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INTRODUCTION


I BELIEVE IN seven-year cycles. Each cycle begins with the knowledge that it is time to do something new. In my life, each cycle has been marked with beginnings and endings. I have learned that the sooner you embrace the closing of a phase, the better momentum you can gain in the next one.


As someone who has lived in eight countries on three continents, I have learned firsthand that the East and the West have very different perspectives. However, I have also witnessed how countries that embrace global thought, as opposed to Western thought, are setting themselves up to survive and thrive in unpredictable ways. In this book, I share my observations from a unique third-culture perspective.


I was raised as what you might call a “third-culture kid.” By this, I mean a child who grows up in a culture different from the one in which his or her parents grew up. The coinage of this term is credited to American sociologist Ruth Useem (1915–2003), who used it in her studies on expatriates living in India.


I have a lot to learn and still have a long way to go, as do we all. This book comes at a time when I almost feel like I have no choice but to write it. I could never have written it when I was in my twenties or even thirties. I have noticed that people tend to be sponges until they hit their forties, absorbing and learning so much. Something changes around the fourth decade of life. We come into a space where our relationship with the world shifts, and we become founders instead of just entrepreneurs. We become leaders instead of followers. We seek to make an impact in the world as we are between watching our children grow and our parents age.


Today, I am moved with a deep recognition that time is short. I won’t live forever, but my actions are clearly beginning to affect my children and those who come behind me. I know how important it is to share my experiences and contribute what I know before I move into the next phase of my life. If we can come together globally—while still thinking locally—we can all make a great impact, no matter where we are from.


I have scaled businesses successfully and unsuccessfully around the world, including Priyo Communications, Computek College, and 369 Global. I have always used the First Principles way of thinking, as in physics, where we focus on the core elements of an organization or mission and then build it up from there. We start with what people actually want and then create the structure that will give them that exact thing.


As a leader, I have always believed that grassroots are best. If you want to succeed sustainably, you need to build from the ground up to gain consumer insights. There is no single formula to guarantee you can reach people. Rather, there is an approach that any organization can take that will always set them up for success. Whether a large institution, corporation, or government, it’s about thinking locally.


The North American marketplace is increasingly diverse. In this book, I’ll challenge business leaders to embrace the idea that Western thinking is only one of many perspectives in the global marketplace, and that Western thought can contribute—but must not dominate—the approach to gathering consumer insights and connecting to the intended consumer culture.


I hope to provide consumer insights to North American companies hoping to expand their reach into new markets as well as companies looking to enter North American markets. In my career, I have embedded myself in a variety of communities and regional markets to learn the impact of local nuances. I have learned the importance of delineating between Global South versus Global North societies. This includes those within Global South communities and those from the Global North whose antecedency is in the Global South (e.g. diaspora markets). For example, selling to customers in Sri Lankan communities differs in distinct ways from Bangladeshi communities. What about marketing to a Bangladeshi in Bangladesh, versus a Bangladeshi in England, versus a second-generation Bangladeshi in England? What about a Bangladeshi in Canada? France? The US? They all may have a connection to Bangladesh, but they are all distinctly different.


In most surveys or “Know Your Customer” (KYC) applications, these populations would identify as “other” and, as a result, you wouldn’t gain any insights at all. I have the experience of marketing to all the “Bangladeshi” examples I listed, and I can tell you that it was similar but also very different. The differences may be minor, but they matter immensely, and they would not be understood without thinking locally.


Thinking locally means recognizing that there are real differences among people in regions, and that each local culture has its own unique and niche features. Thinking locally means learning how to listen to begin understanding the potential market. Thinking locally means using data in a way that is efficient and productive. Thinking locally means recognizing that the global economy is also a series of local economies.


Real insights are gained through authentic connection and understanding. I have witnessed as organizations and corporations learn how to listen to the consumer markets and communities they are trying to reach. When this happens, their success at reaching people grows exponentially. This act of listening requires the ability to appreciate and celebrate diversity and cultural differences, which is more than just using buzzwords. Social media and other marketing tools can build trust, but only if the consumer feels they are being heard and understood.


This isn’t just a North American phenomenon. There are many Asian companies that think they should use a Western business approach when entering a market. For many large corporations, reaching into previously untapped markets is appealing and necessary to expand into the global marketplace.


Yet, time and again, Western corporations have found that their traditional marketing methods have failed to build their brands in niche and local communities. As a young entrepreneur, it can feel like you are constantly getting advice from everyone. Sometimes, it’s hard to know who to listen to because it can feel like they are all saying everything except what you really want and need to hear. I really like what my brother, Lavan Srinarayanadas said, “You can’t engage with everyone in the exact same way and expect the same result.”


That is great advice and the reason I wrote this book.
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CHAPTER 1


SEEING THE TREES FOR THE FOREST





AFTER MANY YEARS away, I finally returned to Asia. It was a business trip that brought me back to Malaysia, after more than a decade away. For a kid who grew up on three continents before the age of seven, and would continue to travel around the world, I felt like I was coming home.


As I walked the once-familiar streets, I was delighted by the bright colors and symphony of sounds. In the stream of people and vehicles, I noticed with increasing awareness that flashes of green seemed to be everywhere. On jackets, helmets, bikes, and e-scooters, they all had the same bright logo with a single word. “Grab.”


I learned that this upstart rideshare and delivery company was the brainchild of two Malaysian-born Harvard Business School graduates who started out intending to make work safer for taxi drivers in Southeast Asia. Their idea blossomed to include food delivery, courier services, and payment systems, and it has surprised the Asian business community as it proceeded to effectively edge out longstanding competitors in the marketplace such as Uber and Lyft. One of the biggest factors was including scooters in their offerings, a mode of transportation that locals were already very accustomed to using and seeing on the street. There were several key factors here but essentially, listening to the local markets was the key.


No matter where on earth I travel, I am always thinking in this way. It gives me a little thrill to dig in and find out exactly why these Davids continue to slay the Goliaths. I have found that the key to these often-unexpected accomplishments is recognizing and harnessing the small and simple things that are already working within the local community. Combine those small elements, and you see massive local success that can expand in a sustainable way. Local being the most important word here. It’s all about the focus on what the people on the street are doing.


I’m probably a bit of an unusual travel companion. From Miami to Paris to Dhaka, one of my favorite things to do when traveling is to just sit in one place, watching and listening to everything going on around me. While others might dash off to museums or monuments, I will find a seat in a busy square to relax, sipping tea while I watch all the people come and go.


I am fascinated by consumer behavior around the world. When I was in London a few years ago, I made a point to visit many of the tourist shops, pretending I didn’t understand the many different languages being used by the people coming in and out of the shops.


Because I have traveled and lived in so many different places, I have developed the ability to understand the gist of several languages. Even if I’m not fluent, I can usually pick up people’s reactions to things. It’s not too hard to tell if someone is interested in something, for example, or if they are confused or frustrated. It’s a part of third-culture upbringing.


Because of this, it’s easy to eavesdrop a little bit when people don’t think you know what they are saying. After a few days, I gained a great deal of insight into why people made the purchasing decisions they did in that busy city. I listened to people have conversations about where to shop and where not to shop, what to buy and not to buy, and why or why not they wanted to return.


I really enjoy learning more about local consumer behavior and the factors that influence buying decisions, such as education level, interests, background, and amount of free time. As a business person, I’m looking at what businesses do that works. At the end of the day, it’s all about their business framework that gives a competitive advantage. How is one restaurant’s customer service different from another, for example? I noticed in Malaysia that the highly popular, twenty-four-hour street food Mamak (which means uncle) restaurants all have water misters positioned to cool customers off as they come and go. What a brilliant way to address the heat of the country and provide great value to their customers.


HARD-WON WISDOM


I am fascinated by the nuances of culture. Some people call people like me “third-culture kids.” My ethnic origin is Tamil Sri Lankan, but I was born in London, UK. By the age of seven, I had lived on three continents.


My parents, Navaratnam and Kalawathy Srinarayanathas, both left Sri Lanka in the seventies and met as students in the UK. My father studied engineering, and my mother studied nursing and then began her career. My father told my siblings and me stories about his time at university. People left Sri Lanka for the UK to study as early as the 1950s, and then during the 1980s when riots began, most of the migrating class were refugees escaping genocide. My father devoted a great deal of his time to helping the refugee Tamil-speaking community settle themselves in London. He was working as a mortgage agent at the time, so he helped them buy homes. (The value of those properties now is astronomical!) His example of giving back to the community helped me in terms of my business mindset.


There are key things that I understood at that young age, obviously not all of them consciously. I experienced that there was a huge world out there. I watched as my father did business globally, but always participated locally in making sure he was giving back. I believe that the first seven years of life are fundamental in terms of your understanding of the world, and I am extremely grateful that my first years of life were full of so many rich experiences and relationships. When I was born, my parents were still trying to get on their feet, so I was able to live in Sri Lanka with my grandparents and their daughters—my aunts. They built a relationship with me that has influenced my entire life.
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My first birthday with my grandparents—Bottom row: Vellupillai Navaratnam (L), Pathini Navaratnam (R)—Top row: Vathsala Ratna (L), Srisala SriRanjan (R)





I returned to London when I was almost two years old and stayed there until my father sent me to Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada. I went by myself to visit my aunt for a summer when I was six years old. When I returned, my parents had started producing films in India, so my brother, sister, and I all went along and traveled most of South India. It was wonderful until my parents sent me back to Winnipeg. My grandparents, who I lived with early in Sri Lanka, had also moved to Winnipeg with their youngest daughter, and I would go on to live with them until I was almost twelve. Confusing? Well, think about how confused I was for the first fourteen years of my life.


Unlike major cities like Toronto, in Winnipeg, there weren’t many immigrants at the time. I was one of very few kids in the entire school of five hundred who was not white. I remember my Irish friend, Tadgh, once came up to me and said, “Do you know what your people have done to my people?”


Here I was, a brown kid with a British accent in Winnipeg, Manitoba, and I had no clue what he meant by “your people.” I know now that he didn’t mean Tamil people. He meant British people and their history with Ireland. But I didn’t understand that because I didn’t have a sense of identity at that age.


From the age of seven until I was twenty-one, I remained in Winnipeg. I lived with my grandparents and aunt alone until I was twelve, and then my mom, brother, and sister came from India, and we all lived together until I left at twenty-one.


From a very early age, I had to figure out how to connect with these different cultures. Without even knowing it, I learned to embed myself in the community where I lived, then I could interpret what I learned from the people around me, and finally, I could act in ways that allowed me to connect very quickly with others. It was a simple necessity if I wanted to fit in, which matters a great deal when you’re a teenager.


Because of a financial assistance program, I was able to attend St Paul’s High School, an all-boys, Jesuit private school. I loved it. It was very formal and structured, even to the point where we all had to wear suits. The slogan was, “Be a man for others.” I appreciated the emphasis on giving back to the community because that was already a part of my family identity.


But it could be a little tough to be one of the “poor” kids in comparison to some of the wealthier student body. At lunch, everyone would purchase hot meals from the school, and I would have to eat my bologna sandwich and drink my little packet of juice. I was hungry to fit in.


I decided I wanted to make some extra money so I could start buying lunch like everyone else. My father had a whole lot of bags that he had brought back from China—little duffle bags with Nike, Puma, Adidas, and other brand-name logos printed on them. He had purchased them for $0.25 over there, so I offered to buy them from him for a dollar each. Then, I took those bags to the locker room and sold them for $15.00 each.


This is the first time the entrepreneurial drive emerged in me. It was also when I realized that business could mean so much more than money. Selling the bags wasn’t about money. I just wanted to have a great lunch, and this was the method by which I thought I could do that. It also gave me a way to connect with the other boys. I met my very best friend negotiating a sale in that locker room.


My father was running several different businesses at that time, which meant he was so busy that he couldn’t come to my basketball games and other school events. I decided that I would go and get a job so he wouldn’t have to support me. That way, he could spend more time with me and my siblings. I started hauling garbage, working as a dishwasher, then a waiter, then a bartender. Anything that I could do to make money was worth it to me if I could find a way to spend time with him. It worked to some extent, but then he left Canada to start a business in Bangladesh, which meant even less time with him.


I graduated high school and went to university in 1996. I didn’t have much of a plan, but like most South Asian households, the options were doctor, engineer, or lawyer (the IT world wasn’t a thing yet). I chose lawyer because I thought it would be a good base for business which is what I really wanted to do.


I worked in various jobs and loved participating on student council in university, but my academic performance suffered. I remember putting a sign on the door in my room that said, “I’m going to make a thousand dollars a week.”


My father saw that sign and laughed. He said, “If I pay you this much money to come to work for me, will you quit all these other jobs so you can focus better on your studies?”


I took him up on his offer and started working with him in our Winnipeg office. I quickly learned that being the boss’s son didn’t bring the privilege I expected it would. I came in imagining a luxurious office with my feet up on a big desk. Instead, I found myself at reception folding flyers and generally learning every facet of the operation. I had to start from the ground up. This hands-on experience taught me more than any classroom. My father was never big on words, but he was showing me indirectly that you need to understand every level of business to understand the business. I learned lessons by watching him during this time that I could never have gained in all the classes at university.


We were distributing water distillers, computers, and other products across Canada but after a big business spike, the business was not doing well. My father learned of a huge opportunity in Bangladesh, so he relocated there, and I continued with my studies.


My father had his first of three heart attacks in 2000. As the eldest child, I felt it was my responsibility to help my father in his business. I had just graduated with my bachelor of arts and had plans to enroll in a business/law program, but fate had other plans for me and so I went to Bangladesh. I was twenty-one.
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Working with Appa in Canada at seventeen
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Working with Appa in Bangladesh in my twenties





My first two years in Bangladesh were brutal. The people were really nice, the country was beautiful, business was tough, and we were growing steadily. I was really happy to be learning from my father. But I cried almost every night because I missed home, and I was scared to lose the person I had become. I didn’t open myself up to anyone even when they tried to reach out. I can’t tell you what the exact moment was because, honestly, it was a series of events but one first step of embedding myself in my new environment was when I did my MBA.


My father always said, “If you want to learn business, come work with me, and I will show you something you won’t learn in books.” He was right. However, I did my MBA in Bangladesh and it provided critical insights. The insights were not necessarily on business theory. These were helpful, but it was the discussions in a class on Western Case Studies that provided insights for me on the Eastern interpretation I would hear from my classmates. They were not worried about what the “Western” kids thought of them in class because they weren’t in the US. They were in Bangladesh, and they spoke boldly from their perspective.


I was given a failing grade in my organizational behavior class when the dean of the school (who was teaching the class) made a sexist comment about one of the case studies involving a female CEO. I immediately reacted. A few friends sitting nearby quietly warned me to keep my thoughts to myself, but I couldn’t stay quiet. “This is ridiculous,” I protested to the whole class. “This isn’t how the West works!”


I actually had to switch universities after that, but I gained a valuable lesson about how this part of the world thought. It also gave me great insight into how I thought.


I wish I could remember what the dean said that day. I know it would provide more context. But the lesson is much larger. Were my thoughts the “correct” thoughts? Was I being mindful and understanding of the customs and traditions of the place I was in?


I recall it as sexist, but was it? Or was I missing the context of the place around me? My fellow classmates warned me not to say anything. Did they warn me because they thought I was right but knew I would get in trouble for speaking up against authority? Or were they encouraging me not to say anything not because they wanted to save me from getting reprimanded, but because they wanted to appease my Western thoughts and be agreeable? Or maybe in their minds, they were being kind because they knew I didn’t understand the context behind the comment?


Hindsight is 20/20, and looking back on that moment now, I have a deeper understanding. At that moment, I was a young man in his mid-twenties, raised in the West, living in the East, and I had a lot to learn.


Over time, I started to thrive. We even kind of figured out how to work well together in terms of father and son, and we really built a bond, which we still have today. We failed very quickly. And we won just as quickly. That’s one of the benefits of doing business in Southeast Asia. The lessons I learned from taking on those challenges are very precious to me today.
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Start a huge, foolish
project, like Noah ...
it makes absolutely
no difference what

people think of you.
—RUMI
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