





Creating Passionate Users

vEgkistie

Creating paddlonate wsens
By Kathy Sierra

with Eric Freeman and Dan Russell

Edited by Kevin Conroy

A Lulu Book

T c
Luls



SOME RIGHTE RESERVED

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 2.5 License.

You are free:

to Share — to copy, distribute and transmit the work

to Remix — to adapt the work

Under the following conditions:

Attribution. You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the
author or licensor (but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or
your use of the work).

Noncommercial. You may not use this work for commercial purposes.

Share Alike. If you alter, transform, or build upon this work, you may
distribute the resulting work only under the same or similar license to this one.

For any reuse or distribution, you must make clear to others the license terms
of this work. The best way to do this is with a link to this web page.

Any of the above conditions can be waived if you get permission from the
copyright holder.

Nothing in this license impairs or restricts the authot's moral rights.

Text set in Garamond

Printed in the United States of America
A Lulu Book

www.lulu.com



The following comes from Kathy Sierra’s blog, “Creating Passionate Users” at
http://headrush.typepad.com

This book had originally aimed to include every posting made, but since Lulu is unable
to bind a book with 1,320 pages, we’ve had to “trim the fat” to get down to the 740
page maximum.

The posts in this book span from the blog’s start in December 2004 thru April 2007.






Creating Passionate Users

Getting past the brain's crap filter.

By Kathy Sierra on December 22, 2004

Your brain didn't come with a manual. And that sucks. Before
we started the Head First series, my partner Bert and I spent
years studying ways to get learning into someone's brain, and
the more we learned about the brain, the scarier it got. Because
in so many ways, Your Brain Is Not Your Friend. It thinks you're
still living in a cave, and it's sole job is survival of *you* as a
human, and survival of the species. And what IT thinks is
important and what YOU think are... really different.

Learning a programming language, it turns out, isn't high on the
brain's list of Things To Keep You Alive. You know this, of
course, because you remember the feeling -- you're in college,
finals are tomorrow, and you're cramming to within an inch of
your life. But you find yourself reading the same page, maybe
the same paragraph, over and over and over and over barely
able to stay awake. The illegal dose of caffeine isn't working. But
then the hot babe from the next dorm walks by and suddenly
you're alert, coherent, energetic even. Your brain was doing a,
"Hmmmmm... calculus or survival of the species... damn...
tough choice!".

So we've been spending a lot of time thinking about how
important it is to get past The Gatekeeper (the brain's crap
filter). If the brain is trying to save your life by keeping out the
OBVIOUSLY unimportant thing like tomorrow's final, then how
do you *trick* the brain into thinking the boring, dry thing is as
important as that tiger that ate your ancestors?

All the studies seem to show that the center of everything is your
amygdala--the almond-shaped organ (actually one on each side
of your brain) that responds to things that might pose a threat
or help you in some crucial way (and it does some of this
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without your conscious awareness). If your amygdala were
programmable, you'd tell it to PLEASE treat a grade less than C
on tomorrow's exam as LIFE-THREATENING, and could you
PLEASE pay attention and record this to long-term storage. But
you can't. Or can you?

There *is* a way to program it, kind of. The inputs that tell your
brain that something is important and worth recording are
*feelings*. You pay attention, and record, that which you feel,
because the brain is paying attention to the chemistry associated
with emotions. When you see a tiger (in the wild, not a zoo),
your brain recognizes the threat and chemicals surge. Your
brain says, "This is REALLY important -- so remember
EVERYTHING." If you've been in a car wreck, you might know
the phenomenon where you remember *everything* including
the background details like which song was playing. Because
your brain did a complete snapshot of the whole damn scene,
knowing that this was a Very Bad Thing, but not knowing which
parts were important--so it said, "What the hell -- I'll just save it
all.”

(And I'll talk in a later blog about why your brain reacts
differently to the tiger in the zoo than in the wild... it's another
really cool thing the neurobiologists have learned).

So the question again is, "how do you get the brain to treat, say,
learning Java as though it were potentially life-saving?" We use
this in our books to try to help people learn more quickly and
more deeply, and with a more lasting memory (because we write
on difficult technical subjects, and some of our books are
certification exam guides as well, where memory is crucial).

But then we started to reailze that it applies to marketing as
well...that the principles we use to increase attention and
memory for the purposes of learning are the same principles you
need to do what marketing guru Seth Godin says is essential
today to break through--Be Remarkable. If you want people
to talk about your product or service, it better be something
really worth talking about. And today--with conventional
advertising on its last legs--it's harder than ever to break
through and be heard. Your users (or potential users) are so
overwhelmed with messages (99% crap) trying to compete for
their attention, that their brains are working overtime trying to
keep those messages OUT. Remember, the brain wants to
conserve bandwidth for the really important things... snakes,
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spiders, the fact that fire is hot, that socially you need to do a
little better so that you have a hope in hell of sleeping with...
that sort of thing. Their brains are NOT scanning for an FAQ of
how your product is technically superior or logically a better
choice or... pretty much anything related to the features of
whatever it is you're trying to sell.

So, that was the first thing we learned about the brain--how the
crap filter really works and how to get past it. In later blogs, I'll
go into a lot more detail about that. But we learned a lot more
about how to get--and keep-someone's attention, some of which
I taught at UCLA Extension in the mid 90's at the IBM New
Media Lab (and used during my days as a game developer).
We've been doing a lot of experimenting including during my
time as a Java trainer/evangelist for Sun Microsystems, and
later with the creation of the new series for O'Reilly. The books
have all become overnight bestsellers in their category, and
since we *know* we aren't very good writers, we're pretty sure
it's because we spoke to the reader's BRAIN, not the reader
himself. We believe that talking to your
customer/client/user/prospect matters less than WHICH part
of them you talk to.

Bert and I are working on a tutorial we're presenting at ETech
on Creating Passionate Users based on a session we presented at
the last two Foo Camps, and we've finally decided to work out
the details in a blog. We'll use this space to work on our
"Creating Passionate Users" tutorial (and we're also doing a
book on this), as well as talk about new things in the Head First
series and an interactive learning site we're working on. Our
passion is the brain, but we'll talk about the core elements we
believe you need to inspire customers/users including lessons
learned from cognitive science, psychology, video/computer
game design, entertainment (Hollywood), and yes, even
advertising still has something to say (although advertising no
longer works well, it still holds the key to some of the things that
DO work... more later).

So... we don't know where this will go, but we'll do our best to
give as much as we've been getting from the contributions of so
many others on the web.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2004/12/how_well_d
o_you.html
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If some people don't HATE your
product, it's mediocre.

By Kathy Sierra on December 23, 2004

That notion is shared by lots of folks including Don Norman,
and we've taken it to heart, given how many people hate (with a
passion) our books. But if you take the safe path, your chances
of breaking through the market clutter is almost zero. There's
simply too much competition for virtually *everything* today--
and with so many choices of products, services, whatever,
making a dent requires something dramatic. Dramatically
different. No, not just different, but different in the ways that
matter to the user.

Seth Godin has a comment (I think from the Purple Cow book)
that goes something like this, "Today, being safe is risky, and
being risky is safe." (I might have mangled that, but that's the
idea.)

So we had a choice with our first book series (the Head First
books): do we play it safe and write a good, solid, decent
programming book that the widest range of readers can
appreciate, or do we completely abandon the conventions in
favor of something that many would HATE, but that would be a
dramatically better experience for others? If we played it safe,
we knew we'd have to kick and scream and claw (and the
publisher would have to spend a fortune on marketing) to take
even a tiny piece of the market already well-served by at least a
dozen well-respected, technically excellent books. But if we took
the unsafe path, we risked getting viciously BASHED in public
(just *imagining* what Slashdot would do to us was made me
ill) and losing whatever minor reputation we'd built with
javaranch. But really, we had almost nothing to lose. It was
O'Reilly that really took the Big Risk (more on that story in
another post), since they DID have a reputation at stake... a
reputation crafted over many years and with thousands of
books.

So we thought about it for around five seconds and decided to go
for it ; ) We took Seth's advice and chose the risky-is-actually-
safer road by questioning nearly every assumption about The
Way Things Are Supposed To Be. Instead, we asked, "If there
were no constraints other than the ones imposed by the 2D
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page/book format, what could we do to help people learn better,
faster, deeper?" We knew a lot about how to answer that
question (from years of research and experience working on it),
but we also knew that some people would hate it. REALLY hate
it. We just crossed our fingers (as did O'Reilly, thanks mainly to
Tim's personal pleasure at being disruptive) and hoped that just
a few more people would LOVE it than hate it, and that the
people who really loved it would care enough to spread the
word.

And thankfully, that's what happened. Several things surprised
us though:

1) More people loved it than we expected. Head First Java went
immediately to the top of the Java bestseller list in the US
(across both online and brick-and-mortar stores, according to
Bookscan), was a finalist for a Jolt Cola/Software Development
award, and was chosen a Top Ten Computer Books of 2003 by
Amazon), and stayed on top for 18 months until it was replaced
by our Head First Servlets book (which was selected as an
Amazon Top Ten Computer Books of 2004). The other two
Head First books became instant bestsellers in their categories
as well. We could not possibly care more about what our
learners have to go through to learn this stuff, and that caring
and extra effort (these books are much more difficult and time-
consuming to build) is making a difference.

2) Of the people who hate it, the most vocal have been other
computer book authors. We chalked this up at first to a simple
Who Moved My Cheese thing, but later realized it isn't that
simple. We now believe that a lot of it has to do with defining
what a "book" is... and that most of the computer book authors
were writers, and many of them damn good ones, who saw our
books as a degradation in writing, a kind of "pandering to the
MTV generation". In many ways, that's *exactly* what our books
are. But we don't consider ourselves writers and we don't
consider our users to be readers. We consider them learners.
And that means our job is not to write but to help them learn.
Another issue is that many folks believe that it is just
unprofessional to put such "silly" things in a technical book, and
that it shows disrespect for both the learner and the professional
topic. We violently disagree, of course, because everything we do
in the books has a very specific purpose based on reaching the
brain, and we're very passionate ourselves about both the topics
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and the act of delivering them, but that's a more involved topic
I'll look at later.

3) Of those who started out hating it, some later found it to be
"an acquired taste", and some of our initial vocal haters later
became vocal supporters.

4) Of the folks who hate it, most (but certainly not all) are not in
the target audience. In other words, they believe it's bad "for
others", rather than evaluating it as someone actually trying to
use it for its intended purpose. In other words, they believe
they're speaking on behalf of the people who really ARE in the
target audience. So we get a lot of comments like, "How can
ANYONE learn from this crap?" from people who already know
the topic.

5) A surprisingly vocal group hated it *not* because of its
format, but because its very premise--making it easier to learn
Java--was just BAD. Bad for the tech industry. Bad for the
existing Java programmers. Bad because it would allow those
who "don't even DESERVE to learn Java to start taking our
jobs". We dismissed that as ridiculous at first, but then we heard
that a few other authors of beginning Java books had
experienced the same phenomenon. One well-known author of
an excellent, but very advanced Java book, put it this way, "I
guess it makes sense that your book would be successful now...
all the SMART people already KNOW Java."

What did NOT surprise us was that the audience for the Head
First books is skewed younger. People with brains wired up in
the 60's and 70's are more likely to find our books
[euphimism]unpleasant[/euphimism] than those wired up in
the fast-cut visual sensibility world of Sesame
Street/MTV/Video Games. This is not 100% (and let's just say
that Bert and I grew up when Pac Man and Space Invaders were
considered "stimulating media"), but we used the research that
points to differences in brain wiring and visual perception
between those raised on slower media and those raised on, well,
the faster stuff. I'll talk more about those brain differences in
other posts.

We couldn't possibly be more supportive now of the "be risky"
and "embrace the hatred" model for launching a new product or
service. Because let's face it--getting people to choose your
excellent-but-mainstream product over all the other excellent-
but-mainstream products that serve the user's needs is an uphill
6
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(if not impossible) battle today, and even if it's possible... who
has the marketing budget?

So take a chance, and be brave. My skin isn't as thick as it needs
to be... when people trash us, for good or lame reasons, it hurts.
But it's worth it. We offered this series to two other publishers
(more on that in another post) and they didn't just turn it down,
but turned it down with impunity...laughing as in, "Oh, like
THAT is going to work! Ha-ha-ha...". I was virtually fired from
Sun for some of the ideas that proved to be most-liked by
customers (in other words, Sun said, "Customers will hate this...
shut up about it OR ELSE."). But thankfully for us, O'Reilly was
more than willing to take a chance (although rumors abound
that it caused quite an internal battle at O'Reilly--with Tim and
Mike Loukides and Kyle Hart on one side, and many, many
others suggesting that Head First books would seriously
damange their reputation).

As my partner Bert likes to quote, "If you aren't living on the
edge... you're taking up too much room." (Of course, we were
lucky enough to have O'Reilly footing most of the bills for this
*experiment*, but still...the first book took six months of
pouring our heart into it, day and night, for both Bert and I). To
all of our early adopters and vocal supporters, THANK-YOU!
We owe you so much, and when you take the time to tell others -
- and even better, to tell US -- what the books have meant to
you, that makes it so worth it. Computer books are not a way to
make a good living today because the tech book market is down
so far today, but the emails from happy user/learner folks keeps
us going.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2004/12/if_some_pe
ople_.html
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Learning isn't a push model

By Kathy Sierra on December 26, 2004

Back in my AI days (when I used to have a clue, or thought I did
anyway ; ), the book Scripts, Plans, Goals, and Understanding
was required reading for some of us. And I've been a fan of
Roger Schank ever since. Of all the work that has influenced the
direction of our learning principles, his has had the greatest
impact. We were thrilled to see his work on intelligence move
toward developing better theories (and tools for) learning.

We get letters from people who want to know more about the
metacognitive topics we cover in the intro to the Head First
books, and I'd suggest that anyone interested in learning theory
put his e-Learning book high on your list. Maybe even at the top.

Some consider him an acquired taste, and he has a lot of
detractors. He's one of the more outspoken critics of the
education system in the US and slams just about everything
from secondary schools to colleges to corporate training. A
typical quote of his from the book, discussing corporate
training;:

"So what's wrong with training? Everything that's wrong with
training can be stated in four words: it's just like school. The
educational model in school does not work. That fact, however,
hasn't deterred business from adopting this model, which is
based on the belief that people learn through listening.
Memorize the teacher's words; memorize the training book's
policies and procedures. It's at this point in my public talks that
audience members rise up in protest."

And one of my favorites:

"First and foremost: When learning isn't engaging, it's not
learning. The movies, for all their faults, usually get this idea
right. In the film Dead Poet's Society, Robin Williams plays a
teacher who jumps on top of desks, makes the class laugh, tells
great stories, and gets the class involved in what he's teaching.
The educational establishment at the school hates the way
Williams teaches, based on the premise that if students are
having fun, something must be wrong. Listening to lectures and
memorizing countless facts and figures aren't engaging activities
for most people. Minds wander; real goals take over."
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Another book that has some good research data is this one by
long-time learning guru Ruth Clark.

Yes, both of these books happen to be focused on e-learning, but
the principles apply whether you're doing classroom training,
learning books, online training, or developing just-in-time
performance support materials.

But regardless of differences among learning theories, one thing
virtually everyone agrees on is this: Knowledge cannot be
pushed into someone's head while they sit passively
reading or listening. Knowledge is a co-creation... the
learner must construct the new knowledge in his own
head. And usually (or some say ALWAYS), the new knowledge
must be mapped into something that's already IN the learner's
head.

This notion of knowledge-as-co-creation is crucial for us. Which
is one of the reasons we were horrified at the thought of creating
learning books. Because for the most part, reading is just like
listening. Worse, reading a fairly dry text book is like listening to
a dry lecture-- pretty much THE weakest form of learning. So
trying to make a book into a learning experience flies in the face
of everything we believe in about learning (our backgrounds are
in computer science, game development, entertainment,
teaching, and looooong stints in artificial intelligence including
the field of intelligent tutoring systems (AI meets CBT)).

So our mission was, given the constraints of a book format, and
knowing that learning is far less likely to happen if the learner is
just... reading, what can we do to help get them involved and
start flexing their brain cells? So we tried a bunch of different
things, figuring that the more we can throw at it, the more likely
it is that something will work at least some of the time, for the
people who try to learn from the book. From the feedback we've
gotten now, 18 months in, we know that some of what we did to
help make this happen is working, and some of the things just
bombed. And some of the things we didn't plan--that are there
simply as artifacts of trying to apply some other principle,
turned out to be a key component to getting the learner
involved.

Getting the learner to co-create knowledge isn't a simple task;
lots of pieces have to come together. For example, if we provide
the absolute best thought-provoking exercises, but can't get the
reader to stay awake long enough to get to them, we lose. If we
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provide ways in which the reader can get involved and really
build some brain cells, but the challenge level is simply too high
(or just as bad, too low), we lose. If the material simply isn't
stimulating enough to hook the reader in, and he won't stay with
us start to finish, we lose (since we're not a reference book). In
other words, our whole premise and promise to the user--that
they'll learn more quickly, more deeply, and with less pain--
depends on them really staying with it and doing the work. And
we're painfully aware that if we don't deliver on that promise,
they'll have no reason to ever buy another book in this format.
We're in this for the long haul, so we're deeply dedicated to
really making this work for people who want to learn.

We looked at the whole system in which an environment for
learning occurs, and that's why we drew on so many domains to
help us. Learning theory says the learner must be motivated, but
says almost nothing about how to get people motivated.
Learning theory says the learner must be engaged and involved,
but says almost nothing about how to really make that happen.
On the other hand, Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and good sales
people have something to teach us about providing motivation.
They understand seduction and communicating personally
meaningful benefits. (More on that topic in other posts.) Game
designs have something to teach us about that as well. After all,
kids and adults alike will spend hours and hours and hours
immersed in thinking/planning/strategizing in the course of
playing a video game.

We wondered, can we try to turn a technical book into
something that will make people want to stay with it and keep
turning the pages? And even if we can, will they be motivated to
actually DO the exercises? What if they don't do the exercises?
Can we provide OTHER ways to try to make learning happen?
To get the user to think at a higher level... to process the new
content in such a way that he constructs new knowledge in his
head, rather than just passively reading?

Our answer was, "We don't know if we can, but yes, we can
certainly try, and here's how..." Among the things we use to try
to get people flexing brain cells are:

1) We use cliff-hangers, where the learner is drawn into the
scenario only to be left hanging without the full answer, to help
spur their curiosity into speculating on the solution or result.
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2) We wuse debates/arguments/discussions between two
characters (which could be people or even anthropomorphized
parts of the system like the compiler vs. the virtual machine)
where there isn't always a clear winner. Both sides might make
compelling, convincing cases for their personal view, and this
kind of forces the learner's brain into evaluating (one of those
higher-level thinking tasks on Bloom's taxonomy), weighing the
merits of each side, and drawing his own conclusions.
Sometimes we have a definite side, but looking at the same
scenario from more than one perspective is in an of itself a way
to help inspire deeper thought processing of the concepts.

3) Knowing that most people claim to skip the lab exercises in a
book that say, "Now go to your computer and type this in...", we
have 40-50 in-book (workbook style) exercises you do with a
pencil, right inside the pages of the book. We want
readers/learners to have NO excuse for not doing the exercise
when they're using the book the way they tell us they do--on the
train, bus, plane, in the park, wherever they have a spare
moment at lunch, etc. In other words, when they're not
necessarily within easy reach of doing the real thing they're
learning.

4) We make those exercises use a wide range of brain
capabilities--so there are right-brained pattern-matching
exercises, left-brained code troubleshooting and logic puzzles,
draw this picture, answer this question, write this code, make
this decision, etc.

5) We ask questions and provide exercises sometimes for things
that we haven't fully explained, so that the learner must apply
what he's already learned and extrapolate to figure out
something he hasn't actually seen yet.

6) We provide "garden path" scenarios, where the learner is led
down a road that looks so right, but turns out to be SO wrong.
This is based on the theory (Roger Schank has a lot to say about
this as well) that we learn a lot more from mistakes and
surprises than from things that work as expected. Think about
it... what are the things you're most likely to remember when
you're working? When things go just as you expect, just as you
were told, there's nothing memorable. But when you're
humming along and suddenly the thing you expect fails, and you
get just the opposite... you get that WTF?? feeling. And that is
what you remember. So we try to provide at least a few of those
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visceral, "I won't make THAT mistake again!" experiences when
they happen. (And thanks to the wonderful Java APIs, those
doesn't-work-the-way-you'd-think counterintuitive scenarios
are plentiful in some of our books : )

Of course it's a little tricky using these techniques. It makes our
books suck as reference books, of course, but we're 100% clear
that our books are learning experiences, not references. Because
you might flip back to a page and actually find yourself reading
something that's just wrong. So we have to use a lot of other
things in our books to try to get people to read the whole topic,
at least the first time through, in order to get the whole "Here I
am doing this stuff and BAM! It blew up..." experience of the
story. And there will always be some people who hate the
approach precisely because it DOES includes these tricks. They
feel cheated that we deliberately led them down a garden path
when we could have just told them how it really works to begin
with. And while they have a valid point, that "telling not
showing" approach (considered a really bad thing to do among
novelists and filmmakers) is the weakest form of learning.

You might hate the approach, but it's closer to the messy,
confusing, oh SHIT experience of what happens when you do
these things in the real world, and it's guaranteed to be more
memorable. If you can stand getting through it. That's part of
why we have to do a lot of other things to try to make that
"getting through it" more tolerable, or even interesting. (That's
where the game design theory comes in; more on that later, but
here's a hint: the flow state psychologists call optimal experience
that game designers know as "make them want to get to the next
level by getting the challenge/skill/seduction blend right."

Ok, that's it for now. My apologies for spelling errors and typos.
Repeat to yourself: this is NOT an article; it's a blog. I'm trying
to get better at this...

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2004/12/learning isn
t_a.html
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Is your message memorable?

By Kathy Sierra on December 29, 2004

To be remembered, it must be memorable.

Yeah, that's a DUH thing. But we're constantly amazed by how
many people ignore it.

(Us included, but we're trying.)

But focusing on that one simple concept can make a HUGE
impact on whatever you're trying to do-- teach, sell, whatever.

After years of research and speculation, the neurobiologists are
finally unlocking some of the deeper secrets of memory, led in
large part by the work of Nobel winner Eric Kandel. Bert and I
attended a presentation of his on the neurochemistry of
memory, and it was... memorable : ) They can actually take a
neuron (not from a human), large enough to see with the naked
eye, stick it in a petri dish and... teach it. By altering the
chemicals, they can put it in a state where it will never learn, and
they can put it in a state where it learns after just one trial.
(Read once, remember always.)

And they now know the agent responsible for my, um, less-than-
A college final exam grades: CREB-2. Your brain is constantly
doing a balancing act between CREB-1 (enables long-term
memory formation) and CREB-2 (prevents it). It's all connected
to protein synthesis, needed for encoding memories to long-
term storage.

So if you're a teacher, trainer, author, advertiser... and you want
to increase recall and retention, you're in for the fight of your
life against CREB-2. Why is CREB-2 there? To save your life. Or
at least your sanity. You obviously don't want to remember
everything.

The big problem, of course, is that you aren't in control of your
CREB-2. Your brain is making the decisions about what's
important and what isn't. I talked about this a lot in one of my
first blogs: Getting past the brain's crap filter.

How, then, do you get past someone's CREB-2 (crap filter)?
How do you make something memorable? Exploit what the
brain is tuned to pay attention to. Exploit what the brain thinks
is important.
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The rough part is that even when people TRY to tell their brain
"this is important, this is important, this is important", the brain
says, "no it isn't, no it isn't, no it isn't." So if you're trying to get
people to remember something, the sad part is that even when
they WANT to remember, it's not guaranteed. You know this, of
course, since you've all tried to remember things you read and
study, but it just doesn't happen the way you'd like or even need.

So what does the brain remember? There are two main roads to
memory--the slow painful one, or the much faster one. The slow
painful one is through repetition. Repeated exposure (or what
Kandel and others call "trials") eventually works. It's as if your
brain says, "this sure doesn't FEEL very important, but he's read
this damn paragraph 17 times, so I guess it is..." The quick one is
to use the chemistry of emotions. Or as Roger Schank puts it:

"You remember that which you feel."

I'm really blending two things here--getting their attention, and
getting them to remember. And they are closely related, because
they're tied to triggering things the brain thinks is worth paying
attention to. But I'm still mixing them more than is technically
correct, because it is certainly possible to get someone's
attention without getting them to remember, but for the most
part, the distinctions don't matter. All I'm concerned about now
is how to make the brain care.

And the key is to evoke feelings. The stronger the feeling, the
more likely the brain is to pay attention and record what's
happening. If you register a big flatline on the emotional richter
scale (as you would during a dry lecture or reading a dull text
book), your brain takes that as a perfect sign that "this is SO not
life threatening."

There's a catch, though. Because intense feelings of stress also
act as a memory suppresor. So it can't be just any feeling, but
most will do the job. That's why putting people in a learning
situation where they're feeling stressed, pressured, incapable,
overwhelmed, stupid, etc. just compounds the problems they
already have trying to memorize the stuff you're teaching.

OK, so what kind of feelings can I use? ANYTHING ELSE! Not
everything is appropriate, of course, but anything I can get away
with could work. Anything that causes a chemical shift, however
slight, is an improvement.

14



Creating Passionate Users

That means humor, shock, horror, surprise, delight, joy, sex,
thrill, etc. The problem today is that there's already so much of
that, especially as advertisers try to break though the noise when
the noise level today is already so high. It takes a LOT more to,
say, shock someone than it did even ten years ago as people
become desensitized. But context matters. In Colorado Springs,
CO, I'd be shocked to see a billboard with a naked person on it.
But when I worked in Hollywood, I wouldn't even notice the
posters, billboards, store displays featuring naked people (often
of uncertain gender) selling everything from shoes to software,
because they were so common.

A racy scene in even a mainstream novel isn't too surprising
(although often still memorable), but in a programming text
book, even the slightest hint is unexpected. And sometimes
unexpected is all you need.

The brain is highly tuned for novelty. It spent thousands and
thousands of years scanning for the unusual, the moving, the
changing, the doesn't-quite-pattern-match. USE THAT. The
brain is tuned for sex... (like I had to actually tell you that : )), so
USE THAT. I was about to add the requisite (where appropriate
of course), but then... using where it is NOT quite appropriate
works even better. Again, if you can get away with it. Please
don't give me a morality lecture... I'll assume that everyone is
using good judgement with respect to children, sexual
harrassment, etc. I'm just talking about how the brain works,
period.

The brain is tuned for things perceived as scary or threatening.
USE THAT. (Although that one is a little riskier, because too
much stress leads to the opposite effect). Shock and surprise are
great, though. Again, anything you overuse will dimish its
effectiveness, so the more variety of brain-triggering techniques
the better.

In other blogs, I'll focus in on individual techniques. But of all
the approaches to getting past CREB-2, the one that might be
the best and easiest in most situations is simply "novelty". In
other words, "don't do what is expected in that context." I think
that'll probably be my next post...

Note to our authors: expect me, Bert, Eric, and Beth to be
grilling you on what you're doing to get past the CREB-2. Even
just a little cleverness, something just slightly off-center,
something ordinary in one context but a little bizarre in
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thiscontext, or anything that elicits even the slightest head tilt or
slight smile can be a big improvement in a technical text book,
so it doesn't take a lot.

If you're an advertiser/marketer, on the other hand... wow.
That's more of a challenge. On the other hand, people are so
used to (and tuned out to) bullsh**, that simply being brutally
honest (once they stop being cynical that you're just
PRETENDING to be honest) is a major out-of-context
experience that will work. If everyone finally gets on the
Hughtrain, though, that'll only work until it's become the norm.
(I doubt that'll ever happen, but the world would be a much
better place if it does!).

If you want something to be remembered, CREB-2 is the moat
you gotta get past. Shock on.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2004/12/is_your_mes
sage.html
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Getting what you expect is boring.

By Kathy Sierra on December 30, 2004

Otherwise known as the "Oh Shit!/Oh Cool!" technique.

Earlier I blogged about how the brain is tuned for novelty, but
tunes out that which is common or expected.

Some of the areas where this matters include training,
filmmaking, advertising, and I suppose dating. Director/writer
David Mamet says that the prime objective of a director is to
present a story that is "both surprising and inevitable at the
same time." Kind of the "OH!!" followed by "Oh... of course..."
feeling.

Al and learning guru Roger Schank puts it this way in his e-
Learning book,

"A good course must enable failures that surprise the student.
Failure is the key to learning. We have to work hard to recover
when things don't work out the way we expected...For this
natural learning process to work in a course, the course must
surprise its students. But, more than that, it must put students
in a situation where they are entertaining predictions in the first
place."

And from an article titled Information is Surprises:

"Information is surprises. We all expect the world to work out in
certain ways, but when it does, we're bored. What makes
something worth knowing is organized around the concept of
expectation failure."

At Sun, we used to have a lot of battles over the evaluation form
that customers filled out at the end of a training course.
Instructors hated the fact that customers ranked things based
on "Meets Expectations" (including the two ends of the
expectations scale, "below expectations" and "exceeds
expectations"). The instructors wanted it to be based on
something less subjective, or at least customer "satisfaction",
believing that a measurement of the quality of their work should
not be tied to the customer's expectations.

But the business folks like Tom Peters and Seth Godin tell us
that when it comes to things like word of mouth, expectation is
EVERYTHING. I don't have links handy, but there are plenty of

17



Kathy Sierra

studies that show when someone's expectations are met, they
won't talk about it... even if they believe that what they got was
awesome! Even if expectations were high, everything is as it
should be when they're met.

People talk about things that are surprising, or that
really suck.

You talk about the waiter who went way above the call of duty.
You talk about that movie that Ebert gave four stars but that you
thought was one long and painful cliche.

So wake up the brain and do something surprising or at least
unexpected for a given context. If you're a teacher, trainer, or
authoring learning materials, for frick's sake don't have all
your exercises, lessons, and stories simply confirm
what the learner expects!. If the learner spends a half-hour
doing an exercise that does exactly what you said it would, that's
valid practice, but not memorable.

Sometimes they need the practice and reinforcement, of course,
so it doesn't mean you won't include the "confirmation"
activities. But when you want them to really learn and
remember something new, look HARD for opportunities where
things don't work as expected. Places where something behaves
counterintuitively, or radically different from something that
appears (at least on the surface) similar are golden.

I've already talked about ways we try to use this in the books:

* Garden paths (things that look like sound approaches, but
then blow up at the end).

* Counterintuitive examples.
* Using show-don't-tell on common mistakes.

* Examples that have a common framework, but often with a
weird twist.

* Unusual visuals and metaphors.

I worked in the mid 90's for one of the coolest new media
companies, AND Interactive (later sold to TCI and then brought
down in a spectacular flame-out) co-founded by Hollywood
creative Allen Debevoise. My projects were managed by another
Hollywood producer, John Valenti (yes, Jack's son), and the
thing I remember most about them both (and John especially) is
that the WORST thing you could do is be "on the nose."
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The classic example for me was when I was developing an
interactive CD-ROM of Oracle's annual report. It had lots of
splashy graphics and video, etc. but I committed pretty much
THE worst possible offense when I chose, for the financial
section splash screen, a graphic of a cash register. But then, why
stop with just ONE cliche...I went ahead and added a really cool
sound effect of a cash register ch-ching!

That John ever let me enter the building again is a mystery, and
the warning to never EVER be "on the nose" ever again, still
haunts me. And I've noticed that the phrase "on the nose" is now
a popular way to criticize screenplay dialog that not only violates
"show don't tell", but eliminates all possibility of subtext. (I
think "thou shall not be on the nose" is one of McKee's ten
commandments of story)

So just in case you needed one more reason to be surprising,
unexpected, or simply weird--you can say it's just being brain-
friendly. Yet another way to get past the brain's crap filter.

And if you're one of our authors, you can expect us to be looking
for ways you've encouraged the "Oh Shit!" (yikes, can't believe it
did that) experience, or the "Oh Cool!" (wow, that's amazing... I
didn't know you could do that) feeling. : )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2004/12/getting_wha
t_yo.html
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Users shouldn't think about YOU
By Kathy Sierra on January 3, 2005

Do you care what your users think of you?
STOP IT.
Our best advice for creating passionate users is:

Care ONLY about what your users think of themselves
as a result of interacting with your creation.

That's a major shift for a lot of people, especially our tech book
authors (and instructors). It's so natural to write with a critic
sitting on your shoulder representing the person who isn't even
in your target audience anyway, slamming you for leaving
something out, or not being technical enough, or not proving
how smart you are. I have a little story about this...

One of my jobs at Sun was to help raise the customer ratings of
the Java instructors--to help instructors find more strategies for
making every student/customer happier with the classes. A big
mystery was why some of the most technically proficient
instructors, who really knew their stuff and were good at
delivering it, were getting average scores in after-class surveys.
Meanwhile, the technically stronger instructors were pissed off
that some of the less-competent instructors were getting
fantastic scores.

The typical response was, "The instructors getting the good
scores are just better entertainers. The post-class scores aren't a
good reflection of what's REALLY important--delivering
technically correct and advanced material." They'd complain
that there was no line item on the survey that measured the
things that mattered like, "Does the instructor know the
material?" or "Is the instructor competent with the
technology?"

See the disconnect? The instructors wanted the scores to be all
about them. And that's the problem. It's the same one we have
sometimes with tech book authors. What we tried to tell the
instructors was this: "Most of the time students don't CARE how
smart you are. They come in assuming that you're supposed to
be here, so stop trying to prove how smart you are and get on
with helping them get smarter."
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The instructors didn't have an ego problem; they were
absolutely convinced that students were coming to class to hear
Jfrom an expert.

So I decided to conduct an experiment. One of the first things
instructors were originally told to do was "establish credibility".
Many believed that the longer and more detailed the instructor's
resume, presented during introductions, the more receptive--
and confident--the students would be. I'd audit classes, and sure
enough, the instructors devoted a lot of time at the beginning of
the class to introducing themselves. (Followed by a brief
moment where the students each had a turn to say their name
and a one-sentence self-intro.)

I was determined to prove that the "establishing credibility"
thing was not just unnecessary, it was a harmful misconception.
I had evidence that students come IN believing you're credible,
and as long as you don't do something to screw that up, you
don't need to convince them. In other words, you start the class
with a pre-established credibility balance. Points will be
deducted if you do or say something stupid, and most especially-
-if you get caught LYING by pretending to know something that
you don't, or failing to admit when you're guessing. What I
needed to prove was that by working hard during the class to
make sure the students know how smart you are, you have a
negative impact on the students' experience. They end up
recognizing how smart you are, sure, but that's not why they
took the class! They took the class so that THEY could be
smarter, and with very few exceptions, they couldn't give a crap
about you.

To prove this, I took it to the extreme in my own Java classes--I
stopped introducing myself completely. At first, I simply cut
down my own introduction, while simultaneously increasing the
time devoted to their introductions. But eventually I went all the
way and simply walked into class and started, without ever
saying my name or anything at all. T just jumped into having
them introduce themselves, and then we were off and running.

Somewhere, usually during the first day of class, some student
would ask my name because they needed to ask me for help
during a lab. When that happened, I would walk over to the
board and say to everyone, "Oops -- sorry, guys--1 forgot to tell
you my name", and I'd write my email address on the board
(which was then kathy.sierra@sun.com). So even when I did
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give them my name, it was in the context of a way in which they
could contact me for help. I made even my own introduction
about what it meant to them.

The I-don't-matter-so-don't-introduce-myself plan was just the
beginning of the "it's not about YOU" experiment. I would
conduct the rest of the five day course with ALL of my energy
devoted to making THEM smarter, rather than trying to make
sure they knew how smart I was. (A clever and necessary
strategy on my part, since I'm NOT all that smart ; )

The year-long experiment was a success, and I won a nice bonus
from Sun for being one of only four instructors in north America
to get the highest possible customer evaluations. But what was
remarkable about this is that this happened in spite of my not
being a particularly good instructor or Java guru. I proved
that a very average instructor could get exceptional results by
putting the focus ENTIRELY on the students. By paying no
attention to whether they thought I "knew my stuff", etc.

And when I say that I was "average", that's really a stretch. I
have almost no good "presentation skills", and when I first
started at Sun I thought I was going to be fired because I refused
to ever use the overhead slides and just relied on the whiteboard
(where I drew largely unrecognizable objects and unreadable
code). But...I say "average" when you evaluate me against a
metric of traditional stand-up instructor presentation skills.
Which I believe are largely bull**** anyway. Assuming you meet
some very minimal threshold for teaching, all that matters is
that you help the students become smarter. You help them
learn... by doing whatever it takes. And that usually has nothing
to do with what comes out of YOUR mouth, and has everything
to do with what happens between their ears. Of course this
means you, as the instructor, have to design and enable
situations that cause things to happen. Exercises, labs, debates,
discussions, heavy interaction. In other words, things that THEY
do, not things that YOU do (except that you create the
scenarios).

Remember that learning isn't a push model.

One important question our authors and instructors ask
sometimes is, "how do you KNOW when you're successful at
this?" That ones easy--users will talk about themselves, instead
of talking about YOU. To check how we were doing with our
Head First books, we did an analysis of just under 200 Amazon
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reviews of our books, and compared them against the Amazon
reviews of our closest competitors. We looked only at the
positive reviews, and we looked only at books that had similar
ratings of 4 to 5 stars.

What we were looking for, and found, was a simple reflection of
the "it's not about YOU" concept. What we expected, and found,
was this:

When compared to our competitors, fewer readers mention
how smart we (the authors) are.

When compared to our competitors, far MORE readers use
first-person language to talk about themselves in relation to
the content. In other words, they talk about THEIR new
understanding, etc.

When compared to our competitors, far MORE readers use our
first names in the review.

This last one might seem irrelevant for this discussion, but to us
it isn't. We assumed that when readers/learners are in awe of
the author/instructor, it sets up a more traditional master-
student feeling, where the "teacher" is granted a level of respect,
and that this would be reflected in readers' use of the author's
last name rather than first. And this is exactly what we found. By
not being ABOUT us, readers have had a greater tendency to see
us as simply helpers rather than professors or gurus. That more
casual relationship shows up in reviews.

It's about them, not us.

How does that drive what goes into our books? In a ton of ways
discussed in other blog entries, but perhaps the most dramatic is
in what we leave OUT. When an author or instructor is worried
about whether he'll come across as smart, he'll tend to include
things that get in the way by adding cognitive overhead. It takes
a certain amount of bravery to leave things out, but by ignoring
what critics will do to us, and thinking only about what's good
for the learner, the decision is easy. If it doesn't support the
learner, cut it. And that goes not just for topics, but for the kind
of language we use as well.

Too many learning experiences and books leave the learner
feeling impressed as hell with the instructor/author, but...
stupid. Next time you read a technical book or take a class that's
daunting and difficult, and you're starting to get that sinking
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feeling that you're not smart enough... remind yourself that it's
not your fault. That the instructor or author is simply proving
their own technical prowess (in what we believe is a misguided
attempt to help you), but at your expense. [Disclaimer: what
we're saying applies to LEARNING books, not reference books.]

And when you take a class or read a book that leaves YOU
feeling smarter, letting the instructor or author know the ways
in which YOU have improved is the most wonderful thing you
can do. To know that we've helped you better understand and do
something new is the most motivating thing for us. And to all
those who HAVE let us know, we cannot thank you enough. You
are why we do this, despite the drastic drop in the tech book
market. And when you write a review, please PLEASE talk about
yourself, and not us. We want to hear what cool thing YOU are
doing.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01 /users_shoul
dnt_.html
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Your user's brain wants a
conversation!

By Kathy Sierra on January 5, 2005

Which would you prefer to listen to--a dry formal lecture or a
stimulating dinner party conversation?

Which would you prefer to read--a formal academic text book or
an engaging novel?

When I pose this question to authors or instructors, I usually
hear, "You think the obvious answer is the dinner party and the
novel, but it isn't that simple."

Followed by, "It all depends on the context. I'd much rather hear
a dry formal lecture on something I'm deeply interested in than
listen to inane dinner party conversation about Ashlee's lip-
syncing blunder."

But here's what's weird--your brain wants to pay more attention
to the party conversation than the formal lecture regardless of
your personal interest in the topic.

Because it's a conversation.

And when your brain thinks it's part of a conversation, it thinks
it has to pay attention... to hold up its end. You've felt this, of
course. How many times have you sat in a lecture you really
needed and wanted to pay attention to, but still found it hard to
stay focused? Or how about the book you can't seem to stay
awake for... finding yourself reading the same paragraph over
and over because you keep tuning out--despite your best effort
to stay with it?

But here's the coolest (and for me, the most fascinating) part of
all this:

When you lecture or write using conversational
language, your user's brain thinks it's in a REAL
conversation!

In other words, if you use conversational language, the
listener/reader's brain still thinks it has to hold up its end, so it
pays more attention. It really is that simple, and that powerful
(at least if you really want to help users pay attention and
remember your message).
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At least that the conclusion some researchers have come to, and
you can read more about this in this book and this book.
(Warning, that last book is by the guys responsible for Microsoft
Bob, so... acquiring research and applying that research in a
useful way can be very different).

For a long time, there was a rule (although nobody remembers
who came up with it) that said computer books (unless they're
"for dummies") must be written in a formal style. Possibly THE
worst example of this for me was the editorial group at what was
then Sun Educational Services--where the reasons for using
formal language included:

1) It's professional. Formal language == professional.
Conversational tone == unprofessional.

2) It's easier to localize.

3) It's more appropriate (whatever "appropriate" meant... we
never knew for sure.)

I railed against #1 (one of the things that did, eventually, cost
me my job there).

I also railed against #2, especially since it meant that in order to
better localize, we'd need to suck out all remaining life that
hadn't already been destroyed by reason #1.

It got so ridiculous that for a while that we were told not to use
contractions, because "they don't localize well." While I'm sure
they had valid reasons for making that claim, wow. My naive
thinking is that anyone doing translations that can't deal with
the contractions is going to have much bigger issues... and if
they're using a machine-translation, YIKES! Even worse.

And here's the problem I have with not using contractions...
what do science fiction writers do when they want to make sure
you recognize (without being told) that a character is either:

a) a robot/android
or
b) an alien

Think about it. They don't use contractions. Dead giveaway
every time. One of the only computer/Al characters who DID
use contractions was Hal, and, well, he was psychotic. So I
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should qualify the rule as "non-psycho robots, androids, and
aliens do not use contractions."

So here we were--in the interest of localization--stripping all
remaining humanity out of the material.

But that's the extreme example, of course. It's quite easy to write
in a formal, non-conversational tone and still use contractions.
And it's that formal, non-conversational language that causes a
reduction in comprehension and retention and recall. (There's
good data on this in the "science of instruction" book I linked to
earlier in this post).

If an author isn't forced by the editorial police to formalize the
language, why, then, do so many still use it in their learning
books? I've asked this question of a lot of authors, and it usually
comes down to a violation of the"users shouldn't think about
YOU" rule. In other words, the author is considering how he or
she--the author--will be perceived. One author put it this way to
me, "I want people to see me as the serious kind of person who
says, 'listen up because I'm only going to say this once!', where
YOU, on the other hand, want people to feel, "hey, let's have
some fun!". When I said, "this is a problem... why?" He made
the valid point that unlike us, he was using his books as a means
to further his consulting career, so what people thought of HIM
as the author really did matter.

It was kind of like, "I don't want people to see me as someone
they'd like to have over for dinner. I want them to see me as
someone they'd like to hire." The number of arguments I could
make about that statement could go on for days, but that's a
different topic.

Other arguments are that by making the language
conversational, we're not showing the topic--and the readers--
the proper respect. I'll let you consider that one.

Another argument is that using conversational language makes
it sound like a "dummies" book. That's potentially valid, but
only because the "dummies" series was the first to really make a
format dedicated to NOT using formal language. As long as the
perception is that "dummies/very beginning books use casual
language but advanced books do not", then that's a problem.
We're trying to change this in our part of the world by claiming
that the opposite could be true--that the more advanced the
topic, the more you NEED to pull out all the stops in trying to
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make it more understandable. And in fact, that's how it is with
our books--because of our format, we're able to cover far more
ground and dig into more advanced topics than a similar book
using formal language.

I know this is horribly overgeneralized, but as a high-level rule,
we believe:

If you're using formal language in a lecture, learning
book (or marketing message, for that matter), you're
worrying about how people perceive YOU. If you're
thinking only about the USERS, on the other hand,
you're probably using more conversational language.

Now, there are limits--and context DOES matter. How far you
go in "conversational language" is a matter of culture and your
audience. We use words that some believe are inappropriate in a
technical book, including "sucks", and we wrote "wtf?" in the
margin of one page. So far, we haven't used any four-letter
words (although we'd occasionally like to), but our books have
found their way into high school courses, and we haven't felt
that the content needed or would benefit from those words.

But the research supports that you don't have to take it that far
to get the benefits of "the brain tunes into conversational
language because it thinks it's IN a conversation." Just
rearranging a few words to be more casual and applying a
readability index can help.

The tip we give our authors is this: when you're writing, paste up
a couple pictures of real people, and imagine you're talking to
them as opposed to writing for some abstract notion of "reader".
Most importantly, ignore the advice your high school
writing teacher gave you--that you must never "write the
way you talk." Because from the brain's point of view, it is far
better to write the way you talk. In fact, while it doesn't make for
great writing to, say, print a transcript of a real conversation,
that would still give you better learning material than something
you wrote using passive, third-person voice in a formal tone.

And never underestimate the power of using "you" in your
writing!

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/your_users_
brai.html
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Keeping users engaged...
By Kathy Sierra on January 8, 2005

So you got past the brain's crap filter, but now how do you keep

their attention? How do you keep them involved? Take a lesson

from game developers...

The more time someone spends with your "message", the
greater the chances that they'll understand, retain, and be able
to recall that message. So whether you're trying to help someon
learn or get users to become more involved with your
[product/service/website/music/cause/whatever], keeping the

user engaged is crucial. But how?

By looking to places where
keeping users engaged is not a
problem--places where people
want to stay involved. And that
means looking to hobbies,
sports, games... places where
people are passionately
addicted! Wouldn't we all love
to have wusers that felt as
passionately about our stuff as
people feel for their favorite
activities? = Look at  the
characteristics of people who
are passionate about something:

* They want to learn as
much as they can about it.

* They want to connect with
other wusers (user groups,
conferences, clubs, online
forums, etc.)

* They're willing to spend
money to get the latest and
greatest.

and sometimes most
importantly...

Well DUH. Of course peaple
talk about their passions. But
I make soap. How many people do
¥YOU know who blog on soap?
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* They talk about it to others. They can't help being
envagelists.

So, the solution is simple:

Just make sure your product or service is as engaging as, say,
snowboarding. Problem solved.

So what happens if your product is something just a tad less
compelling... something like soap? Hugh at Gaping Void got a
similar question when we wrote about how your brand makes
the customer a more powerful entity. In a comment, someone
asked, "How can garbage bags increase my personal power, or
how could you even pitch them in such a way? Power over not
having the bags rip and spill stuff all over me? Am I missing
something? I do see where this could apply in the technical
arena, or with cars, or suits, or whatever. I'm not seeing that
the Hughtrain has universal marketing power."

I thought Hugh nailed the answer (or at least pointed to where
the answer lies) with this:

"I think it is possible to be evangelical about a
garbage bag.

But you need imagination and a sense of adventure."

So yes, it's easy to get people excited and involved when the
thing you make, write about, etc. is something people can
become passionate about. But what about soap, or canned chile,
or garbage bags? What if your product is a spreadsheet? Sure it's
easy for the guys who write fun tools for 3D animation to have
passionate users, but what about the rest of us?

I can't speak for what Hugh meant, but we believe the answer
(the imagination and sense of adventure) lies in creating an
environment around your product or service that uses what
game designers know to create opportunities for flow
states(Beth has a lot of great things to say about flow in this
post). And there's a formula for that. It's not easy to do, but the
formula itself is simple.

It's about getting the challenge level right, and creating
opportunities for people to want to get to The Next Level. It's
about giving people the "I Rule!" experience. But first, you have
to get yourself out of the way, since it doesn't matter if users
think YOU kick ass. It only matters that they think THEY kick
ass.
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Give users a way to kick ass.

And giving them brighter whites in their laundry doesn't count
as kicking ass. Giving them slightly stronger garbage bags
doesn't count. Tastier chile isn't enough. Nice-smelling soap
doesn't do it either.

The true feeling of kicking ass comes from challenge. If you get
the challenge level right, people enter that state of flow where
they lose track of time because they're so fully engaged and
involved. They feel good about what they were able to do and
learn. It's a kind of natural high, and it's been directly linked
with happiness. More flow==more happiness. And game
developers (and the researchers who study flow states) know
exactly what creates the right challenge level (although it isn't
one size fits all--what's challenging to some will be too difficult
or too easy for others, although there are ways around that with
dynamically adjusting challenge levels... but that's a different
topic).

Challenge depends on your skills and perception of the task. If
you perceive the challenge is too difficult, the flow state vanishes
because you become frustrated and ultimately give up. If you
perceive the challenge as too easy, the payoffs aren't worth it,
and you lose interest. You can't feel like you kick ass (I Rule!) if
the thing you're doing is dead simple or meaningless. Games or
activities (skiing, rock climbing, running, etc.) that keep people
engaged have a challenge level that matches the user's skills and
knowledge and most importantly--keeps increasing.

The key is to have a cycle where the user can keep building their
skills to reach higher and higher levels! In other words, the
challenge keeps building, but so do the user's skills and
knowledge. The spiral is a continuous cycle of
motivation/seduction followed by a period of intense activity
toward a goal followed by REACHING that goal which then
gives you more skills and knowledge (superpowers, tools,
whatever) that let you achieve still higher levels... and on it goes.
Five hours later you're at Level Eight, or skiing bigger moguls, or
helping save the world.

Which brings us back to... garbage bags. Nobody in the history
of the world has become passionate and engaged and challenged
and in flow as a result of their choice of garbage bags. What's the
Next Level of garbage bags? Twist ties instead of those built-in
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handles? White instead of black? Would anyone want to become
expert at learning how the damn things are manufactured?

So, those who're trying to do this with garbage bags DO have a
big extra challenge of their own, and they have to take extra
steps. But as Hugh said, it's possible:

If there's nothing inherently engaging about your
product or service, you need to create something
around your product or service that is.

In other words, you have to make the engaging challenge about
something somehow related to your product, and then you have
to provide users with both the challenge AND the tools to keep
increasing their skills and knowledge around that challenge
area. This related thing does NOT necessarily have to be deeply
spiritually fulfilling. You don't have to make everything a Big
Important Cause. You don't have to come up with some change-
the-world benefit by, say, associating your product or service
with a save-the-whatever campaign. Think about it... video
games keep people engaged, involved, learning, passionate, and
on and on, without ever suggesting that you're directly fulfilling
a higher purpose other than feeling more personally powerful at
something. Achieving a flow state is fulfilling on a personal
level because it creates an "I Rule/I Kick Ass" experience. And
that's a Good Thing, whether it's attached to an important cause
or not. Happiness is beneficial all by itself.

(And one can argue that in a systems thinking way, the more
experiences like that a person has, the happier they are and
ultimately--the more likely they are to contribute in the world.
To pursue more adventures and challenges and who knows
where it could lead...but that's not necessarily our job.)

So what might that be? Let's take something easier first... like
coffee and soap. Coffee is easy because you could approach it in
many different ways, but here are a couple:

* Provide a means to make people the coffee equivalent of wine
sommeliers. Give them the tools, education, and challenges.
Hold contests. Award certificates. Make snobs.

or

* Help people understand and become involved with the issues
around Fair Trade. Coldplay's Chris Martin reaches hundreds of
thousands of fans at his concerts, and usually the camera zooms
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in for a close-up of his hands on the keyboard, where he's
written "Fair" on one and "Trade" on the other. Those thousands
of fans leave the concert, go home, and google on "fair trade". A
coffee producer who shows some fair trade awareness is good,
but that's not enough to create passionate users. But a coffee
roaster who, say, provides interesting and challenging ways for
people to learn and more importantly--become involved in
issues around fair trade might have a better chance at keeping
users engaged.

What if your product is soap? Maybe something like:

* Teach people to make their own soaps, using natural
ingredients. Hold contests where people can submit the most
wild-looking soaps, or that use the most exotic and unusual
ingredients. Give people a way to keep learning more and
increasing their skills, and provide interesting payoffs (a reason
to get to the Next Level).

* Similar to getting people involved in issues around fair trade,
you could use hemp as a platform for skill, knowledge, and
increasing challenge.

OK, back to garbage bags. I've been delaying this one because I
really don't know what to do there. If it were my job to know,
though, I'd spend a lot of effort on it. But I'll throw out some
probably lame ideas as a starting point:

* The easiest way would be to make sure your garbage bags
really ARE made in some environmentally supportive and
interesting way, and provide the tools for people to increase
their knowledge and skills in some interesting and challenging
way. When I say interesting and challenging, I mean that you
can't just put up a bunch of good info to read. They might read
it, but then what? That's not enough for passion.

But let's assume you just don't have that luxury. Your bags are
what they are, and you have no control over how they're made.
Then what?

* If you can't make it about the product itself, make it about the
packaging. Make the packaging a collectible work of art. Hire
Hugh to put his cartoons on the inside of the boxes. Give people
a way to learn just what the hell these things mean (or better
yet--let people speculate on their own interpretations). Make
sure you keep varying the cartoons with new boxes, so people
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have to keep buying them to see what's next. Make them
exclusives, so you won't get them anywhere else.

The Chocolove company makes great chocolate bars, but so do a
ton of other companies. But their packaging is truly special.
They even put poems inside, and sometimes the poem is
continued... in another type of bar! So you must keep buying the
additional bars for your sweetie or you've left her/him with an
unfinished poem.

* Provide games on your site. Really good, fun, interactive, high-
score publishing games. Put clues to the games inside the boxes.
Even if there's nothing at all in the box, if you can keep people
on your site longer, they'll at least feel something related to your
product.

* Let users design the boxes or even the bags. Or be campy and
let people design the most obnoxious colors. Let people submit
and post digital videos about their most bizarre/creative use of a
trash bag. Teach people digital editing skills.

* Make really cool designer trash bins. Hire the best graphic
designers for your bags and boxes, and offer free industrial
design appreciation classes on your web site. Invite people to
submit design ideas.

[UPDATE: John Mitchell commented with what I think is a
much better suggestion: ." ...For example, think about the coffee
example... It would take a

bold garbage bag company to actually talk about something
meaningful like

actually reducing the amount of garbage."]

Of course all of this costs extra money, but you were probably
going to have to find something to do with that advertising
budget anyway, as ads continue to asymptotically approach total
uselessness.

So if you think of what used to be your ad budget as going to
your "help users kick ass and have an 'T Rule!" experience"
campaign, it's just shifting the dollars to something way more
useful and interesting for everyone. DISCLAIMER: this is all
assuming that you already have a great product. A product that's
at least as good as most of your competitors in terms of features
and meeting the user's basic need for the product (in this case,
hold trash). The things in this post are about rising above the
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noise when there are potentially many competing products that
all do roughly the same thing for the user, and do it perfectly
well. In other words, this is about what to do when there just
isn't anything truly, deeply remarkable about the product itself.

None of this is easy, and of course I'm way oversimplifying
everything here. That's why we're doing a whole book on it, and
a three-hour tutorial about it at the upcoming ETech conference.
Game designers work extraordinarily hard at getting the
challenge levels right to keep people passionate about the
games, and there's both an art and science to it. But that doesn't
mean there aren't a bunch of practical, useful lessons we can
learn from them.

Combine that with the lessons from cognitive scientists,
psychologists, learning theorists, and entertainment (that's a
whole different area I'll talk about in separate blogs), and there
is a formula that almost anyone can apply. We've implemented
some of this in our books, and our suggestion to new authors is
to be extremely careful about the challenge level in your book.

A lot of first-time authors err dramatically in one direction or
the other, either by trying to make it too difficult (so that they'll
be perceived as smart and credible) or by making it too easy (in
a misguided attempt to build the learner's self-esteem by
making sure they have plenty of successes). Remember that too
easy is just as unengaging as too difficult, in some cases more so.
And simply being successful at something isn't enough to give
you the I Kick Ass feeling either... I could be quite successful at a
book of puzzles designed for third-graders, but I sure wouldn't
reach a flow state and feel powerful.

Anyway, this is just a first pass at some of these topics I'll be
looking at much more deeply over the next several months as
the book evolves.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/keeping use
rs_e.html
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Passion is infectious.
By Kathy Sierra on January 14, 2005

Tens of thousands of Mac enthusiasts converged on San
Francisco for MacWorld this week, and my health insurance
should cover my trip there. Why?

Because being around passionate, enthusiastic people is good
for your brain.

Did you hear OSX 10.4
will let programmers
access a full &4-bit

address space?

I could just DIE!
That could mean
four terabytes of

memory!l

In his book The New Brain, neurologist Richard Restak points
out that your brain has a built-in tendency toward
modeling/mimicking those you are around. That's scary, when
you think about it. It means that hanging out with the whiners
and complainers at the water cooler (not to mention those
overly critical, judgemental, negative neighbors, friends, and
family members) will tend to make you behave like them.

His suggestions are that you seek out and spend more time
around those whose brains you like (and want to BE like) and
avoid those with attitudes and behaviors that you don't want for
yourself. That sounds a bit harsh, but it's the result of, well, a
loooooooong evolution of the brain. Our survival as a species
was based on the ability of babies and children being able to
emulate others, and your brain can't tell the difference between
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those you don't want to be like (but are around) and those you
do. You control it by getting the hell out of there.

You've probably experienced this--you sit around a group of
people whining and complaining (without any attempt to
problem-solve) and pretty soon you find two things:

1) You start feeling your energy slipping
2) You start subtly acting more like them.

You might find yourself saying something and immediately
thinking, "I can't believe I just SAID that!"

It's just your brain doing what brains do.

But think about the people you know who make you feel...
energized. Enthusiastic. Excited. Passionate. Think of the
times you've let someone else's enthusiasm sweep you away. Of
course you might later come to your senses and realize, for
example, that you don't actually need the new iPod Shuffle,
seeing as how you already own two other iPods.

The point is, being swept away with enthusiasm is good for
your brain and your health.

The implication is this:

If you want to create passionate users, spend time
around passionate users.

Even better, spend time around others who are also trying to
inspire passion in others. There's plenty of brain research that
explains why you should surround yourself with passionate,
energetic people and stay away from the, "This job would be
great if it weren't for the frickin' USERS" people. If you want to
be more creative, spend time around more creative people.
Better problem solving? Spend time with those who spend more
time looking for solutions than complaining about problems.

Want to change the world? Spend time around people who want
to change the world. That's exactly what Tuesday night was like
when O'Reilly held a party for the new book Eric mentioned,
Andy Hertzfeld's Revolution in the Valley. Most of the original
Macintosh creators/developers were there including Andy, Bill
Atkinson, and others... even Wozniak was there. Now, I've spent
too much time in Hollywood to be impressed by the company of
"celebrities", but these folks--they did change the world. And
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more importantly, from the brain's perspective, they knew it. It
was their goal.

I was there with Bert, the O'Reilly folks, and Mac gurus Tom
Negrino and Dori Smith (of backupbrain blog fame, among
other things), and we all agreed that we were hoping some of
what was going on in that room, with all those change-the-world
Mac creators would rub off on us.

Just being in the room was enough to get you high.

(Then again, it could have been the beer... the Thirsty Bear,
where the party was held, makes an outrageously good "Golden
Vanilla" brew. I don't drink alcohol more than about twice a
year, so...it kicks my ass when I do!)

If you would excuse yourself from a setting where there was too
much second-hand smoke, then you should do the same thing
when there's too much of an attitude or behavior that you don't
want your brain to slide into. And don't fall into the trap of
thinking you have complete control over this--it's extremely
difficult to prevent something your brain spent millions of years
evolving to do.

And next time someone tries to strap you into the, say, golf
appreciation chair, let them. They might not ever succeed, but
just being around someone trying to evangelize for their favorite
sport, game, drink, whatever... is usually good for you.

Of course nobody has yet succeeded in making ME a golf
convert, but for the sake of being around more passion, I say
bring it on. : )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/passion_is_i
nfe.html

38



Creating Passionate Users

The effect of sound on users
By Kathy Sierra on January 15, 2005

In Hollywood, some say that in a movie the visuals tell you what
you're seeing, while the soundtrack tells you how to feel about it.
I used to teach new media and interaction design at UCLA
Extension's Entertainment Studies Department, and in the film
scoring classes (which I didn't teach) students often started out
with a classic exercise: Watch the shower scene in the movie
Psycho, without the sound. Without that Ee-Ee-Ee-Knife-
Slashing audio it just doesn't feel like the scene that scared me
into being more of a bath than shower girl.

‘B A & [@ TEchnoSequenceFinal.mov

And audio has even been shown to affect the audience
perception of the quality of a presentation more than the
visuals. I don't have a link handy, but there's a study that
showed that the quality of the audio causes people to
change their evaluation of the quality of the visuals, but
that it doesn't work in reverse. In other words, given a
film clip or animation, raising the quality of the audio
caused people to say, "Hey, the visuals are good!", and
when the audio quality sucked, the audience rated the
visuals as worse even when the visual quality was the
same in both the bad and good audio versions. But...
changing the quality of the visuals did NOT have that
same power. If the sound sucked but the visuals were
fabulous, it didn't cause viewers to say, "Wow... good
sound too."
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So, sound has the power to raise (or lower) audience perception
of visuals, but visual doesn't have the power to change how the
audience perceives the audio.

But sound is usually the second-class citizen in the non-
professional multimedia world, while visuals take center stage in
everything. (Unless the photographer, videographer, or
animator happens to also be a musician). Everyone has a digital
camera now--that makes everyone at least an amateur
photographer. And everyone has some kind of digital editing
software like Photoshop Elements that brings high-end photo
manipulation to the home user. And why stop with still pictures
when digital camcorders are so cheap now? With editing
software like iMovie shipping with every Mac, anyone can
become a video editor now.

But while the emphasis on developing visual sensibilities and
skills has continued to build (almost everyone with a digital
camera today knows design fundamentals like the "rule of
thirds" or how not to cut people off at their joints), what about
the poor stepchild audio? Sure we could all listen to music, but
where were the tools that would bring music creation to non-
musicians in the way that the visual tools (and books and
references) brought graphic and photographic editing to non-
photographers and non-graphic designers?

I gave a presention on this discrepancy ten years ago to a new
media group in Los Angeles, and while I stood there ranting
about how nobody had made the Photoshop equivalent of audio
(or even the Kid Pix equivalent) one guy in the audience, Kevin
Klinger, started thinking about it. He went home, thought some
more, and decided to start a company to do just that. I was at
Mac World many years later, and there was the Smart Sound
booth, and Kevin said, "Hey, thanks for the idea." I couldn't
believe it. He actually did it.

SmartSound's focus is on giving people a way to create sound
tracks for videos, without being a musician. And the "smart"
part comes from the cleverly-engineered ways in which the
software fits itself to the movie. Because another problem with
most home movies is that the music often doesn't finish, it often
just fades out (or worse, cuts off), because the music was too
long for the video. SmartSound is an amazing program and goes
way past what I had in mind when I gave the talk. But it's main
focus is on making sound tracks for, say, corporate videos, while
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I was still waiting for that low-end, home-use music creation
program for non (or very weak) musicians.

Something that would encourage '"regular people" to start
developing music and sound sensitivities in the way that we've
developed our design and visual awareness and creative skills.
In other words, when will "the rest of us" get to work on the "A"
in "AV"?

Of course, Apple's done that now with the phenomenal Garage
Band! A tool that threatens to turn people who have no business
making music into musicians. (When I say "no business making
music" I'm referring to the notion some have that there must be
clear boundaries between those who create art and those who
appreciate it. I think that's bullshit... we're all born creative
even if many of us will never EVER hope to be professionals.
Heck, we all spent our first nine months listening to a 24-7
dance beat.)

I blogged earlier about the way that teens and twenty-
somethings today often treat turntabilism the way forty-year
olds used to treat guitars. They treat it like an instrument.
Something to use for creating music. So the audio world is
definitely changing, and Garage Band is, I think, the single most
important step in bringing music into the world formerly
reserved only for graphics programs.

The four of us care a lot about sound here, because sound (and
especially music) has a powerful effect on learning, in two ways.
First, it manipulates emotions, and emotions play a huge role in
memory formation. Second, the more senses you can involve in
learning, the greater your chances of retaining and later
recalling the knowledge. Think about it--if you file something in
two places instead of one, you've doubled your chances of
getting it back again, and when you remember something as,
say, a sound, image, and text--you've just given yourself three
potentially different ways in which that info is stored in the
brain. Triple the chances of getting it out when you need it.

But... we're still doing books and books don't give us a way to do
that. We are planning some multimedia formats for the fairly
near future, but for now, we're doing what we can with things we
expect you--the reader--to do to fully realize the power of audio.
When you come across a limerick, poem, or song lyric in the
book, for the love of god PLEASE say it out loud! Don't just read
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it silently (although even then, you often will hear yourself
saying it with a rhythm, and even that helps).

Anyway, I'll have a lot more to say about audio in the future, but
for now, here's my really BAD version of the film school exercise
for those who aren't musicians or sound designers. I have three
videos, all with the exact same little scene, but using three
different songs. (The songs are just simple sequences I put
together in GarageBand, which means no copyright issues : )
[Disclaimer: I'm not a musician (which will be painfully obvious
if you play these). The point is the effect the music has,
regardless of what you're looking at.]

Your assignment is to play the videos, in order, and with each
one, write down the following info before moving on to the next
video:

1) What kind of movie is this? Speculate on what the movie
might be about, based on the feeling you get from the audio. Do
NOT use your brain to try to think something up, just go with
what pops into your head based on the feeling.

2) Speculate on what might be happening in this character's life.
Make up what the next scene might be, based on the feeling you
have from the sound.

Once you've done that with all three, play one of them without
any sound at all and see how you feel about it now. (You can
experiment by playing one of the others, and see if the last
music you heard affects how you view it when there's no music
at all.)

Finally, pick an emotion/feeling you want to evoke, and find
some music you have that you think will create that feeling. Play
that while the video is playing, and test it on someone else and
see if your victim gets the feeling.

Here they are, and remember... watch them in this order (note:
they are Quicktime movies, about 1.5 Mbs, sorry dial-up users : (

Version one movie, Version two movie, Version three movie

So, how are you using the power of sound in your teaching and
learning and communicating?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/cteating_passionate_users/2005/01/the_effect_o
f s.html
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Transparency vs. Seduction
By Kathy Sierra on January 18, 2005

"Transparency” is a hot word in business blogs, but just how
much transparency do we really want? At what point does
transparency become Too Much Information?

I'm not talking about financial transparency or being honest
over things like fair trade, sweat shop labor, animal testing, blog
motivation and  sponsorship, environmental issues,
harmful/dangerous things, or even poor customer service and
products that weren't ready to ship but... did. I assume honesty
is becoming the "killer app" for businesses-be honest or be
killed. But that's not the kind of transparency I'm talking about.

I'm thinking more of things like Scoble's Channel 9, and this
notion of putting up, say, a blog devoted to a reality-tv style
behind-the-scenes view into a company as a (in part) marketing
tool. I'm talking about ethical businesses using transparency to
help inspire passionate users... a fantastic idea, but how far do
you take it?
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What do you risk when you put up video of your meetings,
project notes, discussion transcripts, product development
process details, or even just photos or a webcam of your "team
at work"?

Mystery.
Seduction.
Do I really want to know what's behind the curtain?

What if it sucks the suspense out of the whole thing? What if
surprise and delight are intimately connected, and that
removing all the surprise takes away much of the delight?

I was one of those at the MacWorld keynote in San Francisco
who--knowing all the while that a low-end Mac was likely to be
part of the show--gasped when Jobs held it. We'd all been
describing what we thought it might be with uninspired words
like "headless box" and "iCheap", but here we were-surprised,
no SHOCKED by even the damn box it comes in. I was thrilled
that I didn't know going in what I'd really see on that stage.

People love surprises.
The brain is turned on by mystery, curiosity, seduction.

I think it was the Dalai Lama's brother who said (in an NPR
interview) something like, "If you shine a bright light into every
corner of your apartment, it will become unliveable."

I'm thinking that sex isn't the worst model for thinking about
this. Or if not sex, then at least romance. Honesty is crucial in a
romantic relationship. Brutal honesty can kill it. If T ask a
question, don't lie. But if you feel the urge to "share" every last
detail, you might find me less interested. Does that make me
shallow? No, it makes me human. Our brains are tuned for
things that make us curious, because it saved us from being tiger
snacks.

I won't open my presents before Christmas, and I keep my eyes
closed while someone special "prepares the surprise". I like twist
endings and shocking revelations. I don't peek. (OK, maybe just
a little.)

Surprise is an aphrodisiac, so please do not tell me EVERY LAST
THING about your product development and process. No, once
I know you're up to something, I usually prefer to stay blissfully
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in the dark, or at least in a blindfold, while you prepare to dazzle
me.

It works for filmmakers and novelists and lovers.

And yes, markets are conversations. (The brain is all about
conversations.) But what kind of conversation? Because I'll take
a stimulating flirtatious dinner party to a laid-bare, tell-all, talk
show any time. Shock me with your stories, your liveliness, and
your creativity. Not by revealing what you look like when you
haven't showered for a week. Yes, genuine (and I'll indulge in
one more cliche--authentic) communication is more important
than ever as people lose their last bit of tolerance for bullshit.
But I'm talking about keeping a healthy, scintillating balance.
Cold and distant won't work anymore, but don't rush too quickly
to the opposite end. Thank-you, but unless I'm sleeping with
you, I'd prefer NOT to see you quite so up close and personal. So
tease me, drop hints, do the business equivalent of showing a
little skin, but hold a little something in reserve. Whet my
appetite.

And as Beth just reminded me, "this is not about hiding the
truth from stockholders, auditors, customers. It's about
keeping the next cool thing under wraps."

Charm me. Delight me. Make me gasp and I might be yours
forever. : )

(You can read more on transparency here, here, here, and here.
And by the way, I'm not suggesting that Channel 9 has slipped
over the edge at this point, only that it might be playing in the
danger zone.)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/transparency
_vs.html
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Crafting a user experience

By Kathy Sierra on January 20, 2005

There's a pretty simple formula for keeping users engaged; we
call it the spiral experience model. It's based on four parts:

Get their agtention!

Payof¥ Bujld interest

%
enging 2%

d

| eave them with the

“I Rule!” feeling
>

1) Get their attention (get past the brain's crap filter).

2) Give them challenging, engaging experiences.
(Experiences designed to keep them in the flow state.) This part
is a spiral, where the user gets a payoff for their interaction
(getting to the "next level"), and the payoff, in turn, creates new
interest (seduces them) to want to wuse their new
knowledge/skill/superpower to keep going... and on it goes.
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The keys are challenge, meaningful payoff, and creating new
interest by giving them clear, cool new goals. ("Now that you
reached this level (or now that you know this new tool, or
understand this new issue), look how you can use that new
knowledge/skill/superpower to do this even COOLER thing...").

This spiral is in some ways at the heart of game design, good
learning experiences, pacing in many novels and films, sports
that keep you in the flow state, and is the model we try to use in
our books. But you can use it for just about anything you
communicate-the idea is to inspire users to want to learn more
(or at least do more), so that they want to keep progressing. The
payoff/reward for their involvement should be a meaningful
lead-in to yet another round of wanting more...

3) Leave them with the "I Rule!" feeling.

Remember, it doesn't matter what users think about YOU. All
that matters is what they think about themselves as a result of
interacting with your [whatever it is you make or do].

We're on a big deadline to finish the Tiger edition of the Head
First Java book (supposed to be done tomorrow!), so this is the
Cliff Notes version of the model. More later...

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/crafting a_u
ser.html
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Most classroom learning sucks

By Kathy Sierra on January 22, 2005

The problem with most corporate/adult learning programs is
that they're just like school. And the problem with school is that
it sucks. It works against the way the brain wants to learn.

Everyone knows learning
must be serious and difficult
and you must remain seated

at all times. No fun allowed.

The best learning occurs in a stimulating, active, challenging,
interesting, engaging environment. It's how the brain works.
The best learning occurs when you move at least some part of
your body. The best learning occurs when you're actively
involved in co-constructing knowledge in your own head, not
passively reading or listening. (Taking notes doesn't really count
as being actively involved.)

People complain that their kids can't pay attention in school,
then their kid comes home and spends two hours studying the
elaborate world of Halo 2. Reading, absorbing, problem solving,
using sophisticated mental maps, and on it goes.

When learning is "presented" in a push model, your brain says,
"This is SO not important." You're in for the battle of your life
when you try to compete against the brain's natural instinct to
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scan for unusual, novel, possibly life-threatening or life-
enhancing things.

Forcing people to sit in a chair and listen (or read) dry, formal
words (with perhaps only a few token images thrown in) is the
slowest, least effective, and most painful path to learning.

Yet it's the approach you see replicated in everything from K-12,
to universities, to adult/corporate training.

Skyler (my switcher-daughter) was fortunate enough to go to a
private school until 6th grade. In that school, there were no
classrooms. There was no teacher-at-the-front rows of chairs
thing. Kids sat where they wanted to do their work--on the floor,
on the deck, at the kitchen table, whatever worked for them.
There were no lectures, no formal lessons. When kids needed
help on a "project”, they asked, and one of the teachers helped
them. If a few kids were dealing with the same thing, the teacher
might take them into what looked like a little corporate
conference room, for an ad-hoc session. Even then, the teacher
was more like a mentor/guide, and not the "sage on the stage".
Kids were allowed to work on whatever they wanted, as long as
they were fulfilling, somehow, their goals to include geography,
math, language, etc.

And each kid had his entire curriculum custom-made for his
personal interests. For the things that turned his brain on. One
kid was obsessed with dinosaurs, so with the help of his teacher,
he designed his entire first year around dinosaurs. Everything
he did was based on learning more about dinosaurs. Math was
based on calculating sizes and dates, and making his own
categorizations. Language was, well, he had to learn to read if he
wanted to learn about his passion. Geography was based around
researching the areas where different dinosaurs lived at
different times, creating timelines, etc.

Another kid's father frequently traveled on business, and his son
was fascinated with hearing the stories his father told about the
places he went. So they built a program around the hotel
brochures his father brought back. He learned to read the
brochures, then to work out the distances between the different
hotels, and even make little spreadsheets to calculate expenses
and work out budgets, etc.
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The important thing was that they took the time to
discover what the kids were passionate about, and
used that as a vehicle for motivation.

Kids aren't motivated about geography. They're motivated by
where dinosaurs lived, or where their dad is today. They aren't
motivated by arithmetic. They're motivated by how big
dinosaurs are or calculating which hotel their dad should visit.

And that's just the first year. By the next year, they've done the
dinosaur/hotel thing to death and they're ready for something
completely different. The idea of weaving everything-math,
science, language, history, geography, whatever-into a
framework that capitalizes on the learner's passion was the most
dramatic example of powerful education that I'd ever seen. Her
school had no grades, and no homework. Ever. It was a leap of
faith for most of the parents, that somehow your kids were
keeping pace with their counterparts in the "normal" school
system, especially since most of us knew that we couldn't afford
this forever, and that our kids would all eventually make their
way into public schools to finish out.

The school did give standardized tests, and the typical score for
the kids in the high 80's to 90's percentile against the national
average for their grade. Even more importantly, most kids left
6th grade scoring at least two years ahead of their public school
(and every bit as intelligent) peers.

The most depressing result of Skyler's transition to public school
was when she came home one day a few weeks into her 7th
grade, and said, "In real school, they don't seem to like it when
you question the teacher..." She was horrified to be labeled
somewhat of a troublemaker, because she'd been treated for so
many years as a thinking person, encouraged to challenge and
question and not assume it was her fault if she didn't
understand something. Suddenly dropped into the US public
school system, she quickly learned that it's a very different
world. She knew more about learning theory and the brain than
most of her school's administration, and her tolerance for
poor/weak educational experiences was pretty low.

She did have some fabulous teachers throughout the rest of her
public school days, but wouldn't you know it--they were always
the teachers getting into trouble with the school administration
or even parent's groups. In a later post I'll tell you a shocking
story about one of her teachers who made the national news,
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twice, for encouraging students to think--and act-- for
themselves. He was nearly fired during a witch hunt that both
local and national media seized on (although most later offered
apologies when it became obvious what was really going on).

One of the biggest mistakes adult learning programs and
learners can make, in my opinion, is to use traditional school as
the model. It doesn't work for kids, and it doesn't work for
adults. Because it doesn't work for the brain. I know there are
enormous challenges and pressures for delivering public school
learning (that so many teachers don't have the option or power
to change), but most adult education programs that follow the
same poor model don't have those excuses. In many cases, adult
classroom training looks like school just because that's how it
always looks. There are a lot of interesting and wonderful
exceptions in the adult learning world, of course, and a lot of
novel things being done with everything from arrangement of
chairs in the room to the role of the instructor as facilitator
rather than "teacher", and I'll say more on that later.

But for the most part, we're still using the same approach that,
given the pace of information change today, is even LESS useful
than it was in the past. We need a big change.

[Update: several people have asked about Skyler's school--it was
Manhattan Academy in Manhattan Beach California. Be sure to
read their philosophy section; when Skyler was there they really
meant these things. Too many schools have a nice set of bullet
points about their values, but putting them into practice is a
different thing. Manhattan Academy walked the walk.]

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/most_classt
oom_.html
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Be brave or go home
By Kathy Sierra on January 25, 2005
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Seth Godin says that today, "being safe is risky, and being risky
is safe." And if you're out there creating something on the edge,
someone's going to hate it. Probably a lot of someones. One
thing we noticed from our Amazon reviews was that we get
mainly five-stars and one-stars, but not much in the middle.
They either love it a lot or they hate it with a passion. Whenever
I start to feel bad about a scathing review, I remind myself that
Don Norman said, "If someone doesn't really hate your product,
it's mediocre." And mediocre is where you SO do not want to go.

Ever since we started this crazy scheme (18 months ago with the
release of the the first book in the series), we've been thinking
that the extremeness of our reviews was a good thing, and now
someone's confirmed it. A NYTimes article looks at a professor
who analyzed Amazon book rankings for, among other things, a
book's "controversiality index". From the article:

"But the most telling variable is the one star rating.
Professor Gronas found that books high on what he
called the "controversiality index" are given almost as
many one-star as five-star ratings, creating a horseshoe-
shaped curve. As it turns out, these books also tend to
have high sales."
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You gotta be brave out there, now more than ever. That's one of
the reasons we're big Tim O'Reilly fans, because he's definitely
brave. He was more than willing to risk taking a chance on us
when the other publishers turned us down or said they'd publish
Head First if we scaled back to only 10% of what we wanted to
do. That was like telling us, "You can be only 10% brain-
friendly". No thanks.

Making only incremental improvements won't work today, not
with the gazillion competing products and services all fighting
for attention and offering pretty much the same perceived
benefits. Just keep being brave and most importantly--when you
start to have doubts about how far out-there you should go, and
you're imagining how the critics will burn you alive, just
remember that the worst thing is being in the Zone of
Mediocrity. That's what we should all be afraid of.

Creating passionate users is NOT about finding ways to make
everyone like you. It's about finding ways to use your own
passion to inspire passion in others, and anything with that
much power is bound to piss off plenty of status-quo/who-
moved-my-cheese people. Bring it on.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/be_brave.ht
ml
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Creating playful users...
By Kathy Sierra on January 26, 2005
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If you're a game developer, the things you're building are all
aboutplay. But what if your product or service isn't inherently

playful?
Brains love play. Find a way to bring more play (or at

least a sense of playfulness) into someone's life, and
you might just end up with a fan.

Brains evolved to play, and apparently the bigger the brain, the
more likely it is to play. Play turns the brain on.

So, OK, but what if the product itself is for an utterly non-playful
task? You can still bring a sense of playfulness into the mix. One
extremely difficult CAD program I heard about created a game
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to teach people how to use the software. To "get to the next
level", you had to learn more of the tools.

Steve Zehngut, from Zeek Interactive started his company in the
mid-90's by specializing in building interactive games for
business, designed either for marketing, training, or both. One
really cool game was designed to teach people about
photocopiers (I think it was for Toshiba), and you (the player)
were being attacked by your office mates who were throwing
wads of paper at you. You had to figure out which copier to hide
behind and use as a weapon. The best weapon, of course, was
the machine that fired staples, but... you had to know your
copier models in order to pick the most effective "weapon".

I was very disappointed that I wasn't able to attend the Serious
Games Summit last October.

But playfulness doesn't have to mean games.

Helping people feel just a little more playful, especially if it's
connected to their work, or with anything they do that's more
typically associated with words like painful, tedious, boring,
stressful (as opposed to words like "fun"), doesn't have to mean
giving them a game. Even something as simple as making your
documentation more compelling (and even a little whimsical),
can make a huge difference.

You're a musician, and on your web site you create Make-Work-
Suck-Less playlists (which you also put on iTunes, of course) for
people at work. You tell them what to listen to for ever possible
bad work situation. Want to kill your boss? Pick this track.
About to head into yet another dull, pointless, loaded with
marketing-speak buzzwords meeting? Pick this track. Encourage
users to make their own making-work-suck-less playlists.

You put easter eggs in your otherwise ludicrously dull accounts
receivable software, and spread hints about them on the
internet. Suddenly it's a little treasure hunt cleverly disguised as
a boring business task. (I know, I KNOW programmers have
been fired for doing that. I came quite close, and that was for
putting an easter egg into a--wait for it--GAME. My easter egg
wasn't on the approved list of "features"... incredible that even
when you're technically in the business of fun, "management"
can be so serious).
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You're a realtor and you hold feng shui workshop/parties
(hoping your sellers will take the hint and whip their homes into
shape...)

You're a huge rental apartment complex and you host dog
parties for your tenants.

You're writing a computer programming book, and you put in
puzzles, games, fun pictures, and festive examples with unusual
characters.

Surprises are one of the best things you can do--psychologists
claim that intermittent rewards can be more engaging than
consistent rewards. Remember, surprise=delight.

I worked for a guy who ran an exclusive, foofy, insanely
expensive health club. He took 100% of what should have been
(back then, when Ads were King) his advertising budget, and
instead put ALL of it into a monthly "member surprise" budget.
Nobody ever knew what was going to happen. You'd be in an
aerobics class with 100 people (it was a big place), and as you
walked out, suddenly there were carts loaded up with bowls of
frozen yogurt and a toppings bar. You're in the weight room
when the employees start walking through handing out
exclusive t-shirts, always with his logo, and always with a fun
quote, that you knew would never appear on a t-shirt again.
Members collected these things like rare beanie babies. The late-
night exercise classes were the hardest to fill, but he would take
the worst time slot and make it interesting... the 9 PM folks
might walk out of class only to be handed a wine cooler or even a
relaxation CD.

It always felt like a party in there! And employees fought over
the chance to be the one who got to hand out the cool stuff. And
there was no hierarchy in deciding who got to do that...everyone
from the janitors to the office bookeeper might be "picked" to be
the hero. I had never before, and never since, seen the kind of
loyalty among both staff and members that I saw in that place.
His attrition rate for both members and employees was less than
half the industry average for health clubs at the time. (I'll have
more stories about him in other posts--his name is Cliff Coker,
and his father was one of the founders/inventors of the very first
selectorized exercise machines (the ones with the weight stacks,
as opposed to free weights), Universal Gym Equipment.)
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Spend some cycles cultivating your more festive side. Think
party. Think of that person you know who is so fun to be
around. The one who manages to make a little adventure out of
everything. If you can give your users even one moment more of
that feeling, the world will be a better place. : ) [cue cheesy,
sappy pollyanna music, and insert cute kid-with-puppy picture]

Hugh ("He likes us! He really likes us!") got me thinking about
this with a quite lively (be sure and read all the comments)
gaping void post on how Microsoft should be more playful.
While that's beyond my powers of imagination, it's certainly an
interesting challenge...

So, what are YOU doing to help your users be a little more
playful?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/cteating_passionate_users/2005/01/ctreating pla
yfu.html
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Teaching and advertising
By Kathy Sierra on January 27, 2005
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Teacher, meet ad guy. Ad guy, meet teacher. You two could learn
a LOT from each other in this braver, grimmer, faster, more
authentic world. But I can sum up my feelings as:

Teachers need to get better at motivation.

Advertisers need to get better at...caring and honesty.
(Not to mention things like REAL retention and recall--
something teachers know a little something about...)

Advertising (in its conventional, old-school form) may indeed be
dying. Meanwhile teachers/instructors are struggling more than
ever to get learners to pay attention and learn. But I believe both
groups could improve their results if they took a lesson from the
other. Advertisers need to care, and be honest--something
teachers can be quite proud of. Teachers, on the other hand,
need to work on their motivation--the domain that advertisers
have (or had) down.

Advertisers have 30 seconds in which to convince someone that
this [insert any lame product] will lead to more sex. And the
weird part is how damn effective they've actually been at this,
especially in the days when everybody read the same limited
number of magazines and watched the same three TV networks.
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Teachers, on the other hand, have been providing inspiration
and changing the lives of kids. Almost any adult today can think
back to at least one teacher who really made a difference in their
life. Why? Because the teacher cared, and cared enough to be
honest. They were authentic.

But teachers are finding themselves less effective today, when
the competition for attention has become much more fierce, and
the signal to noise ratio makes it harder than ever to get
anything to stick. Students of all ages today would simply rather
be doing something else than sitting in class learning... what
exactly?

If I'm teaching, I want to remember that I need to offer
"meaningful benefits". And by meaningful benefits, I don't
mean, "...if you do this, then the enterprise component will stay
synchronized with the underlying persistent store..." No, if an
advertiser rewrote that, he might say, "Because if you do this
with the enterprise component, you'll be a frickin' hero and...
have more sex." Or, "because if you DON'T do this, you'll lose
your job and nobody has sex with losers..."

What can I learn from that? I can take the motivation to its
logical conclusion, then take one step back, and let the learner
make the leap. So instead of, "... then the enterprise component
will stay stay synchronized with the underlying persistent
store..." I might say, "if you don't do it this way, you could be a
victim of the dreaded Lost Update problem and... that means
you could lose the entire record of Suzy's last Victoria's Secret
purchase.” Then I let them make the one final leap to, "the boss
screams at me, it shows up on my performance eval, I don't get
that raise, and that means... less sex." (And yes, there's a reason
I said "Victoria's Secret" and not "lose the entire record of Bill's
Office Supplies purchase...". It's almost biologically impossible
to not have at least some tiny chemical reaction to the phrase
"Victoria's Secret" that simply doesn't happen when you're
talking about pencils and staplers. And remember, it's that
chemical reaction that leads to attention and memory. It's that
chemical reaction that tells the brain that this is important!
Pay attention and record!

And what can advertisers learn from teachers? To be honest. To
find out what really IS good for people. No, not to find out, to
care. Then they use their powers of motivation... for good. To
help people learn faster, become more effective, make better

59



Kathy Sierra

choices. Yes I really AM that naive and optimistic. But if the
Cluetrain predictions are true, and I believe they are, and
advertising is no longer going to work, then advertisers are
going to have a lot more time on their hands. And they can use
that time to, say, start a blog that teaches someone why they
really should buy this product, and how this product really can
make their life better.

Most importantly, if the product is crap, or it can't really do
what they're claiming, I hope advertisers will do what teachers
do...be honest. Care.

So, when someone asks me how to become a better instructor, I
often tell them to study up a little on what advertisers are doing.
When someone in marketing wants to do a better job, I tell them
to learn a thing or two about learning.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/teaching an
d_ad.html
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Giving a damn about customers...
By Kathy Sierra on January 29, 2005

Let's see..af ter being
kicked in the head by a
donkey which shottered
bones in my face, I left the hospital
against the doctor's erders because
you told me I was the only one who

could help that customer ond there

was a $100,000 contract riding on it
so what does it take to "Exceed
Expectations"?

Your rating this year is
“Meets Expectations”

The Performance Review

That's a true story. It happened to me, at Sun. While sitting in
the hospital early on a Monday morning, waiting for my CAT
scan (after a donkey kick to the head that sent me there
unconscious the night before), I called in to explain why I
wouldn't be showing up at the customer's site that day. I was
told, "there's nobody in all of Sun's education division that can
do this now, and we can't reschedule that customer's enterprise
Java course for at least three months." Long Pause. "OK, I'll be
there. But tell them I'll be late. Oh, and you better warn them I
look like... well, I hope they aren't squeamish."

The customer's employees were horrified when they saw me--
both shocked and incredibly grateful that I had actually done
this.

And of course my mangers at Sun were deeply appreciative. Or
so I imagined. Fast forward to my annual performance review a
couple months later when I get my "Meets Expectations" rating.

I asked the obvious question, "So if [rattle off my list of do-
anything-for-the-customer examples, of which the donkey
incident which was just one] only MEETS expectations, then

61



Kathy Sierra

what the hell does it take to EXCEED expectations?" For
dramatic effect I added, "Because I have to tell you, another year
like this and I'll be dead." I was only partly exaggerating.

The manager's answer sums up the problem nicely, "There's a
quota for the eval ratings and, uh, we gave 'Exceed' to Fred
because he had a higher number of 'on-platform' hours. His
work accounted for more direct revenue."

I countered with, "But Fred (not his real name) hates customers;
he shows open disdain for them when they ask a question. And
because I'm on the Quality Reveiw Board, and have to field all
the customer complaints, I know that YOU know this is no
secret to the customers. They leave his courses vowing never to
take a Sun course again."

"That's not the point," the manager says. "This is simply about
numbers. My hands are tied."

(Within 24 hours, someone had posted a Dilbert cartoon on my
cubicle where Dilbert had donated a kidney to their biggest
customer, and still got a "Meets Expectations.")

From a systems thinking perspective, it's no great leap to say
that while Fred might have been responsible for more revenue
that year, his "I hate customers" attitude was responsible for a
devastatingly low customer-retention rate. The next time those
customers took an advanced Java course, it sure wasn't from
Sun. (And we actually had numbers to prove this.)

Meanwhile, the management of that company I walked into with
my smashed face never forgot what I did, and they saw that as a
reflection of the value Sun put on meeting their customer
commitments, no matter what. We continued to do business
with them almost non-stop from that first week. I set the tone
for their relationship with Sun. (Not that I recommend the
whole donkey-kick thing as a viable strategy...)

I guess I have two points:

1) If you're a manager, for the love of god PLEASE make taking
care of the customers a top value. Customers are living,
breathing people--not just Six Sigma stats.

2) Never, ever let your head be in striking range of a donkey.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/giving a_da

mn_a.html
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Cognitive bandwidth is like dial-up
By Kathy Sierra on January 29, 2005

There's g0 much crap in
here... T forgot the whole
point of this chopter.

A couple days ago I got an email from Steve Krug, author of the
wonderful web usability book Don't Make Me Think, which is in
my Top Ten Computer Books list on Bookpool.com.

I thought about how our books could have been named just the
opposite of his--DO Make Me Think, since much of our
approach is about how to get learners to process new
information more deeply. In other words, we work hard to make
people think.

But then I realized that both his book and our approach could
have been named:

Don't make me think about the wrong things.

I can't speak for Steve, but my interpretation of his message is
something like:
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When someone comes to your vintage vinyl store, they
want to think ONLY about the records.

They do not want to think about S K
whether that picture over there is teve I‘U

the thing they're supposed to
click. They do not want to think

about where they are on your site,
how they got there, and how the

hell they get back to where they
A Common Sense Approach to Web Usability

wanted to be. Worst of all (for the
store, anyway), they do not want
to think about whether your
website actually is an online vinyl
store.

If I'm digging for just the right
record for my perfect remix,

that's what my brain wants to

focus on. I want your site to stay in character, and not take me
out of the digging-for-vinyl experience by forcing me to think
about your user interface. I want to be in flow, just as I would
in, say, a real bricks and mortar record store, where the
experience is intuitive.

Cognitive bandwidth is precious.
We try to reflect this in our learning books in two main ways:
1) Use a strict 80/20 approach with the material.

Rather than taking a topic, making a chapter out of it, and doing
it to death, we try to focus on just the part that gives you the
power you need to be creative, and leave off everything else.
Because we assume you're not reading our book as an
intellectual exercise or to skim every possible factoid about the
topic. We assume you actually want to do something.

2) Don't use an example that comes with cognitive
overhead.

We had a Java course at Sun where one of the early exercises
was on the looping constructs of the language. But the exercise
itself was a task that, among other things, involved converting
newtons to kilograms. The scenario was some kind of package
shipping system, or something like that.
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Of course what happened is that when the students got to that
exercise, they focused their brain on the whole newton-to-
kilogram thing, and struggled with understanding the shipping
domain. In other words, they were thinking about the wrong
things. All we wanted them to do at that point in the course was
understand the basics of looping. But the exercise added so
much cognitive overhead that looping was the last thing they
were thinking about. [Disclaimer: we don't always succeed at
this... I've authored more than one chapter where I forgot the
point. But we're trying. Hard.]

When someone has trouble applying knowledge, it's usually
because they really never had knowledge. They had
information, and that's not the same thing. You can get
information just through listening or reading, but knowledge
requires thinking... thinking about the RIGHT things.

Our advice to our authors, teachers, and web/software
developers is this:

Figure out what you really want users to think about.
This is almost always the cool thing they want to do
(pick the right record, learn how loops work, etc.). Do
whatever it takes to keep them from having to think
about anything else!

Imagine your users all have thought bubbles over their heads
that say, "Don't make me think about the wrong thing!" If a user
has a confused look, it should be because she's struggling with
whether the sea foam green bustier really works with the neon
pink skirt (it doesn't), or whether the iPod Shuffle is better than
therapy (it is).

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/when_cogni
tive_.html
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Making content meaningful to users
By Kathy Sierra on January 31, 2005
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At a trade show, you can almost always tell whether you're
talking to an engineer, marketing, or sales person. (Yes, I'm
stereotyping and generalizing to make a point). The engineer
(that would be me) just starts telling you all the cool things the
system does, rattling off the technical details as if you cared, let
alone understood. The marketing person's speech is peppered
with buzzwords that make the product as compelling as a tax
form.

But the skilled and ethical sales person, now they know that a
potential user doesn't care about you as much as he cares about
what this means for him. The good sales person knows you don't
care about technical details or even features. You care about
what those features mean to you. The good sales person knows
it isn't even about benefits, but about the benefits you care
about. (And this applies to teachers/authors as well as people
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trying to sell something. After all, as teachers we're trying to sell
learners on why they should pay attention and flex a few
neurons on the material...)

So the simplest solution when you want to get someone excited
(or better yet--passionate) about what you do is... ask. Find out
what they do, need, and want, and map what you offer into
something meaningfully relevant for that person. And if you
can't come up with one, then you're either working for the
wrong cause (i.e. a product or service that sucks for pretty much
everyone), OR what you have is simply not a good fit for this
particular person or company, and you tell them that. I'm
enormously impressed when a sales person refers me to a
competitor, for example.

But what if you don't have that luxury? What if you're not at the
trade show or on the sales floor or anywhere where you can have
a one-on-one conversation? How can you make what you have
seem personally relevant?

A lot's being written (and developed) around the notion of
personalization today, and not everyone thinks it's a useful
strategy. But there are some fairly simple ways to tailor a
message in a way that makes it more relevant, and sometimes
with surprisingly good results.

I worked as the programmer on an interactive marketing
compaign for a large car company, and the model we wanted to
use was The Good Salesperson. In other words, we wanted a
system where the user/customer could walk up, answer a bunch
of questions, and using a combination of artificial intelligence
and a large content database, the system would deliver to the
user a highly customized experience that matched what a Good
Salesperson would have done... by asking questions and
providing tailored answers. (sheesh, that last sentence came
dangerously close to marketing-speak)

Just one problem--no budget. We didn't have the time or money
to build that. So we did the least we could get away with;
something we thought would have almost no effect, but turned
out to be astonishingly effective! We saw some research (sorry, I
can't dig it up right now... I just moved last week and I'm an
organizational disaster), that suggested that even the most
subtle shift in framing or positioning the way you offer
information about your product can make a very large difference
in the user's perception of how this relates to them personally.
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So here's what we did:

* When the user walked up to the system, they had to answer
just a single question--

What's most important to you in a car?

* Based on that one answer, we changed only the headline/title
of the screens that followed.

For example, if the person said, "I care about safety more than I
care about maintenance costs", then on the screen that talks
about the engineering of the car, the headline would say
something like, "Engineered with your safety in mind..." or
something like that. And we might throw in a gratuitous picture
of a kid in a car seat. (Yeah, I know that's manipulative, but it

wasn't untrue.)

The main point of the system, though, was that 99% of the
content was the same for every user. We didn't have custom-
tailored screens other than the banner at the top. But it turned
out that by orienting the content--the same content everyone
saw--to something meaningful for that individual, the
information became more relevant.

Of course you don't want to do this dishonestly--as it would be if
we said something like, "Your safety is our MOST IMPORTANT
GOAL", and then if you chose "Resale value" we said,
"Maintaining your resale value is our MOST IMPORTANT
GOAL". But by putting a personally-tailored headline over non-
custom content, we were able to connect the content to the
user's individual desires. Honest, but personalized.

And according to the client, it was a huge success! People spent
much more time on each screen then in the previously
uncustomized version.

As teachers we use this same principle--at the beginning of
class, for example, when I ask the students to introduce
themselves, I try to learn as much as I can about their
background and interest in the subject. Then if that person asks
a question, I try to tailor my answer toward what it means to
them personally, or better yet -- I try to get them to make the
connection based on my answer, by asking them to tell me how
that relates to what they're doing.

So how do we do this in a book? Not that well, but we try. First,
we make sure that we talk to as many potential readers as we
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can, to at least find out what the top two or three goals are for
the majority of readers. Then we try to weave those in to the
content. But we also try to include sections in each chapter
where we talk about the same content from multiple
perspectives, so that if the first way we frame it isn't the one that
motivates you, perhaps one of the other ways will be closer to
matching your personal interest and goals.

The real point is this:

When it comes to your features and even benefits, one-
size-does-not-fit-all. Try to find ways to connect what
you do/have to what each individual finds personally
meaningful. The good news is that it can take only the tiniest,
subtlest shift in how you frame the information to help someone
make that connection.

But you'll never know unless you ask.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/01/we_should_
all_t.html
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Upgrade your users, not just your
product
By Kathy Sierra on February 2, 2005

Jen says you can teach
me to hack my XBox.
That's SUCH a turn-on!

Learning is a drug. To the brain, learning new things is
inherently pleasurable.

So if markets are conversations, why not use the conversation to
help someone learn?

A lot of the marketing-folks-with-a-clue have begun talking
about the need for brands (or whatever comes after brands) to
offer something more meaningful to users. Just yesterday Hugh
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talked about the marketing-spirituality thing, and Evelyn
blogged on purpose-driven marketing.

The consensus seems to be that a user/customer today wants
something to believe in. To be part of something bigger than
himself. But if you're a customer looking for something to
believe in, and you're looking Out There, why couldn't that
bigger-than-you thing be... a better YOU.

What better way to give your users the "I Rule!" experience than
to help them learn new things... maybe things that stretch them
in ways they never dreamed possible. While you're upgrading
your product to version 2.0, why not help upgrade the user's
brain. Why not help build Person 2.0.

I bought a Nikon Coolpix 5700 because I wanted to get a little
more serious about my photos--to do something a step beyond
point-and-shoot. I wanted to learn more about photography. It's
certainly in Nikon's best interest to help me get hooked on
photography, because next thing you know... I'll be buying the
extra lenses, and then pretty soon I'll have to get a better
camera, and on it goes. IF they can get me to become passionate
not about the camera, but about photography.

So they provide photography lessons on their site. Sure enough,
I'm getting sucked in. I almost whipped out my credit card for a
new lens just during the time I was researching this : )

And what you teach doesn't have to be about what you sell, if
your product doesn't lend itself to something people could truly
become passionate about doing. We talked about this with the
garbage bag thing earlier. Yes you could teach them about issues
around garbage, but perhaps it's more motivating to teach them
how to make a mockumentary about the issues around garbage.
Teach them something that might not be perceived as quite so
cool, in the context of something that is. So maybe it's not so
crazy for a company that makes garbage bags to teach video
editing and movie-making, and help people have an outlet for
those new skills. The Digital Garbage Film Festival.

Skyler learned to make her switcher parody on the Howard
Dean site. Yes, the site was encouraging people to make "I
switched to Dean" ads, that you could vote on, and the site
included a complete set of instructions on how to make one.
Storyboards, lighting techniques, everything.
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Part of what we're trying to do on the Passionate Users blog is
encourage people to use learning as a tool of choice in inspiring
users, because it works. Learning is one of the fundamental
reasons games are so engaging. For most games, the moment
you have nothing left to learn is the moment you become bored
and move on. Most teachers know that real self-esteem doesn't
come from people thinking you're good at something... it comes
from actually being good. Almost any activity gets better and
better the more you improve, the improvement is nearly always
a result of learning.

Musicians know this. Snowboarders know this. Programmers
know this.

The more you learn, the better you are at something.
The better you are, the more engaging it is. If you can
help people have more of that feeling, they won't talk
about how good you are-- they'll talk about how much
they kick ass.

And that's a powerful formula for creating passionate users.

Helping someone become more than they were before is a
wonderful gift to users and to the world. If your customers are
older, they might not even realize they're still capable of learning
so much, or that the new brain research on plasticity shows it's
almost never to late to even become an expert at something new.
You could change a life in a really cool way.

Now I want to see Microsoft help teach me to hack my XBox.
Now THAT would be a turn-on... ;)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/upgrade_yo
ur_us.html
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Users aren't dangerous
By Kathy Sierra on February 3, 2005

It's true Midge!
I met an actual
customer today. What? No,
T think that must be an
urban legend, because the
one I saw had two legs,
just like nermal people!

Users aren't suffering from a highly contagious disease, but it
sure looks that way given how hard some developers (and
managers, and marketers) work to avoid coming into contact
with a live one.

Bert was a software engineer for a company that sold software
systems for managing broadcasting, so his users were radio and
television station employees, and it was one of those dramatic
examples of where the entire company revolved around the
users. Everyone at that company--everyone-- had to do regular
rotations through not just tech support but customer training.

Can you imagine that? Picture the programmer writing code
knowing that at some point it'll be his butt in front of a room
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full of confused users. And confusion leads to fear, and fear
leads to anger, and anger leads...

The difference between having to come face-to-face with a user
and not is staggering. Those of us who've been "on the front
line" (or to use corporate speak -- in the customer-facing
positions) know how stressful it can be, especially when your
job is to support a product or service that basically sucks.

But when you're safely in your cubicle, where users are simply
an abstract concept rather than real flesh and blood, what's the
worst that can happen? You get a bug report, or maybe even a
stern memo from upper management when the complaint or
tech support calls get too high.

Those of us who've worked the line scoff at your little
memo...we re the ones who get ripped a new one when the work
built by the safe, protected people isn't right.

I gave a presentation to an all-hands meeting for a division of
Sun, and I asked the group to raise their hands if they'd met a
live customer in the last 30 days. Couple of hands went up. "The
last 90 days?" One more. "The last year?" Another two. There
were over 100 people in that room directly responsible for
deliverables that went straight to users... in this case, Java
training courses.

Without really talking to users the best you can hope
for is to meet their expectations. You won't be able to
craft that extra special magic that makes them
passionate if you don't talk (and listen) to them.

This flies in the face of some software development models (and
course development models) that believe if you've done your
specifications right, there should be no need for the "workers"
(programmers, writers, etc.) to ever come in contact with real
users. That's just nonsense most of the time. Because even
common sense tells us that what users are able to articulate
before they have something is rarely a perfect match for what
they say after they've actually experienced it. It's just like most
market research... people can't usually tell you in advance
exactly how they'll react to something. They just have to try it.

You just have to be there to watch. And listen. And learn. And
then take what you learned and go back and refine, which is why
the old waterfall model is pretty much the worst thing to happen
to users.
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What if you aren't in a situation where you can bring users to
meet your employees? What if there's simply no way to get your
developers out to watch and interact with real users in the field?

I found someone with a video camera and we grabbed
customers coming out of a Java training course, where I was
hoping to get some of them complaining on tape. Because the
image and sound of someone yelling at you carries way more
emotional weight than, say, reading a nasty letter sent by even
the most irate customer.

And I did get a little of that. But I got something else, something
I didn't expect, that I believe had a much bigger impact on all of
us. Because what the customers wanted to express was how
important this learning was to them. Course developers got to
hear students explain what their courses really meant to these
users--complete with fears ("Will I be able to learn it in one
week? Will learning Java be enough to save my job?"), hopes
("I'm planning to take the exam next month and then transfer
into a better department.), and dreams ("I'm going to use Java
to program a game to teach kids the effect of ecological
changes").

The developers got to hear how their work had a deep impact on
real, living, humans. People with names, faces, and voices. From
that moment on, the employees who watched that video lost the
luxury of seeing customers as an abstract notion, and forever
had the sound and image of real humans to haunt them when
trying to decide if something with errors was still, "good enough
to ship."

If you're a manager, I'll assume that you spend time with users.
But if you don't make sure that your developers do, you're
robbing them of the chance to learn first-hand just how
important their work really is. It's so easy for so many of us to
forget that the result of our work ultimately touches another
person's life in some way.

Of course one of the downsides of creating passionate users is
that when you do meet them in person, they might just want to
hug you. :)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_usets/2005/02/users_atent_
dan.html
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The WTF learning principle
By Kathy Sierra on February 4, 2005

Surprise = ?ow:r-Fui learning

Weak Learning powerful

Surprise Predictability Expected

The best learning happens when you're surprised... when you
don't get what you expect. (I talked about this earlier in getting
what you expect is boring.)

The brain is a prediction machine. It's constantly scanning to
make sure that nothing fails to meet its predictions. And as long
as everything is just as the brain expected, there's no need to
wake up and pay attention.

Think about it... you come home from work, you throw your
keys in the bowl on the little table beside the door (where you
always put them) without looking. But then your keys fall
straight to the floor! Someone moved the little table 6 inches to
the right. NOW you notice the keys, bowl, table, and all your
attention is on who moved your table and why. But had that not
happened, you wouldn't have spent a synapse thinking about
that table or your keys or the bowl. Your brain would have
gotten exactly what it expected.

Think about the times you've done something that made
intuitive or logical sense, but turned out to be SO wrong. The
times where you've said, "Whoa--I'll never do that again." Those
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are the memorable moments where you really learned
something.

This is where so many teachers (and books) go wrong. In trying
to make the learning smooth, and in a well-intentioned attempt
to save the learner from having to learn the hard way, they
simply tell you in advance what to do and what not to do. If
there's a surprise lurking, they just tell you up front and spare
you the trouble.

But they just robbed you of the chance to remember. To have
that thing seared into your brain. What's worse, is that after
they tell you how things really work, then they give you a lab
exercise that simply demonstrates exactly what they told you.
No surprises there, and your brain never really wakes up. At
least not until someone really hot walks into the room.
(Remember, at that point your brain is thinking... "UDP socket
programming or survival of the species...")

If you're designing learning of any kind -- whether it's user
documentation, training courses, or something to get your users
excited... be surprising. If there's a gotcha, or anything that
might be surprising in either a good OR bad way, for gosh sakes
don't just spit it out. Give them a chance to experience it either
for real, or at the least -- as we do in our books -- by weaving a
story that leads them right into the trap, springing it on them
when they least expect it.

Put a post-it note on your computer that says "Surprise!"
Practice surprising your friends or co-workers. Do something
unexpected every day until it becomes a habit to look for the
opportunity to surprise. (This does not mean that everyone will
appreciate your surprises, of course. After all, you really did look
better as a blonde...) Valentine's day is coming, so you might as
well start prepping now : )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/the_wtf_lear
nin.html
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F*** the rules!
By Kathy Sierra on February 7, 2005

Who wrote the rules???

ywWhere You Here YOU Fg
want 10 be ffrﬂwpqi
< d

= Rules
No guLeS for everything

How often do you question The Implicit Rules? How often do
you challenge The Assumptions? How often do you make sure
that you're not doing something a certain way simply because
that's the way it's done?

How often do you recognize when others are judging, criticizing,
or trying to guilt-trip you based on some unstated rule about
How People Are Supposed To Be? How often do you call
someone on it? When I hear someone say, "Everybody does it
this way", or ""Everybody knows this is appropriate behavior
under these circumstances...", I try to ask, "Who wrote that
rule?"

I believe that The Rules are the leading cause of crap
products, frustrated users, and unhappy relationships.
I'm not talking about all rules and standards of course, just the
largely-unstated-but-blindly-accepted ones that:

Never made sense.
No longer make sense.
Make sense, but only in a different context.

One of the things that makes challenging the rules so damn hard
is that other people have so much invested in... keeping the
status quo. And of course the minute you question a rule, you're
potentially threatening the people who've been following that
rule... even if those people don't understand the rule either!
Simply hinting that there could be a better way is enough to
trigger someone's defenses.
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Another problem with questioning the rules is that they're so
pervasive, and we just come to accept them. Just as memes and
urban legends and "talking points" become real simply because
they're repeated, rules take on a life of their own even when
nobody can remember why they exist in the first place!

And the rules exist in every last part of our life both personal
and professional. (Did you wait too long to make that phone
call? Did you dress appropriately? Are you using language
appropriately? Did you file the necessary papers? Did you use
your advertising budget for advertising? Did you charge your
user for the tech support call? Are you being "a team player"?
Did you cover all of the topics in the book?)

A huge chunk of the implicit professional rules today
are damaging because they inhibit innovation. They
stop the one thing businesses need the most--
breakthough ideas.

Yes, one could get into trouble at work for asking too many
questions about The Rules, but what have you got to lose? Your
job? That might have been relevant a few years back, but it's
becoming less a factor today. Sure, you definitely could lose your
job (like, um, me) for asking too many "but, WHY?" questions,
but if you don't, your entire company, or perhaps an entire
industry could start slipping under the waves, anchored by
inhibiting, outdated, or just plain stupid rules.

At Sun, I used to hear "Customers don't want that." Or
"Customers need you to do it this way." And I'd always ask
(nicely at first), for the evidence. "How exactly do we KNOW
this?" Who decided that? If we ever did know that was true, is it
STILL true? And on I went... you can see how annoying I was.

I told the rest of the team that we should put each rule on trial
for its life. Make it sit in the middle of the room and defend
itself. And if it couldn't come up with a good enough reason to
live... out it went. At first, of course, it was a "cute" idea that
everyone had fun with, but eventually I was shut down when
one manager's response to one of my "But why are we doing it
this way?" questions was, "Because that's what wupper
management said, and so that's what we're going to do! End of
discussion!" Based on my response to that statement, I became
known as "short-timer Kathy" from that day on...
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If we'd followed The Rules when designing the original Head
First book (Head First Java), we would have been simply one
more of the 2,000 other currently-selling Java books, with
virtually no way to break past the established, well-loved
existing books. Even a spectacular marketing campaign would
not have been enough to even earn back our advance. We simply
looked at every rule and constraint and said, "let's pretend these
don't exist... what can we do to implement the metacognitive
learning principles so that people can learn more quickly, with
better retention, than with most traditional approaches?"
Because of their willingness to challenge the rules, it's O'Reilly
(and not Sun Press) that has the top four selling Java books
right now. : ) The amazing part to me is that O'Reilly, having
invented and established many of those rules, had a lot more at
stake in breaking them, but that's Tim for you.

So... what implicit the-way-things-are rules are you accepting
without question? What are you taking for granted and
assuming? What rules can you put to the test? My favorite
words for this:

"Why?"

"What happens if we don't?"

"When was the last time anyone verified that?"
"Is that still true?"

and the best one...

"Who wrote that rule?"

UPDATE: Oh wow -- just in case you didn't see this in the
comments for the F*** the Rules post, Dave Wheeler ( his blog)
created a 4-page PDF on the The Business Lifecycle of Rules
that really puts it all in clear perspective.

If I still had a real job, I'd make copies of this and sneak them
under everyone's door or at least leave them scattered around
the photocopier and break room. Excellent Dave!

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/ctreating_passionate_usets/2005/02/{_the_rules.
html
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Spiral learning
By Kathy Sierra on February 10, 2005

[terations

Software desigp
ser experience
Learning
Design
Interest
Apply Motivation
knowledge

Pay-off
Test

Build
Challenging activity
New knowledge

Spirals show up everywhere from fractals to nautilus shells.
Software developers know the spiral as iterative development--a
model in stark (positive) contrast to the old linear waterfall
model.

One huge problem with the waterfall model is that in its
traditional form, it's not based in reality. It assumes that it's
entirely possible for each stage to be done perfectly (and
permanently) and then thrown over the fence (or cubicle wall)
to the next group in the system. Nice theory, that. The guys
doing the requirements finish their job and then, hey, they
might as well all go on vacation. Their work is done. And so on
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down the line until the product is delivered to the users. The
name itself (waterfall) describes the key limiting characteristic
of the waterfall model--it's one way only. Water doesn't go back

up.

User experience designers (especially with games) often use a
spiral model to keep cycling the user through stages of
interest/motivation, engagement, and payoff (I described the
user experience spiral here.

But where software developers and game designers use the
spiral model, learning designers (teachers, instructional
designers, tech book authors) often don't. Yet a spiral model
most closely matches how learning really happens.

The typical training course or technical book takes a linear
approach to the topic, teaching each topic completely before
moving on to the next. Each topic/phase in the course depends
on having mastered the previous topic/chapter. ("OK, that's
done... now we can move to the next one.") This is usually wrong
on so many levels...

By teaching a topic completely in one section/chapter, there's
probably way too much cognitive overload. When learning a new
programming language, for example, do I really need to learn
every possible way to write a loop before I can move on to, say,
object interaction? If you teach me only a for loop, for example,
I can just move on to what I really want to do... repeat
something (or iterate over something).

By taking the "now we're on loops, so let's look at ALL the
details of EVERY kind of loop syntax..." you've just postponed
(delayed gratification) what I really want to do-- use a loop to do
something interesting.

A spiral model lets you do what our editor Mike Loukides refers
to as:

Give them the minimum new knowledge and skills
needed to be creative.

Learning should work just like a game. The spiral looks like
this:

1) Get me interested (make the case for why I should be
motivated to learn this).
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2) Give me a challenging and engaging activity (learning this
new thing).

3) Give me the payoff/reward for having learned this (let me
apply what 1 just learned to something interesting and
meaningful, or at least fun).

4) Repeat with new thing that builds on what I now know.

By taking an iterative--rather than linear--approach to each
topic, the learner gets to do more interesting things more
quickly. If you force me to do each topic to death before moving
on, I might have to wait until the frickin' end of the book or
course before I can actually do anything really cool. And that's a
motivation killer for sure. And without motivation, learning
suffers dramatically. How many of us have left a course knowing
that we were exposed to a lot of content, but we still can't
actually do anything?

Another benefit of the iterative/spiral model for learning is that
the spiral approach is much more forgiving. If the linear model
relys on "we're only going to do this topic once, so you better pay
attention!" and assumes that I've completely learned that topic
before moving on (made less likely by the fact that I'm given too
many details about the topic), then if I really didn't nail it, I'm
screwed moving forward.

But by iterating through the topic, I get another chance--
potentially many more chances--to revisit the topic. So if I'm
still a little fuzzy on the details the first time through that topic,
then when it comes up again in a later iteration of the
course/book, I get another chance to get or reinforce more
clarity. Maybe I didn't quite get it the first time, even though I
was able to use it, but perhaps the new things I've done since the
last time I saw this topic have given me a better perspective. So
the second time we come back to it, I'm in a better place to ask
the right questions and see this topic in a broader context.

Learning should use the spiral experience model just as a game
does. Each new thing I learn should be a chance to help me "get
to the next level." Iterating through the topics means revisiting
the same topic in multiple places (if needed). So each iteration
through a topic gives me just what I need and no more to do
something creative with what that new skill/knowledge. If I
need to learn more before the course or book is done, then come
back to it later... when it's needed for something new.
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Obviously I'm not talking about a reference book, but a
reference book and a learning experience are wildly different
beasts. They have completely different goals. The problem is
that most books aren't really sure whether they're for learning or
reference, or worse--they try to be BOTH. Reference books
should be designed in a linear model. Learning experiences
should be spiral. That's a dramatic difference, and you can't
shoehorn a spiral experience into a linear format without
weakening both.

[Disclaimer: We (Head First authors) suffer from a little too
much linearity in our certification study guides, because the
exam tests people on details that go way past what they need to
actually use the topic. So we've tended to do a much better job of
topic iteration in our non-certification books than our exam
prep books, but really, there's no good excuse for why we
haven't done more to iterate even through the you-must-know-
everything cert topics. We promise to do better with our cert
books in the future.]

When you're communicating new knowledge to your users:

What's the minimum you can give them that'll let them
be creative?

Iterating through topics lets them do more interesting things
more quickly. If they need more on a topic, they'll either get it
later--on another trip through the spiral--or you can simply
point them to a reference where they can learn the rest of the
details when they need them. The point is, get them having
fun and doing interesting things as quickly as possible!

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/spiral_learni
ng.html
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Six Degrees of a User
By Kathy Sierra on February 14, 2005

The Telephone Game

That's right Bob...
the users LOVED the
basic features, but they're

hoping we'll do more with the
advanced features to give
them more power...

Hey Pam. it's Bob in
Customer Services. I just
heard that custemers aren't
happy with the advanced

tools in the software... we
need to work on that...

It's Ken from
marketing... turns out
= our uzer:z are total idiets,
Jjust as we thought! Let's

take out all the advanced
features and dumb

T just heard from
Bob. and it looks like
users are struggling with
the advanced part of our
product. Can you talk to
engineering?

How many people are between you and real users? Each person
in the middle is another point-of-communication-failure, and by
the time the message gets back to the real engineers, god only
knows what's happened to it.

We had a phone call with Tim O'Reilly a couple days ago about
some communication problems of our own, and his theory was
that we were all suffering from "The Telephone Game", where
each iteration of the message lost information. Entropy sucks.

I talked about this before in Users Aren't Dangerous, but it's
tricky to do. In Los Angeles I once worked for what had been the
coolest training company on the planet, Mind Over Macintosh.
(There's no link, because it no longer exits.) The owner, Bruce
Kaplan, was a brilliant marketer and creative force... he was

largely responsible for bringing places like the LA Times into the
85




Kathy Sierra

digital/desktop publishing world, and then repeated this again
by introducing much of Hollywood to new media.

In some other blog I'll talk about more of the amazing things he
did that made the place so special, but here I want to mention
the one that struck me as the most obvious difference between
his company vs. Sun Education--talking to customers. When 1
first came there to design and teach courses in interactive
multimedia, Bruce would suggest that we have personal
conversations with each student before they ever showed up to
class. While most students were at first surprised that the
teacher of their upcoming course was calling to chat, everyone
agreed that it made a huge difference. I knew exactly who was
coming, what they wanted and needed, and I could usually tailor
the course around the students who would be there that
particular week, based on what I'd learned. By the time they
showed up on the first day, we'd already established a
relationship.

In a few cases, we were able to stop someone from ending up in
a course that wasn't right for them, and could steer them in a
better direction (even if that meant they ended up with a
different vendor). This practice of talking to every student
before the course started became standard practice for me, and I
couldn't imagine doing otherwise.

Until it was time to teach my first course as a Sun employee. I
(silly me) asked my manager for the student phone list for my
upcoming course. She looked at me like I had just asked for an
AK-47. "You want to what?" she asked, as though the notion of
the instructor phoning the students was bizarre and
unthinkable. Clearly, only official Marketing or Customer
Service employees had direct phone contact with students. "But
these people are going to be spending 40 hours with me next
week... so it's not like I won't be talking with them then." And
while there wasn't exactly a rule that said instructors-don't-talk-
to-students-prior-to-the-course, it was just beyond anyone's
imagination why I'd want to do such a thing. I was of course
horrified that they didn't have a policy requiring instructors to
talk to their students!

And it showed. I was once asked to teach a custom advanced
enterprise Java class at a customer location, where a previous
instructor of ours had already taught it and the customer was
upset with it. My job was to go in and try to give them what they
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really wanted. When I spoke with the customer's representative,
he described what went wrong;:

"The instructor came in and started teaching. The students
quickly realized that the level of the course was too introductory
for these students. But the poor teacher was constrained by his
slides, so he dutifully went through the course doing the best he
could under the circumstances."

There's so much wrong there that I hardly know where to start.
The idea of an instructor being "constrained by his slides" is
insane, but that's a different (bad) issue--the notion of having
the course materials completely drive the course! (I'll have a lot
more to say about the use of slides/presentations in another
entry, but the folks at Missing Link know a lot about
presentations).

But the whole thing could have been avoided had the instructor
spoken to the students in advance, so that he'd at least have
known what they were really looking for. Instead, he was forced
to rely on the message that came through three people before he
heard it--the sales rep, the custom course developer, and then
his manager who scheduled him for the course.

Anyway, I'll have more to say about Bruce later because
contrasting what he did to the other training companies I have
worked for couldn't be more dramatic. Just one of his insights
was, for example, that the kind of coffee you served in the break
area could actually be the deciding factor for a customer. His
brochures (which were actually collectible posters) specifically
mentioned the coffee. So you might wonder why Mind Over
Macintosh no longer exists... given how fabulous it was?
Because Bruce eventually sold it to a Big Corporate Training
Company that sucked the soul out of it (I won't mention names),
starting with the name change.

(But now he's living another creative life and dream as a
musician, playing mandolin with his wife Claudia.)

So, if talking to customers/users can be such a simple thing, why
do some companies find it so hard and strange to do? Why was
it that what was unthinkable at one place (to not talk to
customers), was the status quo at another?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/cteating_passionate_users/2005/02/six_degrees
_of_.html
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The User's Journey
By Kathy Sierra on February 15, 2005

ModiFied Here's Jousney

ﬂdd he,PFHI‘ 8i
ide-
icks a@mentar

[= 2

T —

Life is 5“”‘“"‘“? Hero overcomes  Return to

hings
happens bad things a new
normal FP et 'RE&L%Y suck ing o

Lord of the Rlngs. Starwars. NeverWhere.

A beer commercial. Linux. College.
Viagra ads. Learning Java. Starting a business.
What do they all have in common?

Things are normal. Things become challenging. Thanks to the
help of friends and perhaps a mentor/wizard, you're able to
overcome the challenges. You return to the new and improved
normal. A hero.

What would happen if developers/marketers/teachers tried to
help users experience a kind of a hero's journey, and offered a
way to help them through each stage? Unfortunately, too many
products or services don't give the user a chance to get past the
initial crises ("Help! I can't make your product work!"), and the
user never ends up... a hero. They end up failing. Quitting. The
"I Suck" experience instead of "I Rule!" And since users are
increasingly less likely to take all the blame, your company or
product is Sauron. Sure, the user was defeated... but only
because Your Company Is Evil. As a developer of learning
experiences, I desperately don't want to be the enemy. (I always
fancied the trickster role though...)

The opposite (and sometimes just as bad) experience is where
your product or service offers nothing interesting or challenging,
or it doesn't try to at least inspire the user to do something
interesting or challenging with it. No Challenge = No Hero.
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One of the most powerful aspects of the Hero's Journey is that
the hero comes out the other side better than he was before. (Or
as Michael puts it... bigger.) Are you supplying a reasonable
challenge, and then offering a way to move through the stages of
that challenge and ultimately come out changed for the better?

Obviously not all products and services are--or need to be--
particularly inspiring and challenging. I'm thinking toilet paper
doesn't need to, um, take me on a journey. But... that doesn't
mean there isn't a way for a company with an utterly (and
ideally) unchallenging product to be associated with something
meaningful. Something that upgrades the lives of their users.

The user's journey doesn't have to be about the
product. It can be about something related to the
ingredients in the product, or the design, or the
company, or the employees, or causes supported by the
company Or...

If your product or service is daunting for users, or what they do
with the product or service is challenging, you can welcome that
as a great opportunity to give users the "I Rule!" experience. It
means you'll have a much easier time taking them on a little
hero's journey. If your product or service (or what users might
do with it) is not challenging, then you can still ask, "What can I
do to inspire our users to take on a new challenge?", and then
somehow craft a challenge (suggestion: teaching your users
something cool and rewarding is often an easy answer).

So, what are you doing to help your users on a hero's journey?
What can you do to associate =~ what  you
do/make/sell/write/build with a hero's journey? What can you
do to help your user through the "I Suck" phase and into the "I
Rule!" phase?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/the_users_jo
urn.html
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What Users Really Want
By Kathy Sierra on February 16, 2005

I'ma 22-year old
college student living in

ﬂe Redl the dorms. How will your

2 software help me get laid?
Question...

The quote in the picture is slightly paraphrased from a brilliant
rant by jwz (owner of DNA Lounge). The original (but you have
to read the whole thing for context ; ):

"So I said, narrow the focus. Your "use case" should be, there's
a 22 year old college student living in the dorms. How will this
software get him laid?"

The piece centers on designing (and spinning) products for what
the user wants, rather than... oh, never mind. I'll just put in
another quote because I can't say it as well:

"If you want to do something that's going to change the
world, build software that people want to use instead
of software that managers want to buy."

(Thanks to Jed Cousin and Nathan Torkington for the link!)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/what_usets_
irea.html
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Creating passionate fans
By Kathy Sierra on February 17, 2005

fiest time much later...

passjonate & phoned in

inspired Al

make fans  lose fang

Musicians know a lot about making and keeping fans. Last night
the four Headrush bloggers (me, Eric, Beth, and Bert) went to a
sold-out Finn brothers concert at the Boulder Theater, and two
amazing things happened:

First, the show was nearly cancelled because Neil had a severe
case of the flu. He was in the hospital in San Francisco the day
before. But they pumped him full of drugs (and apparently a
single-malt scotch) and he somehow managed to get there,
arriving minutes before the show was to start. I hadn't even
been a Finn fan prior to the show (Eric and Beth talked us into
it), but I have a really soft spot for those who leave a hospital
rather than disappoint the customers/fans. : )

But something more important went on throughout the night...

They played the songs they've been playing for twenty
years as soulfully and passionately as though it was
their first time. As though we were their first and most
important audience.

Think about how damn many times over the years they must
have played Neil's biggest hit, "Don't Dream It's Over".
Thousands. But it was achingly beautiful last night despite what
might have been, like, the 3,042nd time they've played it live.

But I'll come back to that in a minute.

It got me thinking about how good some artists and bands are at
loving their fans. Or at least getting their fans to love them. I've
seen Coldplay three times in the last couple years, in three
different venues. (I love live shows). Each time was amazing,
and Chris Martin was always inspiring. But the last time was
incredible--it was at one of the most magical concert spots in the
country, Red Rocks Amphitheatre. Red Rocks is outside, and the
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concerts are held during the summer when it should be warm
and gorgeous. But not this night. It was pouring rain, from start-
to-end, and near freezing.

But the fans stuck it out, shivering and huddling under plastic
tarps, blankets, and trash bags and everyone was drenched.
Chris Martin kept mentioning how grateful he was that
everyone was there putting up with this. He even apologized for
the weather!? But at the end, when he should have been as
anxious as anyone to just get the hell out of there, he said he was
going to do something they never do... an extra encore. He told
us that he felt so bad about what we'd been going through that
he wanted to do something special for us, so they came back out
again after their last encore, and then did something they'd
never planned on... and started playing.

We felt like we were the most special audience they'd ever
played for. Here we all were, completely miserable, and still
thinking we were lucky to have been part of that show, and that
we experienced something nobody else would.

Skyler is a fan of the UK indie band Travis. They don't tour the
US much, so it was a big deal when they came to town when she
was 14. We got there hours before the doors opened to get a
good spot, and before lining up we went around the back of the
building, and there stood the band's frontman/lead singer Fran
Healy. What happened next was astonishing (keep in mind that
while Travis is mostly unknown in the US, they're HUGE in the
UK. This is not your local bar band):

Fran: "Hello there, I'm Fran." (as if she might not actually know
that!)

Skyler: "Hi, I'm Skyler".
Fran: "Hey, you're from the message board!"
Skyler: (stunned) "Yes! Wow!"

Fran: "It's great to meet you in person Skyler. Is this where you
live?"

(On it goes, with two of the other three band members coming
out of the bus to say hi.)

Think about that... it means the band actually reads their
message board posts, enough to have recognized Skyler as a
frequent poster.
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So you probably all have a ton of stories about a band or artist
that really made you feel like they cared deeply about their fans,
but I wanted to come back to that part about singing a song as
though it were the first time. I've thought about how many times
I've taken classes from teachers who you knew had been
teaching this class forever. You knew because it showed. They
were barely present. You might know it as the "phoning it in"
effect. You've almost certainly been there.

So that's the question... how do you keep your work feeling
inspired and passionate? Fresh? If you're a manager, what can
you do to help your employees stop sliding into the phoning-it-
in stage? Obviously putting them under constant stress isn't the
right idea, but what about making sure they have chances to
have variety in their work, or at least occasional chances to work
on a different kind of project or role, at least temporarily, to step
back and look at their work differently.

How can you keep your own work from suffering from phone-it-
in? What can you do so that when you sing to that audience after
twenty years, you leave them feeling as though this was your
debut night, and they were the most special audience you'll ever
play to?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/ creating_pas
sio.html
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The power of One
By Kathy Sierra on February 19, 2005

~ Being a manager
is simple... if anybody
disagrees with you, just say
they're "not a team player”.

If you asked the head of a company like, oh I don't know... Sun
for example, which employee he'd prefer: the perfect team
player who doesn't rock the boat or the one who is brave enough
to stand up and fight for something rather than accept the
watered-down group think that maintains the status quo (or
makes things worse), which would he choose?

In his book Re-imagine", Tom Peters says, "We will win this
battle... and the larger war... only when our talent pool is both
deep and broad. Only when our organizations are chock-a-block
with obstreperous people who are determined to bend the rules
at every turn..."
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I'm guessing there aren't many CEOs who'd publicly disagree
with Tom on that.

So yes, I'm thinking Mr. CEO of Very Large Company would say
that their company should take the upstart whatever-it-takes
person over the ever-compromising team player. "If that person
shakes us up, gets us to rethink, creates a little tension, well
most CEOs do think this way, wow, that attitude reverses itself
quite dramatically the futher you reach down the org chart.

There's a canyon-sized gap between what company heads say
they want (brave, bold, innovative) and what their own middle
management seems to prefer (yes-men, worker bees, team
players). Oh, you won't actually hear any manager say that... but
you see it over and over again in their choices. When the tech
downturn hit, wouldn't you know it... the less-than-team-player
folks were the first to go in layoffs. Yet, these were probably the
folks the company most needed when it became painfully clear
that business as usual was failing horribly.

Just one of the many problems with the whole team player thing
is that you (the one accused of NOT being one) have almost no
defense against it. In the business world (except at the top or in
certain industries), team players are thought to be filled with
inherent goodness. Those who challenge the status quo against
the team are viewed as hurting the culture and productivity of
the team. Mavericks, they call us. Cowboys. Lone wolfs. Trouble
makers. That's not completely untrue. Teams where everyone is
completely in sync with little disagreement are more productive.

But the question is... productive at what? Because team think
usually promotes doing things exactly the way they've always
done them. Not exactly a recipe for being totally fin amazing.

Team thinking leads to incremental improvements,
and prevents revolutionary ideas.

Revolutionary thoughts are, by definition, thinking outside the
team.

Purple Cows just don't usually come from teams working
together to reach a solution. Purple Cows come from the wild-
ass idea one guy had in the shower. That doesn't mean he can't
be part of a team, but the more unusual an idea is, the more
resistance it will get from a group, and that's often enough to
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suck the life out of an idea. Or it goes from being a purple cow to
one that's merely a slightly darker shade of brown.

I'm not dissing teams--our books are all collaborative efforts,
and far better because of it. And we consider ourselves to be on a
team that includes our publisher O'Reilly. It's not teams that are
the problem, it's the rabid insistence on teamwork. Group think.
Committee decisions.

Most truly remarkable ideas did not come from teamwork. Most
truly brave decisions were not made through teamwork. The
team's role should be to act as a supportive environment for a
collection of individuals. People with their own unique voice,
ideas, thoughts, perspectives. A team should be there to
encourage one another to pursue the wild ass ideas, not get in
lock step to keep everything cheery and pleasant.

I simply don't buy into the "none of us is as good as all of us" as
fact. While it's often true, it's just as often not. There are times
when you can and should step back and say, "Not only am I as
good as all of us, I'm actually better at this particular thing,
because the entire team is headed in the wrong direction, and
there's too much inertia to get the whole damn team to turn
around at the same time." Obviously a manager doesn't want
total anarchy and chaos from each individual thinking their idea
rules and everybody else is an idiot, but somewhere there's a
balance, and the heavy emphasis on teamwork/teamplayer-ness
is tipped way too far in the non-individual direction.

I consider "There's no 'T' in Team" to be terribly depressing. It
sounds, in fact, just like what the Borg said on Star Trek. There
is most definitely an "I" in any team I'm on. I have value in, and
out, of a team. I will not surrender my passion in order to be a
team player. And any team who doesn't value that isn't a team I
want to be part of. I do believe that a team can change the world,
but it's still a team of individuals supporting each other in being
brave, strong, innovative, and passionate.

There is an "I'" in PASSION.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_usets/2005/02/the_powet_
of _on.html
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Point of view matters
By Kathy Sierra on February 21, 2005

Without me, she'd have
no customers. She needs
me more than I need her.

Without me, he'd have
nothing to market. He
needs me more than T
need him.

My previous post on the power of One was from the perspective
of the individual on a team. But then Eric Titcombe made a
great comment that could reflect the manager's point of view.
And that reminded me of how the POV of people in different job
roles and departments can be so different. Marketing (and/or
sales) folks have a point when they say that without them, the
best product in the world won't have enough customers
(although that picture is changing). The engineers have a point
that without them, the marketers have...nothing. Who is right?
Does it matter?

I developed a game for Virgin Sound & Vision (a part of Virgin
which had still been owned by Richard Branson and was focused
on younger games), called Terratopia, that had 300 people
working on it in one form or another. And exactly one
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programmer... me. I thought I was the center of the world for
that game. I mean, come on, without the programmer, there
WAS no game. But then when the credits were created (and
rolled to look like movie credits), I came in around number 12. I
didn't really care, but it still shocked me that I, center of the
world, wasn't #1. But of course the producer assumed that HE
was the center of that product, and the art director thought HE
was, and the story's creator thought SHE was, and the lead
designer, and I think even the sound designer/composer
thought he ought to be above the coder.

So it was all a matter of perspective.

But what I think is far more important than recognizing that
each part of the world in which the product or service exists has
a different POV, is finding a way to make sure these different
people talk to one another. I couldn't believe how few cross-
departmental meetings we had when I was at Sun. Here I am
complaining about people not ever talking to an external
customer, when an even deeper issue is that so many people
never talk to anyone outside their own department. And that's
just crazy.

A couple of months ago I was at the Sun campus working on the
new version of the Java programmer certification exam, when I
bumped into the marketing guy to whom that exam belonged.
He asked what I was doing there, and I told him how we were
working on the new exam, and how cool it was. He looked at me
strangely and said, "but there's really nothing new there, right?
It's just yet another version of the same old exam." So I looked
at him strangely and said, "Are you KIDDING me? This is a
profoundly different exam in so many ways, and..." off I went,
detailing all the reasons why I thought there was indeed a Big
New Story here. I invited him down to the meeting room where
he could meet the entire exam development team and interview
us while we were right in the midst of it. He was seriously
surprised, but in the end... delighted.

Whether the right people from other departments know about
the exciting things you're working on should not depend on
whether a contractor crashes into them accidentally in the
cafeteria.

If you're producing a product, and you're the engineer, for frick's
sake find a way to make sure the marketing and sales people
hear how exciting it is. Don't wait for official department
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channels, just tell them. If YOU show how excited you are,
chances are you'll infect them and god knows, the marketing
folks could probably use a little passionate enthusiasm from the
ones who deliver the goods.

And vice-versa. If you're in marketing, why aren't you really
spending time talking to the ones who do the work? If I ruled
the world and were a manager, I'd absolutely insist on getting
these groups to meet face-to-face (or at least on web-cam) on a
regular basis, not just at the annual company picnic.

And if both sides spent more time learning what the other folks
really did, they might use that new knowledge and appreciation
in key ways. One of the worst things that can happen to an
engineering team, for example, is when marketing suddenly
schedules a "press opportunity”, which means... an impressive
demo. I was once given two weeks to come up with a version of a
game (All Dogs Go To Heaven, for MGM) that was going into a
box of Cheerios. [perky voice]"You can't miss on this one,
Kathy,--this is the first CD-ROM to ever go into a box of cereal.
But we just KNOW you can do it" : ) [/perky voice]

I was horrified, yet not surprised, that marketing had yet again
promised something that would kill me to deliver. And I
couldn't help thinking that if these folks really knew what we did
and how software development worked (especially on games),
they wouldn't just sign us up for stuff with abandon. On the
other hand, at that time I had zero appreciation for what their
job or life was like in marketing, so I considered them just a big
fat annoyance. People whose sole responsibility was to mess up
our schedules and way over-promise the press and clients.

(Footnote: it turned out that I got four weeks instead of two,
because just before they shipped it, someone realized that the
protective sleeve around the CD-ROM might actually be harmful
to the cereal. So I very nearly became the girl responsible for
delivering the game that killed kids. )

So, what are you doing to see things from the POV of the other
folks involved with your product or service? If you're a manager,
what are you doing to encourage the conversation within the
company?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/ctreating_passionate_usets/2005/02/point_of_vi
ew_m.html
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Can you teach someone to care?
By Kathy Sierra on February 28, 2005

You usually can't create passionate users unless you deeply care
about them. If you didn't, you probably wouldn't be reading this
blog. But what about the other people on your team? How do
you get them to care?

Obviously you can teach customer service skills. You can teach
active listening. But can you teach them to care?

No.

But you can infect them.

Passion is infectious, and so is caring. The brain usually can't
help sliding toward the behaviors of those that brain is around.
So if you want people to care, make sure the culture of your
environment has hit a critical mass of caring.

I worked for the Sports Club LA/Reebok for a few years, and one
of my jobs was to write software that trained employees on
customer service skills. Each of the several thousand employees
in the entire company had to go through the same customer
service training program. But we noticed that at some facilities,
virtually 100% of the employees were nice-as-pie to the
customers, while in a couple other facilities, you'd think it would
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kill some of the front desk staff to even smile at a customer let
alone help them out with anything. What was the difference?

Critical mass.

In the places where the service was awesome, the norm was to
treat the customers like gems. If a new employee started
working the front desk, for example, and didn't say goodbye to a
customer as they walked out, everyone noticed. The rest of the
people there would turn around with an odd look. Not a
condescending or angry look, just... that it was strange to not
hear someone say goodbye to a customer. The norm was to greet
and say goodbye to customers, and anything that violated the
norm was really noticeable.

But in places where the service sucked, that culture didn't exist.
If a new employee started working the desk and didn't greet a
customer, nobody noticed. Nothing out of the ordinary.

We fixed the situation in less than two weeks by taking the front
desk employees who couldn't imagine not greeting the
customers and sent enough of them out to the other facilities
until we thought we had critical mass. It worked.

There's another question, of course, which is, "Yeah, but weren't
they just being fake and going through the motions?" Just
because they had the behavior of caring doesn't mean they
actually did. That's true, although in many cases, it doesn't
matter all that much as long as the behavior of the "faker" is
indistinguishable from the Real Thing. But it would matter, in
the end, because sooner or later that employee would be put to
the test.

But that's where the brain kicks in... because the brain can get
"infected" by an attitude of caring. It's not guaranteed, of course,
but just as having a teacher or friend who is enthusiastic about
something can eventually cause you to start genuinely liking
that thing, you can be infected by being around enough people
who really do make caring a top priority.

The tougher job is when you don't have critical mass and you
somehow have to get there. And that's when you need to bring
in The Big Guns... real customers. Most often, when people
don't care about the users, it's because they don't see users as
real people. They're just abstract concepts. But if forced to meet
one face-to-face, or at least see some in a video talking about
real needs, hopes, dreams, concerns, they'll have to start seeing
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them as real humans. And unless you've got sociopaths on your
team (and I have a former manager or two I might put in that
category ; )), it'll be hard to keep them from feeling something.

So you can't teach caring (although you can certainly teach ways
to demonstrate caring to users), but you can use the brain's
built-in tendency to model what it sees in others to infect the
newcomers. And by finding ways to keep users "real people"
instead of spreadsheet numbers, a critical caring mass shouldn't
be that tough to hit.

I heart users :)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/can_you_tea
ch_s.html
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Dealing with a legacy brain...
By Kathy Sierra on February 28, 2005

Someone forgot to tell your
brain it’s the 21st century...

I want to get
an A on my stats
test, and maybe
lose two pounds...

I don't have
time for memorizing
these stupid numbers
when there are tigers to
watch for..and T better save
every ounce for that long,
hard winter in the cave...

Your brain

You thought dealing with legacy code was a challenge... the code
in your head is thousands of years out of date. Plus the docs are
really sketchy, and there's nobody alive who knows how to
refactor it. But if that's what we're stuck with (at least until Ray
Kurzweil's future gets here), we have to figure out ways to live a
21st centry life with a brain that thinks you're still living in a
cave surviving on berries and mammoth meat.

A big part of our goal at passionate users is to find workarounds
or ways to trick the brain into thinking that the content in your
stats textbook is as life-threatening as a tiger, but it was a
comment on my last post (from P-daddy) that reminded me
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that's it's not just info attention/retention we're fighting for. A
large part of why it's so frickin' hard to lose or even maintain
weight is that your brain/body thinks it better save everything
to prepare for that long winter.

(One of the reasons that most calorie-restricting diets make
things worse... you're just cofirming what your brain was
already worried about, and it says, "HELLO! We're starving
here! If you thought I was hanging onto everything before, well
now things are drastic, so I'm going into all-out protection
mode." And you end up with an even bigger fight. You'll have to
wait until we start a fitness blog to hear our thoughts on how to
work around <i<that. Tip: weight training with heavy weights is
the crucial part, because it sort of "tricks" your body into
thinking that you're growing.)

But knowing what your brain is motivated by is half the battle.
Because you can't change it, but you can work with it. The
biggest challenge is that you can't simply consciously order your
brain to care. You can't tell it, "OK, I know this looks really dull,
but trust me--I'm screwed if I fail that exam on Tuesday..."

For learning, one of the best things you can do is whatever it
takes to convince your brain that what you're learning is life-
threatening or life-saving. What does your brain think is
important? Novelty. Surprise. Sex. Danger. Shocking things.
Stories. Human faces. Pleasure. Things that make you
emotional. Things that move you, and things that cause you to
move. Things that cause you to think deeply. Solving puzzles.
Stories.

See the problem there?

Your stats textbook probably doesn't warrant a checkmark next
to any of those. So, you'll have to retrofit it yourself. To trick
your brain into thinking that what you're learning is important,
find ways to add some of those things into what you're studying.
But you can't do it by passively reading! Here are a few tips,
though:

* Write notes, and read them out loud. Just talking helps your
brain.

* Write notes as poems, haikus, limericks, songs, and say or sing
them out loud. One guy we know quite literally writes songs on
his guitar, and then records them as mp3's and shares them
with others.
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* Create a tiny little play, and have you and your study partners
act out the parts of different components in the system. If you
haven't done this, it seems weird. If you have, then you probably
know just how amazingly effective this is. What might take
fifteen repetitions when you're trying to read something and
burn it in, might take just one little act. So, form the "Dorm
Three Interpretive Dance Troupe", and start handing out
scripts.

* No study partners? Teach your dog, or explain it to a rubber
duck.

* Make pictures! Draw mind-maps. You can't possibly buy too
many of those flip-chart-sized post-it notes, with some colorful
Sharpie markers. If an illustration that the author creates is
worth a thousand words, the picture that you draw is worth
10,000.

* For rote memorization, create your own mnemonics and flash
cards you can carry around. (It's always best if you can use the
"the more you understand, the less you have to memorize"
approach, but there are always a few things you simply must
burn in.)

* Use visualization.

* Use chunking and patterns -- (more on that in another post) to
group the content into meaningful arrangements, so that you
don't have to learn as many individual arbitrary bits, and can
focus on bigger chunks.

* Involve more senses. Record your notes and listen to them,
while walking around. There's even some evidence that having a
strong smell, like freshly-popped popcorn or fresh-baked
chocolate chip cookies can help you get the material in. (Or at
least it's more fun.)

* Certain kinds of music might help, although this is a little
controversial, there's some interesting research. (More in this
book, including a music-for-learning CD.)

* And make sure you drink enough water. The brain works a lot
better with fluid (and I don't mean beer up there).

* Make the hard thing you're studying the last hard thing you
read before going to sleep (or before doing some long, brainless
activity like a hike). A big part of your learning and memory
encoding happens after you put the book down (or stop
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listening). If you put something else into your brain before the
other stuff has a chance to "gel", you'll weaken or completely
inhibit that process. But you can mix things that use completely
different parts of your brain. So you could learn Java, and then
go work on your golf swing, without losing too much of the Java
you were working on.

* If you're studying for an exam, and you wear the same shirt
each time you study, there's some evidence that suggests you
might have better recall if you wear that shirt into the exam
room. Bummer about the smell, though... And after you pass the
exam, you can have a sacrificial burning of the shirt along with
your text book.

* The same principle that makes the shirt thing work can work
against you if you always study in the exact same place, and then
take the exam in a different location. So make sure that while
you're wearing your "special shirt", you do your studying in
different rooms, desks, cafes, etc.

* If you can find a way to link what you're studying to sex, go for
it. Your brain won't forget, and your study partner may thank
you. (Or, alternatively, slap you. Your brain won't forget that
either.)

The most important thing is just to remember that your brain
isn't trying to make it hard for you. Your brain is trying to save
your life. You have to find a way to make your brain think it's
helping you, by tricking it into seeing your stats homework as
crucial to your survival. : )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/02/dealing_with
_a_.html
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Creating Pissed Off Users
By Kathy Sierra on March 2, 2005
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The second edition of Head First Java is finally out, and now
shipping on Amazon (and apparently in stores, but I haven't
seen it yet). But Amazon is spectacularly screwed up right now,
most noticeably in how it handles new editions of a book.

So the big problem is--everyone is buying the old edition on
Amazon, when they should be buying the new one! The trouble
is, it's nearly impossible to find the newest edition on Amazon.
It used to be that when you went to a book's catalog page, and
there was a newer edition of that book, you'd see that. There
would be a link to all editions.

Not right now, though. If you go to our first edition, there's NO
way to know that it's the older edition. Then it gets worse.
Imagine you do a search in Amazon on, say, "Head First Java".
The exact title. The new one still doesn't appear! Although you'll
get our old book, other books we did, and then a nice selection
of other books that somewhere mention the words "head",
"first", and "java" somewhere in their text. Which means that
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you're actually more likely to find a book about having oral sex
in a coffee shop than you are of actually finding a book that's
named "Head First Java."

But wait... there's more! Let's say you find the old edition (the
one that comes up on searches, etc.) but you already know
there's a newer one. So you do what I'd do... click on the author's
name to see the list of other titles by that author. But no, you'd
be wrong there too.

Apparently all the publishers are mad as hell at Amazon, and we
keep hearing, "They're working on it." One author put it bluntly,
"Amazon is lying to their customers, by not telling people they're
buying the older version of the books."

This is of course not a recipe for passionate users. I reckon a lot
of people will get the old book only to realize at some point that
there was a new one already shipping at the time they bought
the old one!

So... be careful please, and if any of you have accidentally
purchased the wrong Head First Java book on Amazon, we are
so very sorry. Send it back to Amazon and demand they give you
the new one. Trust me on this--you don't need both versions ; )

And for those of you not wanting to get burned by this on any
book you purchase, right now it looks like the best thing to do is
a normal search on the book you want, by title, and THEN do a
sort by "publicatioin date". So far, that seems to be the best (and
often only) way to bring up the newest editions. But Amazon has
a history of changing their algorithms on a daily basis, so who
knows what'll show up tomorrow. But this "don't show new
editions correctly” thing has been going on for many weeks, and
it's likely causing quite a lot of headaches for Amazon's
customers.

http://headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/creating_pis
sed.html
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Creating a passionate...you
By Kathy Sierra on March 2, 2005

I know there was
a reason I wanted 1o
become a programmer-...

if only I could remember
what it was.

If you want to turn someone on, ask them about something
they're passionate about and watch what happens. This is also a
great recipe for cheering someone up. People love talking
about their passions. (Which is one of the reasons that
creating passionate users means you don't have to rely on
traditional marketing... passionate people talk.)

But what about you? When someone asks you what you're
passionate about, does it have anything to do with your work?
Did it ever? If you used to be passionate about what you do, but
now have trouble maintaining it, that's a problem. You can't
expect to inspire passion if you're not feeling it yourself.
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But it's tough to do. I remember sitting around at Virgin once,
on a tight deadline, with several other members of the team, and
we were all stressed, snapping at one another, just having a
typical Bad Work Day. Finally one of the young QA guys who'd
been testing a game in the corner stood up, looked at all of us,
and said (with tons of attitude), "Are you HEARING yourselves?
You guys are whining about making games?"

Okay, that shut us up. We were all doing exactly what we loved
doing, but we had somehow stopped being mindful and slid into
Work Attitude. From politics to policy, we were cranky about
everything. Yet the artists were doing art. I was programming
(which I love). Even the producer was doing what he loved--
managing a large creative team and bringing a commercial
product to market. But still, we were whining. "The deadline is
too short." "The manager is an ass." "Marketing doesn't care
about us." "The only time Richard Branson came to party with
us, he was too drunk to notice." "We're the forgotten stepchild at
Virgin... Virgin Games gets all the glory."

Now, that doesn't mean we should have just been thrilled with
everything that was happening. But when we all took a step
back, most of us knew that there was a time when we all would
have killed for this job, and the chance to work at something we
genuinely enjoyed, and most importantly--were genuinely good
at. So why is it so hard to remember that sometimes? And what
can you do about it?

I talked earlier about this notion of keeping your work fresh and
inspired, as opposed to reaching the phone-it-in stage.

If you're working in a field you hate, at a job you hate... I don't
know what to say except get out as soon as you can. But I'm
really addressing this to those of us who actually are doing what
we at least once really loved, but are having trouble keeping that
early magic. I'd love to hear what other people do, but here I'll
give you my own personal approach:

1) Find a way to be around others who are passionate
about the work you do.

Passion is infectious. Even if it's just an online user group
(although there are reasons why face-to-face is more effective).

Actually, just being around people who are passionate about
anything is still good for you. (And conversely, stay away from
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the people you don't want to turn into, or those who judge and
criticize you.)

2) Attend conferences.

This automatically takes care of tip #1, but it goes beyond that. I
try to go to at least three conferences a year, sometimes double
that. I can usually live on the motivation I come home with for
months, not to mention that virtually all of my better ideas have
come from conferences and trade shows.

My two top favorites:

Game Developers Conference (bummer -- it's next week and I
can't go this year because I'm preparing for eTech). Honestly,
this conference is good for ANY developer, regardless of whether
you are or ever plan to create games. Just being around that
much enthsiasm and brain power... you'll be energized and full
of ideas.

Siggraph I can't even explain this one if you haven't been there.
Anyone remotely interested in art or technology will walk away
changed. You don't even have to attend the actual conference
sessions. Just pay for the exposition pass, and you'll be amazed.
If you're looking for The Next Big Thing, there's a good chance
it's lurking around Siggraph a few years ahead of time. And it's
incredibly fun.

I encourage you to attend conferences both in--and out--of your
field. Almost every year I try to attend at least one show that has
little to do with what I'm working on... just to see if there are
lessons learned in their domain that I can apply. I find that
anything related to entertainment, advertising/marketing, or
training can apply to virtually anything.

3) Ask yourself, "What did I used to really love about
this?" Remind yourself why you wanted to do this!

It doesn't mean you don't change your mind, or outgrow it, or
evolve, or whatever... but you won't know whether it's time to
move on or whether you just lost your perspective unless you
truly answer that question. Ask yourself, "assuming I do NOT
win the lottery, what else would I rather be doing for work right
now?"

You don't have to be passionate about the company you work for
in order to be passionate about what you do. You don't have to
love the company in order to love users.
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4) Learn something new.

It doesn't even matter what it is, although if it's something new
and cool related to what you do, that can help reinfuse your
work. Remember, learning turns the brain on. If you ask people
what they're passionate about, you'll almost always discover
that this thing involves ongoing learning and improving.

Of course if you hate the company you work for, and/or you
hate what you're doing, you're not likely to create passionate
users. In that case, I hope you're simply on short-timer mode,
and you're reading this blog because you're planning for the
time when you can do something you really can love : )

Most importantly, don't let anyone stand in your way.
Passionate people are often threatening (although I have no idea
why) to those who aren't so happy, and the threatened types can
really f*** things up for you. It took me a long time to learn that
lesson, especially because the threatened ones can often be the
"wolf in sheep's clothing", offering you advice "out of concern”
or trying to "not get your hopes up." I try to be realistic, and
know there are no guarantees, but for gods sakes, I intend to
keep my hopes up. I'm certainly going to do better that way than
if I have my hopes down, and it makes the journey a lot more
exciting.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/creating_a_
pass.html
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Can you have too much ease-of-use?
By Kathy Sierra on March 7, 2005

Keeping users engaged
Too hard

| Tooeasy  Just right

Not worth it Not worth it flow state

We all talk about user-friendliness and usability, but is it
possible to go too far? The answer really depends on the context,
but yes, it is possible to make something so easy that it loses
value. And the things people are passionate about always
involve some level of continuous challenge. Something users
can keep getting better at. Opportunities for growth.

Think about it... skiing, dancing, chess, photography, flying,
dressage, gardening, dog training, environmental activism,
religion... when people are into any of those things passionately
(as opposed to casually supportive), they keep wanting to get
better! People who are passionate always have an opportunity
(which they grab) to keep improving. To keep learning more. To
improve their skills and knowledge about whatever it is they
love so much. They read and they practice.
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So if what you offer doesn't have any challenges associated with
it, and things for which people can continually learn and
improve, you'll have a harder time getting people passionate
about it. Now, this doesn't mean you should make your user
interface challenging. If you're writing software, it's usually
because the user is going to use your software to do something
else. And if that thing they do using your software is
challenging, then you want your software to get the hell out of
the way and let the user get on with what they really love--
correcting the colors of old photos, creating three-dimensional
images, writing the next great novel, finding real information in
the noise of a signal they're analyzing, whatever.

And in that case, you want your software to be as easy as
possible, and let the challenge lie in the thing they're passionate
about. And anything you can do to make that activity a better
experience for the user is one step toward helping them be
passionate. Because the more time they spend in a state of flow,
where they're completely focused on a challenging activity for
which they have the right level of knowledge and skills (and
without having to think about the interface they're using to do
it), the more likely they are to stay engaged.

But if you're trying to create an environment in which people
can be passionate, something (just not the interface) needs to be
challenging, and there must be a way for users to build and grow
their knowledge and skills in a way that keeps pace with the
increasing challenge.

If the thing you want users to become passionate about is simply
too easy, without enough opportunity for continuing challenge
and growth, they'll get bored. It's not worth it. And if the thing
you want them to be passionate about is too hard, they'll get
frustrated. It's not worth it. This is tricky, because you have to
find ways to balance that challenge level, while also providing
opportunities for your users to keep getting better.

The key to inspiring passion is to have something worth
learning, and a way for that learning to happen.

If you look at things that people are passionate about, there is
always some way to tell that people have really become experts.
They ski double-black diamonds. They have a black-belt. They
are a grand master. They grow rare orchids. They speak
conversational Klingon. So one of the ways to help people
become more passionate is to figure out what it looks like when
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people are better at that thing, and help find ways to make that
happen for people. A ski resort with nothing but bunny slopes
won't last long, even though everyone will have a wonderful
happy and easy first three days, before they get bored and
realize skiing isn't very fun. If there weren't those blue slopes
beckoning (and all your friends already up there), there'd be
little value in going back. And after blue, there's black, then back
country, and...

Where there's passion, there's usually a user kicking
ass.

Help give your users an "I kick ass" experience, and you'll
greatly increase the chances that they'll become passionate.

[Update: you can get an interesting twist on this that we'll be
talking more about in the future, in Dave Roger's UXCentric
blog post on doing the Leonardo.]

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/can_you_ha
ve_to_1.html
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What's in your wake?
By Kathy Sierra on March 8, 2005

Does your product or service support plug-ins and add-ons?
Does it lend itself to follow-on products, accessories, support
and training, etc.? Does it inspire others to be part of your
wake?

Whoever competes with the iPod has to compete with a lot more
than Apple's device--it has to compete with this great wall of
stuff riding in the iPod wake. And these things all make the iPod
a lot more appealing and flexible.

Inspiring a wake--where passionate people add value to your
product or service with new things--is one of the fabulous side-
effects of having passionate users. And your chances of creating
passionate users just keeps going up the larger the wake gets. So
it's a great big happy reinforcing feedback loop.

Some marketing folks have talked about user-created ads, but if
you let users enhance what you offer, by adding more features
or even just by creating cool fan t-shirts, you're much further up
the passionate users curve.

Are there ways in which you can encourage others to add value
to your product? If it's software, do you have an API that
supports plug-ins? Do you encourage others (even if it means no
direct revenue for you) to provide training and support? Are
people likely to write books about it? (More books on the shelf
about your product=more visibility for your product, and more
chances that someone will have a successful experience with it.)
How many new businesses were started by users who liked
something so much, the decided to start their own business
around it. So what are you doing to help others build in your
wake? Being closed, or trying to keep others from capitalizing on
what you provide (in other words, trying to keep the wake for
yourself), is a bad idea.

The more interesting and valuable your wake is, the
more likely it is that you'll create more passionate
users. And the more passionate users you have, the
more likely it is that your wake will grow.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/whats_in_yo
ur_w.html
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Your brain on multitasking
By Kathy Sierra on March 9, 2005

Multitasking vs. Serial

4 things the same 4
things

If you're a programmer, you know that context-switching in a
multi-threaded system isn't 100% free. There's overhead with
tiny bits of time lost on each switch, as a new thread takes
control. Well, it's the same way with your brain. Only a lot
slower. And it doesn't look like

Time

Brain 2.0, Now... with Multi-Processor Capability!
will be coming anytime soon.

And although there have been plenty of studies to show
otherwise, the belief that multitasking will let us get more done
continues. Think of how many times you've been on the phone
with someone when you hear that little click-clack of their
keyboard. (I hate that. I do it to other people, but I hate it when
they do it to me.) And it makes me crazy when I'm trying to have
a conversation with someone in the same room, while they're
saying, "Uh-huh... yeah... I'm listening...sure, I can do this and
talk at the same time...". You know who you are ; )

Our brains can't do even two independent things that require
conscious thought, especially if those two things involve
different goals. But that's OK, you might think, since multi-
threaded systems on a single-processor aren't technically doing
two things at the same time.. they're simply switching back and
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forth so quickly that they just appear to be processing
simultaneously. But that's the problem... the brain isn't a
computer, and in many cases the brain works much more slowly
than a modern processor.

With each context switch, say, from the phone conversation to
the email, there's a hit. And it's not a subtle hit. One of the
things I really like about stress-management expert Jon Kabat-
Zinn is that he sometimes offers seminars and workshops on
time-management, but when you get there, it turns out his
approach isn't about how you manage your file folders, but
about mindfulness. Practicing mindfulness is like adding
more hours to your day. If you're mindful, time slows down.
You get more done, enjoy things more, and feel less stress.
These are big claims, but anyone who's practiced mindful
meditation or, like me, mindfulness-hold-the-meditation-
thanks, will swear it's true.

So if you're stressed for time, do everything you can to resist the
seemingly-intuitive notion that doing several things at once
will save time. I know how hard it is to let that go, but study
after study proves this wrong (here's another article from CIO
magazine). Obviously there are exceptions, especially if you're
quite content to let the quality of the work go down, or to be
rude to the person you're talking to.

But imagine what it would be like if every time your co-worker,
friend, spouse, lover, child wanted to say something to you and
you turned and gave that person all your attention. End of story.
No television sucking you into the event horizon. No glancing at
the computer. No talking on the phone or checking your watch
or reading a report... just 100% mindful, totally there, perfect
eye contact, YOU. If you already do this now, that's awesome. If
not, then if you try it--and I mean really try it--your family
might think something's wrong with you. (One of those, "Who
are you and what have you done with my husband?" moments.)

One tip: the brain finds it almost impossible to not turn to look
at a television that's on (more on that in another post). So turn it
off. If you must have television, make it a destination event.
Something you do consciously like choosing to go to the theater.
One of the worst things you can do to your brain (and family) is
just have the TV on when you're doing virtually anything else
but sitting down to watch a specific show. In other words, have a
damn good reason for turning it on, and I swear you'll get more
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done (and have more energy... remember, television acts as
somewhat of a temporary sedative to your brain. It literally
sucks your energy, while simultaneously making you feel like it's
helping you to relax. There's a great issue of Scientific American
special edition on the Mind (volumne 14, number 1) that goes
into a lot of technical detail about this).

If you want to get more done, be mindful.
If you want to have more time, be mindful.
Mindful means one thing at a time.

It's how the brain works, no matter how you try to convince
yourself you can do it (although there is evidence that fast
media/video-gamer kids are a little faster at switching. Not
because they have a younger brain, but because their brains
were more wired for this pace at a younger age).

As the Buddha might have said, when you're answering email,
don't try to talk to someone at the same time. Be the emailing. ; )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/your_brain_
on_m.html
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Motivated to learn?
By Kathy Sierra on March 23, 2005

Two kinds of learning

I have absolutely no
idea why T'm learning
this, but that's OK... T

won't remember anything
after the exam.

With just a few
simple changes fo
Mary Jane's cake, T can
make sure she won't be
going to the dance fonight...

[

Just-in-Time  Just-in-Case

Think of a time when you wanted to learn something because
there was something you needed to do. It could be as simple as
figuring out how to transfer a call on your new (and insanely
complex) phone system at work, because your boss' wife
somehow ended up at your extension and you SO don't want to
hang up on her. Or it could be that you just realized that you're
really tired of copy-and-pasting your contact info onto every one
of your web pages, so you need to figure out how to dynamically
include a snippet of HTML in every one of your JSP pages.

Now think back to most of what you learned in high school. How
much biology do you remember? I mean, really remember?
(Assuming you aren't a medical student or biologist today.) I am
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100% certain that I'd fail some of the exams I took when I was
16... including some of the ones I aced at the time.

OK, so that was a pretty long time ago, and no matter how well
you learned something, there's a little bit of a use-it-or-lose-it
for a lot of topics. You might still have it all in your brain, but
the mechanism for recalling it is too rusty to be useful.

But think about something more recent. Think about the last
technical topic you learned from either a class or a book. How
much of the details do you remember? The answer probably
depends a lot on whether you knew that you needed to be able to
do that particular thing you were learning. And that's huge.
Because if even at a high level you know you need to learn PHP,
if the parts your studying don't seem directly related to what you
know you want to do, the learning will be weak.

And that's the problem with a huge chunk of learning today,
from schools to colleges to corporate/IT training to books:

Just-in-case learning sucks compared to just-in-time
learning.

That doesn't mean there aren't a lot of problems with just-in-
time learning, too... usually just-in-time learning is also just-
what-you-need to survive the current problem, and you might
not even understand why the thing you're doing works. But
there's a hybrid solution that we try (not always successfully) to
do sometimes in our books or in the classroom, and it's this:

Give a compelling, personally motivating
reason/benefit for the thing you're teaching, before you
teach it!

In other words, try to make just-in-case learning feel more like
just-in-time learning. In our Head First books, for example,
you'll see a lot of things like, "Imagine you've just finished
working on this project when suddenly the spec changes, and
your boss says..." We try to give scenarios up-front, that at least
provide a tiny bit of just-in-time motivation. That feeling of,
"OK, I really need to be able to do this, so I need to figure out
how..." vs. "I'm sure this is relevant or it probably wouldn't be in
the book, but it's not something my brain needs to pay attention
to right now..."

We try to get our authors and teachers to really work on this, but
it's not always. I've had learners in a Java class who had no idea
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if they would ever actually use Java in the real world. So I try to
help them imagine what they might want to do, and I try to
come up with things that might be inherently motivating, to
make it more like a game. Almost anything can be made
interesting and even compelling if the book/teacher doesn't suck
the life and joy out of it by making it boring, academic, or too
comprehensive and difficult (like when the book tries to be both
a learning and reference book, so it covers absolutely everything
about any given topic, including the stuff that even the author
can't imagine actually using in the real world...)

I think I gave a few tips on doing this in a much earlier post on
Show-dont-tell applied to learning.

A good goal: figure out ways to make just-in-case learning feel
almost as motivating as just-in-time learning.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/motivated_t
o_le.html
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How do you thank your loyal users?
By Kathy Sierra on March 25, 2005

Wow -- I may have just had the best "customer love" experience
of my life. Over the last five years, I've been spending way too
much money buying prescription glasses from one of those foofy
overpriced mall "eyewear" boutiques (The Eye Gallery in the
Flatirons mall outside Boulder CO). I keep going there because
the optometrist is amazing, helpful, nice to be around, treats you
like a friend, and most importantly--spends a lot of time
educating and motivating you about what's really going on with
your eyes, how to take better care of them, what it means to your
eyes to be living at such a high altitude, etc. And best of all (for
me), the folks there take the time to help me find something at
least half-way flattering (or at least they do a great job of making
me believe that... by the time I leave they have me thinking I
look like Heidi Klum. Of course that wears off completely once
I'm in, say, the dressing room at Nordstroms).

So I just lost my last pair of glasses and went in all desperate, 20
minutes before closing. My normal doctor was out on maternity
leave, but her new husband, who'd never seen me before was
there and he decided to do the exam right then, after closing
time. Then he and one of his assistants spent 45 minutes helping
me while I agonized between the two "designer" frames I'd
narrowed it down to. On one hand was the very fun, very french,
very expensive pair of purple frames that I dearly wanted... and
on the other were the tortoise shell ones that were still cool, but

way more practical. I wimped out and went with the tortoise
shell.

Now the good part...

I came back in the next day when they were ready, and the
optometrist's husband pulled out the tortoise shell glasses with
my new lenses, and did all the adjustments. Then just before I
got up to leave, he said, "Oh, I talked to my wife last night about
you, and you've been such a great customer that we decided you
might want to have some fun... so we went ahead and made
those purple ones for you as well. They re on us."

I was stunned. Those very festive, very french suckers cost over
$300, and here they were saying, "Here, go have some fun!"
Talk about endearing me for life--I'll never buy glasses
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anywhere else as long as I still live anywhere in this state. And
I'm dragging everyone else I know down there too, armed with
all the knowledge they've given me about how important it is to
have regular exams, the right UV protection, etc.

Yes, I spent a lot of money there over the last few years, but
that's nothing compared to what I've spent on, say, my
computers, stereo equipment, hell--I've spent more on Amazon
just for books! But I've never had a personalized or even
remotely special thank-you. Would it really kill most big
companies to do that?

(I just remembered another fun example--two weeks after my
father bought a new Honda, he got a huge shock when someone
from the dealership showed up at his doorstop with a basket of
fresh-baked cookies as a thank-you and follow-up.)

But the best part of the thank-you I got from the Eye Gallery is
that they gave me an "I Rule!" experience. They weren't just
creating a loyal customer, they were helping ME be more
playful. They were helping me kick-ass. (Assuming you're
willing to buy into my delusion that wearing those cool purple
frames makes me smarter, more clever, and definitely more fun
;)

So, how are you thanking your users? How are the companies
you do business with rewarding or at least acknowledging you
for your loyalty? Next time you think about how to thank your
users, see if there's a way to do something else for them, in the
context of showing your appreciation. See if you what you do for
them makes them have more fun.

They'll love you forever.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/how_do_yo
u_than.html
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Incremental vs. revolutionary
improvements

By Kathy Sierra on March 28, 2005
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The true art of product or service development might come
down to this:

Knowing when it's appropriate to make incremental
improvements and knowing when you need a
revolutionary leap.

Do you continue to patch, tweak, tune or do you throw away the
old assumptions and start with a completely fresh approach?

This is obviously a complex issue, but the metric we use is this:

If you're competing for market share, with products or
services that are hard to differentiate, incremental
improvements might be a waste of time and resources!

That's how we looked at the computer technical book market.
We set out to write just one book, Head First Java. We said,
"There are over 2,000 currently-selling Java books on Amazon.
We have very little name recognition, especially among people
who don't yet know Java (the audience for our book), so what
can we do?" And in fact most publishers, book reviewers, etc.
were saying, "Does the industry even need yet another intro to
Java book?!"

We saw that there was a big gap in usability/learnability for a lot
of programming books, and knew from our backgrounds in
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artificial intelligence, learning theory, and interaction design
that there was an opportunity to make a major difference, if we
could find a publisher willing to let us make the leap. So we
proposed the idea to a major publisher (not O'Reilly). The
publisher said, "That's way too radical and people won't accept
it, but we'll let you do 10-20% of what you want and we can see
how it goes..." In other words, they wanted us to make
incremental improvements to the learning model used in the
books we were going to be competing with. We declined, even
though we were really anxious to have a book published,
because we believed that without a revolutionary jump in the
learning experience, we'd be in for a horrendously bloody fight,
kicking and clawing for market share in an overcroweded field
against successful competitors who were much better known.

A revolutionary improvement was taking the commonly-held
assumptions and tossing out as many as we could if they stood
in the way of a good learning experience. The thing is, there isn't
anything revolutionary about Head First books if you view them
in the context of all learning experiences, or even just the subset
of "books designed for learning." You've all seen books that use
visuals, surprise and novelty, strong metaphors, different
learning styles applied to the same topic, etc. The difference is
simply that you didn't see that in programming books.

So '"revolutionary" often just means "revolutionary in THIS
context." And that's also a way to think about where to find
ideas for revolutionary improvements... look at what's being
done in other domains, that might work in yours. In our case,
we looked at trying to replicate as much as possible the things
that make up a good classroom experience, and apply that to a
book. In other words, instead of studying what's good about
books, we looked at what's good about classroom experiences,
and then we looked at books (largely children's books) for more
ideas on the ways in which classroom learning could be mapped
into a book. We didn't do a great job, either. But the leap was
enough to make a significant difference to the majority of the
market for those books.

In fact, when we look at it now, we realize that a lot of what we
did in the Head First books was still mostly incremental
improvements, and that we were still basing a lot of what we did
on the way it's usually done. We chickened out in a lot of areas.
(Which is why we designed another new series that you'll see the
first books in near the end of this year.) But it's really hard not
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to make only incremental improvements, because the natural
tendency is to focus on improving what's already there. You
ask the question, "How can we make this thing better?" Instead
of, "What are we really trying to accomplish for our users?"

One of the hardest things to do is throw away what you've
worked so hard on. That could mean throwing away real stuff--
physical products or software code--or throwing away ideas.
There's a certain amount of unlearning that usually has to
happen, as well as letting go of things you might be especially
proud of. ("Killing your babies" is the expression many writers
use.)

The biggest problem with incremental improvements is that
they often lead, eventually, to an impenetrable wall that stops
you from ever ending up where you really need to be. You can't
get there from here. In the good old days, you could solve
that by simply out-advertising/out-marketing the competition.
Well, that's out. (See Hugh, Seth, and other neo-marketing folks
for thoughts on that.)

But today, there's more supply than demand of just about
everything, and the competition is fiercer than ever. You
certainly don't want to go down that road of competing solely on
price, but if everyone in the game is trying to make incremental
improvements, the liklihood of anyone breaking through in a
significant (let alone lasting way) is slim.

FYT -- I'm reading a book somewhat related to this, based on the
idea of creating Blue Ocean Strategies (the book link is on that
site). It's premise is that competing for market share is the
"bloody red ocean" and that what you really want is the "blue
ocean" where the competition is simply irrelevant, because
you've created "uncontested market space." I was quite skeptical
of the book ("Oh, yeah, it's really simple -- just make the
competition irrelevant") , but having gone halfway through the
book, I'm starting to be a believer. Their approach really does
offer a variety of different, concrete, do-able strategies for
looking for ways to make this possible.

And while we're on the subject of incremental vs. revolutionary
improvements, I wouldn't assume that this applies only to
products or services (or, say, a legacy school system). It
applies to your whole life. I've known marriages, for
example, that were failing with patches, tweaks, and tunes--but
who survived and eventually thrived by taking a revolutionary
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step (moving away from the meddling in-laws, quitting the
stressful job, choosing a simpler life, throwing away the
television, etc.) And I've known people who gave up on
incremental career improvements, made the revolutionary
personal leap and changed their life in a dramatic way.
Remember, thanks to what we now (and only very recently)
know about the neuroplasticity of the brain, it's never to late to
create You 2.0".

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/incremental
_vs_html
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The importance of seduction and
curiosity

By Kathy Sierra on March 30, 2005

Part of creating passionate users starts with building curiosity.
Inspire them to want to learn, know, and do more. A comment
from John Mitchell on my motivated to learn blog reminded me
about this--he mentioned the importance of being
passionately curious about the topic (and I couldn't agree
more).

So can you inspire curiosity? Can you seduce the user into
actively wanting more, even if that user didn't start out with
their own intrinsic intellectual curiosity?

Sure. It won't work for everyone and every topic... but think
about things that you know have worked for you in the past:

1) Be passionately curious yourself (good point John!)

The brain is tuned to mirror the behavior of others, so if your
passionate curiosity is stronger than the other person's passive
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disinterest, you have a chance to "infect" the other person. It's
not just that you know what's exciting, wonderful, fascinating
about a topic--it's that you genuinely feel it, and this is reflected
in the way you talk about it, not just the actual content of your
words. Passion breaks through.

2) Be seductive

That means knowing when--and what--to hold back. Don't hand
them all the answers... take them part way and tease and
tantalize them into going the rest of the way. The brain wants to
find out what happens next. It's what keeps you watching the
movie until the end, staying up late at night with a page-turner,
tuning in next week (especially if last week's episode was a cliff-
hanger), and hoping for that second date... NPR refers to the
phenomenon of wanting to hear the end a driveway moment--
where you're listening to an engaging story (like on This
American Life, or a radio diary) but arrive home before it's over.
You can't get out of the car. You just have to hear how it all
turns out.

3) Make them curious by doing something unusual,
without an obvious explanation (a variation on #2)

In the Parelli natural horsemanship program, I learned a new
way to "catch" a horse. I walk into the big pasture holding the
halter and instead of walking straight toward my horse, I kind of
meander around not even looking at her. Then when I come
close enough for her to know I'm there, I stop and turn around
so my back is to her... and I might even start walking away while
fiddling with whatever I'm holding. Eventually, she can't stand it
and has to know what I'm up to and why I didn't try to catch her.
So she'll come over and "catch" me. (For all you pet people, I'll
mention that we are not allowed to use treats as an enticement.
They're coming because they're curious and it triggers their
play--rather than fight or flight--instinct). In the book/movie
"The Horse Whisperer", Robert Redford's character spends
hours sitting in an open meadow until the terrified, escaping
horse finally walks up to him. Curiosity can beat fear.

4) Offer a puzzle or interesting question... without
giving them the solution.

It's almost impossible to turn away from a TV game show when
a question has been asked but not yet answered. But it works for
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almost anything that engages the brain's strong desire to find
solutions.

Here's an example (many of you will know the answer to this
already, so it won't work for you... but it works quite well on
most people who don't know this problem):

Kevin, a college student, walks into the cafe where he spots
Reese, the gorgeous math whiz he's seen around campus. He
works up the courage to walk over to her, "Hey Reese, I'm Kevin,
and I heard you're the only one to ever get an A in Bozeman's
Stats class... I'll buy you dinner if you help me study for the
exam."

Reese look up skeptically then says, "I need to know if you're
worth helping. Tell you what, I'll write my phone number on the
back of one of these three business cards. I'll mark them on the
front A, B, and C, but you won't know which card has my
number on the back. If you pick the right card, you can call me
and we'll schedule a study/dinner date."

Kevin's not happy, "But what does that prove about me? You're
not even giving me a 50/50 chance... but OK, if that's the best I
can do... I'll pick card 'B"".

Reese is left with cards 'A' and 'C', and says, "Before we look at
your card, I'll give you another chance. I've just turned over card
'A'; so you can see it doesn't have my number. That means my
number is either on the card you picked, 'B', or the card I
haven't turned over, 'C'. Do you want to switch your card 'B' for
my card 'C'?"

Kevin cocks his head and thinks to himself, Ah... she's trying to
see if I recognize that the odds are the same for both cards
(duh), since they both began with a 1 in 3 chance. She probably
wants to see if I'm decisive and confident... He looks at Reese
and says, "No thanks; I'll stick with my original choice 'B'. It's
just as likely to be the winner as your card 'C'."

Reese flips his card 'B' over and shows that it's blank. Her phone
number was on card 'C'. Kevin laughs and says, "Well, you didn't
give me a fighting chance. All the cards had a 1 in 3 chance of
being the right one, and at least I didn't fall for your little
swapping trick... you should still give me your number."
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Reese rolls her eyes, shakes her head slowly, and says with a
frown, "You know Kevin, if you would have agreed to swap cards
when I gave you the chance, I would have given you my number
even if it wasn't the card with my number. Switching cards
would have shifted the odds in your favor, and I was really
hoping you knew that. Sorry, but I don't want to waste my time
trying to help you."

Unhappy and a little angry with Reese, Kevin leaves the cafe and
tells the story to his roommate Manny. Kevin says, "Reese is just
wrong... there's no way that switching my card for hers at the
point would have made any difference. Both cards started with a
1in 3 chance, and nothing changed that."

Manny looks at Kevin and says, "Dude... Reese is right.
Switching cards would have changed your odds from 1 in 3 to 2
in 3. You blew it."

So... are Reese and Manny right?

Yes, they are. Swapping would have changed his odds of having
the winning card.

Your job is to figure out why it works that way... and if you want
to learn it here, you'll just have to wait for another blog entry
(later this week, I promise) to find out.

[Note to those who recognize what the Kevin/Reese puzzle is
about: don't reveal the true "name" of this problem, so we can
make googling for the answer a little less easy for everyone else ;

)]

People who don't immediately understand the problem and
don't believe it, will often set out trying to disprove it (they're
curious to find proof that Reese, Manny, and you are wrong), or
they believe it but they're so puzzled by it that they try to find
out what's going on (curious to understand).

The brain wants it to make sense. : )

There are obviously lots of ways to get people curious, but it's
been a highly underrated strategy for getting people engaged,
hooked, motivated... all prereqs for passion. Think about ways
you might use curiosity as a technique in everything from user
documentation and tech writing (including books) to teaching to
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dating to product development to marketing to horse training to
parenting and even delighting your significant other.

Having a passionate curiosity is a true gift, and anything you can
do to help give a little of that to another person is enhancing
their life. If you want to truly delight someone, then seduce
them (not the same as coerce or manipulate, if we make ethical
distinctions--I realize some people don't like the word "seduce",
but we love it) into being curious to learn more, grow more,
stretch their mind, become more skilled, or just find out what
it's like to be better at something.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/ctreating_passionate_users/2005/03/the_importa
nce_.html
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The new geek speak / neo-marketing
language

By Kathy Sierra on March 31, 2005

We're remixing R55
with folksonomies and
micropersuasion to get the
sneezers to spread our viral videos through
the blogosphere. We're also life-hacking
social networks, semantically, To find out
what's on the A-list tagging radar. But it's
really about using your authenftic
voice in a market conversation...

Yeah baby,

we're ridin’ that
transparent Cluetrain
down the long-tail to
podcast town. Smells like
purple cow to me...

We mock the corporate b.s. speak, but have we listened to
ourselves lately?

This latest Hugh cartoon I'm in love with reminded me how
much the techies/geeks/neo-marketing folks (of which I'm a
member) are doing just fine with our own brand (would that be
a hijacked brand?) of buzzwords.

(And don't even get me started on the ones used in software
architecture. I'll save those as a special subset.)

Not only are you supposed to know and use these terms, you're
also not quite clued-in (or is it Hughed-in) if you don't also buy
into their true meaning. That is, if you can figure out what that
reallyis:)

There's no pot-calling-kettle-black thing here... I'm just as guilty
(although I challenge you to scrutinize the archives for a single
instance of my using the word "blogosphere™). I use "Hugh", and
"Seth" with full assumption that their last names would be
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redundant. I make jokes about "transparency” assuming you've
heard the Cluetrain arguments. And I do that assuming you
know what Cluetrain refers to.

I even use Scoble in my blog banner! (For Robert Scoble, whose
blog I adore, despite his Microsoftness.) Here are a just a couple
of recent Scoble quotes, "No RSS? Lame. That tells us you don't
want connectors/sneezers/influentials to talk about you..." and
"Be sensitive to the leading "connectors" -- they'll be the ones
who'll really kick off your viral campaign." Of course none of
those words are very new but what is new is for so many geeks
to be talking like marketers.

Fortunately, there's hope. Like any problem, acknowledging it
is the first step, and apparently there's even a drinking game
around these words (much like the old business buzzword
bingo, except more festive... with alcohol.

But... (and you knew there'd be a but) there's something really
interesting in all this. The goal should be honesty, true. And all
the new emerging technology and ideas, we do need new words.
If a word or phrase describes something new, then it's not
necessarily a b.s. buzzword used simply to obfuscate or to make
ourselves sound like we have a clue. So, it might be completely
appropriate to use these new words so casually, if they represent
what we're trying to communicate.

A bigger question might be, should we use these words without
defining them? Should we assume that our readers already
know what (or who) we're talking about? Is this exclusionary or
clique-ish? Yes, yes, and yes... if we're talking about passion.

For one thing, most of us using these words in a blog or other
online doc have links. If someone doesn't know who Hugh is,
they can click to find out. It stops me from interrupting regular
readers with repeats and redefinitions, and Hugh's site does a
far better job of trying to explain him (or not ; )) then I ever
could. And thanks to Google, we can all get a definition along
with the most recent conversations about just about any word I
could possibly use.

But that's still not the most important reason to use some of
these words and names without referencing them...

When people are passionate (or even just "into'")
something, they have a shared lexicon that helps
dinstinuish them from those who aren't.
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And this is not a bad thing. Professionals and hobbyists have
had shared, specialized vocabularies for years. Among other
things, it helps them get a message across more quickly than if
they couldn't use those things. But it also helps build their
devotion to their passion. Just figuring out the commonly-used
phrases, words, names, stories, etc. are part of what gives
people a sense of belonging. A sense of being a part of
something special. A sense of having learned, and earned their
way in. So in this case, exclusionary isn't necessarily a bad thing.

Becoming a part of something new usually isn't that simple. You
have things to learn. Show me an area where people are
passionate, and I'll show you how there is virtually always a
learning curve that includes ideas, concepts, terminology that
are specialized. Most people have an "I Rule" experience in part
because they've "crossed the chasm" (reached the tipping
point?) and learned what others are talking about. Of course
between Google and wikipedia, it's almost too easy these days ;)

Obviously if you use way too much jargon, and the answers are
not readily found, you will restrict your "tribe" (there's another
one). But that's not always a bad thing either! You may decide
that raising the barrier to entry adds value to those in the group
who've taken the time and effort to come up the curve. You may
decide that you can't even be true to who you are (you know,
"your authentic voice") if you have to make the message clear
and understandable to everyone, newcomers included. Some
passions are worth the trouble, and indeed better for
having a certain amount of effort.

Besides, something that gets you to go off and do a little
research on your own is often much more powerful than if
you're handed everything without having to think about it. So...
what special words, concepts, stories, people are a part of what
you are passionate about? Or a part of what you want people to
be passionate about? Lowering the barrier to entry, especially
when it comes to conversations, isn't always the best path when
you want genuine passion.

(That said, if you EVER and I mean EVER catch me sounding
anything like the couple in my cartoon here, slap your mouse
around a few times to slap me out of it.)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/03/the_new_ge
ek_sp.html
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You and your users: casual dating or
marriage?
By Kathy Sierra on April 8, 2005

If your users feel...

Sutistaction LOVE PASSION
T
No loyalty. They'll swilch Some loyalty. They'll tolk Intense, irrational
1o something else for o befter ubout you if the subject comes loyalty. They won't just talk
price, an extra feature, or for up. They'll work o little horder about you... they'll evangelize
no reason at all. or a pay a litle more to get you to everyone they meet.
You're stuck in o bloody what you offer. They'll pay o LOT more, wait o
battle for market share. But this is more like dating, not LOT longer, and go woy out of
marriage. their way to get what you offer.
No guarantee of a long-ferm This a deeply committed
commifment, and you can’t relotionship, and the
ufford many mistakes. compefition will have an

extremely tough time frying fo
seduce your users.

I was unexpectedly gone for a few days because I fell in love...
with my new skis. What was supposed to be a late-season one-
day trip became three of the best skiing days of my life. And all
because I was on skis that made me feel like I kicked serious
alpine ass. ; ) No, this is more than love... this is passion.

I've always been in love with skiing, and it's been close to a
passion. But despite my love for what you do with skis I was
never seriously into skis (or any other equipment as long as it
worked). If you'd asked me a week ago, I would have said that I
"loved" K2 skis. My first pair of skis as a teenager were K2s, and
every pair I've had since then have been K2s. If the company
had tracked me, they'd have said I was a loyal, perhaps even
passionate user. And I thought so too. But it turns out, I was
merely a little sentimental about the company.

When the time came to make a new buying decision, I
discovered just how unpassionate I really was for K2. When I
found an expert to help me (a ski guru at Boulder Ski Deals), we
narrowed it down to two skis: a new K2 women-specific ski
(very cool idea) called "One Luv", and a women-specific ski from
Volkl, the 724 EXS Gamma.
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But here's the thing -- although I favored the K2 because I had
thought 1 was a fan of the company, when it turned out they
didn't have them in my size and I'd have to wait a few days for
them to come in, I switched. My so-called love and loyalty
evaporated.

And T think a lot of businesses probably mistake customer
retention (repeat buyers) for customer love, when it might be
nothing more than the fact that humans tend to be habit-driven,
especially in the face of so many choices. I tended to buy Kas
because I knew it was a good company, and they'd always
worked for me in the past. Although until this week, I probably
never uttered the words, "I love my skis!" So when presented
with a choice between something new I could have right then
(and even at a slightly higher price) or waiting a couple days for
my "love" brand, I dumped K2 without the tiniest flicker of
emotion. I wasn't a passionate K2 user, and it turns out
I wasn't really even in love.

But now, with Volkl, it's a different story. Because of the
combination of an awesomely-engineered pair of skis, and the
expert thoughtfullness with which the sales guy at the store
made his recommendations, I ended up with a pair of skis that
took my skiing into an entirely new plane. After the last three
days, I am not just passionate about skiing, I'm telling everyone
I know to pay attention to Volkl, especially women. My passion
for the sport of skiing has now been permanently bonded to a
particular ski vendor. (And the store where I got them as well.)

Let's say these skis are stolen next month or next year. After I
back away from the ledge, I'll do whatever it takes to get another
pair of these skis. And if that model is discontinued, I'll buy a
different pair of Volkl skis. I'm absolutely certain of this:

Ill wait as long as it takes to get them, and I'll pay a
premium.

Remember, it doesn't matter how your users feel about
YOU, all that matters is how they feel about themselves
as a result of interacting with your product or service.

By making me kick ass, Volkl now has my undying loyalty and
passion. Something K2 never managed to do. And yet, even if I'd
had only good (but not fabulous) experiences on my K2s, the
company could have inspired my loyalty and passion by giving
me something more to believe in. But they didn't. At least not in
advance. It turns out that K2 women donates a portion of their
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sales to the Breast Cancer Research Fund, a cause dear to my
heart (my mother died from breast cancer at the devastatingly
young age of 40). But at the time of my purchase, I didn't know
that. It might have tipped the balance, actually.

Could K2 have done something to turn my perceived-but-not-
real loyalty into a long-term commitment? Probably, although
I'm not sure how. Maybe they needed an aggressive ski
registration system, so they could have known--and rewarded
me--for being a K2 owner.

Hmmm... this gives me a lot to think about, but most important
is the need to stop confusing loyalty with love, and love with true
passion. Great customer service and a great product can earn
you satisfaction, and often love, but until we get something close
to passion, an attractive outsider can still turn a user's head.
And the way to move toward passion, is to give your users the
kind of experience I had this week... where I thought I was
simply the hottest thing on Copper Mountain (I wasn't, of
course, but that's not the point ; )

So, what are you doing to give your users the "I kick ass"
experience? And what are you doing to help lock in your
relationships with regular, but not yet passionate users?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/04/you_and_yo
ur_us.html
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Context matters
By Kathy Sierra on May 1, 2005

What Americans see )

What 4sians see

The Sun project that took us to Japan was the development of a
new Java certification exam. It's meant to be a beginning level
exam for entry-level employees or new graduates who haven't
yet worked as Java programmers to at least demonstrate a basic
level of knowledge. For more than a month we (the American
team) argued with our Japanese counterparts over the
objectives of the exam.

We (the Americans) figured it would be a scaled-down, easier
version of the current programmer exam, with an emphasis on
the fundamentals of the Java language. Simple.

They (the Japanese), on the other hand, felt that some of our
objectives were too technically detailed, but then they included
all this other stuff they wanted to test people on. Things like
understanding the difference between the three Java "editions"
(micro, standard, and enterprise), how each of these editions
make sense given a design goal, problems/tradeoffs with
deployment of these various editions, basic UML, and on and
on...

In other words, they wanted to test not just on the Java
language, but also on the context in which Java is
used.

And there was no talking them out of it. Although at first we
(Americans) complained, we finally had to agree that these
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objectives make sense for this exam, where you want to know
that the person holding the certification understands the Big
Picture. And that seemed more valuable, for an entry-level
person, than simply proving that they had memorized a basic
level of facts about the language.

But then I remembered a book I read a few years back, The
Geography of Thought, and it all started to click in for me. The
book is amazing, and offers a ton of fascinating research and
studies that prove that we DO think differently. My brain
processes the world in ways different from that of my Japanese
counterparts, and one of the those ways involves context.

To greatly oversimplify:

Context plays a more fundamental role for Asians than
for westerners. Asians have a more difficult time
thinking of an object as completely separate from its
background.

Americans, on the other hand, focus on objects... things and
categories more than relationships.

Asians think in verbs where we think in nouns. And these
differences can have profound implications.

Continuing on from my post yesterday about Dan Pink's book, A
Whole New Mind, a more holistic point of view is a perspective
we're all going to need more of going forward. Context matters.

If you follow one of the trackbacks you'll land on this post on the
Awasu blog that offers an insight on the whole thing-- that it's
about giving a damn. That the Japanese are raised to give a
damn about doing a job well, and that the aesthetic sensibility
and attention to detail is simply one of the natural outcomes.
Context matters.

And to respond to one of the comments, no, I don't think
American design sucks. American Design is fabulous... the point
is not comparing American to Japanese design, but rather
comparing the context in which design exists in the two
countries. American design is actually Design (capital "D"), done
by Designers (and done well). In Japan, design is a stronger part
of the culture whether its a tiny patch of grass an old woman
crafts into a beautiful garden, or a city manhole cover, or a box
lunch. It infuses everything. It's studied and practiced in a
hundred different ways by a much greater range of the
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population than occurs here. Here, in the US, Design is
practiced by Designers. There, in Japan (and many other
countries as well... Sweeden comes to mind), design is practiced
by both Designers and... designers. Regular people conducting
their work or pesonal lives with an appreciation that most of us
did not get (unless we either pursued studies of Design/Art, or
were, say, raised by a designer or architect).

And one last point on this that also came from Dan Pink's book-
-while I'm heaping praise on the design/creative sensitivities of
the Japanese, ironically this aspect of Japanese culture has been
supressed in their education system over the last many decades
while they set out to kick our ass in cars and electronics. But
things are changing... here's a quote from the book;

"Japan, which rose from the ashes of World War II thanks to
its intense emphasis on L-Directed [left-brain directed]
Thinking, is now reconsidering the source of its national
strength. Although Japanese students lead the world in math
and science scores, many in Japan suspect that the nation's
unrelenting focus on schoolbook academics might be an
outdated approach. So the country is remaking its vaunted
education system to foster greater creativity, artistry, and
play. Little wonder. Japan's most lucrative export these days
isn't autos or electronics. It's pop culture. Meanwhile, in
response to the mind-melting academic pressures on Japanese
youth, the Education Ministry has been pushing students to
reflect on the meaning and mission of their lives, encouraging
what it calls, "education of the heart."

Wow... think about that for a minute or two.

Then be sure to read Dan's book and if you're interested in the
Asian vs. Western thinking research (the studies are really
fascinating!), check out The Geography of Thought. And
meanwhile, I'm searching for ideas on how I can improve my
own skills in Thinking In Context. I always fancied myself pretty
good at that, but the fact that it took sheer force of will on the
part of the Japanese Sun folks before I understood why the
context questions belonged on the exam makes me question
that...

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/05/context_mat
ters.html
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Users don't care if you are the best.
By Kathy Sierra on May 2, 2005

Buy this because we

Buy this because _
want you to kick ass.

we kick ass.

I know I'm preaching to the choir here, so this is directed at the
people who aren't reading this but should:

Your users don't care about how fabulous you are.
How fast your product is. How many awards you've
won.

If we want to inspire our users, we have to care about how
fabulous they are. How fast they are. How many awards they
might win as a result of using our products or services. That's
what sociologists, psychologists, and cognitive scientists tell us.
It's what biologists and anthropologists tell us. Self-interest is
hard-wired into the brain. That doesn't mean people aren't
capable of thinking of others...but let's face it--when your user
makes a list of the people he cares most about, you're not in the
top ten.

We've talked about this in other blogs including Users shouldn't
think about YOU, and How to create a non-fiction bestseller, but
since it's my favorite theme, here I am again.

Because I just keep wondering why so many
advertisers/marketers/companies/individuals keep promoting
how great they are... how they are better than the competition,
blah blah blah, rather than focusing on how important the user
is, and better still... how this product or service will enhance the
user's life.
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And we're not talking some Big Important Deep Cosmic Spirtual
Thing. Software developers, teachers, designers, car
salespeople... we all have a chance to frame what we build and
do in terms of how it helps the user kick ass. Here's what we
wish employers and prospective clients would say to the person
or company they're considering;:

"Quit telling us how great you are, and start telling us
how you plan to deliver something that helps the user
become greater."

Or... "We care about the lives you touch. We want first-person
testimonials. We want to hear from the guy who got a raise
because of what he learned from your blog. We want to hear
from the woman who laughed so hard coffee came out of her
nose because of your game. We want to hear from the couple
who found a shared interest because of your product.”

But again, it doesn't have to be anything earth-shattering. Think
about the seemingly little things a company's product or service
has done for you like... Made you smile. Made you feel--and be--
a little smarter. Made you catch your breath over the beauty,
quality, or sexiness of the product (or hell, even just the coolness
of the package... anyone who's kept their iPod box beyond any
possible reason knows what I'm talking about). Helped you
take--or digitally alter--or display--a photograph that makes
your child look as happy as you knew he was when you took the
shot. Made you look like a million bucks (sorry Hugh, I meant
quid). Helped you become just a shred more passionate about
something you love. Better yet, helped you become passionate
about something you didn't even know you liked.

So... who have you helped kick ass today?

Perhaps more importantly, for you passionate-user-creators,
how are you making sure that you can hear about it? What can
you do--or what can you ask your employer or clients to do--so
that you can capture some of those testimonials? So many of
those company feedback forms make me want to throw up
because they're all about the company! The ideal feedback form
would try anything possible to get the user/evaluator to talk
about himself. So the next time an employer tells an employee
what the users/customers think about the company or product
or service, I'd love to see that employee respond with something
like, "That means nothing to me. Tell me what the customer
feels about himself as a result of our company..." Right. ;)
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Hire Different
By Kathy Sierra on May 4, 2005

Job Opportunity:

World-class programming skills
wanted. Only the exceptional,
oustanding, excellent, bright, and
talented need apply.

The rest of you are losers.

This isn't a real ad, but I pulled all of the attribute words (world-
class programming skills, outstanding, excellent, bright,
talented) from a Google job listing. The last line about being a
loser is all mine ; ) But it's not just Google that's looking for the
best and brightest, of course.

I have to admit that this sounds exactly like the kind of
developers I'd love to spend time working with. They'd be good
for me. They'd raise my skills, and I'd probably get a little
smarter just being near programmers who are world-class,
exceptional, outstanding, excellent, bright, and talented. And
there are plenty of people out there who meet that criteria.

The trouble is, those who meet that criteria often tend to be...
similar. There's a reasonably good chance that they got to be
world-class developers by having a somewhat similar
background, from the C.S. degree at a top-notch school to work
experience at a recognized company.

And in the US, that means they also tend to be under 45, white,
and male.

So what?

According to James Surowiecki's The Wisdom of Crowds, that
lack of diversity can hurt both innovation and decision-making.
Sometimes with terrible consequences.

But he contends that it's not necessarily the lack of
demographic diversity that's at the heart of the problems... it's
cognitive diversity you need. If those doing the hiring are going
after only world-class, exceptionally bright people with similar
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skills, the differences between the Chosen Ones may not be that
useful. He claims the company needs to hire not just only the
smartest people!

And he cites lots of studies to back this up. Studies that
demonstrate that a more diverse group, with fewer of the
smartest people, under the right conditions, will consistently
make better decisions than a group made of nothing but the
smartest people. It's a pretty compelling argument when you
look at the research he points to (although you might not always
agree with his conclusions on some of it.)

One dramatic example involves what happened at NASA with
the Columbia disaster. I won't go into his details (it's nearly a
chapter long and includes other group dynamic factors besides
lack of diversity), but here's one of his main points:

"What was missing most from the MMT, of course, was
diversity, by which I mean not sociological diversity but rather
cognitive diversity. James Oberg, a former Mission Control
operator and now NBC News correspondent, has made the
counterintuitive point that the NASA teams that presided over
the Apollo missions were actually more diverse than the MMT.
This seems hard to believe, since every engineer at Mission
Control in the late 60's had the same crew cut and wore the
same short-sleeved white shirt. But as Oberg points out, most
of those men had worked outside of NASA in many differrent
industries before coming to the agency. NASA employees today
are far more likely to have come to the agency directly out of
graduate school, which means they are also far less likely to
have divergent opinions. That matters because, in small
groups, diversity of opinion is the single best guarantee that
the group will reap benefits from face-to-face discussion.”

I'm not doing his arguments justice here, because it really does
take the whole book to explain how--and why--all this works.
But it made me think that Hire Different should be just as
important as Hire Smart. I would hope that all hiring managers
everywhere will read this book and perhaps get a new
(counterintuitive) insight into why they might actually get a
better result by, um, lowering their standards. Although I don't
think of it as lowering, since candidate A who has this different
perspective but isn't, say, as young, high-IQ, or classically-
trained as candidate B, might bring something even more
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valuable. In other words, what you lose in IQ points might be
more than made up for by other things...

And in A Whole New Mind Dan Pink has a startling statistic: IQ
accounts for less than 15% of career sucess. (Then he mentions
research that suggests the most effective leaders are those who
are funny--those who have their employees laughing much more
than other managers do.)

I hope every hiring manager reads both of these books and at
least considers some of their main points. And if you're looking
for a job, the studies/research/stats in these books might give
you a little more ammunition when you're up against the "we
only want to hire people just like the world-class people we
already have" attitude. It might help you learn to frame/position
what you do bring, in ways that might not be immediately
obvious.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/05/hire_differe
nt.html
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Fine-grained treats = user happiness
By Kathy Sierra on May 5, 2005

User treat gmnu &ﬂ’ﬁy ch

3’30

What makes your user's brain happy? What makes your brain
happy? British novelist Iris Murdoch said it best:

"One of the secrets of a happy life is continuous
small treats.”

And the current issue of Scientific American Mind backs her up.

In an article called "Make Yourself Happy", author Maja Storch
explains that personal happiness has two components: short-
lived/immediate and long-term/habitual. "Short term pleasures
create a stirring of emotions that psychologists refer to as
positive affect”, she says, "Most individuals underestimate the
power this factor can have in both their private and professional
lives." And my favorite:

"One extravagant annual company picnic does
not create a healthy working environment; it
takes many immediate, smaller happy moments
to achieve this atmosphere."

So it looks like we're better off thinking about ways to delight
our users and customers (and employees and family members!)
with a steady stream of Good Things rather than, say, giving
them one big reward.

I think most of us know this intuitively in our personal lives...
most people seem to prefer a year's worth of repeat Small
Special Moments to a year of nothing (or worse) followed by a
fantastic birthday present (unless it's a 20" iMac G5 wrapped in
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a 22 ft. AirStream CCD, in which case the entire previous year
can pretty much suck and everything will be fine.)

But so many companies seem to feel like they can make up for a
lot of user pain as long as they do something spectacular every
once in a great while--like offer a huge discount on a related
product, or when your frequent flyer miles finally pay off and
earn you a trip.

And it's not just a matter of regularly delivering small treats that
users (family members/employees, etc.) expect, or the effect
loses its power. This is where animal clicker training has
something to say:

Intermittent, unexpected treats are more powerful
than regularly scheduled expected treats.

The question is... how? I talked about this earlier in Creating
Playful Users, and it seems like the big keys are the things I've
already mentioned:

Rewards/treats should be both fine-grained and
surprising

What constitutes a "treat"? Obviously that depends on who your
users are and what their relationship is to you, but here's a
random list:

* Easter eggs in your software

* Unexpectedly and uncommonly good customer service or
support experiences

* Something unexpected and special in the box your product
ships in... (but in order to be unexpected it has to be changed on
a regular basis).

* A special feature that doesn't get in the way but says...we were
really really really thinking about you here. I'm finding a lot of
these in the new Mac OS X Tiger release! (Like "mail PDF" that
lets you go from viewing a web page to mailing it as a PDF email
attachment in one step!)

* Sponsoring and supporting user groups with a variety of
special treats... everything from study guides and posters to
raffle t-shirts and other cool giveaways.

* Special surprises (extra downloads that only customers get,
something fun in the mail, etc.) that show up at the user's
mail/email unexpectedly. (I always stay for the entire credit roll
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when I see a film in the theater (unless I hated the movie) out of
respect, sure, but also because every once in a while you get an
entire new scene (or really fun outtakes) that happens only after
the credits are over... Napolean Dynamite and Constantine are
two that come to mind).

Too many companies seem to give all the cool toys and treats to
prospective customers--like trade show attendees, for example--
but completely ignore you once you actually BUY the thing!
That's just 180 degrees wrong. If they're pouring all this effort
into enticing new customers, I can't help but think that if they
channeled more of that budget to their existing customers
(through both having a great product and continuing to surprise
and delight them after the sale), then they'd increase their sales
and marketing force by an order of magnitude as those
customers go out and evangelize with way more credibility than
the company reps or ads will ever have.

The message from the brain folks (and Iris Murdoch): spend less
time thinking about The Big Reward and more time dreaming
up and delivering the small treats. Write your significant other a
funny message on a post-it and stick it somewhere surprising.
That takes, what, 20 seconds? Slip a chocolate rabbit inside your
employees' in baskets (you'll have to read the Scientific
American Mind issue to understand that one). Don't punish
your developers for putting an easter egg in the
software...encourage it.

And I'm just following brain science when I run over to Ben &
Jerry's as soon as I finish this post...

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/05/ finegrained_
tre.html
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The case for easter eggs (and other
clever user treats)

By Kathy Sierra on May 9, 2005
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until y{lu nail
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My previous post on user treats drew some arguments both for--
and passionately against easter eggs in software. But in each of
the arguments against easter eggs, the reason is virtually the
same: "Why the hell are you spending your time creating these
"surprises" when you haven't even bothered to fix the glaring
bugs?"

So let's get this out of the way right now...

Until you've nailed the fundamentals--the things users
want, need, and expect--don't bother trying to
"surprise and delight" users. That just pisses 'em off.

That's why I updated the graphic I made for my earlier how to
break through post to show the place a product or service should
be before easter eggs come into the picture.

But this blog is about creating passionate users, not merely
satisfied users. If you're still dealing with the bottom levels of
the hierarchy, you've got bigger issues to deal with first. The
scary thing is, in those lower levels you're kicking and clawing
and trying to buy your way to market share amidst what is, for
most of us, brutal competition. And that's not a fun place to be,
financially or emotionally and spiritually.

So now that we're talking only about those who've satisfied user
requirements and expectations...
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A good easter egg is a playful, hidden or disguised
feature that, when discovered, can offer surprise,
delight, entertainment, humor, novelty, or an "I Rule"
experience.

I'm not just talking about software easter eggs--you'll find them
in movies, music, posters, logos (have you noticed the little extra
image within the FedEx logo?), books (our Head First books
have quite a few), games, magazines, blogs...

Brains thrive on the "OH!" moments of discovery.

They love to stumble on things, and even better--they love to
figure things out. A lot of easter eggs are like puzzles waiting for
you to find their second meaning, especially when that meaning
requires some "insider" knowledge or skill.

If user engagement is a Good Thing (and for what most of us are
creating, selling, writing it is), easter eggs can be a powerful ally
in making that happen. Done right, easter eggs can add value
that (unless you're doing a mission-critical app where
undocumented code is a security or safety risk) is worth it.

Characteristics of good easter eggs:

* They get users involved as a participant rather than a
passive specatator (people have told us they've through our
books a second time looking for some of the easter eggs once
they've found a few and realize that they're in there).

* They get users to spend more time

* They're remembered (you can use easter eggs to enhance
learning)

* They DO NO HARM!

* Their discovery is NOT a required part of the
experience. If it is, then it's not an easter egg, but simply a
part of the product.

* They give users the "I Rule" experience of being
clever enough to "get it", especially if it's in plain sight, but
requires "insider" info to recognize it. For a particular audience,
for example, that might be "NCC-1701" as the license plate on a
car. Just about every programming book (ours included) uses
the number "42" in a statistically unlikely number of code
examples. And there are more Monty Python references
scattered in books and movies than any of us can possibly know.
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Think about the number of movies that include lines made
famous in other movies, or feature cameos from the director or
an actor from the original movie, etc. but that only die-hard fans
would discover. The person who "gets it" has the smug
satisfaction of knowing that the line or joke would be lost on
other mortals.

[In the new Hitchhiker's Guide movie, a key character from the
original BBC TV show makes an appearance in the movie, as a
different character. This recognition is not in any way required
for you to enjoy the movie, but it's a wonderful delight and
surprise to discover it, and those who do feel somewhat "special”
for experiencing more in the movie than others will.]

* They're entertaining in some way (this is largely the
point of making them)

* They do NOT need to be funny, although they often
are. But they can be moving, inspirational (like discovering the
developers were proud enough of their work to put in their
personal signatures and sometimes photos), or thought-
provoking.

Not everything that's entertaining and fun is funny... logic
puzzles are fun, but not funny. Chess is fun, but not funny.
Easter eggs can work the same way.

As a disclaimer, I'll state the obvious--we shouldn't be adding
undocumented code to anything running a mission-critical
application like, say, air traffic control or a nuclear power plant.
Actually, we shouldn't be adding undocumented code to
ANYTHING, but there's no reason a programmer can't
document easter egg code, except for the whole getting fired
thing... so there are obviously places you don't want to put these
things. But I'm not talking about those!

So assume that we're all exercising common sense, and we're
now trying to go beyond the basics in our products and services.
We're trying to deliver more engaging, delightful, fine-grained,
frequent treats to reward our users and the employees who get
to make doing this a part of their job description.

To summarize: if you don't have the basics down, don't even
think about adding special features like easter eggs. But if you're
stopping at user satisfaction and meeting expectations, you're in
for a bloody marketshare battle, because there's nothing
stopping your competitors from doing the same thing. If you
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want to compete for hearts and minds, you have to care about
the higher notches of user experience, and easter eggs are one of
the many tools you should have in your user-delight toolbox.
Unfortunately, easter eggs have gotten a bad rap in many
software shops, but some developers aren't so happy about that
(like this Microsoft Longhorn evangelist).

And if you're looking for easter eggs in your own software, the
best place to start is The Easter Egg Archive, which advertises
"7884 easter eggs collected so far, 9 new in the last two weeks!"
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Finally, you might want to check out this wonderful book on
"witty thinking in graphic design", A Smile in the Mind.
Although it's specific to design, it's a visually-rich (and very
entertaining) book with a message that applies to virtually
anything from teaching a class to writing a book to developing
software to decorating your house. Leave it on your coffee table
and watch what happens...

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/05/the_case_fo
r_ea.html
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Reverse-engineering passion: part 1
By Kathy Sierra on May 12, 2005

98sion

Part One: What it looks like (why we care)

Like all good geeks, I can't let something important remain
unanalyzed. If we're talking about passion, we better know a
little something about what that means. The best way to create
passionate users is to figure out:

1) What it looks like when people are passionate about
something

2) What kind of things people are passionate about

and finally...

3) The characteristics of the things people are passionate about
We're not going to leave it to chance or fads.

This post is about #1, What it looks like when people are
passionate. This defines why we want it. It defines our goal! We
hear people talking about wanting (or already having)
"passionate users", but when they describe what it looks like, it's
closer to "satisfied and happy" users. And since we're going for
the full passion monty here, we can't stop with that.
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If you're serious about creating passionate users, this is what it
looks like. This is what we're trying to build. When making a
decision about something, we have to ask the question, "Will
this thing we're about to do support any of the things on this
map?" In other words, are we doing something with our
product, service, marketing, etc. that will help the user do any of
the following;:

Evangelize

Connect

Learn

Improve

Show Off

Spend Time

Spend Money

Too often, companies seem to focus only on the last one --
they're quite happy to find ways for the user to spend more
money, but ignore the others. So let me add another question.
Besides asking, "How is what we're about to do going to help us
support one of the seven passionate characteristics?" we should
be asking, "ARE we supporting all seven things?"

Do you help users connect with others who share that passion?
Do you have a way for users to learn more?

Do you give users a clear path for improvement, so that they're
motivated to keep getting better? (Under the assumption that
the better they are at it, the more they love it. Think about it...)
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Do you give users a way to show off their expertise (the "more
[insert here] than thou" thing)

Do you give users opportunities to spend more time on this
passion?

Do you give users a way to spend more money around this
passion?

Do you give users support for evangelizing to others?

Granted, you don't have to actually do all of these... you can
support other third-parties in doing them for you.

For example, my co-authors and I are doing several of these
things for Sun, without any direct support from Sun. I originally
created javaranch.com, which is now the single largest Java
community "fan" site on the internet. Between javaranch and/or
our books, we support:

Users can connect with others.

Users can learn and improve through forums, articles, lessons,
etc.

Users can show off either through answering questions,
contributing articles, or--even better--by becoming "bartenders"
(forum moderators).

Users can spend time on the site (to the great delight of their
employers and family members ; )

Users can evangelize on the various discussion forums.

Users can spend money (which we sometimes hope will be on
one of our books... hey, we have to eat too)

This support we provide is all part of Java's Passionate Wake,
and yet Sun didn't do a damn thing to help us (well, other than
create a wonderful programming language which we believe is
passion-worthy).

Sun's job? Stay out of our way and let it happen! At one point a
few years back, Sun's legal began sending threatening letters to
javaranch (after I had turned the site over to it's current owner,
Paul Wheaton), for using the word "Java" on the site including
in the name of the site itself. They suggested some lovely
changes. Paul wrote back saying, "Hey, we'll be happy to rename
it .NetRanch or maybe C#Ranch..." and the whole thing was
slashdotted making Sun out to be the big bad guys going after
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their number one fan site. Rumor has it that James Gosling
found out, and--virtually overnight--the whole
"misunderstanding" was cleared up and Paul got a call from Sun
marketing with a solution that would solve everyone's problems
and make it possible for javaranch to carry on while still
allowing Sun to protect it's trademark.

OK... back to the seven things. Again, you and your company
don't need to personally do all seven things, but they are
characteristics of passion, so if you want passion--they need to
be somewhere in the equation. So if you don't support them, you
need to help and encourage others to do it for you. Don't try to
stop someone from making money off something you have
built... because there's an opportunity cost for you if users don't
get to do these seven things until YOU'RE ready to make them
happen.

By giving up control--especially over the need to be the only one
profiting from your creation--you greatly increase the chances
that these seven things will happen more quickly, which in turn
increases the chances that more and more people will become
passionate. Truly passionate, not just satisfied or happy.

But if nobody is stepping up to support some of these things,
then you better look for ways to kick-start the process. It could
be as simple as starting a blog and providing instructions and
materials for how to start a user group, or as complex as
developing training programs, fan sites, and more.

Next up: we'll look at the things people are passionate about,
and see if we can extract some useful tips, tricks, and data from
that.

And, oh yes, don't worry if you're thinking, "my product could
NEVER have those things... I make trash bags." We're still going
to answer that one too... but you'll just have to keep reading ;)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/05/teverseengin
eer.html
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Management's role in passionate
users

By Kathy Sierra on May 23, 2005

Creating passionate users: a manager’s guide

impossible > likely
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A few months ago, Skyler started working part-time at a Mrs.
Fields cookie store at a local mall here in Colorado. They treated
her--no, all employees--like ex-convicts. The default company
assumption was "Employees are NOT to be trusted!"

This came through in policy decisions, but never more obvious
than the what-to-do-with-leftover-cookies-at-the-end-of-the-
night policy:

Employees must throw away ALL unpurchased cookies
at the end of the night. Employees are expressly
forbidden from taking leftover cookies home.

Skyler is the kind of person who collects stray animals and, in
some cases, stray people. She has a soft spot for the homeless.
She'd be delighted to take a nightly walk down Pearl street (or
one of the other places in the area where you might find street
folks of various flavors) and hand out leftover cookies (which, as
a somewhat-obnoxiously born-again vegeterian/health nut,
she'd accompany with a lecture on nutrition...)

But no, those cookies are destined for the trash heap. If she
wants to take them, she'll have to pay for them. Because the
company policy of "you must throw the cookies away" is based
on the assumption that Employees are Bad. They cannot be

159



Kathy Sierra

trusted. If they're allowed to take leftover cookies home--so goes
the company's conventional wisdom--you just KNOW what
they'll do--they'll get closer to the end of the night and then go
on a baking binge to generate as many leftover cookies as
possible.

But hmmmm... if that's the worst that can happen... could it
possibly be worth the bad will it creates between employees and
The Management? And while it doesn't take a rocket scientist to
recognize that treating employees this way is NOT the path to
stellar customer service (let alone something like passionate
users), I'm stunned that this kind of management practice still
happens.

Let's say the cost of the "extra" cookie dough produced by the
highly immoral college student with the cookie fetish is, oh,
$60.00 per month. This adds up, sure. But what about the cost
of the policy aimed to prevent it? Skyler couldn't wait to find
another job, in large part because of this attitude of distrust. The
cost of employee turnover probably averages in the hundreds of
dollars per month, and it's no stretch to assume that the less you
trust your employees, the higher the employee turnover.

So the company LOSES money on the policy because what they
save in cookie dough they lose in the costs associated with poor
employee retention.

And we haven't even touched on whether this ripples through to
actual cookie revenue in the store. Do employees who aren't
trusted behave as nicely to the customers as those who ARE
trusted? Perhaps it's subtle--after all, Skyler isn't going to be
rude to people regardless of the company's policies. But still...
that little drain on her personal enthusiasm while at work
infuses everything she does, and that includes every interaction
with customers.

Of course, most of us are not entry-level employees at a fast-
food mall store, but it's amazing how this attitude of mistrust
exists in other companies for even the high-paid individual
contributors from software developers to designers. Even if the
company doesn't have these kinds of "we don't trust you"
policies, their lack of trust still shows. Managers who question
everything you do...who don't believe you're capable of working
outside the strict procedures and rules set down by Those Who
Know All Things And Make The Important Decisions.
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I'm continually surprised by companies that hire someone for,
say, a $100K a year position, and then treat them like they
might do or say the wrong thing at any moment. They aren't
allowed to talk to the press. They aren't allowed to blog. They
aren't allowed to make critical decisions about the customers.
They aren't allowed to do what they THOUGHT they were
hired to do!

Every contemporary management book and philosophy (and
just about every manager) says that the key to successful
management is: "Hire good people and then get out of their
way." But how many companies or individual managers actually
do that?

The footnote to Skyler's story is that she worked at Mrs. Fields
only until the nanosecond that she found another job, which she
did, at the Boulder Einstein's Bagels. And when I drop in for a
latte or a bagel, I watch her in action interacting with the line of
customers (the place is BUSY) and I notice the change. She's
always nice, but there's something more. I now see in her the
way people act when they know they're trusted and respected,
and I swear the customers can feel it. And if even 2% of those
customers decide to come back again that week simply because
they had such a pleasant, energetic encounter with the bagel
clerk...

[FYI: I've been out of commission for the last ten days, but I'm
back : ) Sorry about the missing blogs... and Beth couldn't jump
in because Beth and Eric are in the midst of physically
driving/moving from Santa Fe back to Bainbridge Island in
Washinton. If you've emailed me in the last week, I'm still trying
to catch up. Thanks for participating while we've been gone!]

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/ctreating_passionate_users/2005/05/managemen
ts_rol.html
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Is your book, manual, or website
remarkable (or recognizable) at every
scale?

By Kathy Sierra on May 30, 2005

Remarkahle at
\ every scale?

There's a game I used to play where you take a really small
image from the painting of a famous artist and try to identify it.
The trick is to see how small a sample you can use before you
can no longer recognize either the painting or the artist. It's
amazing just how identifiable a Van Gogh or a Monet or a
Kandinsky or a Miro is, just from the tiniest slice. It's a
wonderful game to teach yourself to really see the way the artist
used color, texture, light, shapes, lines, etc.

Now, take the nearest computer book on your shelf and open it
to a random interior page somewhere in the middle. Can you tell
who the publisher is just by looking? Can you tell who the
author is? Go a little further and start reading a paragraph. Now
can you tell?

That's the problem.

The books might be easy to differentiate on a larger scale like,
say, the level of a chapter or the whole book. A book from author
"A" might cover the whole of the topic in a very different (and
substantially better) way than author "B", but at smaller scales...
can you tell the difference? Is there anything distinct about the
look and feel? About the writing?
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Why shouldn't a book be a reflection of the brand? Most
publishers will tell you that they are. They enforce editorial
standards and layout guidelines to help ensure consistency. But
consistency is not enough! Not nearly enough to make a
memorable impact. Not nearly enough to be even identifiably
unique, let alone remarkable.

So why don't more publishers do more to ensure that their
books are recognizable (and ideally remarkable) at every scale?
Why don't more authors put their pages to the test... the "flip to
a random page and see if there's anything different from the
30,000 other currently-shipping computer books on Amazon"
test? A lot of authors don't because they're writing to strict
formatting guidelines, and have no influence on the layout and
style. And that's not always a bad thing... a lot of authors
certainly don't pretend to be interior book designers. But they
can still do it with their writing and information style. But I
read so many paragraphs that could be so interachangeable with
another book from a different publisher and author on the same
topic.

There are, of course, a ton of authors whose paragraphs you can
recognize. Peter van der Linden, one of my favorites,
immediately comes to mind along with my good friend Solveig
Haugland. (Interesting twist -- Solveig now helps edit Peter's
books...) And I can always tell (and enjoy) Bruce Eckel's books.

I'm not suggesting this recognizability is the most important
thing -- you could certainly print each terrible paragraph in day-
glow orange and it would be recognizable, even remarkable, but
still a terrible book. But let's say we've crossed the threshold and
we have good writing, good content, technical expertise... all the
things a good computer book needs to have. Now what? How do
you begin to differentiate yourself from all the other equally
good books? We all know that you can do it simply by being the
first out with a book on a particular topic, but that's not a
sustainable and healthy strategy.

The best way, in our opinion, is to create the book for the user,
using the approach I suggested in How to write a non-fiction
bestseller. But we're talking about a different, smaller scale in
this post...

So which brands/books are recognizable at every scale?
Certainly the Dummies series does this. I believe the O'Reilly
Missing Manuals series does this, as does their Hacks series.
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The Visual QuickStart guides from Peachpit are pretty easy to
spot. Our Head First books pass the test pretty well:

Our intention was for each page to look as though it was
constructed by a somewhat strange instructor using a
whiteboard and markers to draw things. It's supposed to have a
kind of friendly hand-drawn classroom feel. That's not the
feeling everyone wants from a technical book, but it works for
our audience (shameless self-promotion: Head First Design
Patterns was THE #1 bestselling computer book on Amazon for
part of last week, according to their bestseller list--way to go
Eric and Beth!), and they can spot it on virtually every page.

And it's not just in the look and feel (fonts, graphics, etc.), but in
the actual writing style.

But just so you don't think I'm too full of myself... here's the first
book Bert and I wrote, a couple months before we designed the
Head First series:
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Looks just like every other computer book. In fact, for
comparison, here's another page from a different publisher. Can
you tell who published either of these books? (Neither are from
O'Reilly).

1 Readting Rauest Headers rom Sersiess ¥

Yeah, that's what we thought. Nothing identifiable. Nothing
unique. Nothing recognizable. Nothing remarkable. At least not
at the level of the page look and feel. The first one, from Bert
and I, is our Osborne/McGraw-Hill Java certification book. The
second page is from a great book -- Marty Hall's Core Servlets
book published by Prentice-Hall.

But they look the same.

Is that really a problem? Don't virtually all novels look pretty
much the same inside, and after all--this is about writing and
words are, well, words? Does (or should) the typography and
column grid make any difference?

If you're writing fiction, I'd say no, it doesn't. Beyond basic
readability. But then again, publishers have notoriously poor
customer/market recognition. Almost nobody goes to the store
believing their intention is to buy a book from a particular
publisher. They go to buy a book on a particular topic, or from a
particular author, or perhaps from a particular series (which is
usually as close to brand recognition as a publisher ever gets).

But if you're writing non-fiction, I don't think it has to -- or
SHOULD -- be that way. The problem with so many non-fiction
books, especially books meant to be instructional, is that they're
treated as "writing", when they should be treated as
"experiences." Our goal is to change what's inside someone's
head, and that might point to a very different approach than if
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the goal is simply to "write a good book." So, I believe that
publishers, authors, book interior designers, etc. should think
more about the experience and less about the delivery of written
words.

And if that experience is designed in a way that really works and
is remarkable, then it will be recognizable at any scale, and will
add to the power and memorability of the brand (and if all the
other good things happen that we talk about on this blog, may
even lead to passion).

And while we're on books, what about product manuals? 1
bought a Nikon Coolpix 5700 when it still cost over $1000.
Nikon is a pretty cool company, and has some wonderful
passion-inspiring things on their website (if they can make me a
better photographer, they're going to train me to realize I need a
more expensive model camera ; ), but look at the manual that
came with the camera:

COOLRIXS5700

DIGITAL EAMERA

7
& 4

For comparison, notice how it looks no more remarkable than
the manual that came with my Canon digital video camera:

Absolutely nothing there to reinforce the brand. And although
both manuals are decent, neither are particurlarly good. And
neither go out of their way to try to make me better at using the
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equipment, when if they DID, I'd be more inclined to buy the
next thing they make -- including accessories and a more
expensive and capable model.

In comparison, though, look at the manual that comes with a
wonderful music software app, PropellerHead's Reason:

The manual has a nice look and feel that draws you in and
makes you want to learn more about Reason. And the better you
get, well, now I'm obviously going to have to upgrade to version
3.0...

And for one last contrast, here's what the part of the Nikon site
looks like that includes online learning;:

Now why can't the manual look at least a little bit like that?

I think I'm going to do another blog on this topic of "remarkable
at any scale", but in terms of things other than books and
manuals. Maybe I'm just obsessed with mapping everything into
fractals...

Thanks for being patient while I've been mostly offline folks. I
think I'm really back this time : )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/05/making rem
arkab.html
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Think Sexy

By Kathy Sierra on May 31, 2005

Your brain thinks this is the most
important thing on the page..

If you want to create passionate users, you need to understand
passion. We do it in the geekiest of ways on this blog by reverse-
engineering. But we can't just study it; we have to feel it.

Sure you can conjure up your own feelings of passion for skiing,
dancing, golfing, coding, photography, etc. And we'll talk about
that another time because it's crucial. But right now, let's think
about... sex.

Call it neurobiological research. Call it marketing research. Call
it... fun.

The brain cares deeply, profoundly, passionately about survival
of the species. And that means sex.

But here I want to talk not about sex, but about the quality of
sexiness. And for reasons we don't have to care about now, our
brains seem to attribute sexiness to things that have nothing to
do with a real breathing human.

168



Creating Passionate Users

A 45-year old programmer says, "Sure, this technology is
sexier, but we can't afford it now..."

A 29-year old attorney says, "That is the sexiest new sports car
I've seen in the last five years."

A 17-year old student says, "That new iPod is really sexy."
I say, "I love this music... it's so damn sexy..."

A 32-year old graphic artist says, "That new package design is
sexy."

A 65-year old architect says, "The curves of that new museum
entrance are very sexy."

On it goes. And we're not talking about the obvious things like
cologne in a bottle that's shaped like, well, you know. The
unimaginative can simply use the shortest route to the brain's
basic response to sex. They'll use the Coors Twins in an ad, for
example, rather than come up with something more subtly
clever.

But the rest of us can Think Sexy rather than relying on overt
sex in our product design, marketing, adverstising, or in our
case -- books (including covers).

Now, I'm guessing you spent more time looking at the picture at
the top of this blog than the headline... even if you are
completely unaware of that extra time. It just happens. Blame
it on your chemistry. Blame it on your anatomy. But the more
you personally respond to the notion of sexiness, the more likely
you are to be able to conjure up the feeling when you're
designing.

The iPod IS sexy. The Zen Micro is definitely not.

Given the overwhelming market share of the iPod, does that
mean that most MP3-player buyers are simply shallow? Picking
a product with as much sense as the 45-year old guy leaving his
wife of twenty years to run with the cheerleader?

No.

We're not picking it because it's sexy. We're picking it
because sexiness is part of what makes it a better
product!

Better to hold. Better to use. Better to look at. Better to give
you a good feeling.
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Don Norman talks about this in an essay Attractive Things Work
Better, which Beth mentions in Why Cool is Good For Your
Brain. (Side note: she's talking about attractive and cool
qualities that aren't necessarily always sexy... sorry Beth and
Eric, but however cool I think the Honda Element is, I don't
think of it as sexy ;)

Whether you're designing a book, a software application, a piece
of hardware, or a website... think sexy.

And have fun with the research.

http://headrush.typepad.com/cteating_passionate_users/2005/05/think_sexy.h
tml
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Kicking ass is more fun
By Kathy Sierra on June 6, 2005

How far do you

perfect flow take your users?
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frustrating
newbie Skill + Knowledge expert

You know it's true. The better you get at something, the better it
feels. Snowboarding. Programming. Writing. Learning
Japanese. Chess. Painting. Building cars. Cooking. Designing a
web page. Skateboarding. Teaching. Marketing. Being a parent.
Being in love.

My running coach told me a few years ago, "It's just more fun
when you're faster." I wasn't sure what he meant; I was just
trying to get back in shape and do a decent 10K. But once I
started training with much better runners, and began pushing
myself and keeping my splits and timing my speed work... it was
more fun. And it wasn't like I had any illusion of being
competitive. Being better is just more fun.

The more we analyze and reverse-engineer passion, the more we
see learning and growth as a key component. No, not a key--the
key. The more knowledge and skill someone has, the
more passionate they become, and the more passionate
they become, the more they try to improve their
knowledge and skills. (Much of it has to do with the flow
state.)

Why are so many companies and causes doing virtually
nothing to help users get better?

Assuming you have a good product or service or cause--just like

everybody else out there we're all competing with:

It's not what you sell, it's what you teach that matters.
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Or rather, what you help someone learn.

Too many books and businesses take users through the first
steps and then leave them stranded and alone still in the
frustrating and painful stage! How many readers claim they
actually finished or even got halfway through a technical book?
How many users ever learn anything but the most basic features
of the software--even when they'd be thrilled if they could do
more? But it just isn't worth it for them to struggle, so they stay
with what they know, often using very inefficient steps to do
something simply because that's the only "safe" way they feel
comfortable with.

Kicking ass is more fun regardless of the task. It's more fun to
know more. It's more fun to be able to do more. It's more fun to
be able to help others do more.

I'll say more on this later, but I can think of a lot of wasted ad
dollars that might be better spent teaching. Red Bull, for
example, wants to be the drink of choice for late-night dancers.
But rather than simply sponsoring raves and keeping popular
DJ's well-stocked (like anyone else would in that business) they
create new and better DJ's. They offer the Red Bull Music

Academy:

The Red Bull Music Academy is a unique environment
where musical innovators shed light on the history, the
motivations and the technology behind the tunes that we
love. It's a place where ideas are expanded and
friendships are forged in real time. It's where sonic
theorists meet up with beat junkies and communicate the
best way they know how - through music.

By helping more DJs (and wanna-be DJs) kick ass, they've done
more to inspire real passion than any of their freebie
promotions ever can.

So... how are you heping your
users/customers/students/guests/visitors/clients/members/rea
ders kick ass? What are you teaching them? How are you
helping them get past the painful parts and into the better-than-
drugs flow state?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_usets/2005/06/kicking_ass_
is_.html
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Featuritis vs. the Happy User Peak

By Kathy Sierra on June 12, 2005
The Featuritis Cupve

Happy User Peak
“Guess | better look
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k= ONE SIMPLE THING
| bought this for...”

€ 4| Suck

added this.”

User Happiness

< "Nice, but [ wish | could do more..."

Number of Features

It's a gazillion degrees in my house right now, but I can't figure
out the thermostat controls, so the heat's still on and the air
conditioning unreachable. My new Denon receiver/tuner sounds
amazing--good thing I'm using it mostly with my iPod; I have no
clue how to tune in a radio station. When I bring up the newer
versions of Microsoft Word, it looks so utterly foreign and
overwhelming to me now that I give up and close it. And all I
wanted to do was type a simple letter...

Most of you here know that Don Norman talked about this
forever in the classic The Design of Everyday Things, but why
didn't the designers and manufacturers listen?

My new Subaru factory-supplied car stereo uses that most evil of
designs--modes. With so many features to support, they ran out
of controls... so every control does multiple things depending on
which mode you're in. None of it is intuitive or natural. Lose the
manual and I'm screwed. Ten years ago, if you'd told me I'd one
day need a manual to use my car radio, that would have been
inconceivable. All I want to do is find a frickin' radio station!

Here's a little list of some of the things that seem to suffer the
most from pushing too far past that "Happy User Peak":

* Courses that pack way too much content in. The learner is
"exposed" to material that's "covered", but the learner hasn't
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truly "learned" much and can't "do" much. Sun has a great 12-
day Java course, except for one problem... it's delivered as a
five-day class. The students leave on Friday with their heads
exploding, unable to remember where they parked the car let
alone how to compile their Java code.

* Stereos (or other consumer electronics and appliances) that
use "modal" controls so that you cannot obviously figure out
how to make it do the most BASIC FRICKIN' THINGS ; (

* Software that keeps adding feature upon feature until the
simple things you used to do are no longer simple, and the
whole thing feels overwhelming.

* Technical books that try to be "complete" but don't provide
the focus and filtering and weighting the reader was hoping for.
The more that's in the book, the longer it's going to take the
learner (and the harder it'll be) to actually get through and
learn. And the greater the chance that they'll stop reading before
they become successful and have "I Rule" experiences. This
seems to happen most when the publisher/editor/author didn't
want to commit with both feet to being a learning book vs. a
reference book, and tried to do both. When I see marketing copy
for a learning book that says, "And you'll refer to it again and
again after you finish..." or, "You'll want to keep it close even
when you're done." red flags start flying. Reference books are for
referring to (like the wonderful Nutshell series). Learning books
are for reading once, maybe with some extra review, and a
refresh if you don't use what you learned right away, but that's
about it. (Note: our books suck as reference books.)

So again, why does this happen so often?

Our guess is fear. Fear of being perceived as having fewer
features than your competitors. Fear that you won't be viewed as
complete. Fear that people are making purchase decisions off of
a checklist, and that he who has the most features wins (or at the
least, that he who has the fewest features definitely loses). Fear
of losing key clients who say, "If you don't add THIS... I'll have
to go elsewhere."

Screw 'em. We believe that those providing the products and
services that give the most "I Rule" experiences, without tipping
too far over the Happy User Peak, will be the most successful.
(Obviously there are a ton of exceptions, and yes of course I'm
overgeneralizing.)
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Push back. Of course you'll lose customers if you stop adding as
many new features.

Or will you?

What if instead of adding new features, a company concentrated
on making the service or product much easier to use? Or making
it much easier to access the advanced features it already has, but
that few can master? Maybe what they lose in market share in
one area will be more than compensated for in another area. In
a lot of markets, it's gotten so bad out there that simply being
usable is enough to make a product truly remarkable.

We will resist the siren call of the market, because we believe the
best path is:

Give users what they actually want, not what they say
they want. And whatever you do, don't give them new
features just because your competitors have them!

Each of our books, for example, covers fewer topics than its
closest competitors. Yet we outsell all of them, and part of that
is precisely because we cover less. Our readers learn fewer
topics, but nail the important ones, and it turned out that for
most people, nailing it was more important than reading it. Our
readers put their trust in us to work hard at finding and focusing
on what really matters, and brutally cutting the cognitive
overload that comes with the rest, and we try not to let them
down. (We definitely don't always get it right... I had to add a
huge new chapter to the second edition of Head First Java, for
example, because so many readers felt that collections/data
structures were too important to have been relegated to an
appendix.)

Be brave. And besides, continuing to pile on new features
eventually leads to an endless downhill slide toward poor
usability and maintenance. A negative spiral of incremental
improvements. Fighting and clawing for market share by
competing solely on features is an unhealthy, unsustainable, and
unfun way to live.

Be the "I Rule" product, not the "This thing I bought
does everything, but I suck!" product.

And I'll be your happy user : )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/06/ featuritis_vs
_t.html
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Building a successful online
community

By Kathy Sierra on June 15, 2005

Cuz she's too
stupid to use it...
what the hell is

she doing on /.

Hey I found
this great
porn site...

I don't think
Linux is as easy
as OSX,

I think she may have
posted to the wrong I wish they had

forum, but I'll take
care of it... cowglrl porn here...
I don't think

Linux is as easy She s fut
as OSX.

It was March 26, 2003, in the Santa Clara Convention Center in
the heart of Silicon Valley. It was the ceremony for the closest
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thing geeks have to an Oscar--the Jolt Cola/Software
Development Magazine awards.

The last awards category was "Websites and Developer
Networks".

First the finalists are announced, with all the usual suspects
including Microsoft, IBM, BEA... and javaranch. WTF?
Javaranch? It had no corporate sponsors. It was not a business.
It was a quirky, no-budget all-volunteer community, run entirely
by people who just wanted to be a part of it. It was simply a Java
"fan" site--but a hugely successful one with numbers most sites
would kill for--over a half-million unique visitors a
month.

So how did Javaranch do it? (Oh yeah, they did win a 2003
award that night, and the next year as well, beating out Sun's
java.net and Microsoft for a 2004 Jolt award.)

They did it by being passionately, single-mindedly,
ferociously committed to enforcing one rule: "Be
Friendly."

Not that you can't have a huge community without that rule...
slashdot is the perfect example. But if you're trying to inspire
passionate users, I believe that enforcing a "Be Friendly" rule
can be one of the best moves for long-term growth and retention
of the community.

[Disclaimer: although I am the original founder of javaranch (in
1997), I'm not responsible for its real success. Most of the
growth happened after I turned it over to Paul Wheaton. I gave
javaranch its original heart and soul, but it is Paul and all the
moderators (Sheriffs and Bartenders) who gave it a body and
brain that could actually do something...]

Enforcing a "be nice" rule is a big commitment and a risk.
People complain about the policy all the time, tossing out
"censorship” and "no free speech" for starters. We see this as a
metaphor mismatch. We view javaranch as a great big dinner
party at the ranch, where everyone there is a guest. The ones
who complain about censorship believe it is a public space, and
that all opinions should be allowed. In fact, nearly all opinions
are allowed on javaranch. It's usually not about what you say
there, it's how you say it.

And this isn't about being politically correct, either. It's a
judgement call by the moderators, of course. It's fuzzy trying to
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decide exactly what constitutes "not nice", and it's determined
subjectively by the culture of the ranch. Sexy jokes are usually
OK, racial jokes are not. Some perceive the sexy jokes as sexist,
and therefore "not nice", but if we would laugh about it with our
friends in a somewhat racy dinner party conversation, it stands.
Javaranch censors for meanness, not to protect delicate
sensibilities. To a lot of folks, that makes us "not nice", but we
reckon these are the folks we wouldn't invite to our party, either.

;)

There is obviously no way to have a one-size-fits-all "be nice"
rule; every culture will have its own. A church forum, for
example, might draw the line much earlier.

I believe an online community can work with virtually any
metaphor (I'll keep to myself what I think the slashdot metaphor
is...), but that metaphor determines the kinds of people you
attract and keep. The "frat party" metaphor supports one type of
behavior, while the "public space" is another. The "professional
business office" metaphor is different from the "passionate user
group" model.

But the really good news is that if you have a strong and
consistent culture, whatever that culture is, the community
starts moderating itself. Kind of a hundredth-monkey effect...
when enough people are behaving in a certain way, and that hits
critical mass, it becomes not only accepted but obvious to
everyone when it's being violated. (I talked about this earlier
with respect to customer service in Can you teach someone to
care?)

And for a wonderful article by someone who knows far more
about online communities and social networks than I ever will,
read Clay Shirky's speech from 2003 ETech, A Group Is Its Own
Worst Enemy. Among other things, he talks about the
challenges of balancing the idealistic goal of open and free
speech with the atmosphere of the online community:

"And then, as time sets in, difficulties emerge. In this case, one
of the difficulties was occasioned by the fact that one of the
institutions that got hold of some modems was a high school.
And who, in 1978, was hanging out in the room with the
computer and the modems in it, but the boys of that high
school. And the boys weren't terribly interested in sophisticated
adult conversation. They were interested in fart jokes. They
were interested in salacious talk. They were interested in
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running amok and posting four-letter words and nyah-nyah-
nyah, all over the bulletin board.

And the adults who had set up Communitree were horrified,
and overrun by these students. The place that was founded on
open access had too much open access, too much openness.
They couldn't defend themselves against their own users. The
place that was founded on free speech had too much freedom.
They had no way of saying "No, that's not the kind of free
speech we meant.”

Pick your metaphor carefully. Dinner Party isn't for everyone,
but it's usually my personal favorite for passionate user groups.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/cteating_passionate_users/2005/06/building_a_s
ucc.html
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T-shirt-first development
By Kathy Sierra on July 4, 2005

The JavaOne store

T-shirts matter.

This is what the merchandise store at the JavaOne conference
looked like last week, after three days. Those bright green
arrows are pointing to all the empty shelves. And the store was
still open; that poor guy in the photo is choosing from among
the two remaining t-shirt styles, one of which is toddler-size
only.

Each attendee got a commemorative "Happy 1oth Birthday
Java" shirt just for registering, and vendors on the show floor
gave out t-shirts like candy all week. So even though everyone
had a pile of free t-shirts to take home, they couldn't wait to
whip out their MasterCards for another one. Or maybe
for a $50 fleece. Or a $300 leather Java jacket.

(I was really mad that they sold out of the "Skateboarding Duke"
shirt before I had a chance to buy one! I would have paid a lot.)

MHRASHER DUKE

Guy Kawasaki (the original Mac evangelist for Apple) said it in
his 1992 book Selling the Dream: make the t-shirt before you
make the product.
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If you're a team lead, project manager, open source evangelist...
make the t-shirt. If you're promoting a business, service,
supporting a cause... make the t-shirt. And the more subversive,
the better. If the t-shirt is for internal use only, see how far you
can push before marketing or legal steps in. The more maverick
the shirt, the more valued it becomes. At Sun, for example, there
was always somebody trying to make an underground,
unapproved shirt featuring the Java mascot Duke. If you were
lucky enough to get one, that meant something.

I know...it's just a frickin' shirt. How can a t-shirt mean
something? Think about it. Go look in your closet. Go look in
your garage. How many special t-shirts are you holding onto for
sentimental reasons? Be honest. How often have you lusted after
someone else's limited edition shirt? If you're really honest,
you'll remember the time you "borrowed" someone else's special
t-shirt and "forgot" to give it back.

It's not just t-shirts, of course. It's bumper stickers. Window
decals. Lapel pins. The back window of my car has decals for the
two things I'm particularly passionate about--Apple and Parelli
Natural Horsemanship".

A few years back, Wired online had a fun article on the

marketing phenomenon of the Apple stickers. And I just saw a
Jeep the other day with a window decal that said:

"It's a Jeep thing. You wouldn't understand."

I believe in these companies, despite whatever questionable
things Apple (or Jobs) might do. I believe in what the Macintosh
represents for the creative (and now, since OSX, geek)
community. I feel that a small part of who I am is represented by
the fact that I have--and love--Macs. And these aren't just
shallow "coolness" values... but my sincere belief that because of
the Macintosh, there are ways in which I kick ass that weren't
possible before. Ways in which--through the books I create--I
am helping others learn to love what they do and do what they
love. [I think it's just as cool when people have a passionate anti-
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Mac stance. Their rejection of all-things-Apple is something
they're proud of.]

And I believe intensely in what Parelli has done for the state of
horsemanship throughtout the world... helping hundreds of
thousands of people move from a controlling, dominating
relationship with horses to one of partnership and willingness
and playfulness.

For me, the key intersection of these two companies is JOY.
Mine. The real question is why I--and so many others--want to
share (or show off) their relationship to a company, cause,
product, idea, band, sport. We'll save that exploration for
another time, but for now -- the main point is this:

Where there is passion, there are t-shirts.

Where there is passion, there are ways to express that passion to
others, with t-shirts and bumper stickers and mugs as the
primary vehicle. Does this mean that we want the t-shirts
because we have passion for these things? Obviously, yes. But
what if there's something even more interesting here... what if
some part of why we're passionate is because of the t-
shirts? And no I don't mean that we choose what to believe in
simply because it's got a cool t-shirt (although, there's some
shred of truth in that. I chose to run my first half-marathon,
despite being in no way trained for it, because I HAD to have the
t-shirt, and that was the only way to get one). What if the
availability (and quality) of these "pride items" help to reinforce
and build on the passion we have the potential for developing?

Remember, a big part of passion is connecting with others who
share that passion. And showing your
support/enthusiasm/belief is an element of what makes you a
member of the group. By sporting the shirt, you belong.

So to those who see this as just one more terrible example of
American consumerism -- worshipping the corporate logo gods -
- I think that's missing the bigger point. It doesn't matter if it's a
company, or a sport, or a cause. The "pride items" are about
announcing some small piece of who you are to the world. Think
of how much you can learn about a person just from those two
things. What, for example, does it tell you about someone if they
have a "Bush/Cheney" sticker on their car vs. a Peta decal? What
does it tell you if they're wearing a Betty Rides snowboard shirt
vs. a "No I won't fix your computer" shirt from Think Geek?
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If you don't have a t-shirt for your product, service, or
cause...get busy. And with Cafe Press, there's no excuse. It costs
nothing. It's not the best quality, but it's a start.

And on that note, I'm horrified to realize that I haven't updated
my cafepress site in years, and haven't put up a single thing on
passionate users. Bad, bad Kathy. So... I'm going to spend the
next day recrafting my cafe press store to have some of the
artwork and cartoons from this blog.

Bonus dating tip: want to get to know someone? Don't just
check out their bookshelf and iPod playlist. Check their
drawers.

Boxers vs. briefs, cotton vs. silk, garters vs. no garters can only
tell you so much. It's the t-shirts that reveal the soul. So, what
are you wearing right now?

[Disclaimer for the cynical--this post is partly tongue-in-cheek.
But you'll have to guess which part.]

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/07/tshirtfirst_d
ev.html
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You're emotional. Deal with it.
By Kathy Sierra on July 5, 2005

—— How we make decisions —

What some people think:
on EMOUGH® _Logic
Women ______Emotions NS Lovic)

What's really teue:

omn ___ Emotions Lol

No matter how enlightened and politically correct we've
become, most people still tend to believe that when making
decisions, men are less driven by emotions than women. Men
use left-brained (metaphorically speaking) logical, rational
thought. Men are persuaded to buy or act based on thinking, not
feeling, while women do the opposite. You know, that whole
Mars and Venus thing.

This wouldn't be so bad if those left-brained characteristics
weren't seen as being more... virtuous.

Newsflash: emotions are sick and tired of being treated like
second-class brain citizens! They're taking back their rightful
place in the world, thanks to the work of brave neuroscientists
like Joseph LeDoux and Antonio Damsio (author of Descarte's
Error). These two, and a handful of others, withstood the
mocking of their peers ("Wait... let me get this straight...you're
basing your career on studying emotions [laughs hysterically,
spits coffee out of nose]. That is hilarious! Oh, Antonio, you
almost got me on that one... ha-ha-ha." But thanks to their
strength of character, and scientific abilities, they've finally
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started to offer honest-to-goodness, left-brain-compatible,
bonafide scientific evidence of how crucial--and pervasive--
emotions are in our lives.

You're all making decisions emotionally. You can deny it all you
want, but you should be grateful for emotions. Without them,
you'd remember almost nothing. Without them, you wouldn't
learn much. Without them... you'd probably be dead. (And not
much fun at parties or, for that matter, in bed ; ))

The key points for learning and marketing and creating
passionate users is to keep this in mind:

People don't choose rationally to listen to your message
and then have a feeling about it. They choose to listen
to your message because they have a feeling about it.

If you're basing your communications solely on logical, rational,
reasoned facts... the brain is not your friend. Emotions are the
gatekeeper... if you want in, you gotta talk to the amygdala.

This doesn't mean that reason isn't crucial. In my little bar
charts, logic is still there. You make a decision emotionally, but
part of that decision is based on using logic to figure out how
you'll feel in the future about your decision. In other words,
you'll use logical thinking to predict whether you'll continue to
feel good about the decision, or whether in the end... the guilt
will be too much. Or that it's not worth the arguments you'll
have with your spouse over it. You know the story.

And yeah, I've way over-exaggerated the bar chart to get your
attention. In truth, when emotions or logic are not in balance,
bad things happen. But we've spent the last several decades
putting logic on a pedestal while poor emotions get kicked
around and denigrated. In the end, guys, you're just as driven by
emotions as women. Trust us... testosterone SO does not
enhance your powers of reason. True, we women often show it
differently... and certainly more freely than the average male.
We don't have as much to prove there, and we always knew that
emotions would one day gain the street cred they so richly
deserve.

We've just been waiting for the neuroscience to catch
up.

For more on emotions, check out the links above on LeDoux and
Demasio, and don't forget Dan Pink's book A Whole New Mind,

on why you must not only embrace your inner "right brain"
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attributes, but work and learn to enhance them. Or face being
outsourced, automated, or something else bad I can't remember.

Sooner or later, guys, you'll have to learn to cope with the
knowledge that you're not nearly as rational as you thought. But
I bet if you look back at the last big purchase you made, you'll
know in your heart of hearts that no matter how good it looked
on paper... you bought it because of how it made you feel. Deal
with it. :)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/07/youre_emoti
onal.html
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I know something you don't
By Kathy Sierra on July 6, 2005

./..-.- ---\\
| Did you hear about the

incident with Scoble /" That is SO yesterday's
| and the cheerleaders?

Slashdot news. But I bet
YOU didn't know that
Tom Cruise is Scoble's
' long-lost twin...

L J/\ <
Almost everybody loves to be the first to know something... or
rather the first to reveal it to others. Whether it's a clever hack, a

little-known easter egg, or a juicy bit of insider gossip. And
nowhere is this more obvious than with passionate fans.

Last week I was talking to a store clerk with Pink Floyd playing
in the background. Somehow we got to talking about the whole
Dark Side of the Moon/Wizard of Oz sync thing, when he quite
proudly (and a little conspiratorially) revealed the lesser known
Echoes/2001 synchronization. For this guy bagging my carrots,
it was a minor "I Rule!" moment.

He knew something interesting that I didn't. More importantly,
it was something that promoted his Pink Floyd/rock fan status.
He got whuffie for being the One Who Knew. (Don't know what
"whuffie" is? Good. Because that means I get whuffie for being
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"hip" enough to know it before you. ; ) [I'm kidding --> note the
winkie. ]

In my t-shirt post I said:
Where there is passion, there are t-shirts.

Let me update that a little:
Where there is passion, there are t-shirts with sayings
or symbols only a true insider understands.

I know guys who wear t-shirts with obscure references as a kind
of "test" to see who belongs in their social circle. One male
friend of mine said that if a woman ever recognized what his
home-made t-shirt says, he'll know he's found the woman of his
dreams. (It's some very subtle suggestion of an old Monty
Python sketch). He's still single...

Look at your product, service, business, cause. When we
reverse-engineer passion, we virtually always find secrets,
legends, trivia, etc. that only insiders know. We virtually always
find a custom and continually evolving lexicon that helps
separate the newbies from the serious.

If you don't have anything like that... get started. Ideally, your
passionate users/fans will take over creating and propogating
some of this. But since we're reverse-engineering passion here,
to try to jumpstart things--make sure you have memes worth
spreading! If you're the owner, founder, designer, lead singer,
whatever... surely there's something interesting in your
background. If you're the marketer, find something.

If you're sure there's honestly nothing the least bit interesting,
scandalous, clever, or funny, make something! (But please don't
make s*** up! Not today, when truth isn't as highly-valued as
one might hope). In other words, have something worth
discovering. Worth hunting for. Something a guy (or gal) could
get whuffie for being the first to reveal at a cocktail party or user
group.

Obviously not all insider knowledge is equal. A sex scandal
involving the previous CTO probably isn't worth as much long-
term value as the story about the user who -- through your
product -- saved the lives of seven baby dolphins. If you don't
have legends in your business, try to find some. Try to help
encourage them. Your users are your best source of fascinating,
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memorable, amazing stories, but you'll never know unless you
have a clear strategy for finding and capturing those stories.

Are you asking for user stories? Are you propogating stories?
Are you embedding "secrets" that only the hard-core will
discover? Easter eggs that everyone knows don't count for
nearly as much as the stuff that's higher up the hard-core
passionate users scale.

And if you don't know about the whole Scoble/cheerleader/Tom
Cruise thing, then you're obviously not one of the true A-list
insiders.

;)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/07/i_know_so
methin.html
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Ten Tips for New Trainers/Teachers
By Kathy Sierra on July 11, 2005

And I'd make a good
divorce lawyer, since I'm
about to GET a divorce...

I'd make a good brain
surgeon, because I've
HAD brain surgery. And
I've seen lots of
movies, so I'm sure I'd
be a good director.

Just because you've used lots of software doesn't mean you can
write code. Just because you've been in lots of buildings doesn't
mean you can be an architect. And just because you've logged a
million frequent flyer miles doesn't mean you can fly a plane.

But if that's all ridiculously obvious, why do some people believe
that just because they've taken classes, they can teach? (Or just
because they've read lots of books, they can write one?) The
problem isn't thinking that they can do it, the problem is
thinking they can do it without having to learn, study, or
practice.

I'm amazed (and more than a little disheartened) how many
people believe that simply by virtue of their being skilled and
knowledgeable in something, they're implicitly qualified to
communicate, mentor, teach, or train that thing. It devalues the
art of teaching to think that because you've been a student, you
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can teach well. That because you've experienced learning, you
can craft a learning experience.

But with that out of the way, nobody needs a PhD (or in most
cases -- any degree at all) in education or learning theory to be a
good teacher. Just as there are plenty of great software
developers and programmers without a CompSci degree. People
can be self-taught, and do a fabulous job, for a fraction of the
cost of a formal education, but they have to be motivated and
they have to appreciate why it's important. The irony is that
most people with this attitude would themselves be insulted if
the tables were turned--if their students didn't think they
needed to learn anything from them... that just going on instinct
and winging it would be enough.

So this is my starter list for new trainers and teachers (I won't
debate any distinctions between "teaching" and "training"--
we're talking about one who designs and/or delivers learning
experiences, so I don't care what you call it, what your subject is,
or even how old your learners are. The fundamentals of how
humans learn are pretty constant, even if the application of
those fundamentals can look quite different on the surface).

There are two different lists here--Eleven Things to Know, and
Ten Tips for New Trainers. This is for newbies, so I'm sure I
have nothing new to say for those of you who are already
experienced teachers/trainers.

(A list of reference links is at the very bottom of the post. These
aren't anything more than an off-the-top-of-my-head list, so
please don't think of them as The Complete Story! And yes, I'm
way overgeneralizing, or this would be book-length.)

Eleven Things to Know

1) Know the difference between 'listening" and
"learning".

Listening is passive. It is the lowest, least-efficient, least-
effective form of learning. That means lectures are the lowest,
least-efficient, least-effective form of learning. Listening alone
requires very little brain effort on the learner's part (and that
goes for reading lecture-like texts as well), so listening to learn is
often like watching someone lift weights in order to get in shape.
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2) Know how the brain makes decisions about what to
pay attention to, and what to remember.

And here we are back to emotions again. Emotions provide the
metadata for a memory. They're the tags that determine how
important this memory is, whether it's worth saving, and the bit
depth (metaphorically) of the memory. People remember what
they feel far more than what they hear or see that's emotionally
empty.

3) Know how to apply what you learned in #2. In other
words, know how to get your learners to feel.

I'll look at this in the Ten Tips list.

4) Know the wide variety of learning styles, and how to
incorporate as many as possible into your learning
experience.

And no, we're not talking about sorting learners into separate
categories like "He's a Visual Learner while Jim is an Auditory
learner.", or "He learns best through examples." Every sighted
person is a "visual learner", and everyone learns through
examples. And through step-by-step instructions. And through
high-level "forest" views. And through low-level "tree" views.
Everyone learns top-down and bottom-up. Everyone learns
from pictures, explanations, and examples. This doesn't mean
that certain people don't have certain brain-style preferences,
but the more styles you load into any learning experience, the
better the learning is for everyone--regardless of their
individual preferences.

(And while you're at it, know that most adults today do not truly
know their own learning styles, or even how to learn. The word
"metacognition" doesn't appear in most US educational
institutions.)

5) Know the fundamentals of current learning theory!
(Check out the book links at the end of this post.)
6) Know why--and how--good advertising works.

It'l help you figure out #3. Be sure you recognize why this
matters.

7) Know why--and how--good stories work.
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Consider the learner to be on a kind of hero's journey. If Frodo
is your student, and you're Gandalf... learn as much as you can
about storytelling and entertainment. Learn what screenwriters
and novelists learn. Know what "show don't tell" really means,
and understand how to apply it to learning.

Humans spent thousands wupon thousands of years
developing/evolving the ability to learn through stories. Our
brains are tuned for it. Our brains are not tuned for sitting in a
classroom listening passively to a lecture of facts, or reading
pages of text facts. Somehow we manage to learn in spite of the
poor learning delivery most of us get in traditional schools and
training programs (and books).

8) Know a little something about "the Socratic
method". Know why it's far more important that you
ask the good questions rather than supply all the
answers.

9) Know why people often learn more from seeing the
wrong thing than they do from seeing the right thing.
Know why the brain spends far less time processing
things that meet expectations, than it does on things
that don't.

10) Know why it's just as important to study and keep
up your teaching skills as it is to keep up your other
professional skills. Yes there ARE professional
organizations for trainers, with conferences, journals,
and online discussions.

11) Know why using overhead slides to deliver a
classroom learning experience can--sometimes (often)-
-be the worst thing you can do.

(Although yes, in many cases using slides for some select pieces
of a course are important, beneficial, and crucial. What we're
dissing is the practice where the entire class, start to finish, is
driven around some kind of slides or presentation.)

12) Know how -- and why -- good games can keep
people involved and engaged for hours. Learn how to
develop activities that lead to a Flow State.

Ten Tips for New Trainers

1) Keep lecture to the absolute minimum.
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There is nearly (but not always) something better than lecture, if
learning is the goal. If your class involves a combination of
lecture and labs, then if you're short on time--always cut the
lecture, not the exercises! (Unfortunately, this is the opposite of
what most trainers do.)

2) It is almost always far more important that your
learners nail fewer subjects than be "exposed" to a
wider range of subjects.

In most cases, it's far more important that your students leave
able to DO something with their new knowledge and skills, than
that they leave simply KNOWING more. Most classroom-
based instruction can be dramatically improved by
reducing the amount of content!. Give them the skills to be
able to continue learning on their own, rather than trying to
shove more content down their throats.

If your students leave feeling like they truly learned -- like they
seriously kick ass because they can actually do something useful
and interesting, they'll forgive you (and usually thank you) for
not "covering all the material". The trainers that get cricism for
not covering enough topics or "finishing the course topics" are
the ones who didn't deliver a good experience with what they
did cover.

3) For classroom trainers, the greatest challenge you
have is managing multiple skill and knowledge levels in
the same classroom! Be prepared to deal with it.

The worst thing you can do is simply pick a specific (and usually
narrow) skill/knowledge level and teach to that, ignoring the
unique needs of those who are slower or more advanced. And
don't use the excuse that "if they don't have the prereqs, they
shouldn't be here." Even among those who meet the formal
prereq requirements, you can have drastically different levels.
Especially if the teacher who delivered those prereq courses was
in the "covering the material" mode. Sure, your students may
have been "exposed" to the prereq material, but just because
they heard it or read it does not mean they remember it now, or
that they ever really "got it."

Techniques for dealing with multiple levels:
* Be sure you KNOW what you've got. Find out before the class,
if you can, by speaking with the students or at least exchanging
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emails. If you don't have access to students prior to the class,
then learn as much as you can during introductions!

* Acknowledge the different levels right up front. The more
advanced students are far more likely to get pissed off when they
think you don't even realize or appreciate their level. By
acknowledging it, you recognize their abilities and set the stage
for having them act as mentors to the others.

* Have multiple versions of exercises! Have a "base" level of lab
activities that everyone must complete, but have additional
interesting, challenging options so that your advanced people
aren't growing bored or frustrated waiting for the slower people
to finish their exercises.

* For slower people, include graduated hint sheets for exercises.
(More on that in the next point.)

4) Work hard to get everyone to complete the lab
exercises, but NEVER give out the solutions in
advance!

This is closely related to #3, because the most likely reason
trainers don't have all students finishing labs is because there
are some slower learners (and I don't mean "dumber", but
simply less knowledgeable or experienced in the topic than the
other students, or they just have a learning style that requires
more time).

Be sure every students has been successful at the exercises! And
if you give them the solution in advance, you've robbed them of
the chance to seriously kick ass by working through it even when
things get difficult. On the other hand, you don't want students
to become completely stuck and frustrated, so use something
like the technique below:

Using graduated hints can work wonders. Prepare three or
more levels of hint sheets for the exercises, with each level more
explicit than the last. The first level can offer vague suggestions,
the second can be a little more focused, and the third can be
fairly explicit. Students should be allowed to use these at their
discretion, so it's best if you don't force the students to go to you
for each new level. Make them available, but make it clear that
it's important they turn to them only after [insert number of
minutes relevant to your exercise].
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After teaching literally thousands of programming and other
courses, I can say with certainty that the vast majority of
your students will NOT simply go to the most explicit
hints right off. But this is conditional... I'm assuming that the
exercise is relevant and interesting and challenging without
being ridiculously advanced or clearly takes more time to
complete than you're able or willing to allow for the exercise. If
your exercises suck, for whatever reason, then hint sheets won't
fix it.

5) Do group exercises whenever possible, no matter
what you've heard.

I've heard every excuse, "Adults don't like to do group
exercises." or "Professional developers don't like to do group
exercises." or "People don't like to do group exercises when
they're paying big bucks to be here." or "People from outside the
US don't like to do group exercises... ". They're all bulls***.
There is a huge social component to learning, regardless of how
much we try to eliminate it in the classroom. There's a way to do
interactive group exercises that works surprisingly well, and is
usually quite easy.

A simple formula for group exercises

* Use groups of no more than 3 to 5. Try to go above 2, but after
5 you'll end up with some people hanging back. With 3-4 people,
everyone feels more obligated to participate and be involved.

* When you assign an exercise (like, say, a two-page diagram of
an enterprise architecture that they must label and explain),
have each person START by working individually for a couple of
minutes, THEN get them into their groups (be sure that they
know who their group is BEFORE they start any work on the
exercise).

* Eavesdrop on the groups and comment or just make sure
they're on the right track. Drop hints or give pointers if they're
veering into an unproductive approach.

* After a certain number of minutes, give a heads-up warning
"60 seconds left..." so they can finish up.

* Be certain that someone in each group has the responsibility to
record what the group comes up with. One person should be the
designated spokesperson.
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* After the exercise is done, keep the people in their groups and
query each group about their answers, or any issues/thoughts
they had while doing it.

Note: the first few times you do this in any new classroom,
students might be quiet or skeptical about doing it, but after the
first two or three, they'll have a hard time imagining how you
could do it any other way.

6) Designing exercises

The best execises include an element of surprise and failure. The
worst exercises are those where you spend 45 minutes
explaining exactly how something works, and then have them
duplicate everything you just said. Yes, that does provide
practice, but it's weak. If you design an exercise that produces
unexpected results... something that intuitively feels like it
should work, but then does something different or wrong --
they'll remember that FAR more than they'll remember the,
"yes, it did just what she said it would do" experience.

Note that paper and pencil exercises are GREAT. Even if
your teaching programming or any other topic that involves
doing. In our books, for example, we have simple "magnetic
poetry" code exercises that don't involve everyone having to go
to the computer. You can design even simple multiple-choice
quizzes, although the more sophisticated the better. Be creative
with creating workbook style exercises when you're teaching
challenging subjects. In a programming class, for example, I'll
have paper exercises (that they do both individually and in a
group) that involve everything from, "fill in the rest of this class
diagram with what you think should be there" to "fill in each
empty method on this sheet with bullet points or pseudo code
for what you think should happen there."

Depending on the classroom, you could even have an exercise
that involves one group "teaching" something to another group.
Assign group A to figure out the File API, for example, while
group B has to research how and why the Serialization
mechanism works the way it does in the lab you just did...

As hokey as they are, sometimes game-show style quizzes can
still be fun. Especially when there's a set of topics that DO
require boring, rote memorization. When they have to burn in
certain key facts... you can liven it up and make it a little less
painful.
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The exercises in our Head First books (especially HF Java) are
examples of paper execises we do in classrooms, that are
separate from hands-on programming "lab" exercises.

The best form of longer lab exercises get learners in the flow
state! This is where your game design studies can really come in
handy. Remember, the flow state comes from activities that are
both challenging but perceived as do-able. Get the challenge
level right! Having multiple levels of hints means that a single
exercise can work for a wider range of skill and knowledge levels
without being too easy or too hard -- both of which will prevent
the flow state.

Exercises should feel relevant! They should not feel like busy
work or strictly practice (although for some kinds of learning,
extra practice is exactly what you need, but in most cases --
you're looking to increase understanding and memory rather
than simply practice a physical skill).

If students don't get the point of the exercise, you're screwed.
It's up to you to either have an exercise where the point is dead-
obvious, or that you can make a case for. The exercise does NOT
need to be "real world" in the sense of the actual, complex world
you live in. It should, however, reflect a simplified virtual world
with its own set of rules. In a learning experience, you're usually
trying to help them learn/get/remember only a single concept at
a time. Way too many lab exercises that attempt to be "real
world" have so much cognitive overhead that the real point
you're trying to reinforce is lost.

7) Leave your ego at the door. This is not about you.

Your learners do NOT care about how much you know, how
smart you are, or what you've done. Aside from a baseline level
of credibility, it's far more important that you care about how
smart THEY are, what THEY know (and will know, thanks to
this learning experience) and what THEY have done. I'm
amazed (and horrified) by how many instructors don't ever
seem to get to know anything about their students. You should
know far more about them than they know about you.

At the beginning of class, you do NOT need to establish
credibility. You nearly always have a certain amount of
credibility in the bank, even if they've never heard of you. You
can LOSE that credibility by doing things like lying (answering a
question that you really aren't certain about, without admitting
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that you're not sure), or telling them you really DON'T know
what you're doing. But you'll usually hurt the class if you spend
time talking about how great YOU are.

The best way to let them know what you've done is in the
context of a question someone asks, where you simply say, "Well
here's how I solved that on an accounts database I was working
on at...." But even better if you say something like, "Well here's
how one of my clients/students/wo-workers solved it..."

8) Have a Quick Start and a Big Finish.

Get them doing something interesting -- even if it's just a group
discussion -- very early. Don't bog them down with YOUR long
introduction, the history of the topic, etc. The faster they're
engaged, the better.

Don't let the class fizzle out at the end. Try to end on a high. It's
like the movies... where they usually put the best song at the
very end, during the closing credits... because this often
determines the feeling you leave with. Ask yourself, "what were
my students feeling when they left?" Too often, the answer to
that is, "overwhelmed, and stupid for not keeping up". And
usually, the fault is in a course that tried to do too much. That
tried to cover (whatever the hell that means) too much.

9) Try never to talk more than 10-15 minutes without
doing something interactive. And saying, "Any
questions?" does not count as interaction!

Whether it's a group exercise, a lab, or at least an individual
paper and pencil exercise of some sort... get them doing rather
than listening. But be sure that the interaction isn't perceived as
a waste of time, either.

10) Don't assume that just because you said it, they got
it. And don't assume that just because you said it five
minutes ago, they remember it now.

In other words, don't be afraid to be redundant. That doesn't
mean repeating the same material over and over... but it often
takes between 3 to 5 repeated exposures to something before the
brain will remember it, so take the extra time to reinforce earlier
topics in the context of the new things you're talking about.
Great teachers know how to slip in the redundancy in an almost
stealth way... where the thing is looked at again but from a
different angle. It's up to you to keep it interesting and lively.
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11) If you're not passionate, don't expect any energy
from your learners.

That doesn't mean being an annoying cheerleader. Be honest, be
authentic, but be passionate. It's your job as a trainer to find
ways to keep yourself motivated. A lot of teachers/trainers feel it
isn't their job to motivate the students. But that's ridiculous.
Even the most motivated person in the world still finds it hard
to stay motivated on each and every topic... especially when it
gets tough. Think about how many technical books you've sat
down to read on topics you were extremely interested in, but
then couldn't find a way to keep yourself reading. Motivation for
the overall topic and motivation for the individual thing being
learned are completely different. You're there to supply the
motivation for the individual things you're trying to help them
learn.

Your passion will keep them awake. Your passion will be
infectious. It's up to you to figure out how to stay passionate, or
quit teaching until you get it back.

And finally, don't think of yourself as a teacher or trainer... since
that puts the focus on what YOU do. Remember:

It's not about what YOU do... it's about how your
learners feel about what THEY can do as a result of the
learning experience you created and helped to deliver.

Rather than think of yourself as a teacher or trainer, try getting
used to thinking of yourself as "a person who creates learning
experiences... a person who helps others learn." In other words,
put a lot more emphasis on the learning and a lot less emphasis
on the teaching.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/07/ten_tips_for
_ne.html
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What can software learn from kung
fu?

By Kathy Sierra on July 19, 2005

What's your next Jeve]?

addietive

enda 51115

Number of Levels

bnrina

Motivation

What do Photoshop, martial arts, church, the military,
accounting software, Star Trek, video games, digital video, web
programming, online forums, chess, and cooking have in
common? The Next Level. There's always something new to
aim for and as you progress through each level, the motivation
to go higher keeps growing. How many of you have felt the
seduction--where you go into something thinking you'll never
care about anything beyond the bare minimum entry-level, only
to find yourself sucked in?

Next thing you know, it turns out you did want to learn CSS.
Because once you know CSS, then you can do... (and on it goes).
Turns out you did need something beyond what iMovie could
do, so you just had to get Final Cut Express. Turns out you did
want to earn the rank of "bartender"-- full forum moderator
status on javaranch. Turns out you did decide to go for your
SCWCD certification in Java. And why not get a brown belt?
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Where there is passion, there is always the idea of a
"next level".

The next level doesn't have to be explicit, like belt levels in
martial arts, the specifically numbered levels in a video game, or
a military rank. Sometimes the next level is simply a new, more
advanced capability. The key point, though, is that even if the
next level is implicit, everyone recognizes it. Or at least
everyone involved in that activity. If you're at a Star Trek
convention and the guy behind you in line starts speaking
conversational Klingon, that says something. For that audience-
-the hard core trekkies--this guy has achieved an implicit high
level of trekness. (Not that I'd know ;)

Even with something as seemingly mundane at work, you see it.
The one woman in the office who truly "gets" tables in MS Word.
Although she might have reached table mastery status simply
because she was forced to, more often it was because she started
down that path and found herself hooked on learning just a little
more.

No matter what the job task, the feeling is something like this:
"If T could just do [insert some capability just slightly beyond
what you know now], then I'd be able to do this one cool thing."
And just as with any video game, once you've got that new
"superpower", the next natural desire is to learn the next thing...
If you can find a way to give your users something to reach for...
that next level... in terms of new capabilities that allow them to
do still cooler things, you have a much greater chance of
inspiring passion. Because reaching for that next level is what
leads to greater engagement, and improves the chance of having
users stay in flow (FYI: the August issue of Fast Company has a
nice little article on Flow! It's not online yet; they still show July
as the current issue.)

It's all about kicking ass.

Of course, some companies do exactly the wrong thing by
making what should be, say, a level 2 task feel like a level 8. In
other words, you shouldn't have to feel like you must "get to the
next level" to do the most basic thing. The point of the next level
concept is that users should feel like it's worth the effort to get
there. That it's challenging, but for all the right reasons. That the
new cool thing they'll be able to do justifies the time and
energy spent learning, researching, practicing. So the featuritis
vs. the happy user peak plays a role here.
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Remember, learning is like a drug to the brain (actually, it is a
drug). The best user experiences--combined with a clear path to
greater expertise and the promise of more time in flow--are like
a healthier, happier form of crack. One of the best examples of
this drug-dealer model in software is Apple.

With iMovie, for example, the first one is free. But once you're
hooked, you find yourself wanting capabilities found only in the
$299 Final Cut Express. You find yourself wanting, no needing
to do things you never even imagined before you started playing
around with iMovie. And for a certain percentage of users, even
Final Cut Express will have limitations. Now you need the $999
Final Cut Pro or--for just a few dollars more, what the heck--
might as well go for the whole Final Cut Studio. They've
managed to teach you to want the most expensive versions of
their products. Then they do the same thing with sound (Garage
Band --> Logic Express --> Logic Pro). It seems Apple has
figured out the optimum price points for their "next levels", in
order of FREE, $299, then $999.

But even if the goal is not to teach or inspire users to appreciate
your higher-end products, just having goals to strive for is what
matters. Whether the promise is that you can become a first-
level moderator, a church usher, one who can use the RAW
features of Photoshop, a CSS guru, a Sun Certified Business
Component Developer, a double black diamond snowboarder, or
a 3-dan go player... never forget that where there is passion,
there is always a next level.

Software--or any product--can learn a lot from the martial arts,
and I suppose the idea of rankings/belts/levels is probably the
least of it. But it's a great place to start.

So what's your next level? Do your users know what the levels
are? Too often, users could get excited and motivated if only
they knew more. If you hear a user say something like, "But I
never you could do that!", consider that a problem. How many
more people would have stuck around if they'd known? With
your software, product, service, club, subject you teach,
whatever... is there a steady series of new possibilities out there
worth reaching for, and more importantly, are you doing
something to help users get there?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/07/what_can_s
oftwa.html
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When process goes bad
By Kathy Sierra on August 8, 2005

It's so gratifying to work
for a company that doesn't
think employees and users
have a FING BRAIN!

We must follow the
process at all times,
Our procedures are in
place for a reason...

Dysfunctiong] Departments

Imagine this scenario... you've discovered a way to add one
thing to your product that will double its usability. Just like that.
And it's not a big deal to add. Or so you thought...

You bring it to your manager who discusses it with other people
(people you're not allowed to talk to directly... you know, chain-
of-command and all), and the answer comes back, "No". Why?
"It just won't work with Our Process."

The systems, policies, procedures aren't set up to incorporate
your proposed change, and nobody's willing to think about
changing things. It would just be too disruptive. It would
make too many people uncomfortable.

And we wouldn't want that.
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Obviously there are times it doesn't make sense to shake up your
hard-fought, well-tuned systems. Where the tradeoff doesn't
justify it. But you all know what I'm talking about here... the
times when NOT changing makes no sense. Or at least it makes
no sense to those outside. Those with a perspective not colored
by inertia, bruised from past experience, or threatened by new
(and potentially better) views.

Too many times I've heard "upper management" assume that
when employees (or users) insist that what the company is
doing makes no sense (e.g. a policy that punishes customers or
pisses off employees), it must be because the employee just
doesn't get it. The employee doesn't have all the facts and
doesn't see things from the "higher" perspective of management.
The employee doesn't see the Big Picture.

Sometimes... sometimes that's bullshit.

Sometimes the employee or user is the only one who DOES "get
it". Sometimes it's the lower-level (or at least more user-facing)
employee who really knows how damaging a company's policies
can be, or where the points of leverage really are. Sometimes it's
the user who has a basis of comparison -- who hasn't bought
into the company's worldview so long that they can't see any
other reality.

I don't want to be too specific with names, but here are some
examples I've experienced recently:

* A particular mechanism for annotating code in a book or
manual would dramatically improve usability for the
reader/learner. But the documentation department can't do it
because their ancient desktop publishing system won't support
two "layers" intersecting. Usability (and even innovation) takes
a back seat to an old production system for which many cost-
effective alternatives exist, but... it would still mean change and
learning curves and discomfort amongst the production staff.

* A large software company decides to go after one of its biggest
outside evangelists because the big software company has a
policy that says "if anyone is going to make money from training
on our products, it must be us." Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. (And
from a systems persepctive, pretty much the worst thing you can
do.)

* A bestselling author has found a way to reduce technical errors
in first printings by as much as 70%, at no cost to the publisher
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using a peer review system that involves volunteers. But the
publisher's copy editing process cannot cope with the shift in
timing and granularity of copy edits (despite the fact that the
average technical book reader considers tech errors about 10x
worse than grammatical errors). [FYI - I'm not talking about
O'Reilly or Osborne]

* A fast food company demands that all clerks MUST "upsell”
the customer, regardless of the customer's order. That means
even when the customer does order a drink and fries to go with
their meal, the order clerk is required to ask the customer if
they'd like some other [insert specific thing] to go with it. That
demans the employee and pisses off the customer, but The
Policies leave no room for judgement calls about when it is or is
not appropriate to upsell. It's always, end of story. Besides, it's
not like a fast-food clerk has enough of a brain to make a good
decision about that anyway. Right?

* A large software company insists that the documentation team
not use contractions in their writing because "they don't
translate well." So, they suck the life out of the user
documentation to compensate for the poor quality of translators
they use.

* A word processor that insists on capitalizing the word boolean
as Boolean. Or that insists the code line:

public static void main (String[] args) { }

is actually:

Public static void main (String[] args) { }

* A software company's editorial staff that has all the control
with none of the technical knowledge... who takes a book on web
technologies and manages to turn HTTP POST into HTTP
Power On Self Test. And who thinks that a database that's not
normalized is actually... a somewhat unusual database". (Yes,
that's a true story.)

* Don't get me started on all the stupid customer service related
policies companies have that make no sense (well, at least not if
they ever want those customers to come back) for things like
returns, refunds, repairs, etc.

Gosh, I guess I decided to return to blog world with a little rant
J)
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So... think about your policies and systems and procedures and
process. I have this terrible fear that I'm going to be doing the
same thing -- justifying staying with a production process --
even when it would be better for the user (or the author) to
allow for more creativity, flexibility, and change. If today's
business mantra is "change or die", we should all be looking for
ways to make sure we don't fall asleep in the comfort of our
working systems. And boy do I know how seductive those
comfort zones can be...

As Jayne Howard (and others) have said,”If you are not
living on the edge, you are taking up too much room."”

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/08/when_proce
ss_go.html
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Physics of Passion: The Koolaid Point
By Kathy Sierra on August 10, 2005

The Physics of Passion

Start a "This
Company
Sucks” blag

Hate

@ The Koolaid Point

a threshold at which
F\ enough users become
s0 passionate that
others accuse them of
“drinking the koolaid.”
Often fueled by
commercial success.

Haven't tried it.
Don't really care.

Use it until Tattoo the logo

something more Lﬂve on your chest
convenient or
cheaper comes

You don't really have passionate users until someone starts
accusing them of "drinking the koolaid." You might have happy
users, even loyal users, but it's the truly passionate that piss off
others enough to motivate them to say something. Where there
is passion, there is always anti-passion... or rather passion in
the hate dimension.

If you create passionate users, you have to expect passionate
detractors. You should welcome their appearance in blogs,
forums, and user groups. It means you've arrived. Forget the
tipping point--if you want to measure passion, look for the
koolaid point.

And it would appear that 37 Signals has hit it. Within 48 hours
of one another, independently, three groups reviewed the
company: this blog, Salon, and Paul Scrivens' blog. Two of the
reviews glowed. The other... provided balance in the universe.
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Remember folks, we aren't going for user satisfaction. We aren't
going for happy. We're going for all-out passion. And that
comes with a price tag. Detractors. Lots of them. And they talk.
For every passionate user out evangelizing you to everyone they
meet, a koolaid-hunter will do his (or her) best to make sure
everyone knows that your passionate users have lost their
minds. That they're victim of marketing hype. Sheep.

But consider this...

The most popular and well-loved companies, products,
and causes have the strongest opponents.

You'll know when you get there, because the buzz goes from
pleasant to polarized. Moderate, reasoned reviews and
comments are replaced with stronger language and more
colorful adjectives on both sides. Those who speak out against
you will be referred to as "brave" or "having the balls" (see the
comments on Scriven's review) for daring to criticize. They're
hailed as the smart ones who finally call the emporer on his
buck-nakedness.

Should you ignore the detractors? Diss them as nothing but
evidence of your success? Should you just wave them off with a
"just jealous" remark? Absolutely not. Somewhere in their
complaints there are probably some good clues for things you
can work on. But if you start trying to please them all or even
worse, turn them into fans, that could mean death. Death by
mediocrity, as you cater to everybody and inspire nobody.

It is physically impossible to have everyone love what
you do. And the more people do love it, the more likely it is that
you'll have an equal and opposite negative reaction. X = -Y the
physics of passion.

Would you want to be in 37 Signals' shoes right now, taking all
this heat? You bet. Look who's been there before:

* Apple (see the wonderful Cult of Mac blog)

* Extreme Programming (see Matt Stephen's Software Reality
blog)

* The Sierra Club
* The Red Sox (see the Yankees Suck site)
* NASCAR (read instanpundit's notes)
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* The Hummer (read the official F*** You and your H2 site)

* Britney Spears (see the I Hate Britney Spears site)

* Java (see the delightful No-one-cares-about-my-language-
and-therefore-I-hate-Java note, or my special Java fan site,

javaranch)
And on it goes.

Oh yeah, besides the "koolaid" word -- another word the
detractors will use to marginalize something: "fad". As in, "Oh,
that's just a fad. It'll be over soon." I remember hearing that in
1998 about Java, now the leading programming language. The
iPod is a fad. Our Head First Java book was just a fad (yesterday
on Amazon, out of all 32,000 computer books, there were two
Head First books in the top ten). Hip hop music was just a fad.
Skateboarding. Snowboarding. The web.

So we'll see. But remember during those dark days when you're
fending off the detractors (especially when they have legitmate
complaints), that -- as Seth Godin tells us-- "Safe is risky and
risky is safe."

You'll never be perfect. Apple isn't perfect. Java isn't perfect.
Our books are far from perfect. 37 Signals isn't perfect. But you
can be brave.

How, users fee] abeut your
roduct or service
here you're §(rewed here i goog

here 1§ ?)00‘\ /

\

a2 -

Love T Hate
Zone of

medjocrity

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_usets/2005/08/physics_of_
pass.html
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The Smackdown Learning Model
By Kathy Sierra on August 15, 2005

Firefox market
share dropped from

Intelligent people 8.71 t0 8.07
are switching from because it has
IE to Firefox... security risks too

What happens to your brain when you're forced to choose
between two different--and potentially conficting--points of
view? Learning. That's what makes the smackdown model such
an effective approach to teaching, training, and most other
forms of communication.

Whether you're writing user instructions, teaching a class,
writing a non-fiction book, or giving a conference presentation,
consider including at least some aspect of the smackdown
model. It's one of the most engaging ways to cause people's
brains to both feel and think -- the two elements you need for
attention, understanding, retention, and recall.

How does it work?

By presenting different perspectives or views of the topic, the
learner's brain is forced into making a decision about which one
they most agree with. And as long as the learner is paying
attention, you won't even have to ask. In other words, it doesn't
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have to be a formal exercise where the learner must physically
make a choice between multiple things; simply by giving their
brain the conflicting message, their brain has no choice. Brains
cannot simply leave the conflicts out there without at least
trying to make an evaluation.

And making an evaluation puts it at the most advanced end of
Bloom's Taxonomy. (The further along the hierarchy you go, the
more cognitive brainpower is harnessed).

Why is this better than a single consistent message?

More brain flexing = more learning. (Yes, there's a big
assumption here that the learner already understands the
fundamentals behind the different viewpoints.)

When the learner is given a single message, and led through the
topic step-by-step with no apparent alternatives, the learner's
brain doesn't have to think as much. And since a single message
is often less interesting, the material is less engaging and the
learner isn't paying as much attention.

And the more intense the smackdown (i.e. the heat/fight of the
opposing views) the more likely it is that the learner will feel
something. And remember, we learn and remember that which
we feel, not that which we merely hear or read.

But this is stupid... what about things for which there
is only ONE right way?

Ah yes. Multiple points of view works great when it's a browser
or web framework war, but what about something like the the
speed of light? Or multiplication tables? 4 x 6 is 24. End of story.
A fight over that would just be distracting and get in the way.

Right?

Maybe not. It's true that there are subjects for which there is no
alternative point of view that makes any sense at all... so nothing
to evaluate. But in that case, you can still use a smackdown
approach by having the information taught from multiple
perspectives. For example, if one teacher uses a rote approach,
and another thinks an understanding approach is better, then
one of the most powerful learning experiences would offer the
learner both, with perhaps discussions amongst the learners
over the relative tradeoffs of the two approaches. That means
the smackdown isn't about the actual content being learned, but
about the way in which it's learned. The more you get the
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learners thinking (about the right things), the better the learning
outcome.

How do you use it?

There are an infinite number of ways in which you could
implement a smackdown, but here are a few favorites:

1) Presentation Smackdown

One of my favorite sessions at OSCON was Matt Raible's Spring
vs. WebWork Smackdown. Two presenters, two frameworks,
one guy with the big bell. The room was packed and everybody
was paying attention. The presenters kept taking turns, and
when a comment was deemed "below the belt" (a cheap shot),
the bell guy kicked in.

Bonus benefit: this approach means you can get away with far
fewer PowerPoint slides ; )

and you get a lot more audience participation.

Two other examples of a conference presentation smackdown
are the Web Standards Smackdown and the JavaOne '04 Web
Framework  Smackdown. Another @ Web  Frameworks
Smackdown was held at JavaOne 2005, and discussed on this
server side thread.

And Rick Ross considered a Java IDE smackdown in his
Javalobby blog.

2) Head-to-head Review Smackdown

One example of a written comparison review is Ed Bott's TiVo
vs. Windows Media Center smackdown. Another written
example is a write-up that actually captured a conference panel
smackdown on (this is old) J2EE vs. .NET.

Almost any decent and detailed multi-product or multi-
perspective review can be considered a smackdown candidate,
but really, if there's no heat and controversy and, well, fighting,
then I wouldn't call it a smackdown.

What makes it an actual emotion-inducing learning experience
is when the learner is at least wondering whether things could
get a little rough. And in many cases, the rougher the better.

3) Anthropomorphized Debates
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Head First readers might recognize this from some of our books.
The implication of a smackdown is that two or more people are
in a fight. A fight to win (even if no clear winner emerges). We
make our smackdowns a little more personal in our books by
breathing life into whatever it is being debated, and let that
thing speak for itself. In Head First Java, for example, the
compiler and the JVM argue over which of them is more
important. Arrays go one-on-one with ArrayLists. And so on...
with each "character" attacking or defending itself according to
that character's personality and attributes.

Another benefit of anthropomorhpizing the objects of the debate
is that the learner can look at things from the perspective of that
entity. We want learners, for example, to know what the
compiler's motivation is (no actor jokes here ; ). Who better to
describe that than the compiler?

Variants

The Celebrity Death Match is quite popular. You could do your
own version of this with a little Flash work.

And you'll just have to evaluate this one for yourself: Modified
Living Sorority Smackdown.

Finally, if you haven't yet spent some time with Googlefight,
here's a fun way to kill your productivity.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/08/the_smackd
own_lLhtml
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Build something cool in 24 hours
By Kathy Sierra on August 24, 2005

pD Lig

GAME
DEVELOPMENT
SOCIETY

The highlight of Foo Camp for me was hearing game
development guru Squirrel Eiserloh talk on total immersion /
ultra-rapid game development. I'm dying to try it for everything
from creative writing to learning Flash to composing music to
video/podcasting and of course game development. I cannot
imagine a better, faster path to creativity, innovation, and most
importantly getting something done!

The notion is this: stick people in a house for 48 hours, with a
goal to have something created at the end. Depending on the
nature of the goal, participants may be collaborating (like
building a game together) or working alone (musicians
composing, writers writing, etc.). The key is the process--a
process that forces you to supress the "inner judges" that stifle
creativity, and gives you not just permission but an order to
create as much as possible, as fast as possible... even if what you
end up with is 97% crap.

The point is to learn something valuable from the experience...
something you'd likely never get to in your day job, even when--
as it is for Squirrel and his game developer cohorts -- what you
do in the jam is what you do in your day job. In other words, by
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working under the ad-hoc/jam constraints, you're able to
"improve your craft" and discover things about yourself and the
work that you might never find in your traditional work
environment. It takes the idea of rapid iterations to a completely
different (dramatically compressed) time scale. What could take
weeks, months, or years to evolve suddenly happens in hours.
And the work never leaves your personal brain RAM! No more
cost of switching contexts as you go from personal life to
meetings to actual work to commuting to whatever... this is
100% being in the zone, where each hour spent in one of these
jams is worth perhaps 10 or more hours at work in your usual
environment.

The idea can be mapped to virtually anything for which you
want to encourage maximum creativity, innovation, and most
importantly... getting something done. While it may be a Big
Deal to start your own Foo/Bar-style self-organizing conference,
the total immersion "ad-lib jam" model is something we can all
start in our home town, wherever that may be. All you need is a
handful of participants (maybe 4-8), some delivery/take-out
menus for chinese food and pizza (revise to reflect what goes for
"fast delivered food" in your culture), maybe a few pillows and
blankets, a whiteboard and some markers, and whatever other
tools of the trade your participants need to make things.

(Sidebar: out of the 15 or so people at Squirrel's informal
session, the most engaged participant was Amazon founder Jeff
Bezos.)

For writers, that could mean laptops or even just paper and
pencils. For programmers, that might mean the programming
tools (game engine, compilers, source control if multiple
participants are collaborating on the same app) or art tools
(Photoshop, etc.). For music composition, that might mean real
and virtual instruments (guitars, midi keyboards, synth guitars,
mics) and sequencing software like GarageBand, Reason, or
Logic. And for pure idea brainstorming, whiteboards, post-its,
and big flip-chart pages to put stuff up on the walls as things
progress.

I won't bother explaining how to run one of these things,
because Squirrel and friends have already done this at:

The Ad-Lib Game Society site, which encourages others to start
their own "lodges", like their founding chapter in Dallas, Zero
Lodge. (He mentions that they've taken inspiration from the
216




Creating Passionate Users

earlier Immersion Composition Society, as well as the Indie

Game Jam).

But does it have to be face-to-face?

This was a natural question. And the answer was... probably. A
big part of what makes this work is that you are not in your
normal environment. No kids, no chores, no I-should-be-doing-
something-else. More importantly, it's the energy of the
other participants that makes this so effective. You
know exactly what I'm talking about if you've ever been in a
highly engaged group where everyone's really cranking and you
can almost feel the brain power and creativity rippling out of
each person's head like Wi Fi.

Squirrel said that while they had tried a virtual jam, it wasn't
that successful. One example he gave was that while at home
you might hit the wall and give up (or get tired and go to sleep or
do something else), when you start to hit that point during a live
jam, all it takes is one guy walking by playing air guitar with his
head phones on and you're suddenly hit with another wave of
energy (or at least that little bit of competitiveness and pressure
because you know you've got to demo something in three
hours!)

The total immersion part of this is crucial, and until someone
figures out a good way to make this happen remotely/virtually,
face-to-face is probably going to be a lot more effective. (I have
no doubt that there are ways to make this work
remotely/virtually, but it would take some real effort and
creativity to pull it off.)

Here are just a few of the ways in which I'd love to use this
approach in my own life:

Storyboard Jam

We develop our books (Head First books, and the not-yet-
announced new series we're working on) from storyboards, as
opposed to outlines and TOCs. The storyboard is by far the most
important part of the creative process for the books, and it's
often the most difficult for authors... including those with tons
of previous "traditional" writing experience. Having everybody
go off and spend hours with their storyboards (either alone or in
collaboration with another person), then periodically getting
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back together for a show-and-tell with feedback would be
amazing. In fact, we did do something like this once -- we called
it a "Head First Bootcamp" -- that brought together a half-dozen
prospective authors plus our O'Reilly editor, for five days in
Colorado, all staying in one house, and with food brought in
most of the time. One of the outcomes of this intensive week
were Eric and Beth's storyboards for the Head First Design
Patterns book, currently one of the top five bestselling computer
books.

There's no doubt they would have produced these storyboards
back in their own home, but this total immersion week did kick-
start things in a big way, and gave them the opportunity for vital
real-time feedback.

Learn Something New Jam

I've been trying to squeeze in some time to learn Flash, but each
time I never get past the first few tutorials. There's always
something higher on the to-do list. But if, say, 4-8 people got
together, and we all had a sole task--to learn something new and
then create a demo of what we learned at the end (with a
checkpoint at the halfway mark), then it would give me the
permission to just get in there and have Flash loaded into my
brain, with the goal of creating a prototype of something I've
been wanting to build. I honestly believe that if I don't do it this
way, I simply may never get to it. I need someone to say, "You
aren't allowed to do anything for the next 36 hours... no email,
no going out to eat, no working on anything else."

Music Composition Jam

This one doesn't need explaining.

Write a [screenplay/article/chapter] Jam
Neither does this one.

Game Development Jam

I did a several year stint as a game developer, but have done
virtually nothing since leaving that world to work at Sun (which,
sadly, involved lots of enterprise development but NO games). I
was thinking that the only way to get to work on games again
was to work in the field, but that's ridiculous. There's no reason
that me and six of my friends -- including coders and designers
and maybe someone who understands audio -- couldn't get
together and build a game. As Squirrel points out, we'd probably
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learn more valuable lessons we could take back to our real work
than with just about anything else we could do in that amount of
time (including attending formal "training" classes).

Let's do it!

So... if you're in Colorado, anywhere around the Denver/Boulder
area, please email me at headrush[at]wickedlysmart[dot]com,
and let's start a new chapter/lodge of the Ad-Lib Game
Development Society!

(And thanks Squirrel for such an inspiring lesson, and for
putting up such great info on your site.)

And for everyone else, I urge you to study the info at the ALGDS
site and consider starting your own in your area. And who
knows... maybe we can attend jam sessions held by one
another's lodges. I'd love to crash one of Squirrel's jams (I'll
make the coffee!), and perhaps someone from out of town who
wants to do a book could come to one of our book jams.

I'll say more over the next few days about lessons learned at Foo
Camp, but this was by far my favorite, and the one I'm most
likely to implement soon.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/08/build_somet
hing.html
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You ARE a marketer. Deal with it.
By Kathy Sierra on August 27, 2005

.. and then he said, "Shoot me, Jimmy, shoot
me... | can't take the pain” and then | said,
“You're gonna be OK Joe..” but | was lying.
He was my best friend, and | had to shoot
him... they'd transferred him to marketing.

It's so trendy to diss marketing. Especially if you're in
engineering, product design, or virtually anything but
marketing. A comment for me by pinhut on my "You're
emotional..." blog entry reads:

"this started out being so interesting. then you reveal
yourself as a marketer. please terminate yourself."”

The late (and brilliant) comedian Bill Hicks was an early adopter
of the "all marketing is evil" meme:

"By the way, if anyone here is in advertising or
marketing, kill yourself. No, this is not a joke: kill
yourself . . . I know what the marketing people are
thinking now too: 'Oh. He's going for that anti-
marketing dollar. That's a good market." Oh man, 1
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am not doing that, you f***ing evil scumbags.”
(asterisks are mine)

I was about to protest, "Dammit Jim, I'm a programmer, not a
marketer!"

But that would be a lie. In this new open-source/cluetrain
world, I am a marketer. And so are you. If you're interested in
creating passionate users, or keeping your job, or breathing life
into a startup, or getting others to contribute to your open
source project, or getting your significant other to agree to the
vacation you want to go on... congratulations. You're in
marketing. Now go Kkill yourself.

The word "marketing" (and by extension, "marketers") has a bad
rep for sure, as does "advertising" and "PR". But they all share a
common goal--connecting buyers and sellers. Isn't that what
we're doing?

Except with a Find and Replace:

"Buyers" becomes--> "readers" or "users" or "community
participants”

"Sellers" becomes--> "authors" or "developers" or
"organizations"

As Guy Kawasaki puts it, we're selling the dream.

But the difference between what we now consider "old-school
marketing" (otherwise known as The Four P's -- product, price,
promotion, and placement -- heavy on advertising and
"branding") and the "neo-marketing" we're doing here is frickin'
huge.

Here are a few ideas on some of the differences:
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marketers/advertisers do it

everyone does it

focused on how the company kicks
ass

focused on how the user kicks ass

marksters have the power ugers have the power
advertising evangelizing
tightly-controlled “brand message” | brand hijacked® by users
one-way broadeast two-way conversation
company-created content uger-created content

he who outspends, wins he who outteaches, wins
mass markets selective, focused users
one-size-fits-all personalized, custom-tailored
focus groups user feedback & contributions... betas
deception transparency

bullg™ ** authentieity

development often independent from
marketing

impossible to separate development
and marketing

the story must be compelling, but
can be fietion (“buy this and you'll

the story must be compelling, and
must be real** (“buy this and you'll

have more sex™) taks better photos™)
30-second spots are king waord-of-mouth is king
focus on branding focus on passionate users
get the customer to believe in it YOU believe in it

*See this Brandautopsy blog post on a brand hijack, or check out
the book.

**Real is relative to the desires and perceptions of the user. And
who's to say that taking better photos won't in fact lead to more
sex?

***rhymes with "hit"

But even if we feel OK about doing some of these marketingish
things, there's still the problem of the word "marketing". We
need a word that distinguishes the kinds of things we
(developers/programmers, ministers, realtors, authors) do from
old-school traditional marketing. I just don't know if the
marketing-averse among us can rehabilitate that word... it's
been too heavily associated (framed) with old-fashioned,
negative, sleazy and inauthentic practices (even if much of that
was a misconception... doesn't matter).
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My "neo-marketing" label is just lame. Open Solaris' Laura
Ramsey and I were talking about it this weekend, and she came
up with an alternative that might be a good contender: Modern
Attraction. We're not marketers, we're attractors. I don't know
if that's the right phrase, but it still sounds better to me than
"marketing". (Personally, I was voting for "cheerleader", but for
some reason I just couldn't get the other programmers to go
along with that...cute t-shirt ideas, though... ;)

Others have come up with replacement phrases as well, but
none seem to have truly taken hold, and the word
"conversation" isn't enough. What do you think? If we believe in
something, and we want others to share what we know can be a
fun/meaningful experience, whether it's getting involved in our
open source project, or joining our cause, or--yes--buying our
book or software--we need to get past our "go kill yourself now"
thing. If framing it with a new word/phrase helps, perhaps that's
a better approach than trying to give the word "marketing" a
massive makeover.

Remember -- when people are passionate about something, and
in a state of flow--and you have contributed to that by helping
users/members learn and grow and kick ass--these are some of
the happiest moments in their lives. Trying to promote more of
that is something we should feel wonderful about, not guilty.

http://headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/08/you_are_a_
marke.html
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Blow your own mind
By Kathy Sierra on August 30, 2005

Play  Hear

11208
=
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If you want your brain to stay sharp, you have to work it. "I write
complex code every day of the week. That's all the brain exercise
I need." you say. But you're wrong. If you want to keep your
brain alive, you have to do things your brain doesn't expect. The
cortex forms new patterns... new synaptic connections in
response to novel activity, and PET scans show that far fewer
pathways are activated when the brain processes a routine
task... even a complex one.

Imagine playing an electric guitar, for example, but hearing a
saxaphone. That's what you get with a synth guitar (click on the
video button to see and hear the guitar player). At the Telluride
Bluegrass Festival, the Sam Bush band was playing a vintage
rock song, complete with a vintage rock organ. But... no
keyboard player. Then I realized it was one of the guitar
players, on a synth guitar.

The cognitive disconnect between watching someone play the
guitar but hearing an absolutely real smokey sax is... mind

blowing. (FYI musicians, Roland and others have done a LOT of
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work on the latency, and the latest generations of guitar
synth/midi pickups is pretty damn good now.) Apparently
playing a synth guitar is even stranger than watching/hearing
someone else. I play a midi keyboard, so this shouldn't have
been so surprising, but we expect keyboard synthesizers, so
watching someone play a piano that sounds like a violin doesn't
tweak neurons the same way anymore.

So what else can you do? The point is to do something different.

If you're into extreme sports, try a meditation retreat.

If you're someone who is not deaf, you might try attending a
silent weekend, a total immersion "sign language jam" intended
to give non-deaf people a brain-changing (and some say life-
changing) experience. I've had friends attend one of these (they
hold them in lots of different places) after taking some sign-
language classes just for the unique experience--not because
they needed to learn sign-language. They said it's extremely
challenging... and very, very rewarding.

Or try Dark Dining, by visiting a restaurant virtually blind.
They're popping up everywhere--London, Germany, Australia,
and Switzerland, and Paris (google on "dining in the dark").

Or let's say you already tend toward being the quiet, chess-is-
my-sport type. Then maybe you need something adventurous
like, say, trek through Patagonia.

But you don't need to wait for some Big New Event to make your
brian happy. It's more important to try to incorporate brain
workouts into your everyday life. There's a fantastic book on all
this by Lawrence C Katz, called Keep Your Brain Alive, be sure
to check out this page on "neurobic exercises". But here are a
few simple exercises from the book that you could do right now:

Turn your world upside down

"Turn pictures of your family, your deskclock, or an illustrated
calendar upside down. Your brain is quite literally of two minds
when it comes to processing visual information. The analytical
"verbal" part of your brain (sometimes called "the left brain")
tries to label on object after just a brief glance: "table", "chair",
"child". The "right brain", in contrast, perceives spatial
realtionships and uses nonverbal cues. When you look at a
familiar picture right side up, your left brain quickly labels it an
diverts your attention to other things. When the picture is
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upside down, the quick labeling strategy doesn't work--and your
right-brain networks kick in, trying to interpret the shapes,
colrs, and relationships of a puzzling picture."

See things in a new light

"Place different-color geletain filters over your desk lamp.
Colors evoke strong emotional associations that can create
completely different feelings about ordinary objects and events.
In addition, the occasionally odd effects of color (a purple
styrofoam coffee cup) jars your brain's expectations and lights
up more blips on your attentional "radar screen."

But the book has more than 80 others -- including some more
ambitious activities to help blow your own mind. I tend to think
that I'm doing a good job on this because I have a good mix of
activities... programming, skateboarding, writing, reading weird
science, skiing. But then I realized, these things aren't unique
for me... they don't blow my mind (except for the weird science
stuff). I've been doing them for a long time, so they don't tweak
my brain. There's a lot of good stuff there, but no Whoa/WTF
experience. I need to keep incorporating new things at every
scale--from big macro things like adventure vacations to where I
keep my paper clips.

So what are you doing to blow your own mind on a regular
basis?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/08/blow_your_
own_m.html
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Reference vs. Learning: pick ONE
By Kathy Sierra on September 4, 2005

Why are you writing?

oo wany When they
things are here $hould be py,

I @200 |
Facts Information Hnderrtuuibg

The biggest problem with many tech books (and tech training)
is indecision. When the author can't decide between creating a
reference or learning book, they often try to do both. That rarely
works. So the second most important question to answer when
you start to write a tech book (or a book proposal), instructional
manual, or training course is what's my goal?

And the most important question is, "what's the reader’s goal?"

When a non-fiction book (especially a tech book) doesn't sell, or
a training course isn't successful, it's often because the reader
was on one end of the graph while the writer/course developer
was on the other. Or because the author/teacher believed that
giving information was the way to communicate knowledge and
understanding.

The difference between facts and information is
straightforward: information organizes facts into a meaningful
pattern. Without information, data and facts can be arbitrary
and useless. There's a crucial place for reference information,
and information architecture is art + science. (Two info architect
bloggers are Louis Rosenfield and Jesse James Garrett, both
who've written books.) Turning facts and data into meaningful
information is--for a lot of books, websites, and manuals--often
the destination. The thing the users want.

The big problems happen when the user wants and needs
knowledge and understanding but gets only information. If
information is a meaningful, useful organization of fact and
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data, understanding is about knowing how--and more
importantly why--to apply that information to do something
creative.

Look at the tech books on your shelf. Chances are, more than a
few of them exemplify what Prentice-Hall editor Greg Doench
refers to as one of the seven deadly sins of computer book
authors: greed. He calls it greed because he reckons it's the
author's way of trying to capture the largest possible market for
the book. He spots this most often in book proposals by first-
time authors, he claims, when they make statements like "this
book is for everyone from beginners to advanced users" and
"after they learn from it, they'll use it again and again as a
reference."

I don't think it's actually greed, of course. Often the authors
don't have enough user data on what readers do want, so they're
trying to be safe and do both. Or they're trying to make a book
that simply is more helpful because it does offer both
information and understanding. It's so tempting to try to offer
something to readers where they need buy only one book that
both teaches and is a reference-- it sounds so user-friendly. But
it's nearly impossible to do well.

Our advice to our authors is: "You MUST choose one, and you
must commit body and soul and keyboard to doing that one
single thing--either reference (data and information) or
learning (knowledge and understanding), while letting go of
the other. Accept that you can't meet both goals, and that most
of your readers don't have both goals, and figure out the best
way to satisfy that one goal."

How do you decide which to choose from? Only your users can
tell you. There is an interesting trend that might help, though--
early adopters tend to need the least amount of hand-holding,
and not only can but want to jump in armed only with a
reference and a few tips. You just point them in the right
direction, give them the information, and they're running. It's
these early adopters that will help define the kinds of user
stories that those of who write about more mature technologies
will use to teach for knowledge and understanding.

Tim O'Reilly has been giving a talk on What Book Sales Tell Us
About the State of the Tech Industry, and O'Reilly's extensive
data crunching (for all publishers, not just O'Reilly Media) has
consistently found that when a technology is fairly new, the
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bestselling books on the topic tend to be more advanced, less
step-by-step learning. But as the technology evolves, the balance
shifts and the bestsellers are the beginning books while the
advanced books start to drop off. This isn't completely intuitive
unless you think about who the early adopters are. So for
example, the bestselling Java book today is a beginner book, and
the best selling C++ books are also focused more on beginners,
where a few years ago, the bestselling Java books were advanced
reference books, not "learning experiences."

This table shows a few of the key differences between Reference
and Learning, and explains why we (my co-authors and I)
believe so strongly in picking only one side of the table.

Data and Information Knowledge and Understanding

impersonal, objective personal, subjective

order-driven story-driven

formal, precise language conversational language

random, non-linear access linear, read startto-finish
organization is key understanding is key

must be easy to reference must be memorable

focused on “what” and “where” focused on “why" and “how”

can be very effective online usually NOT effective online

can work for many user levels focused at a specific user level
author skill: information architecture author skill: teaching

biggest task: choosing structure biggest task: choosing story

common pitfall: not enough information common pitfall: too much information
typically used just-intime, when needed often read away from work, before needed

Actively trying to do both means you'll probably do both
mediocre at best, and today there's not enough tech book
business (down to 1/10th of what it was in the bubble) to
support anything but the books that know and meet their goal.
Obviously there are places on the venn diagram that overlap; I
can't conceive of a learning book that does not offer facts and
information, and a great reference book does provide learning
by using an information architecture that makes the knowledge
and understanding explicit. Some of the best reference books
organize the data in a way that offers not just meaning but a
revelation... a higher pattern I wouldn't otherwise have seen
without that organization. And those higher level patterns and
revelations are memorable, just as a well-crafted learning
experience.
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The other big thing I'm not addressing here is that there are a lot
of subgenres in each of those categories. It's not just a matter of
a straight dictionary-style reference book vs. a fist-time-
beginner learning book. You have tutorials, cookbooks, hacks,
hands-on expert walk-throughs, nutshell books, and "missing
manuals". Many of these have at least some element of each side
of the learning vs. refererence table. But the point isn't about
avoiding the other side of the table--it's about having only one
thing as your ultimate goal, and then putting in only what
supports that goal. It's about choosing NOT to include things if
those things are there simply to try to satisfy both sides of the
table (i.e. to be "greedy").

Footnote: when I mention the "greed" thing, it's from a great
talk Greg gave at JavaOne on how to make a bestselling
computer book. His slides aren't online anywhere, but he's given
me permission to reproduce some of it on this blog, so I'll be
putting that up soon. It's especially helpful to those who want to
propose a book to a tech publisher (today's tip: do NOT put "this
book is for both beginning and advanced users" in your

proposal) ;)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09 /wtiting for_
non.html
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Conversational writing kicks formal
writing's ass
By Kathy Sierra on September 6, 2005

The elimination of wrinkles is
achieved through the process of
ironing. The ironing sequence is

initiated by performance of the on
switch activation, followed by..,

I think the advice was
“write like you talk”, not
“talk like you write."

N

If you want people to learn and remember what you write, say it
conversationally. This isn't just for short informal blog entries
and articles, either. We're talking books. Assuming they're
meant for learning, and not reference, books written in a
conversational style are more likely to be retained and recalled
than a book on the same topics written in a more formal tone.
Most of us know this intuitively, but there are some studies to
prove it.

Your sixth grade English teacher warned you against writing the
way you talk, but she was wrong. Partly wrong, anyway. Then
again, we aren't talking about writing the way you talked when
you were 12. Or even the way you talk when you're rambling.
What most people mean when they say "write the way you talk"
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is something like, "the way you talk when you're explaining
something to a friend, filtering out the 'um', 'you know', and 'er’
parts, and editing for the way you wish you'd said it."

So why aren't more technical books or articles written this way?
One computer book author (who hates my books) sent me an
email saying, "With your books, you want people to have fun"
(he said it like that was a bad thing, but that's a different issue).
"But with my books, I have a reputation as a consultant to think
about, and I want people to have the impression of, 'listen
carefully, because I'm only going to say this once." Whatever.
I've talked about the danger of writing a book from the
perspective of what it will do for you vs. what it means for the
user in How to write a non-fiction bestseller.

Unless the book is a reference book, where precision matters
over understanding, and the writing is meant to be referred to
not read and learned from, there are almost NO good reasons
for a tech book to be written in a formal (i.e. non-
conversational) style. Much of the time, it's an indication that
the author is thinking way too much about himself, and how he
will be perceived. (Or she, of course, but to be perfectly sexist
here--this does seem to be more of a guy thing--the "I'm more
technically serious than thou" phenomenon.)

Sometimes it's simply because so many technical books are
written that way, and it's just conventional inertia ("if the other
books are written like that, and they sell, this must be the way
it's done"). Other times, it's the author's of way of showing
respect for both the topic and the reader--a valid goal, but an
ineffective (and unneeded) approach.

And now we know that it's usually wrong, and users/readers are
starting to fight back against painfully dry books, no matter how
technically pure the content.

A study from the Journal of Educational Psychology, issue 93
(from 2000), looked at the difference in effectiveness between
formal vs. informal style in learning. In their studies, the
researchers (Roxana Moreno and Richard Mayer) looked at
computer-based education on botany and lightning formation
and "compared versions in which the words were in formal style
with versions in which the words were in conversational style."

Their conclusion was:
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"In five out of five studies, students who learned with
personalized text performed better on subsequent transfer tests
than students who learned with formal text. Overall,
participants in the personalized group produced between 20 to
46 percent more solutions to transfer problems than the formal
group."

They mention other related, complimentary studies including:

"... people read a story differently and remember different
elements when the author writes in the first person (from the
"I/we" point of view) than when the author writes in the third
person (he, she, it, or they). (Graesser, Bowers, Olde, and
Pomeroy, 1999). Research summarized by Reeves and Nass
(1996) shows that, under the right circumstances, people "treat
computers like real people."”

So one of the theories on why speaking directly to the user is
more effective than a more formal lecture tone is that the user's
brain thinks it's in a conversation, and therefore has to pay
more attention to hold up its end! Sure, your brain intellectually
knows it isn't having a face-to-face conversation, but at some
level, your brain wakes up when its being talked with as
opposed to talked at. And the word "you" can sometimes
make all the difference.

One striking part of the Moreno/Mayer study is how similar the
actual content was. Here's the before and after example from the
beginning of the lesson they studied:

Formal

"This program is about what type of plants survive on different
planets. For each planet, a plant will be designed. The goal is to
learn what type of roots, stem, and leaves allow the plant to
survive in each environment. Some hints are provided
throughout the program."

Conversational

"You are about to start a journey where you will be visiting
different planets. For each planet, you will need to design a
plant. Your mission is to learn what type of roots, stem, and
leaves will allow your plant to survive in each environment. I
will be guiding you through by giving out some hints."

And from another perspective, consider what former Wired
editor Constance Hale wrote in Sin and Syntax:
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"The second-person pronoun (you) lets the author hook the
reader as if in conversation. Call it cozy. Call it confiding. You is
a favorite of the Plain English folks, who view it as an antidote to
the stiff impersonality of legalese and urge bureaucrats to write
as if speaking to the public... " She goes on to give a pile of great
examples.

We believe one of the biggest mistakes is to dismiss the things
that work in teaching younger people by saying that they
somehow don't work for adults. That's wrong. At the highest
level, anyway. Obviously the implementation of a kid's learning
book and one for adults will be different, and different subjects
often require dramatically different approaches, but at the core,
virtually all brains learn the same way--through emotional
response (which in turn triggers the brain to pay more attention
and possibly record to long-term storage). And engaging in a
conversation has the potential to turn up the emotional gain
much more than a dry, lifeless text or lecture.

If your brain had a bumper sticker, it would say:

I heart conversation.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09/conversatio
nal_.html
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You can out-spend or out-teach
By Kathy Sierra on September 7, 2005

out-spend or ‘out-teach
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Imagine you're trying to launch a new software product, book,
web service, church, small business, social cause, consulting
practice, school, podcast channel, rock band, whatever. The
most important skill you need today is not fund-raising,
financial management, or marketing. It's not knowledge
management, IT, or human resources. It's not product design,
usability, or just-in-time inventory.

The most important skill today is... teaching.

Whatever it is you're launching is probably not in short supply,
and there's always someone who's doing it better, faster, and
cheaper (or will be within weeks). Most of us authors, non-profit
evangelists, indie software developers, small start-ups (the
soon-to-be Fortune 5,000,000) can barely afford broadband let
alone a "marketing/ad campaign". We can't hire a publicist. We
aren't going to be on Oprah.

But you're not interested in using deception and bulls*** to
manipulate someone into buying a product, membership, or
idea that you don't believe in yourself. And that's your big
advantage over even the biggest and best-funded competitors:
your belief.

Because what you believe in, you can teach. And teaching is the
"killer app" for a newer, more ethical approach to marketing.
While in the past, those who out-spent (on ads, and big
promotions) would often win, that's becoming less and less true
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today for a lot of things--especially the things designed for a
younger, more-likely-to-be-online user community.

Kind of a markets-are-classrooms notion. Those who teach
stand the best chance of getting people to become passionate.
And those with the most passionate users don't need an ad
campaign when they've got user evangelists doing what
evangelists do... talking about their passion.

But passion requires real learning. Nobody is passionate about
skiing on their first day. Nobody is passionate about
programming in Java on their first day. Or week. It's virtually
impossible to become passionate about something until you're
somewhere up the skill/knowledge curve, where there are
challenges that you believe are worth it, and that you perceive
you can do.

Nobody becomes passionate until they've reached the
stage where they want to grow in a way <i<>they deem
meaningful. Whether it's getting better at a game or helping to
save the world, there must be a goal (ideally, a continuously
progressive goal) and a clear path to getting there. It's our job, if
we're trying to encourage others to become passionate, to enable
it. And the only way to do that is by teaching.

I've talked about all this before, but I wanted to consolidate the
links and the "story" in one place:

1) The importance of learning/teaching your users:

Upgrade vour users, not just your product

Kicking ass is more fun

(The better your users are at something, the more likely they are
to become passionate.)

What software can learn from kung fu

(the Next Level is extremely motivating)
2) Teaching techniques:

Crafting a User Experience

(It's all about flow... balancing challenge and skill)

Keeping users engaged

Learning doesn't happen in the middle
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(Have lots of beginnings and endings)

Just-in-time vs. just-in-case learning
(If you don't provide the "why", they may not listen to the
"what" and "how")

Is your message memorable?"

(You have to get past the brain's crap filter)
Getting what you expect is boring.
(The "oh shit/oh cool" technique)

The users's journey

(take your user on a modified hero's journey)

The case for easter eggs (and other clever user treats)

(let the user discover "surprises")

Many of us would be better off if we ditched our marketing
budget (hah! like we have one...) and put it all toward something
that helps the user kick ass, have more fun, and want to learn
more. And to be honest with myself here, part of the point is
that people who want to learn more are more likely to
want more of your tools, services, community, and
"tribe/pride items" around whatever it is they're
learning.(So make sure you and your wake can support that.)

There's no way I can ski as well on my $100 skis as I can on my
$600 skis. That's a fact, not a marketing manipulation or my
imagination. That I wouldn't have known the difference (or
needed the difference) had I not learned to ski better is an
important point, but even if the ski maker had been responsible
for teaching me to improve to the point where I needed their
more expensive skis, it makes me happy to ski better. I'm
grateful that I've improved enough to benefit from better skis
(and thankful I was able to get them). To use the lamest cliche--
it really is a win/win.

I can process graphics and video much more quickly on my iMac
G5 than I could on my old iBook G4. Thanks to Nikon's free
online training, I now can take much more interesting
photgraphs with my Nikon 5700 than I could with my old point-
and-shoot digital Nikon. Nikon taught me to appreciate
aperture control, something the clueless recreational snapshot
taker I was before wouldn't have wanted and wouldn't have paid
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for until Nikon gave me a reason. It's not a b.s. reason. It's not a
fluffy "coolness" reason. It's about me taking better pictures--
something I don't need, but really really enjoy. (And no, it
certainly didn't hurt Nikon either ;)

I'll say it again -- if you're marketing-through-teaching, and
helping your users kick ass, and in the process teaching them to
appreciate your higher-end products or services, this is not a
bad thing. 1 do respect that old-school marketing has done
plenty of evil and horrifically damaging things to people and
communities (even whole countries). But we are not those who
pushed products without a conscience. We will be mindful, and
we will not promote that which we don't believe in. This is about
creating passionate users, and that can happen only if we help
our users learn and grow and spend more time in flow.

These moments of flow you can help enable are some of the
happiest moments in a person's life. And yes, this applies not
just to hobbies and games and sports but even to work. After all,
a big part of the success and passion around Getting Things
Done, 43 folders, and 37 Signals software is about people being
in flow... just getting their daily work done.

So, who can you help find flow today?

[Footnote: I'm leaving for the Parelli conference tomorrow
morning, and internet access will be very limited (it's basically a
cowboy ranch). I won't be back until Tuesday night, so if there
aren't any more posts until next week, that's why. Matt Galloway
and Shaded, you're in charge of comments while I'm gone (I'll
make it up to you, I promise ; ) No food fights.]

[Update: gulliver left a wonderful, important comment for this
post, and as a result I added a few more links into this post. But
you really must read the whole comment. Thanks gulliver!]

http://headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09/you_can_ou
tspen.html
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Listening to users considered
harmful?

By Kathy Sierra on September 15, 2005

Listening to users

What the
what they sa¥ REALLY Janr
-

Is "listening to users" really the most important way to keep
them happy and -- if we're lucky -- passionate? Is giving users
what they ask for the best way to help them kick ass? Or should
you create or modify a product based solely on what you believe
in... even if it doesn't match what users tell you?

Last weekend I attended the sold-out Parelli Natural
Horsemanship conference. I was surrounded by 2000
passionate fans (at least 75% of the people were wearing at least
one Parelli-branded shirt, jacket, or hat). The conference was
amazing (more on that in another post), but the real reason I
went was to interview the founder/visionary Pat Parelli, for the
Creating Passionate Users book. His hugely successful, multi-
million dollar company is one of the few we've found that does
virtually everything on our '"reverse-engineering passion"
checklists, without having first waited for the fans to do it
themselves.

In the equestrian world (total annual impact of the horse
industry on the US economy is $112 billion [yes, that's with a
"b"]), Pat Parelli has so greatly outstripped the "horsemanship"
competition that it doesn't even make sense to talk about
competition. Software engineers will appreciate that horse
training doesn't scale. So Parelli decided to teach others to do
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what he does, and of course sell those folks a ton of high-end
equipment and training products to help them do it. Nobody --
absolutely no other individual "horse whisperer" or company --
comes anywhere near Parelli in size and scope of the business -
Parelli has two training centers, one in Colorado and one in
Florida (combined over 700 acres for the facilities), and
hundreds of thousands of participants in the home-study
programs, clinics, and club membership. Their Parelli
Horseman's University is one of the only state-accredited
"natural horsemanship" programs in the US.

So that's the backstory. I have weeks' worth of posts to make on
what I learned from Pat about the ways in which they've become
such a passionate user success story, but today's post is about
something I had completely wrong when I interviewed him:

Me: "So, you've recently made drastic changes to your program-
-a program that was already extremely successful. It's obvious
that you've been really listening to your members and taking
their feedback and using that to make these sweeping changes."

Pat: "No, listening to our members was maybe 20% of it, but the
other 80% was something else."

And then he said it:

"We changed our entire program because WE knew we
could do better. Because WE were still frustrated that
people weren't learning quickly enough or progressing
through the higher levels as well as we thought they
could. People still weren't having the kind of
relationship with their horse that we knew they could
have, even though our students were delighted with the
progress they were making. So we changed it all."

It turned out that most of the major changes they made to their
program came not from user requests and suggestions, but from
the Parelli team's own innovations. He went on to explain that
their members/students/users had no idea what was needed to
make better, faster, deeper breakthroughs. In fact, many of the
changes went against what their user feedback seemed to
suggest. In other words, in many ways the Parelli team
deliberately did not listen to users.

They trusted themselves, and did what they believed
was right for their users, even if it meant doing things
that on the surface seemed even less user-friendly.
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Most of us realize that focus groups are notoriously ineffective
for many things, but we still assume that listening to real
feedback from real users is the best way to drive new products
and services, as well as improve on what we have. But there's a
huge problem with that -- people don't necessarily know how to
ask for something they've never conceived of! Most people
make suggestions based entirely around incremental
improvements, looking at what exists and thinking about how it
could be better. But that's quite different from having a vision
for something profoundly new.

True innovation will rarely come from what users say directly.

This doesn't mean that you don't listen to users--because the
truth is embedded in what they say...but you have to look for the
deeper meaning behind what they ask for, rather than always
taking them at their word. If they ask for "D", as an
improvement to "C", you might have to dig deeper to find out
what it is about "D" that they want. And in that answer, you
might find the nugget that leads you--and only you--to come up
with "S" as a solution. And the "S" solution looks nothing at all
like "D", but gets to the heart of what users really wanted and
needed when they asked for "D".

[neremental vs. EE‘fﬂluﬁﬂﬂﬂ'l“y
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In the end, you might have to trust yourself, even in the face of
users who either want more than you know would be good or
something less or different than you know you can offer if you
keep innovating in revolutionary--not just incremental--ways.
Our Head First books are among the top-selling computer books
today, virtually all of them occupy the #1 slot for their topic
category. But not only did nobody ask for such a bizarre format
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for a technical book, we were warned that it would never work.
We were told that people would hate these books. That they
were too different, too pictorial, too... tacky to be taken
seriously. But we knew the brain science and learning theory
behind the format, and trusted that the principles worked. That
for most (not all) readers, this format really did lead to faster,
deeper learning. We trusted that people would look beyond the
surface aspects of the implementation, and that if they got real
results from the book, they'd tell others.

Two other publishers turned us down for the series before
O'Reilly took the chance. And I was nearly fired from Sun for
trying to sneak 5% of what's in Head First into Sun courseware.

Are users/readers too clueless to know what to ask for? Of
course not. But it's not a potential Java programmer's job to be a
learning theory expert, anymore than I could have helped
conceive of the iPod. I could make incremental suggestions
about most of the tools I use, sure, but I don't have the
background, skills, or vision to suggest the kind of revolutionary
changes that create breakthrough products and services outside
of my own very narrow domain.

What sparked this post was a somewhat contentious (and bold)
37Signals post, but I also remembered this post by Wiley editor
Joe Wilcox.

This is tricky, of course, because it's not always obvious which
user complaints/suggestions are based on real problems with
your product, vs. naive feature requests that would do more
harm than good. (Don't forget the Happy User Curve)

And this is NOT about giving them simply what we know is good
for them but that they really don't want, because they probably
won't stick around. This is about giving them what they really
DO want... but simply don't realize it because they had no way to
imagine it.

So maybe the key is to listen not only to what users say, but
more importantly to what is motivating what they say. The rest
is up to us. If we really care about our users, they'll just have to
trust us... but more crucially--we have to trust ourselves.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09/listening_to
_us.html
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The worst way to calm someone down
By Kathy Sierra on September 18, 2005

Think back a time when you were
really angry, frustrated, freaked out,
and someone told you to, "Relax.
It's gonna be fine. Take a deep
breath. Chill." Did this advice make
you want to:

A) take a deep breath and relax
OR

B) Take a crowbar to that person's
head and THEN relax

If you're like most people, and
you're being honest, the answer is
"B".

But it's the most intuitive thing we
usually do -- either out of an honest
attempt to calm them down, or
because we think they're being
irrational, ridiculous, over
dramatic, type-A, or immature. In
other words, we don't think their
state is justified.

One of the most fascinating things I
saw last week at the Parelli
conference was a demonstration of
taking three different extremely
nervous (what they refer to as "right
brain") horses--fearful, pacing,
tense--and bring them to a relaxed
state. What I expected was what
we're all taught to do (or do
instinctively with both pets and
people)... a process of trying to be
as calm and reassuring as possible.
After all, becoming excitable
ourselves can't possibly do anything
but add more feul... right?

Those N
bastards! {
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But what I saw was just the opposite.

The trainer, Linda Parelli, walked near the first horse and
started pacing with him. When he turned, she turned. When he
stopped to look at something he was afraid of, she stopped to
look. When he started to run, she started to run. When he was
tight with h is head up, she tighted her body as well. She just
kept mirroring him like that for quite a few minutes, and then
ever so slowly she started to "lead" just a little by getting to the
point where he would normally turn around and taking just one
step past it. The horse would follow, but then that was his limit
and he'd turn, and she'd turn.

Over the course of 15-20 minutes, she eventually got him to a
point where he was paying attention to her and letting her help
him go past his earlier limits. Most importantly, whenever he
relaxed--even if just for a split second--she would relax as well.
But the instant he tensed up, she'd tense her body as well. Soon
you could see a dramatic transformation--where the horse was
eventually trying to figure out how to get her to calm down...
and learning that if he relaxed, then she would. So the horse was
believing that it was his job to "get this crazy human to relax."

Linda did variations of this with three different horses, all
dramatic examples of how this seemingly counterintuitive
approach could work a small miracle.

Obviously horses don't think like people. They have prey animal
brains, and operate largely on the instincts of life-preservation.
But still, I couldn't help but think how much more pissed off I
get when I'm really upset and someone tells me to calm down.
How completely unhelpful it is when I'm nervous and worried
about something and someone tells me to "chill".
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The foundation of many customer service training programs is
to give an angry customer your full attention but remain as
rational and cool and calm as possible. We're taught that if we
match the customer's right-brain emotion with an emotional
response, we'll make things worse. And that's true... at least if
we respond defensively and especially if we get angry in
response.

But still... maybe instead of always being the one who is "more
rational than thou" when the other person is upset, maybe
sometimes in some scenarios it would help to at first be a little
less calm in response. (Not angry at the person who's
complaining--that definitely WOULD make things much worse.)

But there is another aspect of this that Linda also uses at times,
and it goes beyond rapport and into something a little stranger
(and deliciously tempting). I am NOT suggesting that this is a
good, useful, ethical idea for people, but I'll mention it anyway
because I think it's both funny and--with horses--seems to work.
The idea is that you not only match the horse in "craziness", but
even exceed him in some cases by just acting even MORE crazy
(not angry or aggressive, just nuts)... so that the horse thinks,
"Geez... I was scared but THIS human is crazy. I'm going to
back away slowly and..." So with this approach, the horse calms
himself down because you gave him something new to think
about ("how can I get HER to stop being so crazy?") and that
breaks his emotional pattern.

Just think about it... imagine what would happen if someone
"goes off on you" and rather than reacting in a purely calm and
rational way (or getting angry), you just suddenly act completely
nuts. ;)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09/the_worst_
way_t.html
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Subvert from Within: a user-focused
employee guide
By Kathy Sierra on September 23, 2005
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It's one thing to talk about--and execute--a user-focused
approach when you're a small company or an independent
contractor. But what if you are, in fact, a fish in a sea as vast as,
say, Microsoft? Can you hope to make a difference? Or does
working at the "DarkStar" suck the soul from any employee with
a passionate users bent?

I spent yesterday at Microsoft. And yes, it was on a "passionate
users" mission -- something even my teenage daughter found
hilarious given the Microsoft we all know and love to hate. But
the day was a string of surprises and challenged assumptions
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(starting with finding Liz Lawley in my workshop (someone I'd
never met but long admired), and ending with meeting some
amazing MS guys including Furrygoat's Steve Mafosky, Shawn
Morrissey, and Lou (whose-last-name-I-forgot)).

It's so tempting to say that anyone who really cares that much
about users ought to get the hell out of the big company. I know,
having done my time at Sun. But I'd forgotten how to see
Microsoft as something other than a Big Company. I'd forgotten
(or never recognized) that it's a collection of individual people,
and no matter how entrenched the company's views, policies,
practices, values, bureaucracy, etc. are, there are motivated,
smart, caring, creative people who work there.

And these folks have a chance to make a Difference (capital "D")
on a scale that most of us will never touch. When Ward
Cunningham (inventor of the Wiki, key player in extreme
programming, etc.) went to work for Microsoft, much of the
software engineering world was horrified that he'd even
consider it. But he kept insisting that where better to produce
positive change than going straight into the heart of one of the
biggest sources of trouble for both users and developers in the
software ecosystem?

But let's say you're not a Ward Cunningham or any other
famous, visible, already influential industry player. You're an
engineer, or maybe a program manager. In that case, you do
what many of us did at Sun... subvert from within.

Here's my little unofficial guide to creating passionate users for
those working in Big Companies. Most is from things a maverick
(but cleverly disguised as compliant) group of us did at Sun,
while we could. Only one of our original disruption team
remains a badged Sun employee, but our legacy persists today in
areas that won't make us famous, but do make a substantial
difference in the experience that users get within the sphere we
influenced.

In no particular order, here's a collection of tools used by our
formerly underground User Liberation Army:

Language matters. Frame everything in terms of the
user's experience.
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In meetings, phrase everything in terms of the user's personal
experience rather than the product. Keep asking, no matter
what, "So, how does this help the user kick ass?" and "How does
this help the user do what he really wants to do?" Don't focus on
what the user will think about the product, focus everyone
around you on what the user will think about himself as a result
of interacting with it. Study George Lakoff for tips on using
language to shift perceptions.

Be annoyingly persistent.

If you're relentless in the previous step--always asking the
question, "how does this help the user kick ass?", it won't take
that long before the people you interact with will anticipate that
you're going to ask it, and that at least forces them to think
about it for a moment. Over time, and over a large number of
people, those moments can start to add up.

Capture user stories.

Keep a notebook or hipster PDA with you always and whenever
another employee, blogger, (or user) tells you something good
or bad about a real user's experience, write it down. Build up a
collection, and make sure these stories are spread. Be the user's
advocate in your group and keep putting real users in front of
employees (especially managers). Imagine that you are the
designated representative (like the public defender) of specific
users, and represent them. Speak for them.

Speak for real users... not fake abstract "profiles".

Represent real people, not the abstract notion of "users". Rather
than saying, "what users really want is...", refer to your
collection of specific user stories and talk about real people.
When you bring up users, talk about specific people with real
names and experiences. Too many companies use fake "profile"
characters as a way to think about real users (e.g. "The typical
user is a thirty-five year old sales manager with a four-year
degree and two kids who uses a computer for..."). While that's
better than not thinking of users at all, it still puts both a
physical and emotional distance between the company and real
users. After all, it's impossible to truly care about pissing off the
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"fake" 35-year old sales manager (even if you give the profile
character a name, like "John"), but almost everyone starts to
squirm when they think about a real person becoming upset
with them.

When those around you talk about the abstract concept of
"users" or "customers", try to bring up specific real people
whenever possible.

Be afraid of Six Sigma. Be very afraid. Ditto for most
other "quality programs".

Just as using fake user profiles creates and maintains a
separation between company and users, anything that treats
users as statistics and abstract numbers on graphs is a problem.
To treat a poor user experience as some kind of "defect per
million" is just crazy. This doesn't mean Six Sigma and other
quality programs aren't important and effective... but people are
not widgets. When widget A does not fit properly in widget B,
that's a defect. When user Barry Porter cannot figure out how to
do the basic thing he bought the software for, and he's
frustrated and his job is at risk, that should provoke a more
visceral reaction. Again, people aren't widgets. Make sure those
around you keep being reminded of that.

Never underestimate the power of paper.

Print out little signs that say things like, "How does this help the
user kick ass?" and leave them lying on the copier, or the fax
machine, or taped on a bulletin board and your cube/office wall.
Keep changing them! (Remember, once your brain expects to
see it, it stops being effective.)

Get your hands on a video camera, and record some
users.

This is one of the single best things we ever did at Sun...
recording real users talking about the bad--and good--things
they experience as a result of using the product or service. They
don't need slick editing. Just simple videos that you can send
around the intranet and show at meetings. Having the user
advocate for himself -- in his own words -- is more powerful
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than when you speak on his behalf. It's very hard for people to
think of users as abstract numbers and line items when they
have to actually see a real living breathing one with a face and a
name and an eye color.

Start a subversive club. Right there on campus, recruit
and organize your fellow ULA guerillas.

But... just don't call it that. At Sun, we called it a "Knowledge
Design Book Study Group", and held meetings where we picked
a particular book and then met to brainstorm on "what are the
implications of that book for what we do with our users?" Our
first book for our study group was Richard Saul Wurman's
Information Anxiety (second edition). I don't care what your
product is or who your users are, if they're human, they're
almost certainly dealing with Information Anxiety.

Put pictures of real users on your walls. Act like they're
as important to you as pictures of family members and
pets.

YOU create the culture of caring about individual user
experiences by demonstrating that it matters this much to you.

When product features are discussed without taking
into account how it helps (or hinders) the user kicking
ass, adopt a slightly confused, mildly annoyed look...

Act like it's really weird and inappropriate that the person never
brought up the user. As though they left for work without
putting on a clean shirt or brushing their teeth. It's just
something you do. Over time, those around you should start to
become uncomfortable when products are discussed without the
concept of the user at the center. This is especially effective
when there is more than one of you, so that you can -- as a group
-- ALL act confused and annoyed. You want it to appear that
EVERYONE thinks the way you do, and that not speaking up
about the user is just...weird and wrong.

Blog about it
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People are listening.

Challenge user-unfriendly assumptions every day.

When someone says, "We can't do that" or "We must do it this
way" question it. Every time. Don't let anything go
unchallenged. And when the answer is "because customers don't
like it that way" or "customers want..." or something like that,
always ask, "How do we know this?" (just act curious). It might
be that the data on which that assumption is based is too old or
was never well formed in the first place. You'll never know until
you dig deep into the thinking that's driving the assumption.

Gather facts. Build a rational, logical case that maps a
user-centric approach to real business issues.

You don't want to get into an opinion war. You want facts and
stats on your side. If you can point to a specific plan for a feature
change, for example, and say, "Well, when we did something
similar over here in this area, we had a complaint ratio of..." The
more "emotional" and touchy-feely someone perceives the
emphasis on users to be, the less likely they are to take it
seriously as a business case. There are always going to be a lot of
people in the company who refuse to care about the real people,
but they will care about numbers, so you should always be
trying to prove that the user-kicks-ass approach has a
compelling benefit for the business (beyond the obvious one
that you and any other system thinker would see). We learned
the hard way that we should never take it for granted that other
people in the company will even think about this idea of the user
being passionate and in flow.

Look for first-person language from users about their
own experience. Challenge others to solicit first-
person, user-as-subject language.

Do everything you can to get user feedback phrased in first-
person terms. Rather than feedback that talks about what the
user thinks should be in the product, try to solicit feedback that
gets the user talking about himself. Users tend to want to tell
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you what you should add/subtract from the product, but what
you need is feedback where the user tells you about himself in
relation to the product, even if it's negative.

Useful: "I tried to use the XYZ feature, and I couldn't figure out
how to make it work."

Not useful: "The XYZ feature doesn't work properly."

Useful: "I was able to make a really cool image as a result of your

"

app.
Not useful: "The app does a great job of image processing."

Set it up as a challenge for yourself and others you work with to
figure out ways to generate first-person feedback where users
talk about themselves. Make it a game or a contest to see who
can get the user to use the "I" word the most often. What kind of
questions could you ask that would lead to the user talking
about himself rather than YOU or your PRODUCT?

Don't give up.

If you do, then quit at the earliest possible moment. But if you're
relentless and you slowly recruit others to your cause, you can
change a culture... one small group at a time. If you succeed,
even in a small way, and help shift the supertanker just one
degree... that one degree eventually means a profoundly
different trajectory down the road. Even if your chance to make
a difference is slimmer than for those of us in smaller groups (or
lone wolf operations), you have a chance to make a WAY bigger
impact, touching far more people's lives.

I must say that I won't ever feel the same way about Microsoft
now that I've interacted with these folks. And while you might
not have heard much about Brady Forrest (the guy responsible
for bringing me in to do the workshop at Microsoft), that's going
to be changing. I have friends at Sun, and now I have friends at
Microsoft. It's hard to refer to something your friends belong to
as "evil". And even if corporate Microsoft WERE truly evil, I
reckon if my friends are there fighting the good fight from
within to produce change, that's something I can feel good
about.

[Be warned, though, that I was asked or rather urged to leave
Sun as a result of some of what's in here so... I wouldn't be
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taking advice from me if I were you ; ) I finally got the "you're
not a team player" warning and put on probation (and
eventually asked to leave), but my response was, "Oh, I AM a
team player. It's just that I'm on the user's team." (I left out the
part about, "Since clearly nobody ELSE around here is...") ]

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09/subvert_fro
m_wi.html
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"Dignity is deadly." - Paul Graham

By Kathy Sierra on September 26, 2005

What you can be

Dignified Dignified
Professional Professional

Incremental Incremental
Standard Standard

Start-up Corporate

What goes away when a company moves past the start-up
phase? Living only on take-out and caffeine. Working in a
[small] living room. Crazy, stupid, unprofessional behavior.
Wearing nothing but shorts and ripped t-shirts.

Is this a good thing?

Hacker-turned-start-up-investor Paul Graham doesn't think so.
In his keynote at the internal Amazon developer's conference in
Seattle (that I was speaking at last week), he had a list of 40
bullet points of things Big Companies could learn from start-
ups. He doesn't have an essay up for this, but he has a
wonderful, somewhat related essay that I'm hoping you've all
read by this time on What Business Can Learn From Open
Source. (If you're new to Paul Graham, he can be an "acquired
taste". Very smart, often controversial, rarely politically correct.
Almost always thought provoking--or at least hurl-your-mouse-
across-the-room provoking.)

My head was already spinning by bullet point six, but the one
simple thing that stuck in my head was "dignity is deadly."
Specifically this thought (I'm paraphrasing):
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When you evolve out of start-up mode and start
worrying about being professional and dignified, you
only lose capabilities. You don't add anything... you
only take away. Dignity is deadly.

At one point, Sun wasn't much more than creative genuis Bill
Joy ("Oh, I think I'll just whip up BSD Unix on my own..."), and
troublemaker Scott McNealy. Yet by the time I got to Sun, using
the word "cool" in a customer training document was enough to
warrant an entry in your annual performance eval. And not in a
good way.

I cannot count the times I heard the word "professionalism"
used as justification for why we couldn't do something. But I can
count the few times I heard the word "passion" used in a
meeting where the goal was to get developers to adopt our
newest Java technologies. What changed? More importantly,
was it a positive change? Was it a completely necessary change?

Why do we go from the business equivalent of the unruly-but-
creative teenager to a stuffy parent? Can't we be something in-
between? Why not the motivated, fun, creative 30-year old? (I'm
not being ageist here -- this is a metaphor). If we're forced into
becoming the "parent”, why can't we at least be the cool parent
from down the street? And by "cool", I mean the truly cool, not
cool simply because they supplied the beer. (The 37 Signals folks
always have a lot to say on this "stay small and act like a start-
up" approach as well)

Some argue that by maintaining strict professionalism, we can
get the more conservative, professional clients and thus grow
the business. Is this true? Do we really need these clients? Isn't it
possible that we might even grow more if we became braver?
Seth Godin cautions that today, "Safe is risky, and risky is safe."

I'm somewhere in the middle of this. I'll use the word "ass" as in
"kick-ass". But when I use the "F-word", well, there you have it.
It's the "F-word", not the actual spelled-out word. hugh
macleod, on the other hand, has a take-no-prisoners view. He'll
do whatever the hell he pleases, always being 100% true to who
he is, and when someone warned him that if he didn't cut back
he'd never get the Big Clients, his response was: "Do you
honestly think I'd have a good working relationship with clients
who are offended that I used the word 'penis' in a cartoon?" He
doesn't want those clients, and apparently... he hasn't done too
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badly recently finding clients who like him just the way he is--
pure authentic hugh--thank-you.

Yes there is a "Business Case" for maintaining certain levels of
professionalism, dignity, and political correctness. And that's
cool... as long as we're all recognizing at every turn that in some
ways we are losing the tools we have available to us. That this
need to meet professional expectations restricts us... perhaps
even more than it enables a higher level of... what? Profits?
Business? Clients? Respect?

The Head First book series was an attempt to use virtually
everything brain-friendly that we were not allowed to do at Sun.
And when Head First Java first came out, it immediately
became the number one selling Java book, and still is today, just
over two years later. I'm not at all suggesting that some of
what's in Head First would have been appropriate for an official
Sun course document, but could they have incorporated 20%
without sacrificing dignity? Maybe.

By the time we ran things through the deadly
professionalism filters, the life, passion, joy, and in
this case--brain-friendliness--had been sucked out.

When "we just can't DO that here" takes away more than it adds,
we should reconsider. But, people scream, "we can't afford to
say f*** 'em to some of our biggest potential clients!" And I
wonder... can we afford not to?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09/dignity_is_d
ead.html
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Think Young

By Kathy Sierra on September 29, 2005

Is there something you loved to do when you were younger but
that you stopped doing? Did you stop doing it because you truly
outgrew it... or because you got older? If you want to keep your
brain sharp and--just as importantly--get to know your next
generation of users, you might want to dust off the legos and
slot cars, buy a PSP, get out your skateboard, wear something
from Urban Outfitters, and start going to live shows by bands
you've never heard of.

Granted, half of you reading this are young enough to still be
doing these things, and most geeks tend to play more than non-
geeks (the average cubicle of the typical geek looks like a Toys
'R' Us kiosk), so some of you will have to work a little harder to
come up with things you did when you were younger but don't
do now. Or even better, things you did not do when you were
younger, but always wanted to. (Data point: The fastest-growing
group of first-time horse owners today are 40-year old women.)

The Death by Dignity topic brought up some great comments
about this including;:

Michael Turyn: "Narrow-minded and humorless" is often
mistaken for "mature"....

Tom Biggs referenced the Oscar Wilde quote: "Life is too
important to take seriously."

But this post on college admissions from Julie Leung prompted
my post here, especially with her last line:
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"As our kids play Kick the Can, can we play with them?
Even if that means kicking away our expectations?"

I've talked about the importance of knowing your users' brains,
and staying on top of your next generation of users before in:

If you're over 35, do you have a clue? and when I realized that
pissed a bunch of people off, I followed it with this one. But this
is as much about keeping your own brain in tune as it is about
keeping in touch with your users' brains. Doing things not
typically done by people "your age" (whatever age that is... 25-
year olds aren't doing the same things they did at 17) is a

variation on blow your own mind.
Here are a few more tips:

1) Shuffle your music

Ryan Rawson, who was in my session at the Amazon conference,
said that putting his iPod Shuffle in shuffle mode has completely
changed the way he listened to music, and sort of "forced" him
to stop listening to the same things over and over. Think about
that--how many of you load your MP3 player with 5,000 songs,
but still end up playing the same five playlists?

2) Have kids

If you don't have kids, rent some. Virtually any of your friends
with children will be ecstatic to lend you theirs. I'm deathly
afraid that once Skyler has completely moved out of the house,
my appreciation for indie music will plummet, and I'll revert
back to the 80's. (And not the good, interesting, fashionably
retro 80's.)

3) Go to a toy store
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Bring your credit card.
4) Make something
In atoms, not just bits.
5) Go to a live show

Yes, the parking is a pain, the second-hand smoke will kill you,
and your high-frequency hearing is already shot from the
concerts you went to in high school. Those were my reasons
when I went for about five years without attending a real
concert (the symphony doesn't count).

6) Attend a high-school talent show

Phone the local high schools and find out when their next talent
show is. I guarantee it'll be entertaining. In a cringing sort of
way.

7) Have--and play with--at least one remote control
thing

Slot cars, RC hang gliders, boats, whatever.
8) Do a cartwheel at least once a month

My friend Solveig swears this is the secret to staying young. I
hadn't done one for a decade when she forced me--under the
influence of some microbrew--to do one in the middle of a San
Francisco street after a JavaOne party. It nearly killed me, but
now I make a practice of it.

9) Try to play that instrument you haven't touched for
years

Guitar. Piano. Trombone?
10) Run

Virtually everyone runs when they're younger. Put an animal in
a cage all day, and the first thing they want to do when you let
them out is run, run, run. We should learn from that.
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11) Watch movies for which you are not the target
audience

12) Visit stores for which you are not the target
audience. Buy something. Wear it.

13) Be in a parade... or something just as ridiculous
that you would never have considered before

It's something I did a few times as a kid, and did it for the first
time as an adult a few weeks' ago. The stable where I board my
horse is about 75% kids, and the stable owner decided to take 20
of them to be in the parade. My horse trainer said, "you're going
to come to. It'll be good for you and your horse." After I stopped
laughing, I realized he was serious. I thought that was the lamest
thing I could imagine -- me with the 20 kids. And to make it
worse, the theme of the parade was "the beach", so we all had to
wear hawaiian shirts or bathing suits with leis and beach towels.
One girl even had her horse in dreadlocks. But, I did it.

14) Do something with art -- paint, sculpt, whatever it is
you used to do as a kid that you haven't done in a long
time

15) Play games. Monopoly. Simpson's clue. Werewolf.

16) Read a mystery/thriller. Or whatever genre you
used to read but don't any longer.

Your turn. What did you really LIKE doing when you were
younger, but haven't done in quite a while? This doesn't mean
that you're going to get back into it... but what can you at least
try?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/09/think_young
html
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Keep the sharp edges!

By Kathy Sierra on October 2, 2005
Individuals Consensus
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"Great software isn't created by committee." That quote came
from James Gosling, at the developer "fireside chat" at the last
JavaOne. And from Applied Minds tech wizard Bran Ferren,
"Art isn't the product of a team." Is this true?

First, I don't believe James was necessarily talking about the
functionality and code when he said "great software". Clearly,
teams of great programmers can produce great code. I think he
means the kind of breakthrough apps that people can become
passionate about, and I also think it's less about the
programming and more about the design and spec.

And we can all have our own interpretation of the word "team"--
at what point does a reasonably small, synergistic group
building and adding to one another's strengths turn into an
idea-crushing, groupthink team? That depends... very few good
novels are written by more than one person. Perhaps for novels,
two is the maximum, and even that's pretty rare. And we all
recognize that indie films today tend to be of much higher
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storytelling quality than the watered-down major studio films
where there's often a huge gap between "the director's cut" and
the final release edit.

But what about software or other products? What about the
team responsible for decisions that affect the context in which
users interact with your product, service, or company? How big
can those teams be before they become completely
dysfunctional? Obviously there's no absolute number... two
people can cancel out each other's good ideas just as effectively
as a dozen. If it's not simply about the absolute number, then
what is it about?

It's about how hard the team/group works to exploit the
smartest aspects of the team while maintaining the distance and
diversity so artfully (and scientifically) suggested in James
Surowiecki's Wisdom of Crowds book. It's about aggregating the
intelligence of the individuals rather than having the group
make decisions as a whole. And those are two profoundly
different things. If you haven't read the book, I made an earlier
summary of one of the key premises here.

Most importantly, it's about working to keep the sharp
edges instead of smoothing them all over. It's about
avoiding the dreaded "morph".

You've seen the morph phenomenon, where products end up
looking like a morph of all competing products until there's
virtually no major distinction. Nothing remarkable. Nothing we
love. Think of all the new cars you see today that look soooooo
much like every other car. With a few exceptions (like the Honda
Element, the MINI), most look like they've been run through a
morphing program that found the perfect average. I was about
to add the ScionxB to my list of examples, but then I realized
that it's looking dangerously close to the Element... and if the
car designers aren't careful, we'll just be exchanging a road full
of lookalike rounded cards for a road full of box-like cars with
very little difference between them.

This is the car I've wanted all my life:
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The '64 Mustang. My dream car.

And though some of the newer Mustangs over the years have
been nice-looking cars, the designs today now look like they've
been morphed with that of many other cars:

Metaphorically speaking, where are the sharp edges?

Where are the strong ideas that come from either an individual
or the product of true brainstorming? (Not the kind of meetings
that pretend to be brainstorming, but where someone always
plays "devil's advocate" and kills innovation at the roots, or
where we all know that if we don't go along with "the group",
we'll be in trouble.)

When people aren't brave enough for one reason or another,
ideas are morphed and the sharp edges are worn away until
there's little left but a completely palatable, utterly unlovable
lump. (Again, I don't mean "sharp edges" literally--I happen to
love my iPod precisely because it has no sharp edges... very sexy
indeed.)
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But then what do you do when the sharp-edged ideas of
individuals are all different? You pick one. Or, applying the
wisdom-of-crowds model, you take the best of several. But
rather than morphing, you aggregate the ideas in whatever way
is meaningful to this kind of product, service, process, idea. And
you read Surweicki's book to find out why forcing out anyone
who doesn't "fit" with the group can be not just unproductive,
but in some cases deadly (read his discussion about the Space
Shuttle).

And I'm going to keep posting this picture, way past the point
when you're sick of seeing it:

ow, users fee] about your
?md ueh or service

here you're §(rewed here 75 oo

-

here ?)Uﬂ“‘

P ¥ i)

Love T Hate
Zone of

medjocrity

If we allow groupthink/consensus to win, smoothing over all the
pointed edges, we'll indeed have something that nobody hates.
How many of us can afford to be there today?

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/keep_the_sh
arp_.html
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Death by Devil's Advocate

By Kathy Sierra on October 6, 2005

Ah... invoking the awesome
protective power of the "devil's
advocate”, so you can appear
innocent while ripping the throat
from my idea in one soul-stealing,
fear-based verbal attack.

Fantastic idea Mary,
but let me just play
devil's advocate...

Tom Kelley--general manager of IDEO--believes that "devil's
advocate may be the biggest innovation killer in America today."
We've all been in a meeting where a passionate idea is put forth
but someone plays devil's advocate and drains the life out of the
room. Invoking "the awesome protective power" lets the devil's
advocate be incredibly negative and slash your idea to shreds, all
while appearing not only innocent but reasoned, balanced,
intelligent... all attributes loaded with business "goodness".
Whew! Thank GOD for the devil's advocate, or we'd all be off
blundering with our stupid ideas, oblivious to the
insurmountable problems we were too clueless to see.

And it's that attitude--that notion that people can use "playing
devil's advocate" with impunity--that Kelley believes is so
damaging. In the October edition of Fast Company magazine,
there's an excerpt from Kelley's upcoming book The Ten Faces
of Innovation which is all about ways to defeat the devil's
advocate to keep innovation alive. From the excerpt:
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"What makes this negative persona so dangerous is that it is
such a subtle threat. Every day, thousands of great new ideas,
concepts, and plans are nipped in the bud by devil's advocates.

Why is this persona so damning? Because a devil's advocate
encourages idea wreckers to assume the most negative possible
perspective, one that sees only the downside, the problems, the
disasters-in-waiting. Once those floodgates open, they can
drown a new initiative in negativity."

Part of the problem is simply the timing of the devil's advocate
invocation; if the devil jumps in at the earliest stage, the idea
never has a hope in hell, or ends up being having all of its sharp
edges smoothed over. And there's a big difference between
someone crushing an idea based on spinning out possible
negative scenarios, vs. someone who voices a genuine concern
backed with real facts.

But this is tricky and subtle... I've been known to be the one to
"voice a genuine concern backed with real facts" without
stopping to consider whether those "facts" were still valid. The
old, "We tried that before and it didn't work." is probably the
fastest way to stop an idea, but someone always needs to ask,
"Are we sure we tried EXACTLY that?" and "Has something
changed in a way that invalidates what we tried earlier?" Or
even just this response when someone says, "We tried that...",
"You tried what?" Maybe the thing that was tried before was
different in some non-obvious but profound way.

The other tricky thing is that if you try to shut a devil's advocate
down, then you're perceived as being "unwilling to hear
criticism" or "can't handle any disagreement". And of course, for
however dangerous the devil's advocate is, there's the equally-
dangerous "angel of optimism". The "angel of optimism" is one
who answers every genuine criticism with a cheerful and
dismissive, "Oh, there's always someone thinking the sky is
falling." This doesn't mean that being cheerful and positive is a
bad thing (as one who is all too often accused of playing this
role), but both the angel of optimism and devil's advocate can do
damage when they shut down other solutions.

I have no good answers to this, but Kelley offers some in his
book. His main tool to fight against the devil's advocate is to
simply have other personas. In other words, if Fred can play
devil's advocate, then Danese can play a different role, one of
the "ten faces" in the title of the book. These include "the
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anthropologist”, "the experimenter"”, "the experience architect",
"the storyteller", and "the cross-pollinator".

One thing I know for sure, whether playing devil's advocate,
angel of optimism, or any other persona, I believe the emphasis
should be on offering solutions, not just criticism. Yes it's true
that one can know something is wrong without knowing how to
fix it, but if people tried to adopt the perspective that "I'm going
to try to always include possible alternatives and solutions when
I critcize", it might make meetings a little more bearable.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/death_by_d
evils.html
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Give users something to talk about
By Kathy Sierra on October 9, 2005

-

W TR —
— W" -
h '.t-.nm.u_e_.l“_‘

If you want people to talk, give them something to talk
about. We all know that, but I love to see new examples. The
picture above is from a scene in the television show My Name is
Earl. But not everybody saw it. Only those with an HD TV had a
picture wide enough (let alone <i.clear enough) to see this image
of the guy holding the sign by the copy machine that says, "High
def rocks!"

Apparently other shows are now including content that is either
intended only for those with HD, or simply isn't available to
those watching television at non-HD resolution. While this isn't
rewarding the majority of their viewers, it's certainly giving the
group of passionate television watchers (someone willing to
spend several thousand dollars to watch TV is... never mind)
something worth talking about.

Be sure to read the comments at HD Beat. My favorite is this
one:

"So to summarize, you guys spent 1 to 2 thousand dollars for
the privilege of seeing a guy hold up a sign?"

But that one little effort from the producers made those viewers
who did spend WAY too much for a television feel... special.
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Rewarded. There's a lot of power in the feeling of I know
something you don't. If you have a chance to offer that to a
group of users, do it.

So how are we doing that? Not very well, I'm afraid... but we try
-- in our books, for example, there are little bits of continuing
storyline and character interaction and easter eggs that make
sense only if you've read several of our books. So only people
who have three of our books would ever realize those surprises
and "inside references" exist. These surprises aren't any more
special than a guy holding up a sign -- they don't add real
content value, but it's our way of giving some of our most
dedicated readers a tiny potential treat (assuming they notice --
if it's too obvious, remember, then it might not have as much
value).

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/give_users_s
ome.html
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The best thing about Web 2.0

By Kathy Sierra on October 11, 2005

Thinking vs. NOT Thinking
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The best thing about Web 2.0 is that: nobody knows what the
hell it really means. Even the ones who coined the term are still
struggling to find a compact definition. And this is the true
beauty and power of Web 2.0-it makes people think.

Not only does virtually nobody know what it really means, but
we don't even know what it does NOT mean-Jason Fried
blogged about The Top 10 Things that aren't Web 2.0 and as of
today, that post has 88 comments. Yes, 88 comments arguing
and debating almost Hot or Not style about whether something
is or is NOT Web 2.0.

And anything that gets this many people talking, arguing,
debating, and most importantly-thinking-is a really good thing.
An amazing thing. Because each time someone fires a single
neuron deciding whether there even is such a thing as Web 2.0
or whether it's just all marketing hype, is a moment in which
that person gains knowledge and understanding. Not because
someone shoved a perfect, high-resolution definition down their
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throat, but because the person was virtually forced into figuring
it out for themselves.

Real knowledge and understanding is the product of a
co-creation.

A joint effort between a brain and... something else. That
something else can come in many forms-experimentation,
conversation, studying, reading, synthesizing, etc. And some of
the deepest, richest opportunties for new knowledge co-creation
are those forced on our brains by low-resolution but compelling
ideas, pictures, and concepts. And Web 2.0 has to be one of the
most thought-provoking memes in recent history. Thinking has
an absolute value all by itself, even if the thought provoked is
simply "That's complete and utter crap!"

I have no idea what Web 2.0 really means. But the
metacognitive effect of the Web 2.0 meme is one we can all learn
from. After all, many of us would Kkill to get this many people
thinking and talking. 88 comments on a short list of what
something is not? Think about that...

If you're trying to help someone learn, inspire them, motivate
them, engage them, involve them, or just get some kind of a
reaction beyond mental and emotional flatline, turn down the
gain in strategic places. Good teachers, filmmakers,
novelists, advertisers, and storytellers know this. It is part of
what makes cartoons so compelling.

The Physics of Thought

High res

Ever
detall is
supplied

Reso]ution

User must
co-create
knowledge
and provide

Not well-defined, interpretation

abstract, gaping
holes, fuzzy,
open-ended

Thinking
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In the classic (must must must read) Understanding Comics,
Scott McCloud suggests that the more abstract (as opposed to
photorealistic) nature of cartoons allows the viewer to identify
with the character. An abstract, iconic face could be... almost
anyone. But as photorealism increases, the likelihood of the user
seeing himself in the character decreases. A cartoon happy face
could be me. A photoreal image of a 25-year old male with
cropped hair, a beard, and a pierced nose is clearly not.

But it's not just about whether you can imagine yourself as the
character. In novels, for example, even with fairly explicit
descriptions of the characters, our brains can't help but supply
the details. We literally create the characters in our minds, and
that's a big part of what keeps us engaged.

Advertisers use this notion of low-resolution with tricks as
simple as using black and white (or very desaturated colors)
rather than full vibrant for a sensual print or television ad.
When the ad is full-color, high res, our brains can just kick back.
But when the image is missing information, such as color, our
brains can more easily become sucked into the image, supplying
the pieces. Filling in the blanks.

Filmmakers use this in everything from cinematography to
whether the ending is fully resolved. I saw A History of Violence
last week, and walked out with the rest of the audience talking
about what the ending meant, and speculating on what
happened next. Clearly nothing happened next:the story was
over! But our brains couldn't help spinning out scenarios and
filling in the things that weren't said at the ending. Had they
given the movie a nice Hollywood style ending, where
everything is wrapped up complete with a bow, we would have
left the theater satisfied, but with nothing left to think about
(unless the film left other holes).

Good teachers use this-they leave holes. They ask learners to fill
in the blanks. They use a smackdown learning model that forces
learners to choose between multiple and potentially conflicting
points of view. They don't lead users step-by-step down a
carefully crafted, everything is supplied path. They send them
out to explore, possibly even nudging them down a garden path
that will lead to surprises (including failures) they never
expected.
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Many of us tend to think that more is more. That the more detail
we provide, the better it is for our users and learners.
Sometimes that's true, especially with reference material. But if
you're trying to get people to learn, think, remember, engage,
understand, grow... less is better. Strategically removed,
hidden, or temporarily withheld content can mean the
difference between passive, surface learning and involvement
and deep, lasting, understanding.

Our brains are wired to fill s*** in. That's what they do, and they
can scarcely help it. Mind Hacks is loaded with examples of
ways in which our brains supply missing information, often
without our conscious awareness. But you can use this to your
advantage when you're trying to get someone involved, and
especially when you want them to learn.

Yes there's a huge danger that if you're not careful and strategic
you'll just piss people off. Witholding content to help draw the
user's brain in is certainly risky, and doesn't belong in places
like, say, technical specs or some aspects of an interface. And
Tim O'Reilly has certainly taken the heat for the whole Web 2.0
thing. But he's gotten more people talking, thinking, and even
creating new things as a result. Had the Web 2.0 meme come
down as a perfectly defined, high-resolution description with no
room for user interpretation, it would have been far weaker. As
it stands, Web 2.0 can never be said to mean absolutely
nothing, because the brain power it takes someone to reach that
conclusion had value.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/the_best_thi
ng_.html
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Making happy users

By Kathy Sierra on October 19, 2005

Happy Users

easy

natural
14 i R ulc.ﬂ

Difficulty

impossible to strew up

hard

“rond Correctness "™
"Make the right thing easy and the wrong thing hard." If
designers followed that one clear principle, there'd be a lot more
happy users. I'd get a lot more work done instead of struggling
with a counterintuitive interface. Writing software would be
easier because APIs would simply make sense, with less chance
of blowing up at runtime. I could use my car stereo.

That mantra is one I hear every day, from my horse training
coach, as the foundation for "natural horsemanship" principles.
But I can think of a certain programming language and certain
software and hardware vendors that could stand to spend some
time hearing my trainer repeat that over and over and over...

Notice that the chart does NOT say, "Make the EASY things
easy." It says, "Make the RIGHT things easy." And those things
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might indeed be quite complex. "I Rule" experiences don't come
from doing brainless trivial tasks. (But you can certainly have an
"I Suck" experience when trivial tasks are made hard.)

The goal is to make it easy for the user to do the thing he really
wants to do, while simultaneously making it difficult or
impossible to screw things up. Every screw up, road block,
confusion takes the user out of the flow state. It stops him from
the thing he cares about, which is NOT how to use whatever
tool, device, software it takes to do it.

Yes, I know this goal is dead obvious and "duh." But why are we
drowning in products that seem to be made by those who have
forgotten this? Or at the least, by those who were unable to do
it...

Some examples of "make the right things easy and the wrong
things hard" are:

1) A strongly-typed language that stops you from assigning a
String of characters (like, "cheese") to a variable that you said
was supposed to hold a number (like 42). Or a language like
Java with an "exception" mechanism that forces you to
acknowledge that bad things (like, the network is down) can
happen.

[Yes, you give up other things in exchange for this "protection”,
so I'm not saying strongly-typed languages are right for
everything...]

2) A product whose physical design makes its use obvious and
natural, like a jack that fits into only one kind of port, and in
only one, obvious orientation.

One variant of this is the concept of affordances, an example of
which is a cup with a handle. The handle is said to afford
grabbing it--which is the right thing. But a car dashboard with a
nice flat surface affords the wrong thing--setting things on it
(putting light papers on the dash can reflect on the windshield
and make it impossible to see, not to mention what it does to
your driving when things go sliding off the dash).

It's still possible to make products whose "correct” use is easy,
but which also invite incorrect or even dangerous use. If
designers follow only half of the principle ("make the right thing
easy") but don't "make the wrong thing hard", then you might
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have a 50/50 chance that a user will, say, blow up if they he
plugs the X into the Y.

3) An API design which exposes the highest-level interface
rather than a huge pile of lower-level calls (which could make it
way too easy, for example, to call the right things in the wrong
order), and whose methods/operations are named well! Half the
reason our books sell so well is simply because some of the Java
API designers used names that practically beg you to do the
wrong thing.

4) A school program that relys on interesting group projects
rather than dull, rote memorzation homework. And make those
projects something you do mostly in class!

5) And speaking of kids... I try to follow this with the teenagers
as much as possible, and one of the simples ways is to have a
reduced rule set. The fewer the rules, the harder it is to break
them (i.e. the "wrong" thing), and the easier it is to adhere to the
ones that are there.

Important note: remember that this isn't simply about
making everything easy or dumbing everything down! If I'm
working on a video edit, for example, the video edit is where I
want my brain bandwidth to go, not how to tell the software
that the edit should go here. The point is to make the thing I
want to do... the "right" thing... easy, but keeping that "right"
thing as complex and sophisticated as it should be. I want my
video editing software to give me enormous power, but I want to
focus all my brain energy on deciding where--and how--the edit
should happen, and have the act of causing the edit to take place
as natural as possible.

Every moment I spend trying to figure out the interface--or
worse, trying to recover from a terrible mistake the software
allowed or even invited--is a moment not spent creating
something. Doing my real work.

Games, for example, should not be easy, but the interface in
which you play the game should be. The game should allow me
to stay in character and not break the flow by forcing me to deal
with a user error (as opposed to a "character" error) or by
forcing me to stop and look at the manual again...

Also, this does principle/mantra does NOT totally apply to
learning experiences, with the exception of tools used to deliver
the learning experience. Much of the most memorable learning
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comes explictly from failures and mistakes--things that did not
match your expectations. And I sure don't want my next airline
pilot to have had training that supported only the right thing
(although many industrial disasters have been linked to cockpits
and controls that made the wrong thing easy).

Sometimes we learn through struggle, but for the love of Smurfs,
please think long and hard about which things the user should
struggle with, and which things should get the hell out of his
way.

I'm not saying that I know how to do this well either, but I can
sure think of a zillion things I interact with where I think, "why
on earth did they name that method in a way that suggests the
thing you want but... does the opposite?" or "if they'd only
flipped the direction of the switches, they'd be mapped perfectly
to the direction of the thing they control (like the "up" switch
moves things forward, and the "down" switch moves things
back) or "if they didn't want you to sit on this thing, why'd they
make it look and feel like a bench?"

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_usets/2005/10/making_hap
py_us.html
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The Concept Carification effect
By Kathy Sierra on October 21, 2005

then something
bad happened

Actual m@déli

In the cover story in this week's Time magazine, Steve Jobs talks
about "How Apple Does It." One of my favorite parts was this:

"Here's what you see at a lot of companies; you know
how you see a show car and it's really cool, and then four
years later you see the production car, and it sucks? And
you go, What happened? They had it! They had it in the
palm of their hands! They grabbed defeat from the jaws
of victory!

"What happened was, the designers came up with this
really great idea. Then they take it to the engineers, and

278



Creating Passionate Users

the engineers go, 'Nah, we can't do that. That's
impossible," And so it gets a lot worse. Then they take it to
the manufacturing people, and they go, 'We can't build
that!' And it gets a lot worse."

Those car pictures show the before and after of the Chrysler
"Turboflite" concept car. It's rather obvious that the "after" car,
from 1965, looks nothing like the 1961 concept car. What
happened?

And the same thing happens everywhere. There is a major
computer book publisher (not O'Reilly, as will be obvious),
where this guy (author/editor) had a wonderful concept for a
new kind of computer book. Not like Head First, but every bit as
unique and engaging. He had a vision, a manifesto even (I don't
want to link to it or mention his name because I don't want to
get anyone in trouble here). Authors were excited, people were
on board, and the first book began production. You know how
the story turns out, since it's the same story that plays out all too
often... the very thing Jobs described. The production people
started saying, "Oh, we can't do THAT..." and the resistance
piled up until the book was released looking virtually like every
other book, save a few fonts and a very weak theme. The guy
with the original vision was disheartened. One of the other
original champions of the project left the company, partly as a
result of watching this concept have the life and sharp edges
sucked out of it.

One of the things we loved about O'Reilly is that they said, "Yes,
do it ALL." The Head First format is virtually identical to the
concept Bert and I built in the original proposal. No edges were
smoothed. Nobody said "we can't do that."

Obviously there are a zillion reasons why wild-ass concepts can't
(and shouldn't) find their way into final production, but how
many of those reasons are truly valid? When people say, "We
can't afford to do it that way..." we should always ask, "Can't... or
Don't Want To?" followed by, "Can we afford not to?"

If being remarkable is one of the only ways we can hope to
compete in a world where everything has a ton of competition...

Of course, the article goes on to talk about how Bill Gates has
"kicked the bits" out of Apple, proving that there IS another way,
and that this way can be more successful. Which leads to my
REAL favorite part of the article:
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"Jobs doesn't care just about winning. He's willing to
lose... He's just not willing to be lame, and that may,
increasingly, be the winning approach."

We have to keep fighting the Concept Carification effect, to keep
at least some of our ideas alive, sharp edges intact. This is not an
easy battle, since it involves separating the crap ideas from the
brilliant concepts, with NO evidence. After all, most
revolutionary concepts do NOT come directly from what users
ask for. That's where we need to have faith. Yes, there are a ton
of crap things out there that should've stayed in the concept
stage, but if that's the price to pay for a world in which not
everything is morphed into a nice safe incremental release, it's
so worth it.

So have faith. When you're really really on to something
magical, you can guarantee there will be devil's advocates,
naysayers, and viscious critics every step of the way. Yes,
sometimes those critics will be right, but if we aren't brave
enough to fight through it when nobody knows for certain, then
everything good will be stuck in the concept stage, and we'll be
left with... all of the boring, undifferentiated, or lame products
we have now.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/the_concept
_car.html
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Attenuation and the suck threshold
By Kathy Sierra on October 25, 2005

The Kick Ass Curve
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How long do your users spend in the "I suck” (or "this product
sucks") zone? Once they've crossed the suck threshold, how long
does it take before they start to feel like they kick ass? Both of
those thresholds are key milestones on a users path to passion,
and it's often the case that he-who-gets-his-users-there-first
wins.

Our O'Reilly editor Mike Loukides says our goal -- whether it's
for product design or writing a tech book -- should be to focus
on answering this question:

What is the minimum threshold at which the user can
be creative?

Followed by:
Do whatever it takes to help them get there quickly.
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And by "creative", he doesn't mean "be artistic". He means, "be
able to apply the tool or knowledge or skill to do something
useful or fun that they find meaningful or interesting." A long
learning curve before true mastery is achieved is not the
problem. The real problem is when there's a long learning curve
just to get past the "I suck" (or, "this product sucks") zone, and a
long curve before crossing the "Hey, I'm actually starting to kick
ass at this!" threshold.

For most of us, our user wants to use our tools (software, books,
sermons, screwdrivers, saddle, music) to do something else
(collaborate electronically, learn, find inspiration, build a deck,
ride a horse, dance). So we try to think about the thing they
want to do, and how quickly we can get them through those two
thresholds:

1) The suck threshold

The point at which they stop hating you (your company), the
activity itself, or their complete inability to do anything useful.

2) The passion threshold

The point at which they start feeling like they kick ass. While
passion is not a guarantee at this point, the chances of someone
becoming passionate before this are slim.

And it's not always about the product--sometimes it's all about
framing, documentation, and learning. It's about [straps self
into buzzword appreciation chair] attenuation. Turning down
the gain. Narrowing. Focusing.

Or as O'Reilly's Rael Dornfest puts it:

"..bandwidth continues to broaden, cycles are going spare,
storage grows ever larger and cheaper, and content keeps
pouring from the fire hose. No longer constrained by any
virtual limits, we're feeling the effects of this flood of digital
assets."

It's no longer about generating digital data--we have more
than enough already. The challenge is now: How do we
visualize the data, filter it, remix it, and access it in ways
meaningful to us?

In many subtle and not-so-subtle ways we're seeing user
experience and design returning to software.
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What developments in UI and HCI design promise to empower
users rather than confuse and overwhelm them?"

There are so many opportunities. Raise your hand if you've been
feeling overwhelmed with the pressure to keep up. Nod
knowingly if you've ever said or thought anything like:

"They released a new rev again? Oh. Great. I guess I know how
I'm spending my next few weekends..."

"Is there NO FRICKIN' LIMIT to what they'll add to these
APIs?"

"Don't you DARE throw out that stack of journals, magazine
articles, web printouts, partly-read books, and blogs. I really am
going to get to them."

"All T did was take a single wifi-free week's vacation, and now I
have 19,343 emails and at least 600 posts in my RSS reader I
have to catch up on..."

"Why oh why didn't I become a plumber? Not scalable, sure, but
also not outsourceable. And the domain knowledge is fairly
stable... unlike my CS degree... [begins to laugh hysterically and
inappropriately]".

"I realize this product went through beta, but seriously, did they
watch any real humans to try to use this interface?"

Yes, there are so many opportunities. Anyone who can help
attentuate the firehose in some way is a hero to those who are
drowning.

And we can do it in so many different ways.

We can do it with "less is less" products (championed valiantly
by the 37 Signals folks).

We can do it with better tutorials, reference materials, and
learning experiences.

We can do it with better design.

We can do it with filters. Or maybe lenses.

Remember, this is not about how long it takes to truly become
an expert. In fact, where there is real passion there is always
continuous learning and challenges in whatever it is the person
is passionate about whether it's conversational Klingon or
digital video editing or snowboarding or meditation or being a
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wine snob/expert. This is not about dumbing down to give users
a nice (albeit false) sense of self-esteem. This is about getting
them to where they can actually do something.

Here are a few possibilities, but of course it depends greatly on
the context of the tool (including expertise and expectations of
the user):

1) Consider making different user profiles within the product
itself, and allowing the user to choose a configuration for the
interface that matches the user's goal and current level of skill
and knowledge. Yes, that could mean having things like
"advanced modes", and while that's a somewhat controversial
usability practice, it definitely has a place, and can be done
brilliantly for many (not all) products. But yes, it's about
attenuating what a particular user is exposed to in the interface
-- not hiding capabilities from them without their knowledge.

2) If you can't change the product, change the documentation.
I've been working on and off on an intro to movie-making book
to teach Final Cut Express and Final Cut Pro to mortals. The
Final Cut interface is beyond overwhelming:

We could spend the first three chapters describing what each
component of the interface is for. But that just keeps them in the
suck zone longer, produces cognitive overload, and completely
violates the "give them the minimum needed to start being
creative." In other words, trying to explain the Final Cut
interface only delays their ability to start doing the cool thing--
editing video!

But we can attenuate the interface by postponing the "here's
what every single one of the 230 things in the interface does..."
(and that's just the part of the interface you can see...) and
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instead focus their attention just on the six or less things they
need to get in there and start editing video.

3) Use a spiral user experience model:

Get their attention!

Payof? Build inferest

(&”
4, P
U

.L

Leave them with the

“I Rule!” feeling
by o g

4) Create context-dependent FAQs and/or context-dependent
"FDTs" (Frequently Done Things). At any given point in the use
of a tool, what the user is most likely to do next is rarely
random. By having some kind of reference or learning or
embedded help that focuses on those can be a big help. Too
many reference or training materials are organized by topic,
when the user often has no idea what the topic IS. They want to
do something, but they have no idea which part of the interface
they're supposed to be looking up in the help file, because they
don't know what comes next...
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5) In training materials for the product, focus on getting the
user doing something cool as early as possible! Don't bog them
down with tons of theory before letting them apply what they've
learned in some meaningful, interesting, and/or useful way. I've
seen Java instructors make their students wait---forever before
they students can actually write code, because the instructor
believed they shouldn't be constructing code until they have a
complete understanding.

That's not how humans work, and no, this is not a matter of
"learning preferences" either. There may be some people who
believe they are more comfortable learning the theory first, but
that doesn't make it better learning -- even for those who believe
they prefer it.

God knows that if we had to understand physics before we could
ever start to walk... most of us would still not be walking.

6) Make sure there's a way for the user to know when they've
crossed the thresholds. Sometimes the user is capable of doing
more than they realize. Find a way to prove to them that they
really can kick ass (or at least that they no longer suck). This
must not be faked! This must be real, and again--not some
attempt to dumb it down to make the user feel good. It may be
that the user is doing something meaningful, that applies
directly to what they really want to do, but the
materials/instructor/app haven't made it clear enough how this
seemingly simple thing relates or bridges to something that
matters.

So remember...

The "time to stop sucking" and "time to first kick-ass" quotients
are among the biggest advantages we have in a world where the
competition is both fierce and plentiful. (And that's both market
competition as well as competition for our scarce and precious
brain/cognitive/attention bandwidth.) More importantly, it's a
way in which we can make a positive impact on the lives of
users.

And for more motivation, don't forget to read Information
Anxiety.
Now where the hell did I put my GTD next action list...

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/getting_user
s_p.html
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How to spend your marketing and ad
budget

By Kathy Sierra on October 29, 2005

I've worked for companies that spent their entire ad and
marketing budget on making their existing users deliriously
happy. Let's say your marketing and/or ad budget doesn't have
the same legs it used to, or that you've just decided to make a
change. Or maybe you don't even have a marketing budget. Is
there something you can do that might be more creative and, in
many cases today, at least--if not more--effective?

These are off the top of my head and my usual disclaimers apply
(doesn't work for everything, etc.), and I hope others will add
better ideas.
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Hire a creative, award-winning
advertising designer

Hire a creative, user-focused
broduct designer

Focus groups

Field trips for employees (take
them to where real customers
are doing real work)

Print ads

Training articles

Hire a PR firm

Buy Typepad accounts for every
employee in your company, and
maybe some users too

Ads that talk about how you're
better than the competition

Articles that talk about what
you've fearned from the
competition

Buy the rights to a top-40 song
for your commercials

Sponsor local musicians

Slick product brochures

Online case studies from real
users that talk about how those
users kick butt, not how YOU
made it all possible...

Conference sponsorships

Conference scholarships

One 30-second commercial

200 dairy cows for poverty-
stricken families through Heifer
International

Ads that imply you'll get laid if
you drink/use this product..

Develop and support a socially-
oriented online community
and/or local user groups where
people might get laid for real

Promotional newsletters

Online learning for users

Big ad campaign

Stop outsourcing your tech sup-
port and customer service

Product placements in a “fake"
(TV, movie) world

Product placements in the “real”
world, by donating samples to
those who could benefit

Hire a word of mouth marketing
firm

Create something worth talking
about

Hire a “branding” expert

Hire, no--promote from within-- a
“user happiness” expert

Run ads featuring “hot babes” in
bikinis

Sponsor online fitness articles to
help users get in bikini shape (or;
your know, swim trunk shape)

Hire someone who knows
how to create and spread
compelling--but fake-- stories

Encourage employees and users
to tell the real story, and spend
the money internally to make
sure the true story s a good one
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The Sarah McLachlan music video for World on Fire puts a
different spin on alternative uses for promotional budgets-they
took nearly all of the $150,000 production budget for the music
video and spent it on other things. I'm sure you've all seen it by
now, but here are a few sample screens that come on (in
between a few home-movie quality shots of Sarah playing her
guitar):

Cost of make-up
and hair for one day

one years schooling
for 145 girls
in Afghanistan
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The production company
=522,500

o

P =

instead, Kibera willget
@12_;rqﬁmﬁhim.. s
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Bonus: by putting the information into the video, they're also
teaching fans/users the true costs of both the production of the
video and things like the cost of educating a girl in Afghanistan.

Most of my suggestions aren't nearly as "worthy" as what they
did with the World On Fire budget, but to a real user... having a
better experience using the product or better yet--getting to the
kick ass threshold more quickly--is still a pretty damn worthy
cause.

And hey -- if you can help them get laid (by creating/supporting
user groups and online communities where people often find
meaningful and lasting relationships), then you've got
something more powerful than all the "twins" ads money can
buy. ;)

Please, add your ideas.

[Relevant links: Heifer International, World Changing, and
Gaping Void)]

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/how_to_spe
nd_yo.html
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Words + pictures > words alone
By Kathy Sierra on October 31, 2005

How many appliances are visible in your kitchen? Don't read on
until you have your answer.

If you're like most people, you took a mental visual walk through
your kitchen, "looking for" appliances. "OK, next to the
refrigerator on the right side there's the toaster... next to the
coffee maker... the microwave is up there..."

We're visual creatures.

According to memory expert Kenneth Higbee, “The saying that a
picture is worth a thousand words is usually applied to the
effectiveness of a picture in understanding what was
communicated; it may also apply to the effectiveness of a picture
in remembering what was communicated.”

One reason for this effect is that visual images are processed in
two parts of the brain rather than just one. A pile of evidence
supports that people learn more deeply from words with
pictures than from words alone (Mayer, 1989b, Mayer and
Gallini, 1990; Mayer, Bove, and others, 1996.), and overall,
several studies combined have shown a median percentage gain
of 89% effectiveness. Pretty dramatic. Some of the theory
behind the gain you get when words and pictures are combined
is that we use our brains more fully, processing the content
more deeply, because we actively connect the words to the
pictures. In other words, our brains work to make sense of the
combined pictures and text, and that processing leads to more
meaningful and memorable learning. That's the theory, anyway.
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Perhaps more importantly, our target audience-the Sesame
Street-->MTV-->XBox generation-has a highly developed visual
sensitivity earlier generations lacked. In his book Digital Game-
Based Learning, Marc Prensky claims, “In previous generations,
graphics were generally illustrations, accompanying the text and
providing elucidation. For today’s Games Generation, the
relationship is almost completely reversed: the role of text is to
elucidate something that was first experienced as an image.” He
goes on to say, “They find it much more natural than their
predecessors to begin with visuals and to mix text and graphics
in a richly meaningful way.”

And when there are images, the text that goes with the images
should be integrated with the pictures. In five different tests,
one group was exposed to text placed below the illustration,
while the second group was exposed to text placed near the
illustration. Although both groups saw identical text and
graphics (with the only difference being placement of the text),
in all five studies the second group performed better on
subsequent tests. When a reader has to keep switching between
the graphic and its description, he has to work harder... on the
wrong things. There’s only so much mental bandwidth in a
reader’s brain, and [broken record and dead-obvious here] that
bandwidth should be used for making sense of the actual topic,
not for making sense of the way the topic is presented.

Tech/education publishers--pay attention here--the one thing
that could make a huge difference is to switch from captions-
under-pictures to captions-within-pictures. Yes, I've heard all
the arguments for why this is difficult for production. But the
potential gain is HUGE.

I've talked about this a lot before, but I've noticed some of my
co-authors slipping a little on the graphics so this is a little
reminder ;)

One of the main reason my cohorts and I are using graphics is so
that the picture in the user's head more closely matches the
picture we're trying to convey. If you use words alone, you have
to be a damn good writer--much better than I am. Those who
write with crystal clarity can describe something complex with a
higher chance that the intended meaning makes it into the
user's head, but there's still no guarantee -- AND -- using words
alone isn't as effective for a lot of topics.
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And even seemingly simple ideas can take a lot more time to
convey if you don't use pictures. We value our reader's time
tremendously, and that's a big part of why we are so graphic-
heavy. I look at these two simple graphics and imagine how
many paragraphs of words it would take to make sure the user
"read" it the same way:
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Given the potential for such dramatic gains, my co-authors and I
keep wondering why the vast majority of adult technical
materials have so few visuals. The arguments I hear are usually
misconceptions, and fall into one of these:

1) Adults don't need pictures
2) Adults don't want pictures

3) Only "visual" learners need pictures
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4) It takes a lot more work

For many, many, many topics, and many, many, many
audiences--these notions are just wrong. Generating graphics
can be more work, but you make it up in other ways. When I can
generate a two-page spread describing a complicated server
process, I just saved myself five or more pages of writing! (And
the stress associated with trying to be certain my words describe
the story in a way that causes the reader to form an accurate,
vivid mental picture.)

All it takes is a little getting used to. I'm always amazed when
teachers do eleborate white board drawings, but never put them
in their books or articles. Or when engineers can do fabulous
napkin drawings to explain things to colleagues, but never put
them in their books or articles.

The one thing that makes a big difference for me in being able to
create pictures: my wacom. I'd give up my iPod before my tablet.
There, I said it.

(Of course, I have an emergency backup iPod)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/10/words_pictu
res_.html
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If your software was on a date...

By Kathy Sierra on November 4, 2005

How would your software (or product, service, book, cause, etc.)
behave on a date? Perhaps the best model for software
developers is the singles scene, so let's see how this time-tested
dating advice for men might be applied to software:

What we want:

He is attractive, sensitive, a good listener,
competent, forgiving, he "gets” me, respects me,
brings out the best in me, and he has absolutely
no ego. He is uncemplicated, interesting, polite,
and anticipates my needs. He is...
a figment.

You're amazing...
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What we all too often get:

I'm amazing...

Dating Rules For Software
Look your best

You don't have to be the Brad Pitt of apps, but you should still
make the effort to be pleasant looking. At the least, you should
be clean. That whole "it's what's inside that counts" thing? It's
true, but chemistry matters too, and we're genetically
programmed to be attracted to attractive things. If nothing else,
wearing your good shirt and combing your hair sends the signal
that you care. That you bothered to take a shower before you
showed up at our door, says something meaningful.

Be clean, be simple, keep the bling to an absolute minimum, and
don't forget your mom's advice--"you never get a second chance
to make a first impression."
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Be fun. Don't be negative. Be the one others want to be
around.

How do people feel when they're around you? Do they light up a
little? Or do they feel inexplicably darker and less energetic
when they spend time with you...

Hint: make a list of the apps, products, APIs, frameworks, etc.
that make YOU happy. The ones that make you think, "this is
awesome." Or better yet, the ones where you never think about
them at all... because you're too busy being awesome doing the
thing that led you to that tool in the first place.

Focus your energy on putting yourself on someone else's "makes
me happy" list.

Be trustworthy and consistent.

There's a time and place for spontaneity, but we need to know
we can count on you, no matter what. Make sure we can trust
that when we click button A, thing B will happen. Every...
single... time. And that it doesn't matter when we push it, or
what you did before. Please, no unpredictable mood (or mode)
swings.

If you use a particular pair of methods in your API, and then
reuse those same names in another part of the API, make
certain that they all behave in exactly the same way -- or at least
exactly as you'd expect in that different context (terrible API
violation of this: the ejbCreate() and ejpbRemove() methods for
entity vs. session beans in EJB).

Don't be fake.

Don't pretend to be something you're not. If part of your
interface looks like it should do X, but does only Y (or worse,
does X plus the recklessly dangerous Z), we may never trust you
again. Don't try to be more than you are, and don't trick us into
thinking you do one thing, when you actually do something
completely different. Being simple and clean and real is far
better than being a flashy fake.

Be polite, be helpful.
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Don't dash off in the middle of dinner to run an errand, but if
you must, at LEAST tell us how long you expect to be gone, so
we'll have some idea of when to become concerned. An
application that doesn't tell you what's going on is just rude. It's
OK to offer tips... if we don't speak French, then by all means
help us interpret the menu at that French restaurant.

Be forgiving.

We're not perfect. Sometimes we say or do stupid, wrong, or
even dangerous things. Make it easy for us to recover and "save
face", and we'll love you all the more. And the more you assume
it was your fault, the better. Chances are, it was.

Be senstitive, be a good listener.

But not over-sensitive. Pay close attention to the subtle things;
don't make us have to yell at you in order to get a reaction. Try
to anticipate our needs, but don't make assumptions! We never
said this would be easy... and yes, we're a bit high-maintenance,
but worth it ;)

Don't assume I'm an expert.

You wouldn't expect that everyone you date will have studied
human psychology, so you shouldn't expect a user to have read
your manual cover to cover. Don't take us extreme helicopter
skiing on our first date.

Be fun.

Not funny. Be fun in the way that a great game of chess is fun
(but not funny). Life is too short (or too damn long? I can never
remember which way that works) to spend time doing boring,
tedious, frustrating work. The best dates of all are with those
who can make even the most trivial, mundane things seem...
engaging and interesting. Find out what part of this experience
really can be interesting, and enhance that.

Don't assume there's no competition.
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"There are plenty of fish in the sea" our mothers tell us when
we're heartbroken at 15. NEVER take the attention you're
getting now for granted. Even if you think you have a vendor-
lock. Even if you think they'll stay with you simply because the
cost of switching to someone else is too great... There is always
someone potentially better, and real loyalty can't be bought.
"Frequent Buyer" points might make it look like we're loyal, but
underneath we're just waiting for the right opportunity to dump
you. Don't mistake current participation for long-term loyalty.

Check your ego with the valet parking attendant.

You might be the best at what you do... for now (reread the
previous tip)... but that's no excuse for treating those you date
like idiots. And we really don't appreciate hearing you diss the
competition, either. A little humility goes a very long way.

Married people really DO have more sex.

No matter how fun the one-night stands appear, they're
ultimately empty and unsatisfying. Go for the long-term
commitment. Be in this for a lasting relationship. If you really
really care, we'll know, and we'll be willing to forgive you when
you screw up--as you always will.

Any other dating tips for software or other product developers?
Or examples of those who'd score on a second date as opposed
to... those who'll never get that second date? If products were a
potential mate, which one would you give your phone number
to? Me? I'd sleep with Adobe InDesign in a heartbeat.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/11/if_your_soft
war.html
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When clients (and bosses) go bad...

By Kathy Sierra on November 7, 2005

Hey, isn't that Jim We have a client demo
pulling out of the tomorrow, and he's onl

parking lot? He only ki half day? T'
worked 10 hours today.. :.;f?-'; L'E :55'_] fday

What's it like to work at your company? Is anything beyond 8
hours a Big Exception, or does leaving at 5 PM evoke the
"working a half-day again?" crack: In all my various jobs, from
independent contractor to start-up employee to one of the
thousands at the big monolithic tech company, I've worked in
every conceivable tech scenario. But the worst are the ones that
become slaves to their clients--often driven by the fear of losing
one.

And fear leads to underbidding. And underbidding leads to:
pulling all-nighters to make an impossible deadline on too few
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resources. (And the dark side is in there somewhere.) I love
users, but as they say on the plane: you must put on your
own oxygen mask first. You can't take take care of users if
you or your employees are exhausted and stressed. On Maslow's
hierarchy, empathizing with users comes after sleep.

I've seen too many startups begin with the promise of freedom,
passion, and good intentions--only to end up exchanging one
kind of "prison" (working for demanding bosses) for another--
working for overly demanding clients. I've seen some companies
become slaves to the client's whims because we had "too many
eggs in one basket", allowing clients to exploit the fact that you
need THEM much more than they need YOU. And then there's
the company that's looking to sell or go public, promising
everyone that "if you just work really hard for the next three
years, we'll all make a ton of money." (Assuming you lived
through the process.)

So why is it that some companies have such an unhealthy
relationship with their clients (which means an equally
unhealthy relationship with their employees)? It's not like we
won't work our butts off for the right reasons, but when it
becomes standard to put in 10 hour days and work at least a part
of every weekend, simply to keep up with the insane deadlines,
our creative energy drops to zero. You're getting labor but no
passion. Productivity with no creativity. And we'll switch jobs in
a nanosecond if we get the chance. The worst is when you're
expected to work like a dog and the culture discourages
complaining or even questioning.

There is at least one industry that has the right idea about the
times when you have to put in long hours... Hollywood. Or at
least the parts I worked in, which were post-production, games,
advertising, and marketing. In the motion picture world, where
your project manager is called a "producer”, when they asked
you to work the long hours, at least you were treated like a
tempermental star who needed to be pampered ;)

In the Hollywood model, even the programmers usually got the
diva treatment when the company really needed you to stay late.
At most tech companies, on the other hand, when you have to
work late, your manager springs for pizza, vending machine soft
drinks, and maybe take-out burritos. But the Hollywood firms I
worked for usually passed around the gourmet restaurant
menus, if you worked beyond 7 PM. More surprising, they would
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also do whatever was necessary to make my daughter happy
about my working late (as a single parent). They'd "send a car"
to her school, bring her in to the facility where we'd have dinner
together (whatever she wanted), take her to the ultra-luxury
private screening theater (telling her how "Steven Spielberg sat
right in that same chair yesterday...") and let her watch previews
and early cuts from movies that nobody outside the studio had
ever seen. (One of my all-time favorite employers then was BLT,
a motion picture advertising agency, but I also loved working for
the now-defunct kid's game division of Virgin--Virgin Sound
and Vision, under the best creative producer/manager I've ever
worked for, Tom Mott)

Ideally, a better way to treat employees is to try to avoid putting
them in that spot ever. But things happen, and we understand
that there will be times when we (the workers) just can't get it
done during normal business hours, and the schedule just can't
slip. Still, the difference between being expected to put in the
long hours and being worshipped for doing it cannot be
overstated. If we want to make happy users, we have to be
happy. Our employers/managers/clients need to accept that,
and act accordingly. If you're making us work late all the time
because of lousy management, that's inexcusable. If you're
making us work late because you're greedy and just want as
much business as you can (im)possibly handle, that's
inexcusable. But if you need us to work late because things
happened that nobody predicted, or because this demo means
something drastically important to the company, for which we
will also be rewarded... then sure, we'll be willing to pitch in. But
spend the extra few bucks to treat us as well as your clients. You
should be wining and dining us, not them, when you're asking
so much from us.

And as the tech employment market starts to tick up ever so
slightly, it's becoming less and less of an "employer's market"
again. I don't care about the Aeron chair, but I do care about
having a life beyond work. If you can't make your business
model work without promising your clients a miracle (which
we're expected to pull off), change your business model! And
when you DO ask us to go our ass off again, a little worshipping
goes a long way ; )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/11/whos_in_co
ntrol.html

302



Creating Passionate Users

Passion is blind

By Kathy Sierra on November 11, 2005

| can't believe you're still using
Windows, rebooting every day.
| always thought you were
smarter than that.

OK, Mac boy... | saw you
reboot your Powerbook
twice yesterday.

And your point is...?
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Forgiveness is relative. We diss Windows with impunity, but
when our Mac does the same thing, well, geeez nobody's perfect.
When Clinton lied, US conservatives were morally outraged.
When one of their own lies, "This is just a partisan stunt...
perjury is a technicality." When Office crashes, I swear at it.
When InDesign crashes, I empathize with it.

Having passionate users is almost like a get-out-of-jail-
free card.

I say almost, because if you abuse your position as the object of
someone's passion, they'll eventually figure it out, and the sense
of betrayal will make them angrier about your transgression
(crashing, lying, running slow, being incomplete, etc.) than if
they'd never loved you at all.

But there's no getting around it--we all have double standards.
We are all cutting one side some slack while holding the other to
our ruthless, concrete expectations. And of course we will all
screw up. We aren't perfect. Neither is our software, our
hardware, our service, our support, our employees, our policies,
our products and services and ideas. But that's the beauty of
passion--if you can inspire it, by helping your user kick ass--they
WILL cut you some slack. They'll forgive you when you screw
up.

And even their very definition of "screw up" is fluid. Like I said,
when I reboot my Mac, it isn't Apple that screwed up. It's either
me (what did I expect trying to hook those three things up
together?) or just the nature of doing anything so sophisticated,
superior, and cutting edge. A small, small price to pay. When I
have to reboot my Windows machine, come on... rebooting is
such a perfect metaphor for everything that's just so wrong with
Microsoft.

True Apple fans know that the Nano screen only appears to
have a problem with scratches because:

A) The screen scratches... DUH! The new users are just too
stupid to take proper care of it.

and

B) The normal to-be-expected scratches are simply more
noticeable now because of the increased screen resolution. The
perceived "scratch problem" is actually an artifact of the Nano's
superiority. A feature, not a bug.
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Most of us stroll happily along never acknowledging the double
standards we apply. We don't recognize that our specific level of
forgiveness (and indeed, what we even decide needs forgiveness)
is based almost entirely on whether we love something (we'll
forgive almost anything), hate something (we'll forgive
nothing), or don't care about it at all (we'll forgive based on
whatever seems "reasonable").

But sometimes our double-standards bite us in the ass and we're
forced to face it, as Phil Ringnalda did a few months back. When
O'Reilly appeared to have search-engine-gaming ads, Phil
slammed him in this blog entry. But when his friend Shelley
Powers does it, the conversation got very interesting. It was fun
(and impressive) to see Phil acknowledge and wrestle with the
ambiguity of it all. A couple quotes from the comments:

"Unfortunately, I can’t extend that absolution to you, and deny
it to Tim O’Reilly...I don't like this answer either. Isn’t there one
where I can get back up on my high horse, and take a nice
absolute moral position?"

I love the discussions that force us into grey, fuzzy, squirming
positions where we must "hold two opposing thoughts
simultaneously." But the point of my post is this -- wouldn't you
rather be the one most likely to be forgiven than the one who
can never "catch a break"? And again, I'm not talking about
areas where you really do have serious problems that you'd
rather sweet-talk your way out of than fix. I'm talking about the
inevitable problems you just can't avoid. The "stuff just
happens" events.

So, we have to ask ourselves... what can we do to put ourselves
on the side of forgiveness? What can we do to help protect us
from the times when we will screw up? What would it take in
our product, company, service, whatever -- to get users to have a
glass-half-full attitude about whatever it is we do? If "rebooting"
is a metaphor, I'd rather be Apple than Microsoft.

(And that's another question to ponder... why are we so willing
to diss Microsoft yet give Apple a break for some of the same
things? More importantly, what--if anything--could Microsoft
do to turn that around?)

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/11/passion_is_
blin.html
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How to come up with Breakthrough
Ideas

By Kathy Sierra on November 30, 2005

Brilliant, wildly creative people can pull breakaway ideas from
thin air. The rest of us need tools. EQing is the tool we used to
design the Head First series, and we've been using it ever since.

Bert, Eric, and I are all audio freaks -- we lust after the giant
mixing boards at live shows, confident (and delusional) that we
could do it so much better, if only we could get our hands on
those sliders. So, an audio equalizer was a natural metaphor for
us, and this is my first attempt to explain how we use the
concept of EQing to brainstorm new designs.

(If you aren't familiar with how audio equalizers work, click here
for a nano review.)

In our EQ model, when all the sliders are in the zero/middle
position, this represents "the norm" for whatever that product,
service, industry typically does. In other words, a slider turned
down to -4 means that it's way below the norm, and a slider at
+4 means way above the norm. But the slider says nothing about
the actual absolute value of whatever that slider is for. (The
number "4" means nothing -- it's just an arbitrary number that
matches the graphic -- I could just as easily used "1" or "10" or
"42")I'll start with a simple example to give you a feel for it,
before working our way to the good stuff. You'll have to read to
the end to get to the "breakthrough" part. ;)

Example One: Typical, non-breakthrough EQing

Equalizer for a typical computer hardware product:

The widdle/zevo
represents what is
typieal for this

product or service

In the graphic above, the zero represents what is average/typical
for that kind of product. Assume there's more than one source
for the product... The problem with computer hardware (as with
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so many other things) is that there's too much competition. Too
many companies clawing and biting for their slice of the market
for that product.

How do they compete with one another? The typical--and
usually worst--way to gain an edge is by tweaking one or more
of the standard sliders. For example, a low-cost computer's EQ
might look like this, relative to the norm:

Price Number of  Quality Service Performance
Features

This product sacrifices features and service in order to lower the
price, but this works only while:

A) The features and service aren't essential to a large enough
part of the market

B) They are the only vendor doing it this way (i.e. the only low-
cost vendor with this kind of EQ)

But if this particular EQ is successful, other companies (new and
existing) will eventually make the same tweaks until the lower
prices simply become The New Normal. In other words, the zero
EQ point for the price and feature sliders now represent a lower
absolute number, and now there's a viscious downward spiral of
competition at the low end...

Another company may take the price slider down, but keep all
the features at the middle/zero point (i.e. the norm). But then
they're probably cutting somewhere else -- either by using
cheaper or less-skilled employees, cutting employee benefits,
and/or cutting customer service. A company might do just fine
for a time, but quality will slip eventually, and customer
happiness will drop. From a systems thinking perspective, this is
not a sustainable strategy.
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Price Number of  Quality Service Performance
Features

—— High-end
— Low-end

The big point is this: trying to compete with existing products,
services, or ideas by tuning the SAME set of sliders everyone
else uses is a painful path. The breathrough ideas usually come
from adding new sliders! There are exceptions, though -- if you
tune an existing slider in a dramatic or counterintuitive way, you
might end up with a breakthrough edge, at least temporarily.

37signals, the folks behind the wildly popular Basecamp and
Backpack, did that when they tuned the features slider way, way,
way down. Their art is in knowing which features to leave out, of
course. But turning down the features slider wasn't really their
goal. The goal (I think) was User Bliss, an entirely new
slider, and one that was partially tied (inversely) to the Num Of
Features slider. Turning down the features turned out to be one
of the most important ways to achieve User Bliss.

The Featuritis Curve

Happy User Peak

“Guess | better look

‘| Rulel"y + atthe manual..”

v “Hey. where the

® “Cooll did they put that?!”

“‘Now | can't even do the
k= ONE SIMPLE THING
| bought this for...”

€ | Suckr

K. “I'mso glad they
added this.”

User Happiness

< "Nice, but | wish | could do more...”

Number of Features
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Knowing which sliders to include is just as important as
knowing how to EQ them. When we say "typical sliders for this
product type", it means that these sliders reflect the areas of
focus for companies who make those products. And that's the
problem. Breakthrough ideas come from "thinking
outside the sliders." ;)

Example Two: Beginning Breakthrough EQing: adding
new sliders

When we set out to design a new computer book series, we
looked at the typical industry-standard sliders for a tech book.
Most computer book formats make adjustments within these
main sliders, although some topic categories (like digital
photography or web design books) add a slider for color,
another might use a slider for including a CD-ROM, etc.

When we thought about our first book--on Java--we wondered
how the hell could we compete with 2000+ Java books still on
the market? No amount of EQing the typical sliders would give
us a breakthrough book. In fact, when we look at the EQ for our
book against the typical sliders, the Head First format doesn't
look good at all:

EQ for Head First books using industry-standard sliders

Topic  Number of Technical Woriting Author
Depth Topics Quality Quality  Reputation

=—— Head First books
—— Typical/Standard for programming books

We needed to add new sliders.

Our first new slider was "Pain". We wanted to reduce the pain
associated and assumed with learning a tough tech topic. Some
books do this by lowering the number of topic and topic depth.
To reduce pain, you could simply make an easier book. But that
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was not our goal. We didn't want to simplify or "dumb down"
the topic--we wanted to make a tough topic less painful. (A big
distinction for us.)

We added two other related sliders as well ("metacognitive" and
"engaging"), and the combination of the new sliders plus the
tweaks we made to the standard sliders gave us our edge. Again,
we certainly aren't the only ones to care about these things--but
it DOES mean that we considered them far more important to
users than had been previously assumed by most of the books in
our category.

And here's where we started to use the EQ-it to model our
ideas... the graphic below shows our our book compared to the
norm. You can see that when we added the new sliders, we
developed a very different EQ pattern from the other books. On
the new sliders, we went way above the norm in "metacognitive"
and "engaging". We reduced the "pain" slider. We also reduced
the number of topics, but did not reduce topic depth.

EQ for Head First books using Head First sliders

Topic ~ Number of Technical QUEEIGTGIAT] BT Engaging
Depth Topics Quality

+4

—— Head First books
—— Typical/Standard for programming books

Adding new sliders--especially the "engaging" slider--was the
key. But the sliders we added were not very innovative, they
were simply NOT TYPICAL for a tech book. You can often
make a breakthrough product simply by changing the weighting
(i.e. adjusting the slider) of things that competitors have taken
for granted. Look at things your competitors don't consider
important enough to warrant a slider, and imagine what would
happen if you promoted some of those things to first-class slider
citizens and tuned them dramatically up or down. If--and this is
a big if--these new sliders reflect previously unsatisfied user
desires, you might have your edge.
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But... adding sliders for things that the competition did not
consider important (or mutable) enough to warrant a slider is
just a warm-up. Rather than simply adding sliders for things the
competition is already doing (but hadn't considered tweaking),
why not add sliders for things the competition never dreamed
of? This is where the biggest breakthroughs happen--when you
add sliders that make others say, "WTF?"

For example:

Netflix added several new sliders not previously associated with
video rental. Nike added customization, a slider not previously
associated with athletic shoes. FlickR added tagging, a slider not
previously associated with online photo sharing. (And they
quickly ended up with a community slider as well.) Apple's
iTunes added an interesting slider--"granularity"--to the
purchase of music. Before iTunes, the "atomic unit" of music
was usually a CD. You had to buy the whole thing even if half the
songs sucked. By adding a slider for granularity--and tuning it
way down below the norm--iTunes added true user value.

Here are some examples of new sliders companies have added.
Could you add any of these to what you do?
Apple added a Granularity

Nike added a Customization slider to music buying to allow
slider to an athletic shoe EQ finer-grained purchases

Customization Granularity

+4 +4

Installation added a Skateboard
FlickR added a Tagging slider Shoe slider to an art gallery EQ
ta an online photo sharing EQ [or was it the other way around?)

Tagging Skateboard
Shoes
+4 +4 B

=
-
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Coming up with ideas using EQ modeling
Least effective way:

- Figure out what the existing sliders are for this product or
service, and change the value of one or more sliders. This is how
most companies compete, and it's usually the most painful--the
constant struggle to reduce price, add features, whatever it takes
to stay one step ahead of the competition.

More effective:

- Tune one or more of the typical sliders in an extremely
dramatic way. For example, instead of cutting the price, make
the product free. But this usually means you end up creating one
or more new sliders for whatever business model allows you to
make this drastic change.

Much more effective:

- Add new sliders for things that competitors have taken for
granted, and haven't been competing on. In other words,
dramatically change the weighting of things the competition had
not considered changing. Example: our books.

Most effective (for breakthrough ideas, not always the best
ideas ;)

-Add wildly new sliders for things nobody in that industry had
considered.

Note that what's "wildly new" for one type of product or service
might be standard/typical for another. A Customization slider,
for example, would not be unusual for a wedding cake bakery,
but was very unusual for athletic shoes.

Tips for finding NEW sliders

1) Borrow sliders from an entirely different product or service
type.  Customization,  Subscription, = Home  Delivery,
Entertainment, etc. -- things that make sense in some domains
but have never been used on your product or service.

2) Look at the conventional wisdom--things everybody offering
that product or service takes for granted--and see if you can
tune a slider the others consider immutable (or unimportant).

3) Randomly add sliders and play what-if brainstorming games.
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4) Ask users to come up with sliders. This is more effective (and
similar to #3) if you ask users from a different domain!
Remember, directly asking users what they want rarely leads to
breakthrough ideas. Breakthrough ideas are, by definition,
things nobody has yet imagined, but which wusers find
compellling.

One final example:

Imagine an art gallery. Now imagine a skateboarding shoe store.
Now smush those together into an art gallery/skateboard shoe
store. That describes Installation, an imaginative and uber-cool
store here in Boulder. While nearly ALL skateboard shops are
pretty damn cool, the idea of "Gallery" as a slider was a unique
idea. Or you could flip it -- the idea of adding "Shoes" (let alone
skateboard shoes) as a slider to an Art Gallery equalizer is pretty
strange.

I know I don't need to say it, but for disclaimer purposes I will--
adding weird sliders just to add sliders and be novel isn't the
point. The goal is to add sliders that turn out to be really
important to users. And I say "turn out to be", because the
most daring breakthrough products and ideas are rarely driven
by user requests.

Typical art gallery goers weren't saying, "yeah, but what we
REALLY want is for you to let us come here to buy high-end
skate shoes." And skateboard shoe buyers (Skyler and I are both
in that category) weren't asking for a gallery setting. But it turns
out that the ambience and sheer creativity of the place IS
compelling. It's worth the non-discount price of the cool shoes
just to come away from your shoe-shopping experience inspired
as you would be from, well, an art gallery visit.

It's too early to tell, though, if Installation's unique combination
of sliders will be successful. Once the novelty wears off, will
people still go back there for their shoes? I will, but I'm not their
demographic, being about, oh, twice the age of today's young
skaters. Installation is doing a lot more than just throwing art on
the wall--but I'll say more about that in my next little post.

So, as an exercise, I'd like to challenge you to think about ways
you can add sliders. One of the best exercises is to reverse-
engineer other breakthrough products and draw out their
equalizer -- showing how they differ from what is typical and
standard. At the bottom of this post, I've included the blank
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equalizer JPEG, plus the sliders, if you'd like to try making your
own. Or just draw one on a whiteboard and scan it. If you create
a blog entry with an equalizer of an existing product or service
(or a wild-ass idea for something new), I'll link to it--as long as
you have comments open ; )

Keep in mind that there is no one correct equalizer description
of a particular product, service, or idea. It all depends on your
perspective, and you might have an equalizer, for example,
devoted solely to the customer service aspects of a product or
service. And there's a fractally component here as well. With our
"metacognitive" slider, for example, I have an entirely separate
equalizer JUST for EQing the various metacognitive techniques
we use. Our newest book design, for example, is brain-friendly,
but in a profoundly different way than the Head First books,
because we made a completely different EQ of the brain-friendly
elements-- turning some way down, bumping some way up, and
adding a few new sliders.

Above all, have fun!

FYI: This EQ modeling is fairly similar to a technique known as
The Blue Ocean Strategy, a book I recommend (although it's a
bit on the business school/academic side for me, but it's got a lot
of great info). Their subtitle says it all: "How to create
uncontested market space and make competition irrelevant"

http://headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/11/how_to_co
me_up_.html
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Never Underestimate the Power of
Fun

By Kathy Sierra on December 1, 2005

,l'l at ,‘ﬁlﬁ'ij "HENQ
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There's been a very active discussion among Sun's "Java
Champions" (Sun's  program  for  external Java
developer/evangelists, of which I'm a member) talking about
why the Java programming language has lost some luster and
Ruby is getting all the coder love.

I commented to the group, "Never underestimate the power of
fun." We can talk all day about how much more powerful Java is
(true), how it has orders of magnitude more resources, APIs,
frameworks, etc. (true), and how it's been used to solve some of
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the most complex, highly-scaled systems imaginable (true, think
Orbitz). But in the end, even programmers are still human.

And human (mammal) brains are tuned for play.
Evolution favored those with a high play drive,
because  play=learning, play=practice, and
learning/practice=survival. Play--and laughter--
sends a signal to the brain that "this is good, and it
matters", which is why we're often more likely to
remember especially funny things than neutral or
annoying things.

But this isn't a post about programming--it's a
follow-on to my previous post on brainstorming
with EQ sliders. It's about adding a slider for
humor or fun, where it isn't necessarily expected.

One innovative city government did just that, and they're
earning a reputation as a city that does things governments "just
don't DO." If you can imagine a city government trying to help
its citizens "kick ass", well, that's what Bryan, Texas appears to
be doing.

Jay G. Socol, the city's Public Information Officer, explained it
to me:

"All cities with populations of 3,000 or more are required
by law to publish and distribute (yawn) drinking water
quality reports. Cities hate doing them, and residents
throw them away, often without a glance. Bo-ring.

This year, we developed a mid-year calendar (who sends
out a calendar in July???) that featured fun photos of out
Water Services employees -- guys who never, ever get the
spotlight or recognition. Yet they perform a mega-
essential service. So imagine what people thought when
they opened their mailboxes and found a calendar that
has a cover photo of water guys synchronized swimming
in a pool?
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You have to open something like that and see what's
inside. And that's exactly what people did. They loved the
concept, the fun photos and...they even read the boring
legal information. I move around town and quite often
see the calendars hanging in businesses or in homes.
We've had tons of requests for this thing -- even from
other cities. And I believe it will change the way cities
approach publications like this because they never knew
that they could show a sense of humor."

(You can see some sample pages of the calendar on the Bryan
government page.)

Seeing this made me think about ways to add a "fun" slider to
places where fun has diminished over time (like with Java), or
into places it's never been (city government). (I recommend the
A Smile in the Mind book for inspiration.)

Way to go Jay Socol! I hope the next city I live in has a
government with this much spirit.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/never_undet
esti.html
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Have you updated your buzzwords?
By Kathy Sierra on December 4, 2005

You may think you're appropriately buzzword-compliant, but
this is internet time, baby, and last month's 2.0 buzzwords are
outdated (but not in that retro-cool way). If you're doing a VC
pitch and building to flip, it's crucial that you sound as current
as possible. Listen and learn:

Web 2.0

We're remixing R55
with folksonomies and
micropersuasion to get the
sneezers to spread our viral videos through
the blogesphere. We're also life-hacking
social nefworks, semantically, to find out
what's on the A-list Tagging radar. But it's
really about using your authentic
voice in a market conversation...

Yeah baby,
we're ridin’ that
transparent Cluetrain
down the long-tail to
podcast town. Smells like
purple cow fo me...
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Web 2.01

We're harnessing collective intelligence in
the cloud, using an Ajax mapping mash-up
ta build a "live” Saas. With our new
shawdows-aware API, we can stay in
perpetual alpha thanks to the user content
ecosystem. We call it 43FlockRz, and we're
using smart semantic recognition (tagging
is s0 2.0), and exploiting the long snout. All
I can say is thank God for Ruby on Rails!

And don't forget what
Scoble says..."If it's not
on tech.memeorandom,
it's not interesting!”

Bonus points: mentioning "yellow fade" and "attenuation" in the
same sentence could be worth an extra million. This month,

anyway.

Grand prize: just as the hipster PDA made low-tech cool again,
feigning ignorance of Web 2.x is the new black.

My take: Some of the coolest people have no frickin' clue what
these buzzwords mean, and don't care. They aren't building to
flip, they're building to engage and inspire.

That doesn't mean throwing the user-driven baby out with the
Web 2.x bathwater--there's some really useful stuff in there
(people genuinely LOVE FlickR and del.icio.us, for example).
But these Web 2.x buzzwords are more technology and
business-model focused than user focused, and that's a recipe
for building things that meet the checklist but fail the users.

Where there is passion, there are users kicking ass. If we want to
build Web 2.x and beyond, we should be thinking less about
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how to upgrade our technology, and more about how to help
upgrade our users' brains, bodies, and spirits. Yes, 1 realize that
many--even most--of the Web 2.x buzzwords can lead to
meaningful (in some cases profound) benefits for the users. But
the emphasis still feels technology-driven, not user-kicking-ass-
driven.

Why not rewrite these buzzwords in terms of what they mean
for users?

For example, we know that "harnessing collective intelligence" is
good... but why? I don't necessarily want you "harnessing" my
anything, unless... unless it means I benefit from the result. And
of course, that's the point-- that end-users can benefit from all
that group wisdom, like Amazon reviews or delicious/popular
tags, to help reduce the flood of data. So why not say it like that?
Instead of calling it "harnessing collective intelligence", why not
call it "helping users make smarter choices, more quickly, by
accessing the knowledge, experience, and wisdom of a larger
group?" If the focus is on the "harnessing” and not on the "so
users can access..." the chances of building something that
nobody actually wants goes up. (Of course, my variation of the
buzzword is awkward, ungainly, and not likely to look good on a
slide. But I'm sure other more creative people can make them
snappier : )

We know that Ajax is good, but why? If it's about richer user
experiences, then say so. And why stop there? What's the benefit
to the user of that richer experience? And is that always a
benefit?

And what does the cloud do for users? What does attenuation
do for me? If it's about helping users reduce stress, or spend
more time in flow, or have more fun, etc.... whatever it is, why
not say that?

A buzz-phrase should explictly state how it directly
benefits the user.

If I were a VC, the "elevator pitch" I'd ask for would be simply:
"Tell me how this thing helps the user kick ass?" If you can't
answer that, don't bother launching your power point.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/have_you_u
pdate.html
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Being Brave is Tricky

By Kathy Sierra on December 5, 2005

I have a bad feeling
about what other

people are going to
think about this...

I have a bad feeling
about this...

We've talked a lot about being brave, and the idea that if nobody
hates your product, it's probably mediocre:

How, users fee] about your
preduct or service
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And we've talked about the difference between incremental
improvements and revolutionary leaps:
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Big Frickin’ Wall
But being brave is tricky.

If your new Big Idea doesn't scare the hell out of you, it's
probably not a new Big Idea. If it doesn't scare other people, it
might be because you allowed the consensus (or what you
imagined as the consensus) to smooth the pointy bits, buffing
and polishing the idea into a nice safe state that displeases
nobody and delights nobody.

But what if your idea really does suck? We can never know for
certain--some of the most important ideas have always defied
logic, evidence, testing, focus groups, conventional wisdom, etc.
But if you don't try, then where are we? Even if a Big Idea fails,
that puts us one attempt closer to something that will work. The
Big Ideas that succeed are often the ones that would never have
happened if something else hadn't been tried and failed.

I don't have a good answer for this other than one tiny piece of
advice--try to determine the source of your fear. If it's
over what other people will say--or are saying--then you might
want to acknowledge and ultimately ignore it. Any good new
idea has critics. Many of those critics are smart, reasonable,
sincere, not-afraid-of-change people who simply do not see and
feel what you see and feel. Should you listen to them? Of
course... with one ear, anyway. They might have truly useful info
you didn't have--info that can help alter your course, change
your decision, or at the least--prepare you for more criticism to
come.

But--if we let the critics (or fear of criticism) talk us out of an
idea we still believe in, the world will be more homogeneous.
Smoother. Less interesting. Imagine where we'd be if people
throughout history had always given in to the critics (or fear of
critics). Imagine the ideas that would have been lost if others
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hadn't been brave enough to stand up against smart people who
disagreed. Nature needs change and diversity, but humans tend
to favor the status quo.

Think about the times you've said, "What a terrible idea -- that
will NEVER work!" about something that later succeeded and
proved your perception wrong. If you can view your critics (I'm
not talking about the "who moved my cheese" nay sayers who
fear anything new) as people who are just as sincere as you are
when you are wrong about someone's idea, it might help. They
aren't trying to trash your idea -- they're trying to help. They
might be saving your butt. But they might be dead wrong.

If your fears are coming from that nagging feeling within--your
OWN little voice-in-the-head-or-gut that says, "something's not
right here...", pay attention! But if your fear is over what others
will say (or are saying), sometimes you just have to say, "screw
'em." ;)

Or as Apple says,

Here's to the crazy ones

"...you can praise them, disagree with them, quote them,
disbelieve them, glorify or vilify them.

About the only thing you can't do is ignore them.
Because they change things..."

Every time I make a post like this, I'm slammed somewhere for
"glorifying the troublemakers and encouraging people to push
their crazy, bad, stupid, dangerous ideas."

I don't glorify the "crazy ones". I thank God for them.

Yes, they might make mistakes. But is that better than the
alternative?

[Disclaimer: I'm obviously not talking about the kinds of ideas
where lives are at stake. Different set of rules there...]

Think of new ideas and progress like photography -- you have to
take a bunch of photos to get one good one. The more we have a
culture that discourages and punishes all failures, the more
we're just shooting our future in the foot.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/being_brave
_is_.html
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Are "nice" and "honest" mutually
exclusive?

By Kathy Sierra on December 8, 2005

Fred doesn't take criticism well. |
was just trying to respectiully
disagree with his blog post, and he
won't address my comments.

Well..you did call him an “idiot
asshole” and said that "anyone
who reads this blog must be a
smarmy, brown-nosing loser.”

And your point is..7
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No, "niceness" is NOT incompatible with "honesty."
Although that seems to be quite a popular meme these days --
that you can be nice, or you can be truthful, but not both.

UPDATE: I think I better define what I mean by nice... I don't
mean "sweet" or "complimentary" or anything more than the
absence of abuse. And yes, I do consider the word "asshole" an
abusive comment because it attacks the person, not the
topic/idea/statement/whatever. This doesn't mean I wouldn't
call someone that... but if I do, I have no business trying to claim
that I'm actually interested in having a discussion. What's ironic
about the Ben/Mean thing is that it was actually Mena who
called Ben the A-word, after calling for more civility. I reckon I
would have done the same.

I haven't been able to put it nearly as well as Just Kidding's TQ
White did in a comment on Rogers Cadenhead's blog:

"...you can always be nice, even when you are being honest.
This idea that somehow rudeness or unkindness is intrinsic to
an honest discussion is completely wrong. It also, I believe, is
an attitude that is destroying our ability to have public
discourse.

Manners, politeness, respect, cutting a person some slack, even
overlooking some of one's own more petty points are all things
that are perfectly consistent with honesty. Honesty requires not
contradicting things you know to be true. It requires
advancing viewpoints that you believe. It says nothing about
the linguistic tactics.

...represent the typical, juvenile attitude of people that simply
don't care who they hurt. That use 'honesty' as a sleight of hand
to deflect attention from willingness to brutalize people in
pursuit of their own goals - often that cannot be advanced in a
reasonable way."

Something to think about...

UPDATE: Mena responds to the controversy over her "let's be
civil" thing, and her take makes a lot of sense in this:

"It's not about nice--it's about accountability. ...it's about
taking as much responsibility for what we write online --
whether that's on a blog, in an email message, or on IRC -- as
we would in a face-to-face, private conversation.”
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It seems as though one of her big concerns is that there are so
many people in the world that aren't blogging, and what works
on slashdot might scare a lot of others away. And I also don't
believe that the price for blogging -- or speaking at a tech
conference -- it that you must be wearing an asbestos suit 24-7.
Requiring ultra-thick skin to participate more fully in the tech
(or any) community is a barrier to entry that might just push
away some of those who might not necessarily be afraid of the
brutality, but simply don't like it. I don't agree with this "if you
can't take the heat stay out of the kitchen" notion here. (Or is it,
"if you can't run with the big dogs, stay on the porch..." I get
those confused.)

UPDATE: Rose made a good point in my comments -- my
picture/post isn't actually describing the actual Ben/Mena
thing--but the topic had been on my mind for some time, and
this was simply the spark for a little post. The conversation
continues all over the place, but mainly here, and includes this
recent comment (made by an Englishman, no less:)

"The real problem with the abusive big-guns style of
commenting is that it doesn’t work (except as intimidation, but
perhaps that’s your real purpose?) Tell somebody that he is an
asshole, that his work is bullshit, and you guarantee that he
will (a) stop listening, and (b) reply in kind. Tell somebody that
“this is wrong because X,Y,Z? and you might just change his
mind."

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/are_nice_an
d_ho.html
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Passionate Users Talk Different

By Kathy Sierra on December 11, 2005

¢ Passionate Users Talk Different
EE_& Talkin5 to other expert
;E'Eng users is @ LOT more
== in{cres{ing... —>
(o]
-
5 K Talking about it to
ol other skilled users is
MHCH ‘{"m than
‘l:alkins to newbies

Getting started Passion Expert

Listen in on a conversation between three airplane pilots, and--
assuming you aren't a pilot--you might understand 50% at best.
Listen in on a conversation between three software architects,
and even a new programmer might not have a clue.
Snowboarders have their own terms. So do plumbers,
photographers, librarians, ministers, dancers, realtors,
musicians, graphic designers, and filmmakers (best boy?
gaffer?).

But there's a world of difference between a specialized lexicon of
domain-specific terms and buzzwords.

Domain-specific terms compress information, while
buzzwords often masquerade as information.

Buzzwords are often (not always) semantically empty while
specialized domain lexicons are semantically dense.

Domain-specific terms are usually associated with passion, or at
least expertise, while buzzwords are often associated with those
who might be faking expertise, or who are using them simply to
impress others.

ZYZephyr wrote a great post taking me to task for my buzzwords
post ranting (half tongue-in-cheek) about the 2.0 buzzwords. He
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makes all the right points, and I agree with just about everything
he said. Which tells me I didn't make my point, or that he didn't
read my previous post about this topic ; )

My problem is not with the use of specialized language. On the
contrary, in my earlier post on this I said (paraphrasing myself):

"When people are passionate (or even just "into") something,
they have a shared lexicon that helps dinstinuish them from
those who aren't.

Among other things, a shared vocabulary helps experts and
professionals get a message across more quickly. But it also
helps build their passion. Just figuring out the commonly-used
phrases, words, names, stories, etc. are part of what gives
people a sense of belonging. A sense of being a part of
something special. A sense of having learned--and earned--
their way in. So in this case, exclusionary isn't necessarily a
bad thing.

Becoming a part of something new usually isn't that simple,
especially if that new thing has real value. Pick an area where
people are truly passionate, and there is virtually always a
learning curve that includes new ideas, concepts, skills,
knowledge and specialized terms. Most people have an "I Rule"
experience in part because they've "crossed the chasm" and
learned what the hell the experts are talking about."

Where this whole thing gets interesting is that many of the Web
2.0 buzzwords actually DO--for some people--compress and
convey rich information. In other words, while I make a
distinction between empty buzzwords and domain-specific
terms, sometimes there's no clear line between the two. One
guy's Web 2.0 empty buzzword is another one's meaningful
addition to the emerging technology lexicon.

And that brings up the other thing I like about Web 2.0--that it
has engaged so many people's minds in actively
creating/defining/interpreting the meaning of the ideas, words,
and concepts. Web 2.0 is both ambiguous and meaningful... but
not for everyone. For many, the words are just useless
marketing speak with no there there.

My problem with the Web 2.0 terms is not that they are
meaningless. And my problem is not that they are too complex
and should be dumbed down. My problem is that they are
Jfocused on the technology and the business model, rather than
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focusing on what those things will mean to the end-user. And
when I say "mean to the end-user”, I don't mean that the end-
user cares about the words. The end-user cares about what WE-
-the developers/implementors of Web 2.0-ish products or
services--are creating for them.

When I say that the Web 2.0 words aren't user-driven, I don't
mean that the users should be driving or even understanding
the words. But if a deep concern for users isn't driving the
meaning of these words, we're in for a flock of crap products
and services that implement 2.0 goodness but do nothing to
inspire or engage users. Again, my problem with 2.0 words is
not about what they mean, or how consice or confusing they are,
as much as about what they're focused on.

So, back to the "specialized words" thing... in helping support or
build a community of passionate users, I would not discourage
specialized lexicons--even (or especially) if that specialized
lexicon means separating the newbies from the experts. That's
as it should be and is part of what adds value to becoming an
expert in the first place--you get to have this rich, complex,
efficient communication with others and, yes, you might also
consider that a way to show off. And I am not about to moralize
on this one and suggest that wanting to "show off" is a bad
thing. It's a part of human nature to take pride in how hard
we've worked to learn this much and get this good at something.
It's human nature to feel good about, well, kicking ass. Being
recognized as an expert is certainly not the main benefit (or
driving motivation) for becoming passionate about something,
but for many people--it's a nice little side benefit.

Think about it... come on, really think about it. Somewhere in
your past (maybe even within the last 48 hours), you've felt that
little ever-so-slightly-I'm-better-at-this-than-you feeling that
came from being able to keep up with a book, speech, or
conversation that had words and phrases not known to "the rest
ofus." ;)

OK maybe you didn't feel all superior, but you at at least have
felt the energy that comes from engaging and communicating at
that higher level of complexity.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/passionate_
user.html
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...but is it interesting?

By Kathy Sierra on December 13, 2005

That's a relief--since you
wouldn't know “interesting”

Miss Perkins, our customers are R :
if it bit you in the...

pregrammers...they don't care
that we're "not interesting.”

Is your product interesting? Don't think--just answer. You
probably said "yes." What about your documentation? Your
training or support? What about your blog?

My friend Solveig Haugland (aka OpenOffice blog goddess) and
I both did a stint in Sun's course development group, and were
looking for ways to raise the quality without pissing off the
entire department. So, with our manager's blessing, we created
The Checklist. The Sun courseware already had elaborate
"style guides" and strict technical requirements, but we didn't
seem to be asking the simple questions that could make all the
difference. If the course was technically correct, properly
formatted, grammatically correct, satified the localization police,
and all the deliverables were in the proper file formats and
directory structure--then it was ready for beta.

The Checklist we made included all the other, less technical
but equally (or more) important attributes like, "Does it manage
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cognitive overload?" "Do the exercises reinforce the key points?"
"Does each chapter include a 'if you remember only one thing
from this module..." at the end?" "Does it include opportunities
to learn from mistakes?" "Does it include redundancy to support
memory?" "Does it include exercises to support the higher levels
of Bloom's Taxonomy?" and on it went.

No big deal... just making sure the bases were covered.

But when we presented it to some key players in course
development, one of the upper managers said, nice idea, but we
don't need all of these. We nearly fell out of our chairs to see
that he crossed out the simple question: Is it interesting? He
said, "Whether the content is 'interesting' is completely
irrelevant. If we get the topics right, and it's technically accurate,
the content will be inherently interesting to programmers."

And the word "interesting" doesn't even set the bar very high--
it's the word we use when we can't think of anything
complimentary to say. "He is...well...interesting" or "Hmmm...
interesting perspective." The words we actually wanted to use
in the checklist were compelling and engaging, but we thought
interesting would be an easier sell.

But even if he'd left "Is it interesting?" in, I now realize that
many people would automatically check it off without really
stopping to consider whether something really is interesting. Or
that people would assume that given a certain context,
"interesting" is irrelevant. Think about it. Even if your actual
product is interesting (but still, stop and ask yourself if that is
really true), do you have docs, FAQs, specs, articles,
learning/support blogs, etc. that are NOT interesting? Should
they be?

Obviously my opinion is YES YES YES. Because regardless of
what the product is, whether it has passionate users may depend
almost entirely on how quickly users can get past the Suck
Threshold and the Passion Threshold. You may have a product
that doesn't require a manual or support docs, but for most
complex and sophisticated activities, docs or articles or books
are needed as the user starts to explore more advanced uses.
And it's those more advanced uses that lead to improving skills
and knowledge and meeting challenges -- the whole "kick ass"
thing that is a prereq for truly passionate users. [We believe that
nobody is passionate about something they suck at.]
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Why does "interesting" matter in getting past the
suck/passion thresholds?

Isn't "technically accurate" or "high quality” enough? Well, how
many technically accurate, high quality documents or training
courses have you been exposed to that you dearly wished were a
little better at holding your attention? The simple answer is:
The brain pays attention to--and remembers--that
which it feels.

We've talked about this before...even if the reader/learner wants
to pay attention and is interested in the topic, if the content
itself is not offered in a reasonably interesting and engaging
way, the brain keeps looking for something that will matter.
Taking the time and care to make something interesting is
simply being brain-friendly.

Your users won't learn and get better at whatever it is they're
passionate about (or that you're hoping to help them become
passionate about) unless their brains pay attention. And brains
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pay attention to what brains care about, not necessarily what
the conscious mind cares about. And to the brain, "interesting"
is just the most basic prereq. The entry fee.

So, how do you make things interesting?

If you were a brain, and you'd been evolving for a very, very long
time... what would you find interesting?

* Surprise, novelty, the unexpected

* Beauty

* Stories

* Conversation

* Emotionally touching (the whole kids and puppies thing)
* Counterintuitive failures or mistakes

* Fun, playfulness, humor

¥ Varying visuals

* Faces of people, especially with strong expressions
* Sounds, music

* Shock, creepy things

and of course...

* Sexiness

One fairly straightforward way to make
documentation/training/articles interesting is to crank up four
sliders Conversation, Variety, Visuals, and Story. I've
talked before about conversational writing, and visuals, so in a
post very soon I'll look at story and variety.

If you're really interested in story, you might want to look at
Robert McKee's Story (if you saw the movie Adaptation, you'll
recognize it). And if you haven't read Dan Pink's book, A Whole
New Mind, there's some good story stuff in there (as well as a lot
of other good things--1 loved this book).

And for variety, well, just do it in whatever way makes sense. It's
a lot more powerful than many people believe, because it's what
your brain is tuned for. When the brain sees what it expects, it
knows it can happily leave that thing behind and start hunting
for something else to pay attention to.
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So, when you're making that checklist for your product, blog,
article, book, documentation, training courseware, podcast--
don't forget to include, "yes, it's all these wonderful things, but is
it interesting?"

[Yes of course there's the big disclaimer that what is
"interesting" to one is not interesting to another, but I assume
we're all factoring thatin: ) ]

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/cteating_passionate_users/2005/12/but_is_it_int
er.html
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... but is it memorable?

By Kathy Sierra on December 19, 2005

Make it Memorable

Emotions tell the brain
that something is
worth 'r:t'.ord]ng.

Surprising, funny
shockig, beautiful,
sexy, counter-
intuitive, etc..

Emotion

Ely

g E

g5

ey

=i

g E The brain thinks emotionally
;E empty words, pittures, events,
o E ete. ave NOT worth saving

Instan " . -
“" Time & Repetion Yo e over

and over and

needﬂd FDI' m&mury over and over...

So your product, training, documentation, presentation, blog,
whatever is interesting, but is it memorable? Do you want it to
be?

Where were you when you heard the news about 9/11? Chances
are, you remember. What did you eat for dinner last Tuesday?
Chances are, you do NOT remember (unless dinner involved a
hot date, your birthday, a fist fight with the waiter, or some
other emotionally-charged event). Just as emotions can tell the
brain that something is worth attention, emotions also tell the
brain that something is worth recording.

According to neurobiologist (and Nobel prize winner for his
work on memory) Eric Kandel, a "switch must be thrown" to
convert a memory from short-term to long-term storage. But a
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neurochemical smackdown is happening inside your brain--two
competing agents fighting for control of that switch. In one
corner we have CREB-1, the essential component for throwing
the switch that starts converting short-term memories to long-
term storage. But in the other corner, we have CREB-2--CREB-
1's arch rival. CREB-1's big goal in life is to throw the switch, but
CREB-2 guards the switch saying, "Not so fast. If you want to
throw that switch you'll have to get past me." CREB-2 is the
gatekeeper!

If they gave you a drug that suppressed CREB-2, you'd
remember everything the first time. While I would have killed
for this the night before college exams, those for whom CREB-2
doesn't do its job are not having a good time. Think of all the
things you're exposed to each moment, and imagine how awful
it would if you remembered them all...

[Disclaimer: I'm playing fast and loose with the metaphors and
science here]

If CREB-2 inhibits memory, then how do you inhibit CREB-2?
How do you stop it from protecting the switch? There's the slow,
painful (or at least boring) way we all used in college to get
through some of our exams. We just kept rereading the same
damn chapter over and over. With enough time and repetition,
just about anything can be saved to long-term memory.

But there's a more efficient way--EMOTIONS. Scientists have
confirmed (and you know it from experience) that emotions play
a major role in memory. And it's thought that the chemicals of
emotion must be telling CREB-2 to back off and let CREB-1 do
it's work.

Just as the brain pays attention to that which it feels, the brain
remembers that which it feels. If you can help your users trick
their brains into thinking that something is important enough to
store, you can help your users learn more quickly. Learning =
getting past the suck threshold faster. And learning also means
gaining the kind of skill and expertise that can meet the
challenges needed to reach the flow state. And that's where you
hit the passion threshold.

Remember--your users don't have to be passionate about your
product in order to be passionate users. Sometimes--often--
users are passionate about what they do with your product. And
it's that thing they do where you can help them kick ass. Users
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who "kick ass" are those who get good enough to reach a state of
"optimal experience" doing whatever it is you're helping them
do (through your product, service, support, learning, whatever).
And that can happen with almost anything. It's the reason that
the GTD system has become so popular--it helps us spend more
time in flow!

If you want them to remember, make it memorable.

Spiders have 8 legs

The number eight is arbitrary, but the numeral "8" overlaid on a
picture of the spider (which brains are preprogrammed to react
to), helps "burn in" the link between spiders and the number 8.

Emotions aren't the only things that improve the memorability
of something--pictures, patterns, chunking, and all sorts of
"memory tricks" can make a huge difference in whether
something is recorded or--sometimes more importantly--
whether it can be easily recalled. But I'll save those tricks for
another post.

For now, think about how you can use the brain's built-in
memory "tagging" system to help users learn/remember more
quickly. Link the thing you want remembered with something
likely to evoke at least the tiniest chemical reaction. And what
are those things? The same things that the brain finds
interesting:

* Surprise, novelty, the unexpected
* Beauty

* Stories

* Conversation (including conversational writing)
* Emotionally touching (the whole kids and puppies thing)
* Counterintuitive failures or mistakes

* Fun, playfulness, humor

337



Kathy Sierra

* Varying visuals

* Faces of people, especially with strong expressions
* Sounds, music

* Shock, creepy things

and of course...

* Sexiness

The difference between whether you use these things to help
focus attention or to support long-term memory is in how (and
for how long) you use them. A picture of a spider will get your
brain's attention, but by linking that spider to something (like
the number "8"), you greatly increase the chance that the link
between spiders and 8 legs is remembered. A fact is more likely
to be remembered if that fact is being "stated" by the face of a
person with a strong facial expression. Getting what you expect
is not nearly as memorable as when something you thought
would work fails. On it goes...

Oh yes, there is one "emotion" that has the opposite effect on
memory. The chemistry of anxiety (the stress of worry) is the
one feeling that works against memory. So whatever you can do
to make users/learners feel comfortable about the learning
experience goes a long way toward supporting memory. If
people are made to feel stupid for "not getting it", the chances
they'll learn it (let alone remember it) drop. And unfortunately,
way too many technical manuals, tech support FAQs, books, and
poorly designed product interfaces DO make us feel stupid.

So, "interesting" gets your foot in the door, but "memorable" is
what helps build and support passionate users.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/_but_is_it
memo.html
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The Quantum Mechanics of Users

By Kathy Sierra on December 21, 2005

User Priorities

4. 4
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What they say What they say when
when you ask you ask them to

explain their choices

People have commented that "creating passionate users" means
nothing more than "listening to users like we always have--
DUH!" But if it were that simple, we'd all be producing--and
using--products and services that people love. That meet real
needs. That fulfill real desires. That help people kick-ass.

How, then, to explain the Grand Canyon-sized gap between
what users really want and what we so often produce as a direct
result of our sincere listening? Maybe the physics is wrong...

Light can behave as a wave, until you ask it to explain how it got
from point A to point B, in which case it can behave as a particle.
In other words, asking light to explain itself can change the very
nature of how we perceive it. And this notion that sometimes
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"observing an event changes the event" comes up in
many areas of quantum physics.

But it's not just the subatomic world that gets weird when you
look too closely--in some cases, asking a user to explain his
choices changes his choices! In his book Blink, Malcolm
Gladwell (author of The Tipping Point) gives an example where
students were asked to rank order 44 different kinds of
strawberry jams. When compared with the rankings of experts,
the students did fairly well -- "even those of us who aren't jam
experts known good jam when we taste it." But--and here's
where it gets weird--when the students were asked in advance to
provide not just the rankings but a written explanation of their
choices, the student rankings lost virtually all correlation with
that of the experts. As Gladwell puts it, "By making people think
about jam, [the researchers] turned them into jam idiots."

Think about that when you're asking for user feedback whether
as focus groups, user questionnaires, or even usability testing
(although the implications are different for each of these
things).

So how can we hope to learn anything about what our users
want and need if the very act of answering a question could
change their answer? We have to get better at making inferences
from what we observe without intervention. We have to get to
the spirit of what we observe, rather than focusing on the
specific details. We have to reconize that what they do says
much more than what they say, especially when they're not
saying anything at all.

Readers here left some great comments about this on my earlier
Listening to users post:

Tim said:

The comments about listening to what the users are saying,
what they're not saying, and how it's being said reminds me of

the quote by Claude Debussy, "Music is the silence between the
notes."

And Matthew Moran said:

It is not that we should not listen to clients/users but we should
not let their limited understanding of what is possible, limit
where the solution/software/project can go. It is important to
listen and draw additional information into the open. In this
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way, we can discover what is truly desired but never
contemplated from the client's perspective.

Paulo Eduardo Neves said:

Gilberto Gil, a great brazilian musician and the country
current minister of culture, has a verse that says: "The people
knows what they want, but the people also wants what they
don't know".

Eric Stephens offered this link great post from Mark Hurst on
Customer Research that includes:

"In our non-directed listening labs, we ask customers to use the
Internet in the way they normally use it at home or work.
While we do have a goal for the research, we try to let the
customers lead us to the answer, rather than the other way
around."

And Stu Max made it simple:

I guess that's how I'd wish you would reframe your point:
You've always got to listen to your users, but sometimes you've
got to listen beyond the words.

In addition to listening to users, we should observe them as a
wildlife photographer or naturalist would--in the users native
habitat, from a distance, with as little intervention as possible.
We have to look for the whys based on the whats of their
behavior. And when we do ask questions, the questions should
be not just on specific behaviors ("why did you do it that way?")
but also (perhaps more importantly) about what they value at an
abstract level ("what does it mean to you to be using [whatever]
in your [work/life]? How does it help you in (or prevent you
from) kicking ass?")

This doesn't mean we shouldn't sweat the details--down to the
last interface pixel, book font, metal finish, or drum beat. It all
matters. And much of it can come from questioning users
directly. The trouble is that this is where we tend to spend
nearly all of our "listen to users" effort. We field complaints,
solicit feedback, and accept customer requests. In other words,
we focus on the trees and miss the forest.

Why not become "user naturalists" and find out what really
makes our users
inspired/frustrated/motivated /hopeless/passionate? Maybe the
best way to find out what they need and want from our product
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(or from a future product we hope to develop) is by asking about
something other than the product. Maybe they say they're
satisfied with our product (or the category of products in which
ours belongs), but we need to ask if they're satisfied with the
very nature of what they're using our product for. Maybe asking
about their favorite hobbies--the things they are passionate
about--can help shine a light toward a new feature or capability
(a new slider) we hadn't previously imagined. One that nobody
ever associated with this type of product or service.

While we can still ask why they chose the blue button, we must
understand that if we tell them in advance that they'll need to
explain their choice, that knowledge could change the outcome.
It might cause them to click the blue button when they would
have clicked the green one! When you collapse the wave
function, make sure that what you get is not simply what you
caused by looking. : )

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/the_quantu
m_mec.html
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BrainDeath by Micromanagement:
The Zombie Function

By Kathy Sierra on December 26, 2005

The Zombie Function
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The most important function for a manager is X = -Y, where X is
employee brain use and Y is degree of management. To use the
horse whisperer's advice, The more you use your reins, the less
they'll use their brains."

If you asked 100 managers which they'd prefer--employees who
think, or mindless zombies who respond only (and exactly) as
ordered, you'd get 100 responses of, "What a ridiculous
question. We hire smart people and stay out of their way so they
can do their jobs." And if you asked 100 managers to define
their management style, none would claim to be
micromanagers. Probe deeper, though, and the truth begins to
emerge.
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Ask managers if their direct reports can make decisions as well
as the manager can, and they hesitate. Ask if the manager could
step in at a moment's notice and perform the employee's job,
and too many managers would say--with pride--"yes."

Do you have a micromanager? Are you a micromanager? Are all
micromanagers clueless or and/or evil? Of course not. Most
micromanagers I've known (or had) were driven by one or both
of the following:

1) Not enough time

Taking the time to give employees the same data, knowledge,
and skills needed to do things right can be a luxury many
managers just can't afford. Or so they think. While it's oh so
tempting to just step in and DO IT, micromanagement doesn't
scale. Better to:

Take the time it takes [now] so it takes less time

[later]."”

2) Concern for quality

Micromanagers often believe that they know more, and more
importantly -- care more. Often they're right. But it's a
downward spiral--

Micromanagement creates zombies.

Of course micromanagers don't actually create zombies--they
simply inspire (or force) zombieism on the job. Follow those
work zombies home, and their zombiness vanishes. Thier eyes
light up, their brain kicks in, and their passion for playing with
their kids, championing a cause, or just playing their favorite
after-work hobby emerges. You see the side of them that
micromanagement crushes.

Do you have a micromanager?

Or are you a micromanager? If you demonstrate any of these
seemingly admirable qualities, there's a big clue that you might
be making zombies.

1) Do you pride yourself on being "on top of" the projects or your
direct reports? Do you have a solid grasp of the details of every
project?

2) Do you believe that you could perform most of the tasks of
your direct reports, and potentially do a better job?
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3) Do you pride yourself on frequent communication with your
employees? Does that communication include asking them for
detailed status reports and updates?

3) Do you believe that being a manager means that you have
more knowledge and skills than your employees, and thus are
better equipped to make decisions?

4) Do you believe that you care about things (quality, deadlines,
etc.) more than your employees?

Answering even a weak "yes" to any one of these might mean
you either are--or are in danger of becoming--a micromanager.
And once you go down that road, it's tough to return. A quote
from Dune (can't remember exactly) applies here, and goes
something like:

"Be careful of every order you give. Once you give an order on a
particular topic, you are responsible for alwways giving orders on
that topic."

What can you do if you have--or are--a micromanager?

Admit it, and deal with the two driving forces: concern for
quality, and need for speed. Take the time it takes today. Invest
in the time and training to give your employees whatever they
need to make the decisions or complete the tasks you find
yourself needing (or wanting) to do. And if caring is the big
concern, well, you get what you create. If you treat employees
like zombies, then zombies is exactly what you'll get. Sometimes
all it takes is giving people a chance to develop more skill and
knowledge, the space to use their brains, and a worthwhile
challenge.

"But, but, but--they don't care as much as I do -- that's why I'm
the manager and they're not." Bulls***. You might be the
manager simply because you wanted to be a manager. Nothing
wrong with that, but it doesn't necessarily mean you're better at
the job than those you manage. It might even mean you're
simply better at the details and support work than the actual
work.

The companies I love to hate are those that allow only a single
career path--the "management track". One of the things I liked
about Sun was that Scott McNealy made a clear distinction
between "Individual Contributors" and "Managers", and didn't
penalize those who wanted to be--and stay--kick ass individual
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contributors. Sun knew the value of not taking their brightest
engineers and forcing them to choose between doing what they
love vs. moving up the pay scale. Both tracks were recognized
and rewarded. (Of course, when the bubble burst, all bets were
off...)

Doing everything right doesn't guarantee passionate users, but if
we--or those we manage--don't have passion, how can we expect
to inspire our users?

And here's a parting thought... this obviously doesn't apply only
to employees. What about parents who micromanage their kids?
Teachers who micromanage their students? Ministers who
micromanage their memebers? Political leaders who
micromanage their, well, us? Or what about developers who
micromanage their users? Hmmm....

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/braindeath_
by_m.html
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The hi-res user experience

By Kathy Sierra on December 30, 2005

Learning increases resolution

Hmmm... should I have the 1986
Chateau Mouton-Rothschild? Its
saturated ruby color is followed by
sumptuous aromas of cedar wood,
creme de cassis, wood smoke,
coffee, and dried herbs, with a
subdued bouquet of minerals and
celestial blackeurrants. And of
course the tannin suggests more
subtle nuances...

Hmmm... should I
have red or white
tonight? I think
red goes better
with hamburgers...

Before

Learning music changes music. Learning about wine changes
wine. Learning about Buddhism changes Buddhism. And
learning Excel changes Excel. If we want passionate users, we
might not have to change our products--we have to change how
our users experience them. And that change does not necessarily
come from product design, development, and especially
marketing. It comes from helping users learn.

Learning adds resolution to what you offer. And the change
happens not within the product, but between the user's ears.
The more you help your users learn and improve, the greater the
chance that they'll become passionate.

What does it mean to say that someone is passionate about
something? It's a lot like discussing porn--there's no clear
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definition, but you know it when you see it. Nobody refers to the
guy who knows just two types of wine--red or white--as
"passionate about wine." But the movie Sideways was about
people who were passionate about wine. The point was not that
they drank a lot of wine (although in the movie, they definitely
did), but that they knew so much about it. They knew
enough to appreciate and enjoy subtleties that are
virtually inaccessible to everyone else.

It's the same way with classical or jazz music--learning about the
music changes the music. What the music expert hears has
more notes, more instruments, more syncopation... than what I
hear when I listen to the same piece. Of course I don't mean the
music technically changes, but if the way we experience it shifts,
it is AS IF the music itself shifts.

And it's not just for hobbies. Think about a spreadsheet, for
example. Joe Excel User can do the basics--calculations, pie
charts, bar graphs, some reports. To Joe Excel User, the
software is a tool for doing spreadsheets. But imagine Joe were
to learn the deeper power and subtleties of not just the app
itself, but the way in which the app could be used as, say, a
modeling and simulation tool. For Joe, now, the software itself
has transformed from a spreadsheet tool to a modeling and
simulation tool. More importantly, the way Joe thinks as he
uses the software also changes. Rather than approaching a
session with Excel as a way to crunch some numbers, he sees it
as a way to do predictions, forecasts, and systems thinking.

People are not passionate about things they know nothing
about. They may be interested. They may spend money. But
without the enhanced skill and knowledge that adds resolution,
there is no real passion. At least not the kind we talk about (and
aim for) here--the kind of passion we talk about when we say,
"He is passionate about photography" or "She is passionate
about animal rights" or even, "He is passionate about his Mac."

And a passion for one thing can spill over into a passion for life
itself. And for many people, the loss of passion/desire for once-
loved things is a clear symptom of clinical depression. For writer
Larry McMurtry, the loss of passion for books (he's an
antiquarian book collector when he isn't writing novels and
screenplays) was one of the worst parts of the post-heart-
surgery depression he experienced a decade ago. He simply
stopped feeling that feeling. Books changed back--back to that
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state the non-book-passionate experience--and were simply old
books. Fortunately, McMurtry recovered and regained his
passion for books.

So, what can you change for people? Or rather, what can you
help others change for themselves? How can you increase the
resolution of the products and services you offer--without
touching the products? That doesn't mean you can take any old
piece of crap and by teaching people to become expert,
magically transform it into a work of art. But if there's potential
for a richer experience--an experience the non-passionate don't
see, taste, hear, feel, smell, touch, or ever recognize...why not
see if there's a way to help more people experience that?

And since I believe that passion requires learning, and that
means we all have to become better "learning experience
designers”, I'm working on a big "crash course in the latest
learning theory" post that summarizes most of the key
principles, in one place (with pictures : )

2005 may be the year HD finally arrived for TV and video, I
hope 2006 is the year of HD User Experiences. And it's up to us
to make that happen.

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_users/2005/12/the_hites_us
er_.html
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If pets could design user
experiences...

By Kathy Sierra on January 2, 2006

This is a photo I took at Foo Camp of Caterina Fake's dog, Dos

Pesos, while I watched him playing with blades of grass,
imaginary objects, and Caterina. A few days ago, Caterina
(whom many of you know as a co-founder of FlickR) posted a
quote from Johann Huizinga, from Homo Ludens that included:

"We have only to watch young dogs to see that all the
essentials of human play are present in their merry
gambols. They invite one another to play by a certain
ceremoniousness of attitude and gesture. They keep to the
rule that you shall not bite, or not bite hard, your
brother's ear...

Here we have at once a very important point: even in its
simplest forms on the animal level, play is more than a
mere pysiological phenomenon or a psychological reflex.
It goes beyond the confines of purely physical or purely
biological activity. It is a significant function--that is to
say, there is some sense to it. In play there is something
"at play" which transcends the immediate needs of life
and imparts meaning to the action. All play means
something."”
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When I saw this, I realized I left out perhaps the most important
goal for 2006--upping the FUN slider!

We talked about this recently in never underestimate the power
of fun, but I think it's a good thought for starting the new year
on a more playful tone--and I mean playful for our users. And
maybe the best teachers are our pets.

For most animals, it's almost impossible to separate play from
learning. They're virtually the same thing. It's not just about
having fun. Animals use play to develop physical and social
skills, but they continue to play throughout their lives.
Remember, the experience of "fun" floods the brain with good
drugs. The neurochemistry of fun (and "fun" doesn't have to
mean "funny", in the way that chess is fun but not funny) tells
the brain to pay attention, engage, and remember. We're all
hard-wired for this.

What can we do to bring more joy, fun, and flow into the lives of
our users? Obviously the answer depends heavily on the kind of
product or service or cause you support, but there will always be
something we can add, subtract, or change to make our user's
experience feel a little less like work and a little more like play.
(For some of us, it could be as simple as a few fine-grained user
treats).

http:/ /headrush.typepad.com/creating_passionate_usets/2006/01/if_pets_coul
d_d.html
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Crash course in learning theory
By Kathy Sierra on January 3, 2006

One formula (of many) for a successful blog is to create a
"learning blog". A blog that shares what you know, to help
others. Even--or especially--if that means giving away your
"secrets". Teaching people to do what you do is one of the best
ways we know to grow an audience--an audience of users you
want to help.

It's what I try to do here because--let's face it--you're just not
that into me ; ) But I assume (since you're reading this blog) that
you ARE into helping your users kick ass. So to make content
that's worth your time and attention, I try to make this a
learning blog. I reckon y'all could not care less what I had for
dinner, who I ate with, or what I think about the latest
headlines.

So, as promised in an earlier post, here's a crash course on some
of our favorite learning techniques gleaned from cognitive
science, learning theory, neuroscience, psychology, and
entertainment (including game design). Much of it is based
around courses I designed and taught at UCLA Extension's New
Media/Entertainment Studies department. This is the long
version, and my next post will be just the bullet points with the
pictures--as a kind of quick visual summary.

This is not a comprehensive look at the state of learning theory
today, but it does include almost everything we think about in
creating our books. And although it's geared toward
blogs/writing virtually everything in here applies regardless of
how you deliver the learning--you can easily adapt it to
prentations, user documentation, or classroom learning. And
remember, this is a BLOG, so don't expect academic rigor ; ) but
I do have references, so leave a comment if there's something in
particular you want.

Crash Course in Learning Theory

The long version...
Talk to the brain first, mind second.

Even if a learner is personally motivated to learn a topic, if the
learning content itself isn't motivating, the learner's brain will
do everything possible to look for something more interesting.
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This applies to both getting and keeping attention, as well as
memory. Remember, you can't do anything until you get past
the brain's crap filter! And to the brain, a dry, dull, academic
explanation is definitely CRAP (regardless of how much your
mind cares about the topic).

Learning is not a one-way "push'" model.

‘Iyo\m-l—edﬁ

Knowledge

Learners are not "empty vessels" waiting to be filled with
content pushed into it by an expert, blogger, author, etc.
Learning is something that happens between the learner's ears--
it's a form of co-creation between the learner and the learning
experience. You can't create new pathways in someone's head...
your job is to create an environment where the chances of the
learner "getting it" in the way that you intend are as high as
possible.

Provide a meaningful benefit for each topic, in the
form of "why you should care about this" scenario.
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Learning is much more effective if the learner's brain knows why
what you're about to talk about matters. The benefit and/or
reason why you should learn something needs to come before
the actual content. Otherwise, the learner's brain gets to the end
of what you're telling them and says, "Oh, NOW you tell me. If
you'd said that earlier, I would have paid more attention..." This
process of not-paying-attention is not completely within the
learner's conscious control so, like I said, even if the person is
motivated to learn this thing, their brain can still tune out
during specific parts that don't start with a compelling benefit.

To find a "meaningful benefit", play the "Why? Who Cares? So
What?" game with someone else. Describe the thing you're
trying to explain, to which the other person asks, "Why?"
Provide an answer, to which the person then asks, "Who cares?".
Provide an answer, to which the person asks, "So?" At this point,
when you're nearly ready to kill them for not getting it, you
probably have the thing you should have said instead of
whatever you said first (and second). The most compelling and
motivating reason/benefit is almost always the thing you say
only after you've answered at least three "Yeah, but WHY do I
care?" questions.

Use visuals!

We are all visual creatures, and the brian can process visual
information far more efficiently than words. These pictures can
come in many forms:

* Info graphic or diagram

* Visual metaphor

* Picture of the thing being described, with annotations
* Picture of the end state

* Picture designed to create attention and recall
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Use redundancy to increase understanding and

retention.
Foo
- l"ll"-l.'r ane

= buller rwe

FUD = huller three

Foo Case Study:

The ABC companay liad a severs
problem with inventory using
Bar, The CIC knew the switcl
o Faein would be especially hard

for the developers of the XY

Redundancy doesn't mean repetition--it means "say the same
thing again, but differently." And "differently" can mean:

* From a different perspective.

* Using a different information channel (channels include things
like Graphics, Examples, Prose explanations, step-by-step
instruction/tutorial, case studies, exercises, summaries, bullet
points, commentary, devil's advocate, Q & A, personal POV, etc.)

Also, the more senses you engage, the greater the
potential for retention and recall. Even having a bowl of
just-popped popcorn or the smell of freshly-baked cookies while
learning, can make a difference. Bummer about web-delivered
content, though...

Being terse is good for a reference document, but deadly in
learning content. The best learning experience considers the
way you'd learn that particular thing in real life -- but offers it in
a safe, simulated, compressed form. Real-life learning is never
terse; it's choas and confusion punctuated with moments of
insight ("Ah-ha!") and clarity. It's a wave, not a straight line. A
learning blog, book, or classroom shouldn't try to straighten it
out!
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Maintain interest with variety and surprise.

Surprise = ?ow:r-Ful leavning

Weak Learning powerful

Surprise Predictability Expected

Use conversational language.

Conversational writing kicks
FORMAL WRITING'S ass.

The brain pays more attention when it thinks it's in a
conversation and must "hold up its end." And there's evidence
that suggests your brain behaves this way even if the
"conversation" is between a human (you) and a book or
computer screen (or lecture).

Use mistakes, failures, and counter-intuitive WTF?

4 L

People usually learn much more from failures than from being
shown everything working correctly or as expected.
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The most memorable learning experiences are usually those
where things are going along fine, making sense, etc. when you
suddenly slam into something that goes terribly wrong.
Describing the things that do NOT work is often more effective
than showing how things DO work. (We call this the "WTF
learning principle").

But showing is even better than describing. And even better
than showing is letting the learner experience. Take the learner
down a garden path where everything makes p