doing what it believes is in its own best interest. Whether censoring large parts of the internet or tightening its control over nominally independent Hong Kong, the Chinese approach has been to carve its own path and pursue its own interest, however much others might disagree with or deplore its actions.


Deng’s famous sayings follow in a long tradition of Chinese political, social, economic, and military thought that is steeped in pragmatism. Confucianism, rather than being a religion that directly instructs, is a system of thought that encourages people to think and behave ethically, and which leans more toward pragmatism than ideology. “I have no course for which I am predetermined, and no course against which I am predetermined,” Confucius writes in one of the tracts attributed to him.


This approach informs many aspects of Chinese life today. Practices that might be deprecated from a moral or ethical standpoint in some countries are readily embraced here as an everyday reality of doing business and getting on. One survey found 35 percent of Chinese companies saying they paid bribes or made gifts as a regular occurrence, while cash payments to doctors in advance of a major medical procedure are also common, though this practice was officially banned in 2014.


The Chinese way is not to wring hands over the technicalities and the broader implications, but to take the clearest course of action to get a desired result and fast. Faced with a rapidly growing population in the late 1970s, Deng’s government introduced a one-child policy, which remained in place until 2013, and has been blamed for the widespread infanticide of baby girls. More recently, current President Xi Jinping has circumvented the political constraints on his long-term plan for China’s development by simply abolishing the two-term limit on premierships, potentially allowing him to rule indefinitely.


You might, very reasonably, be robustly opposed to some aspects of current Chinese government policy, but in broader Chinese culture there is something important to be learned—how pragmatism can help us all to steer a steady course in the face of change, when surrounded by forces that threaten to blow us off track.




Democratic Republic of the Congo
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Potential
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Chief Kibala of the Pende People, Democratic Republic of the Congo.


Of all the places in the world I have visited, none have elicited as strong a response as Congo. Don’t go! I was repeatedly told. It’s the most lawless place, where no one can protect you or be responsible for what happens!


I couldn’t help feeling that perhaps they were right, when I crossed the border overland and was subjected to a bizarre sight: rich Congolese being transported on elevated metal platforms, their de facto thrones, in a scene that would not have been out of place in a medieval court.


At first glance, Congo does feel out of control. People wander around carrying guns, there is no serious law enforcement, and corruption is endemic. The civil war that lasted from 1994 to 2003—and in pockets for years afterward—claimed six million lives either in the fighting or the famine and disease that resulted. Conflict has continued on the eastern border with Rwanda, with dozens of armed militias estimated to still be active and millions of Congolese internally displaced. DRC’s recent history is one of ruthless exploitation by rulers both foreign and domestic: from the rapacious imperialist Leopold II, who turned Congo into a de facto slave state funding the global rubber, copper, and ivory trade; to the kleptocracy of Mobutu Sese Seko, who enriched himself while leaving his country saddled with debt. Today, the finger is pointed at multinational corporations as the new exploiters of Congo’s vast mineral wealth, estimated by some to be worth up to $24 trillion (yes, trillion).


Yet for all the complex and conflict-riddled reality, there is another Congolese story, one of potential. The DRC is the world’s poorest country by per capita GDP, but its natural resources give it an opportunity to be one of the richest. Less than 20 percent of the Congolese population has access to electricity, but the country holds the potential to power the entire continent with a planned hydroelectric dam. The nation is currently one of the world’s hungriest, and is reliant on imports for its food supply, yet the available agricultural land has the potential to feed not just the DRC but most of the continent. With proper road and rail infrastructure, Congo could connect much of Africa by virtue of its central location, but it currently has fewer kilometers of road than the U.K., a country barely a tenth of the size.


Slowly but steadily, changes are being made. Congo’s investment promotion agency describes it as a “land of many potentials,” but these go beyond the vast mineral wealth and untapped economic capacity. The economy, from a low base, has been growing, foreign investment is rising, and much needed infrastructure is getting the green light. Central to this is the Grand Inga Dam, which would be the biggest infrastructure project ever undertaken in sub-Saharan Africa, creating the world’s largest hydroelectric plant.


And, most importantly, there is human potential. It can be seen in the work of Dr. Denis Mukwege, a gynecologist who has become the world’s leading expert in treatment of rape and sexual violence survivors, and a prominent campaigner against rape as a weapon of war. His team has cared for over forty thousand women, providing medical, legal, and psychological support. Dr. Mukwege’s work saw him awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2018, as well as earning him an attempt on his life by militiamen.


Congo is war-torn, hungry, and poor, but it is also joyful, striving, and full of hope. It is a nation of problems that could provide a continent with solutions.


Few countries have as traumatic a past, but perhaps none has a more promising future. The DRC is looking past its problems and toward its extraordinary potential. And who among us could not benefit in some way from attempting to do the same?




Cuba
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Problem Solving


[image: Image Missing]


These cars live a long life, Havana, Cuba.


Stepping off the plane and into Cuba is like stepping back in time. You see vintage 1950s cars gently rolling through the streets; colorful little food huts accepting ration books; and people walking around not clothed in the latest fashion labels, but with handmade clothing and patched-up glasses. This is the real Cuba: the Cuba of the peso economy, where life is governed not by the economic imperative, but deeper human needs: to be together, to create, to have time and space to think.


Yet Cuba is far from being some bucolic throwback, or a place left behind by technology or progress. In fact, the country is a medical innovator, leading the world in pioneering treatments for lung cancer and becoming the first to successfully prevent HIV transmission between mother and child. It is a beacon for literacy, with a globally renowned education system that attracts students from all over the world. And it is one of the most successful Olympic nations, with one in every seven athletes sent to the last three Games achieving a medal—a ratio bettered only by the United States, China, and Russia.


How are these things possible in a country where only 5 percent have access to the internet at home, in which the average monthly wage is equivalent to $25, and just 2 percent own a car? How can Cuba, one small Caribbean island, compete with geopolitical giants and even outdo them? The answer is resolver: the Cuban art of problem solving.


It is through the spirit of resolver that things that should be impossible, given the shortages and infrastructure problems Cuba faces, become possible. It is resolver that allows a nation with famously inconsistent internet access to be home to a thriving creative economy. Resolver means that a health care system facing frequent medicine shortages can deliver rock-bottom infant mortality rates and impressive life expectancy.


Through resolver, Cubans make the best of often trying circumstances. It means, thanks to patch job after patch job, extra miles will be eked out of an old car, one that might be written off anywhere else in the world. It means a doctor will do everything in his or her power: to beg, borrow, or even steal from their own supplies of medicine to keep a patient alive against the odds.


It was resolver that allowed Cubans to survive the desperately difficult decade after the fall of the Soviet Union, with the nation’s global trade plummeting by over 80 percent and triggering a brutal recession that saw the Cuban economy shrink by over 10 percent in three successive years from 1991. These straitened economic conditions left Cubans having to adapt fast to harshly reduced circumstances, finding new solutions for situations where they no longer had money to spend. As Philip Peters of the Lexington Institute think tank wrote in 2002: “Students recall wearing shoes made of tire scraps and adhesive tape. Parents allowed children to play in the street all day because fuel shortages brought vehicular traffic to a near-standstill. Factories closed; workers were laid off. Farmers replaced their tractors with horses and oxen.” In other words, Cubans adapted and survived. The wheels may have fallen off its economy, but Cuba found a way to keep going, some way and somehow.


Whether it is to fix a problem, earn enough to get by, or get hold of something that is in theory restricted, Cubans will find a way. Given the severe limitations on access to the internet (only just starting to be lifted at the time of writing), you might assume that you can forget about access to YouTube videos, sports highlights, and the latest films and TV. Except Cubans get around the problem: paqueteros (packagers) download a selection of the most popular content, upload it onto USB drives, and distribute it throughout Havana and across the country on a weekly basis (forming el paquete semanal, the weekly package). It is literally a human internet: transmitted by hand and on foot in place of a telecoms infrastructure.


What is the source of this unique ability to solve problems and make the best of things? After spending a month in Cuba, I became convinced that it was because people don’t just live in the communist system; they believe in it. In a society where money doesn’t do all the talking, there is more respect and a stronger sense of community. The skills of the gardener, doctor, artist, and tradesman are celebrated equally. It’s an energizing, balanced, and progressive environment to live in. Because time is not synonymous with money, work is limited to healthier hours. There is a prevailing sense of freedom, one that gets creative juices flowing (as evidenced in the many innovations of resolver), and comes alive in the music, dancing, and art that fill every evening. I worked with a residential artist in the day, and was whizzed around to exquisite salsa in the evenings.


It is not for everyone, and it would be naive to ignore both the severe economic challenges Cuba now faces, and the many who continue to seek the dangerous escape routes to the United States in search of a better life. But it would be equally mistaken to underestimate the extent to which many still believe in the system, which helps explain the lengths to which people go to make things work.


In all our lives we will face situations where the solution seems elusive or impossible. Through resolver, Cuba shows us that barriers to success do not have to be absolute: the obvious path may be blocked off, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t another way, one less accessible but which still gets you to where you need to be. Not all may be inspired by its economic and political model, but anyone can learn from the Cuban capacity to always find a way. If you have that resolve, that inner knowledge that failure is not an option and setbacks won’t stop you, you can achieve almost anything.




Denmark
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Equality
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Nyhavn Canal, Copenhagen, Denmark.


Denmark is one of the only places in the world where I have never felt objectified, patronized, or threatened. You can walk down the street, speak up in the workplace, and let your hair down without having to worry. I believe this is rooted in a fundamental Danish value, that of equality.


In Denmark, equality means something more than fair treatment regardless of your sex, race, or religion. It is about something more fundamental—an idea that people should aspire to be more similar than they are different. Where in many countries equality is treated by governments and corporations as an obligatory action, in Denmark it is a deeply ingrained instinct.


Danish equality has its roots in the idea of Janteloven (The Law of Jante), a concept coined by the Danish novelist Aksel Sandemose in his 1933 satire, A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks. In it, Sandemose created the fictional town of Jante, satirizing the place where he had grown up. Its rules included “you’re not to think you are anything special,” “you’re not to imagine yourself better than we are,” “you’re not to think you are more important than we are,” and “you’re not to think you are smarter than we are.”


Although the initial creation of Janteloven was as a joke, over time it has taken on a more serious guise and become shorthand for the Danish obsession with equality: the principle that the collective trumps the individual, and the greatest faux pas is to boast about your abilities or achievements.


Although Janteloven was codified in the 1930s, the ideas that inspired it have much deeper roots. A British diplomat visiting Denmark in 1692 noted, “Scarcely have I known a nation whose national mentality is of such a monotonous uniformity as here.”


While some have criticized the Janteloven mind-set for encouraging mediocrity, it ultimately created a remarkably equal society. According to the European Union, Denmark ranks near the top in the bloc for gender equality, while its income inequality is the lowest among the thirty-four countries in the OECD, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.


These impressive figures are underpinned by a social model that is designed to enshrine equality between men and women, rich and poor. Child care is affordable so that both parents can go to work without losing most of their salary. Maternity and paternity leave allowances are generous and can be split between the parents. High rates of income and inheritance tax balance out wealth inequality. And college is free to all, with Denmark’s higher education ranking as the third best in the world.


The government mandates generous entitlements, and often companies go further. A Danish CEO told me that his company offers three months of fully paid leave to both parents, and encourages fathers to take six months off after their children are born. This, he said, is simply what people expect; similar policies exist at famous Danish companies including LEGO. Ensuring equality is seen not as a burden, but a facet of competitive advantage in the talent market. The same is true for employees: those who work excessively long hours are not praised, but instead seen as a person without balance or a well-rounded life.


Even those who reject the government and corporate status quo are focused on equality. In the commune of Christiania, founded in the 1970s on a series of abandoned military barracks, around one thousand citizens live in a semiautonomous state where decisions are made by consensus at community meetings. Entering the community, you pass a sign that reads “You are now exiting the EU.” From my visit there, I remember not just the color and the distinctive culture of the commune, but also the abiding feeling that everyone is to be treated the same, and that we have value no matter our gender, race, or background.


Though its record on equality is prouder than most, Denmark is still no utopia. At 15 percent the gender pay gap is higher than in sixteen of the other EU countries. And, despite the generous maternity leave allowance, research shows women are still losing income over the long term as a result of having children. The perception that Denmark may have lost some of its momentum on gender equality has led to new developments. A feminist political party, F!, has started to gather support and a nationwide profile, campaigning for pay equality and a 50-50 split on parental leave.


Denmark not only epitomizes the value of equality, but also demonstrates the advantages it creates. As such an equal country by global standards, Denmark is also often ranked as the world’s happiest. It’s an important reminder of the real prize of equality, which is to remove the barriers that women and minorities face in the vast majority of countries, industries, and careers. So much effort is currently expended on trying to overcome structural inequality: time, ingenuity, and emotional energy that we will be able to use in so many other ways once those very necessary goals have been achieved. Denmark offers a glimpse of what that future looks like and what may eventually be achieved by removing (or at least lowering) these barriers. It shows that the real importance of equality is not as an end in itself but what it enables: for people to achieve, whoever and wherever they are.




Estonia
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Efficiency
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Jüri Ratas, prime minister of Estonia.


Opening a bank account, filing a tax return, getting a doctor’s appointment or medical prescription. For many of us, these are some of the most laborious and time-consuming processes we face, associated with days wasted and tempers lost. But in Estonia they laugh at our long queues, stubby pencils on strings, and rolling battles with telephone customer service representatives. For them, all those things are done online, at the click of a few buttons. Voting, banking, health care, even registering the birth of your child, is all readily accessible without delay. Red tape is untied, bureaucracy unwound, and frustrations dampened. It sounds too good to be true, right? Not in Estonia.


This is the reality of life in the world’s most advanced digital society, one that has raced ahead of the world in embracing digitization as the key to effective government and an efficient life. Efficiency has been the driving mission of Estonia since the collapse of the USSR and its independence in 1991. At the time, the country was so technologically backward that it could take up to a decade to get a private landline telephone connection. Yet the moment in time allowed Estonia, under the leadership of a thirty-two-year-old prime minister, to skip a generation and invest in budding digital and internet technologies.


I interviewed current prime minister Jüri Ratas, who explained how swift the progress has been, as Estonia has evolved from a communist backwater into a digital economy that is both a hub for start-up activity and a haven for those who want to live their lives harnessing the efficiency of technology. On the business side, Estonia’s digital revolution has birthed notable internet companies including Skype (one of the first in Europe to earn a billion-dollar valuation), TransferWise and Bolt (formerly Taxify), an Uber competitor. It is now home to more start-ups per capita than any European nation except Iceland and the Republic of Ireland, encouraging entrepreneurs from around the world with its e-residency program, which allows anyone to register to start a company in Estonia and access its beneficial tax, banking, and payment systems. Over fifty thousand people have already taken advantage.


In everyday life, digitization has removed much of the bureaucracy and many of the legacy systems that most other countries still wrestle with. You can file your tax return in minutes, with information that has been automatically populated over the course of the year, or you can check with your child’s school how they are getting on with their homework. All these seamless interactions between the individual and the state are underpinned by advanced systems of data exchange, and the parity of digital signatures with physical ones, which has existed since 2000. At birth you are issued a unique digital identifier, beginning a life that will be lived more online than in any other country on earth. You start learning about computer science and programming in kindergarten.


Having leapt ahead of the rest of the world, it is now leading the way, pioneering technologies including delivery robots, and turning its attention to the national security challenges of the digital era: how information and systems can be protected from hostile cyber-attacks.


The Estonian experience reveals the gap between the potential and reality of technology for many of us: in our lives, careers, and across society. While the digital tools exist to live and work more seamlessly than ever before, too often legacy systems and attitudes get in the way of ease and efficiency. Digital tools should be the salvation of modern life, saving time and money and sparing frustration. Estonia shows that a determined approach to digitization can deliver extraordinary dividends. And if a country of 1.3 million people can do it, why not every business? On a micro level, the Estonian approach to living digitally could let us all be a little happier, less stressed, and with more time to focus on the things that really matter.




France
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Protest
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The skyline of Paris, France.


There is nothing more French than going on strike. Even the Eiffel Tower, France’s national icon and most important tourist attraction, doesn’t get a free pass. Of course, the day I chose to visit, the upper levels were closed because of a strike over a new ticketing system opposed by staff. But although protest might be inconvenient, it is also a brilliant, beautiful, vital part of any functioning society—and France is justifiably proud of how it has, over the course of centuries, shown the world its enduring power.


Protest is fundamental to France, validating the national motto of liberté, égalité, fraternité. Protest is about liberté: achieving freedoms and indeed having the freedom in the first place to make your voice heard. It is about égalité: a fairer society, where the rights of women, workers, and all minorities are supported—a society of equals, with well-being at its heart. And it is about fraternité: solidarity and supporting each other.


This is a country built and shaped by protest. From the 1789 French Revolution to the student uprisings of 1968, the history of France has been set by labor strikes, uprisings, and the belief in popular power. Protest in all forms has instigated the fall of the monarchy, the separation of church and state, and the establishment of workers’ and women’s rights. And you see it in all its forms, wherever in France you go. Perhaps the most notable I have encountered was a group of farmers, naked but for their yellow vests, who had blockaded the motorway exit I wanted to use. Agree with this kind of approach or not, it cannot be ignored—and often it works.


Jacques Soppelsa, former head of the Sorbonne, explained the protest culture to me by saying that “French people are the sons of Voltaire,” referencing the eighteenth-century philosopher and satirist who made widely influential arguments for civil liberties, religious freedom, and freedom of speech.


The nonconformist, radical, and suspicious-of-authority approach he staked out has become characteristic in French society, as those who seek to impose change upon it often find. Take Uber. The ride-hailing app has been subject to protests all over the world, but none more vigorous than in Paris. In response to its arrival, the national taxi union called strikes, causing road closures across the capital and disrupting traffic to both major airports. Tires were burned, Uber vehicles vandalized, and tear gas used on the streets by the police. All in a day’s protest.


Other demonstrations have lasted months. Notably, the gilet jaune protests that began as an uprising against tax rises on gasoline, ran for more than thirty consecutive weekends from 2018 to 2019. Yet the violence and deaths that resulted from rioting on the streets and accidents at traffic blockades led some to condemn the protestors and the damage they had caused. Counter-protest movements, including the blue vests and red scarves, marched in the thousands against the violence—a reminder of the complexity and nuance of protest culture.


There are structural reasons that help explain why protest is so embedded in French society. These include the power of the trade unions, which while numerically relatively weak (with just 8 percent of French employees today unionized), have an institutionally strong role in how companies are managed. And there are cultural ones: the tradition of students and workers, parents and pensioners standing up for themselves and effecting change by taking to the streets. July 14, the most important date in the French calendar, commemorates the nation’s most famous protest: the storming of the Bastille, political prison and symbol of royal power, near the beginning of the French Revolution.


Rights and freedoms—women’s rights, employment rights, LGBTQ rights, and the freedom of personal, political, and religious expression—have had to be won and defended through history. Protest has been central to that. Protest is what leads to progress: it’s also what allows anger at injustices to find an outlet, and not stay bottled up in dangerous ways. Everyone has a right for their voice to be heard. France shows the world what it looks like when that happens.




Ghana
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Hope
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President Nana Akufo-Addo, Accra, Ghana.


To understand why Ghana is a nation defined by hope, you have to understand its president, Nana Akufo-Addo. His election in 2016 was not just a new beginning, but also the culmination of a near-two-decade campaign for the presidency. He first tried in 1998, losing in his party’s primary. Ten years later, in 2008, he finally became the candidate, receiving the most votes in the first round, before losing the runoff by less than half of one percent. It was the closest election in Ghana’s history. Four years later, another close election was lost again. Most politicians would give up after one failed bid at high office, let alone two. But Akufo-Addo did not. He never let his hope for success—for his country and himself—subside, and at his third attempt in 2016 was finally successful.


“Our best days lie ahead,” he said at his inauguration. “Though our challenges are fearsome, so are our strengths. Ghanaians have ever been a restless, questing, hopeful people.”


Since his election, Akufo-Addo has not let up on promoting his hope for Ghana to fulfill its potential as a nation. When I interviewed him, he spoke most passionately about his desire to help young people seize the future, “to create the conditions to allow them to see that yes, there’s every reason to think out of the box, there’s every reason to try new things, there’s every reason to dream. Because there can be a result from your dreams, there can be a result from your creativity. That’s the society that I’m hoping to try and build.”


In many ways, the current president echoes Ghana’s first, Kwame Nkrumah. The founding leader of modern Ghana, the first British colony in sub-Saharan Africa to gain independence, Nkrumah launched his presidency in 1957 with a powerful vision of hope. “I am depending upon the millions of the country, and the chiefs and people, to help me to reshape the destiny of this country,” he said when the Gold Coast became Ghana.


Hope is integral in the culture—and it is not just preached from the political mountaintop. It is also something embraced by every Ghanaian, particularly in a song you hear all over Ghana: Dabi dabi ebeye yie (One day, one day it will be all right). More than a song lyric, this is almost a national motto: that the future will be better than the past.


Hope is not just something verbally expressed, but brought to life by visual symbols like traditional Ghanaian beads. In a practice that has been revived by bead artists like Kati Torda, Ghanaian women wear them around their waists, wrists, and necks, in strings that symbolize the hope for marriage, fertility, and good fortune.


It is also seen in the return of a once huge diaspora to Ghana. In the mid-1990s, an estimated 10 to 20 percent of the Ghanaian population lived abroad, but now many are coming back, a wave of “reverse migration” that is investing its talent and belief in helping the country to fulfill its vast potential.


Amy Frimpong, who worked in the U.S. for years before returning as executive director of the National Theatre of Ghana, told me that she often gets asked why she gave up a stable job that earned in a month what a job in Ghana would pay in a year. “I tell people it’s because I want to give back,” she said. “Whether you’re here or outside, a lot of people have a love for the country; and when they come back, they’re coming to assist, not to compete.” I heard a very similar story from others I interviewed, ranging from musicians to lawyers. Korieh Duodu, a top media and anticorruption lawyer, decided to return to Ghana and qualify there to add to his UK practice, hoping that by spending time in both countries he could make a bigger impact on the world. Amy and Korieh, and many others like them I met across entertainment, education, and professional services, are all buying into the hope of what Ghana could still become: “an independent nation that will be respected by every nation in the world,” as Nkrumah defined it in 1957.
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