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B O X  O F  L E S S  
 
 
 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
Thank you for purchasing The Laws of Subtraction: 6 
Simple Rules for Winning in the Age of Excess Everything. I 
can’t tell you how much I appreciate it! 
 
I have put together a playbook for your personal exploration 
of the art and discipline of subtraction. 
 
The exercises and activities are organized and aligned to the 
six laws of subtraction. There is no order or directions for 
use, other than pick and choose the things that call to you. 
Choose as many or as few as you wish. There is enough 
material to keep you busy for quite some time, should you 
decide to tackle the entire collection. 
 
With any luck you’ll find the kind of inspiration that the 
contributors to The Laws of Subtraction have found. 
 
Embrace it. Enjoy it. Let me know what you learn. 
 
All the very best! 
 
Matt 
 
Matt.May@EditInnovation.com 
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B O X  O F  L E S S  

 

1  

W h a t  I s n ’ t  T h e r e  C a n  O f t e n  T r u m p  W h a t  I s  

 

2  

T h e  S i m p l e s t  R u l e s  C r e a t e  T h e  M o s t  E f f e c t i v e  E x p e r i e n c e  

 

3  

L i m i t i n g  I n f o r m a t i o n  E n g a g e s  T h e  I m a g i n a t i o n  

 

4  

C r e a t i v i t y  T h r i v e s  U n d e r  I n t e l l i g e n t  C o n s t r a i n t s  

 

5  

B r e a k  I s  T h e  I m p o r t a n t  P a r t  o f  B r e a k t h r o u g h  

 

6  

D o i n g  S o m e t h i n g  I s n ’ t  A l w a y s  B e t t e r  T h a n  D o i n g  N o t h i n g  
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Dive Into Negative Space. 

To get a better sense of white or negative space, it helps to go a little deeper 

into the techniques designers use to enhance their visual presentations. Visit 

these sites to broaden and deepen your knowledge of design principles at 

work, including Gestalt principles and the concept of Ma. 

1. Visit Lindon Leader’s website and look at his portfolio of work at: 

http://www.leadercreative.com/work/ 

2. Read the series of blog posts by designer Andy Rutledge at: 

www.andyrutledge.com/gestalt-principles-1-figure-ground-

relationship.php 

3. Read the blog on “Whitespace” by designer Mark Boulton at: 

http://www.alistapart.com/articles/whitespace 

4. Take the short online tutorial on Gestalt principles available at: 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/#9 

5. Read “Negative Space in Webpage Layouts: A Guide” by web 

designer Joshua Johnson at: 

http://sixrevisions.com/web_design/negative-space-in-webpage-

layouts-a-guide/ 

6. Read “On Hydrogen Jukeboxes and The Uses of Not” at: 

http://almostdorothy.wordpress.com/tag/ma-negative-space/ 

7. Read “11 Reasons Why White Spaces Are Good in Graphic Design” 

at: http://naldzgraphics.net/design-2/11-reasons-why-white-spaces-

are-good-in-graphic-design/ 

8. Read “Ma: The Concept of In-Between” at: 

http://3rdlifekaidie.com/2009/12/in-between-1/ 

9. Click through the many beautiful images on the topic of Ma at: 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/ealac/V3613/ma/index.html 

10. Appreciate the art of modern illustrator Michal Lisowski at: 

http://lookslikegooddesign.com/illu-michal-lisowski/#more-11997 
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Create a Negative Space Graphic. 

When I developed the proposal for The Laws of Subtraction, I created a title 

page using a negative space technique: 

 
 

 
 
 

Try your hand at creating a negative space graphic that carries subtle meaning 

using these three common symbols and a word processing, page layout, or 

design software program. (Software such as Microsoft Word, Adobe 

InDesign, Adobe Illustrator, and Quark Xpress will all work well.)  

<     >      = 
 Experiment with typeface sizes, styles, and spacing. You should be able to 

come up with something not unlike what Lindon Leader might create.  

Compare your creation with what I did, by visiting: 

http://matthewemay.com/2011/08/10/how-i-created-a-negative-space-logo 

 

Explore This Koan. 

A Zen Koan is a philosophical statement, parable, fable, or question, meant to 

provoke thought, learning, and creativity. I cannot be understood by linear or 

rational thinking but requires a bit of imagination and intuition. Try your hand 

at explaining one of my favorites. 

 

It is the space between the bars that hold the tiger. 
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Learn To Squint. 

To create the illusion you see at the beginning of the chapter, I used a 

technique I call squint. Squint has become a go-to technique in nearly 

everything I attempt, no matter what the activity may be. Sometimes it’s a 

literal squint, sometimes it’s a figurative one. For example, when I’m involved 

in developing strategy, it’s squint of sorts that helps me see the bigger picture; 

when I’m prioritizing goals and plans, it helps me focus; when I’m the throes 

of execution—writing, speaking, coaching—it helps me create visual and 

verbal flow. I began using  and developing my ability to squint after John 

Maeda mentioned it in his book The Laws of Simplicity. Here’s John:  

 

“The best designers in the world all squint when they look at something. They 

squint to see the forest from the trees—to find the right balance. Squint at the 

world. You will see, by seeing less.” 

	  

Watch	  These	  Videos.	  

“Introducing the iPhone.”  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6uW-E496FXg 

This January 2007 presentation of the original iPhone remains one of the more 

mesmerizing talks the late Apple CEO Steve Jobs. It is a master class in 

applying subtractive technology design. While the iPhone dazzled the 

audience, it was what they didn’t see that took them by surprise, and even 

shocked them. Jobs had removed the one physical feature that every phone in 

the world shared: the keypad. In fact, there was no thumbwheel, no stylus, no 

buttons to punch, dial, click, or scroll, except a single home button. Even by 

Apple design standards, long known to honor clean and aesthetically pleasing 

lines, the iPhone had the sparest design ever conceived. 
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“The Fundamental Elements of Design.”  

http://vimeo.com/32944253 

This video by motion designer/animator Erica Gorochow will take you less 

than three minutes, show you all you need to know about great design, and 

according to one commenter, “save you $25,000 in tuition.” 

 

“The Concept of “Ma” in Japanese Life & Culture.”  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VI0xgxCOf8E 

Hear Isao Tsujimoto, former Director General of The Japan Foundation, 

describe Ma. The quote by him earlier in the chapter is taken from this short 

explanation. 

 

Tamasaburo “Orochi” (Great Serpent). 

Part 1: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nm_u9qOfE7g 

Part 2: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JnYrH4uzzAU 

Part 3: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7PnT7EJLGjI 

Watching this beautiful performance will give you a better sense, and perhaps 

an appreciation for, Ma. As you become more aware of the silence and pauses, 

you will begin to understand the connective role of emptiness. 

 

See These Films. 

The Artist (2011).  

Film critic Chris Tookey of The Daily Mail says it best: “The Artist is — and I 

don’t write these words more than once every decade — a work of genius: 

witty, sophisticated and blessedly original. It is moving, charming and funny. 

It’s one of the most touching, feelgood celebrations of love: love between the 

sexes, love between man and dog, and love of cinema. Oh, and it’s silent. And 

in black and white. Please don’t let either of these eccentricities put you off.” 
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Into Great Silence (2005).  

New York Times critic A. O. Scott sums the movie up this way: “The 

Carthusian monks who are the subjects of Philip Gröning’s documentary Into 

Great Silence do not, as the film’s title suggests, have a great deal to say. 

Living in a light-filled stone charterhouse (as the order’s monasteries are 

called) in a picturesque valley in the French Alps, they bind themselves to a 

vow not of literal silence but of extreme reticence. They pray and sing aloud, 

alone and together, and once a week the elders take an outdoor stroll during 

which some chatting is permitted. The idea of removing yourself entirely from 

the world is a radical one, and Mr. Gröning approaches it with fascination and 

a measure of awe. You surrender to “Into Great Silence” as you would to a 

piece of music, noting the repetitions and variations, encountering surprises 

just when you think you’ve figured out the pattern. By the end, what you have 

learned is impossible to sum up, but your sense of the world is nonetheless 

perceptibly altered.” 

Lisa Fields, a film lover from North Carolina, comments on the Scott review: 

“I frankly find so many movies boring. I loved every minute of this amazing 

piece of art. It actually felt as if I was looking into the most beautiful painting 

as we traveled through each frame. The light, focus, natural sounds were so 

moving and so well crafted together. The passion, craft and actual 

commitment to live with these monks for six months is what it must have 

taken to create such a truly amazing documentary.” 

 

The Graduate (1967).  

One of my favorite move scenes of all time is the one in which young college 

graduate Ben Bradford (played by Dustin Hoffman) plunges into the 

swimming pool clad in full scuba gear, speargun and all, and remains 

submerged at the bottom, contemplating his so-called life. There is no 

dialogue, no narration, no music…only the sound of Ben’s breathing. Because  
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of what came before in the film, there’s context enough to interpret what the 

character is thinking and feeling. The scene remains open to our 

interpretation, and we’re allowed to inject our own personal experiences and 

emotions into the inaction. According to film critic Joe Morgenstern, the two-

minute long silent scene ranks among the most indelible and ingenious in 

cinema history. 

 

 

Practice Your Genchi Genbutsu (go look, go see). 

Remember: observe first, design second.  

The ability to survive and thrive in complexity lies in our ability to make 

sense of it, and to craft elegant solutions and stories through the tools and 

skills at our disposal. But to do that, we must become better observers, better 

fact-finders, and better detectives. To become better detectives, do what New 

York’s finest do: analyze paintings. 

New York Police Department Assistant Chief Diana Pizzuti says, “In New 

York, the extraordinary is so ordinary to us, we’re always looking to become 

even more aware as observers.” NYPD sends newly-minted detectives to the 

Frick Museum in Manhattan. The technique isn’t as strange as it first appears. 

Solving crimes successfully requires careful attention to both detail and the 

bigger picture in order to find the connections and patterns between seemingly 

unconnected clues. 

Here’s how it works: Frick Museum educators coach detectives on how to 

examine a painting in detail. Examination time is limited to simulate the initial 

scan and quick analysis required when arriving at an actual crime scene. The 

process is one first of observation and description, moving from foreground to 

background, followed by analysis and conclusion. How does that apply to 

assessing a crime scene? By widening the circle of observation to include a  
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broader perimeter, detectives consider a wider range of clue sources to 

examine.  

 

Exercise (15 minutes): 

Now you try it! You will use one of the introductory paintings used by the 

NYPD: Johanne Vermeer’s “Mistress and Maid.” Grab a pad of paper and 

something to write with, then follow these steps, limiting yourself to just 15 

minutes: 

 

Step 1: Find the painting.  

Search online for a suitable image by Googling “Johanne Vermeer Mistress 

and Maid.” You’ll find many. Select one you can view easily and clearly. 

Notice that half the painting is seemingly empty space. 

Step 2: Describe the painting.  

Scrutinize it. Working from the foreground to the background, describe in 

detail what you see. Refrain from interpreting or concluding. Your goal is to 

simply record the facts on paper—take good notes and write down everything 

you see. 

Step 3: Inquire within.  

Ask and answer who, what, where, when, how, and why of the piece. Who are 

the people? What is their story? What are they doing and why? Where is the 

scene taking place? 

Step 4: Draw conclusions.  

Based on your description and inquiry, use your notes and answers to Step 3 

to weave a story. 

 

If you completed steps 3 and 4, your genchi genbutsu is incomplete. There are 

enough facts in this painting (well over 50 details) to consume the entire 15 

minutes. In workshops I facilitate, I find that most people find it very difficult  
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to refrain from drawing conclusions, choosing to move into Steps 3 and 4 

after just a few minutes. 

Observe first…meticulously. Then, and only, design a solution. 

 

Go back to Step 2 and work until you have exhausted the facts. Then try your 

hand at the remaining steps. My bet is you will come to a conclusion than you 

did the first time around. 

  

 

Own (and Devour) These 3 Books. 

These are books you want the physical version of. They are visually stunning 

and rich with meaning. Own them, devour them, and let them live you. 

 
Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu, translated by Gia-Fu Feng and Jane English.  

The Tao Te Ching is a very short book of 81 “chapters,” which are in reality 

short verses or poems, written by Lao Tzu, circa 600 B.C. There is a lifetime 

of wisdom and meaning in this little book. Many translations exist, but I 

prefer the beauty and clarity of this one, which has never been out of print 

since its publication in 1973. The English translation is spare, simple, and 

pure. The calligraphy is exquisite and elegant. The black and white 

photographs are beautiful. Each chapter gets its own spread that holds all three 

elements, yet you will be surprised by the ample emptiness or whitespace of 

the layout.  

The Amazon review reads: “Scholars say that the original Tao Te Ching is a 

poem. Like a poem, this version of the Tao Te Ching is not meant to be read in 

one breath from front to back, but is to be at intervals internalized and 

contemplated. Jane English's haunting black-and-white photos that undulate 

in and out on every page act as glycerin elixirs, helping the words slide into 

our souls for patient digestion. The photographs--of a glistening spider web,  
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cloud-enveloped mountain tops, reflections on water, leaves in the sunlight--

are as serenely lyrical as the ancient text, itself.” 

 

A Pattern Language by Christopher Alexander.  

I was introduced to this 35-year old, 1200-page classic by architect Sarah 

Susanka, author of The Not So Big House series. There is no better word for it 

than seminal. It has become my handbook for explaining many of the patterns 

in life. In fact, I would say it has changed my life. Christopher Alexander is a 

noted architectural design theorist, professor at the University of California, 

Berkeley. Alexander reasoned that users know more about the kind of 

building they need than any architect could, and he set out over the course of a 

decade to discover and validate the timeless principles inherent in the most 

enduring structures and spaces, irrespective of scale.  

Gathering input from international students and faculty, Alexander conducted 

an in-depth global survey of the design principles of architecture, from city 

plans down to individual rooms. He identified some 250 patterns, and 

rendered them in the book in a truly elegant way. The patterns have distinct 

ties to the fractal patterns of nature. For example, many of the medieval towns 

and cities Alexander observed are visually pleasing, balanced, and 

harmonious in design, with rooms in houses similar in pattern to the larger 

home, and buildings similar in pattern to the overall city, something he 

explained by noting that they were not built to a central plan, but to local 

building codes that mandated a few required features, but freed the builder to 

interpret them and adapt them to the specific situation as desired and 

appropriate. In another pattern, Alexander maintained that above four stories, 

people lose connection with the street below, so if you want a vibrant village, 

a simple rule is to limit building height to four levels.  
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Alexander has designed and built more than two hundred buildings on five 

continents, many of which lay the groundwork of a new form of architecture, 

which looks far into the future, yet has roots in ancient traditions. Much of his 

work has been based on inventions in technology, including, especially, 

inventions in concrete, shell design, and contracting procedures needed to 

attain what he terms “a living architecture.” He is the founder of the Center 

for Environmental Structure, father of the Pattern Language movement in 

computer science, and chairman of PatternLanguage.com. 

 

Escher: Visions of Symmetry by Doris Schattschneider.  

You’ve seen an Escher work…everyone has. They captivate you. They are 

filled with symmetrical, interlocking, patterned, fractal images that repeat 

forever and use negative space in way that plays with your mind, and about all 

you can do is ask, “How did he do that?” That’s the very question 

mathematician Doris Schattschneider asks in this sweeping of the works of M. 

C. Escher.  

Who is Escher? Only one of Google’s top five most requested artists. In fact, 

and in tribute, on June 17, 2003, Google made a birthday salute to Escher with 

the OO in the Google logo replaced by a hand emerging from each O to draw 

the other O. If you clicked on the OO, Google would take you to a page of 

postage-stamp size images of Escher works, each one linked to a website 

containing that particular image. That day, the official Escher website server 

crashed under the millions of hits to the site. 
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There’s a penetrating Foreword entitled “Patterns That Haunt The Mind,” by 

Douglas Hofstadter, the Pulitzer prize-winning author whom Wired magazine  

once called "the most remarkable researcher in artificial intelligence today.” 

There is an illustrated Epilogue by Schattschneider that reveals new 

information about Escher’s inspiration and show how his ideas of symmetry 

have influenced mathematicians, computer scientists, and contemporary 

artists. According to New Scientist, “Many books have been written about 

Escher’s art. None has approached Visions of Symmetry for its scope, scale 

and sumptuousness. The sheer beauty and ingenuity of the pictures keep you 

turning the pages as though the book were a collection of detective stories 

whose plots are brilliantly organized patterns.” 

 

	  

Ask	  and	  Answer	  These	  3	  Questions	  (over	  and	  over	  again).	  

Give these three deceptively simple questions at hand for whatever you are 

involved in. Ask them over and over again before you launch or execute what 

you think might be your final solution. You will surprise yourself with the 

changes you make. 

 

1. What would my customers love for me to eliminate or reduce or stop 

adding?  

 

2. What is it that my competition would struggle with if I were to cease?  

 

3. What would those who matter most love for me to stop doing? 
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B O X  O F  L E S S  

 

1  

W h a t  I s n ’ t  T h e r e  C a n  O f t e n  T r u m p  W h a t  I s  

 

2  

T h e  S i m p l e s t  R u l e s  C r e a t e  T h e  M o s t  E f f e c t i v e  E x p e r i e n c e  

 

3  

L i m i t i n g  I n f o r m a t i o n  E n g a g e s  T h e  I m a g i n a t i o n  

 

4  

C r e a t i v i t y  T h r i v e s  U n d e r  I n t e l l i g e n t  C o n s t r a i n t s  

 

5  

B r e a k  I s  T h e  I m p o r t a n t  P a r t  o f  B r e a k t h r o u g h  

 

6  

D o i n g  S o m e t h i n g  I s n ’ t  A l w a y s  B e t t e r  T h a n  D o i n g  N o t h i n g  

 



 

     The Laws of Subtraction: Box of Less            ©Copyright 2012. Matthew E. May                               16 

 

Learn to Play Sudoku. 

In 2005, the World Puzzle Federation had declared Sudoku the number one 

logic puzzle in the world. In 2006, Italy hosted the first World Sudoku 

Championship, with teams from around the world participating. Being the 

champion in one’s own country is tough enough, but the competition in these 

international games is even more fierce. 

Will Shortz, the famed crossword puzzle editor for the New York Times and 

the only person in the world with a degree in enigmatology (the study of 

codes and puzzles), describes himself as a Sudoku “addict.” By the end of 

2006, Sudoku was a worldwide craze, with millions playing it daily. 

 Sudoku is subtractive by design. The Sudoku puzzle designer crafts a 

complete solution and then symmetrically subtracts filled-in squares to arrive 

at the starting grid, which is predominantly empty. Sudoku could not be easier 

to learn: you do not even need to know how to count, its one rule can be 

explained in a single sentence, it takes but a minute to grasp, and it is 

universal in nature (unlike crossword puzzles, which are knowledge-based as 

well as language-specific) because the numbers are just symbols. And yet, the 

underlying complexity behind the logic needed to solve a Sudoku puzzle can 

be incredibly challenging. 

 Sudoku is a great example of 

how the simplest rules create the 

most effective experience. 
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Explore Shared Space Design. 

1. Read “Roads Gone Wild,” by Tom McNichol, in Wired, available online 

at www.wired.com/wired/archive/12.12/traffic.html. 

2. View “Roads Unfit For People,” at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lBcz-Y8lqOg 

3. Watch Ben Hamilton-Baillie’s talks and videos:  

• “Myth: Ambiguity Has No Place On Our Roads” at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kIvV0HJLH9U 

• “Introduction to Shared Space, Part 1” at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RLfasxqhBNU 

• “Introduction to Shared Space, Part 2” at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wuxMuMrXUJk 

Then visit the website of Hamilton-Baillie Associates 

(http://www.hamilton-baillie.co.uk). Click the Publications and Media link 

to: 

• Download and read “Villages and Rural Traffic.” 

• Download and read “Exhibition Road Update.” 

• Download and read “The Traffic Guru—A Profile of Hans 

Monderman. 

4. A number of videos of shared space all over the world are available on 

YouTube. Search for “Traffic Monderman” and “Shared Space.” Start 

here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=21uZ0eQA35c. Many people 

believe shared space wouldn’t work in places like hypertraffic areas 

such as Cairo and India, due to “culture.” Here’s a video showing how it 

works well in India: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RjrEQaG5jPM. 

5. Visit the website of Exhibition Road: 

http://www.rbkc.gov.uk/subsites/exhibitionroad.aspx 
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6. Check out these sites/blogs: 

• Streetsblog: http://www.streetsblog.org/ 

• Project for Public Spaces: http://www.pps.org 

• World Streets: http://worldstreets.wordpress.com/ 

 

 

Read About the Montana Paradox. 

In December 1995, the state of Montana reverted to its pre-1975 highway 

speed standard of “reasonable and prudent,” similar to the German Autobahn, 

which meant that speed limits were not based on numerical maximums, but on 

flow management by what motorists considered safe for the prevailing 

conditions. For the next five years, with no form of speed limit on its rural 

primary highways, Montana recorded its lowest fatality rates in -twenty--five 

years. At the same time, however, the Montana State Police interpreted the 

standard in a manner inconsistent with the intent and chose to enforce ad hoc 

an 80–90 mph limit.  

During the challenge of a ticket issued for a speed over that unofficial limit, 

the Montana Supreme Court declared the “reasonable and prudent” standard 

unconstitutional on the basis of ambiguity and uncertainty. In 2000, Montana 

reinstituted the National Maximum Speed Limit, and that year saw a 111 

percent increase in road fatalities. During the next two years, Montana 

recorded -all--time record highs in road fatalities. 

What the Montana Paradox reinforces is that by attempting to control what 

may already be in balance, we can inadvertently tip things the other way. In 

the rush to create order and organization, we often get the exact opposite of 

the intended, desired effect. 
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Chad Dornsife of the National Motorists Association wrote two important 

articles on the Montana Paradox: “Montana: No Speed -Limit--Safety 

Paradox” (February 11, 2000) and “Fatal Accidents Double on Montana’s  

Interstates” (May 10, 2001). Both can be found on the Association’s Web site, 

http://www.motorists.org. 

 

 

Learn the 5S Way To K.I.S.S. 

"Keep It Simple, Stupid!" aka K.I.S.S., is always easier to say than do. 

Recipes and formulas for simplicity found in books and on blogs are almost as 

popular as fad diets. There's a reason for that: everyone is searching for a way 

to be a little more effective and efficient in their business, work and life. But 

so much of the advice that's given is based on personal opinion, rather than 

wide-ranging, proven success in a business setting. And so much of it fails for 

the same reason diets do: lack of discipline. 

That's why the age-old tool known as "5S" is so effective. Born as a 

disciplined practice inherent to the lean manufacturing process known as the 

Toyota Production System, 5S is the term given to five Japanese words that, 

taken together, provide a comprehensive pathway to workplace simplicity. 

The five principles have been translated into five English words, all starting 

with S as well (to make them easier to remember). I asked Dan Markovitz, 

founder of TimeBack Management (timebackmanagement.com) and author of 

A Factory Of One, to elaborate a bit on 5S. 

Seiri (Sort) "means making decisions about each individual piece 

of information that has accumulated over time—e-mails, files, 

reports, journals, presentations, links to Web sites, and so on. 

Whether you choose actually to use it for a project this week, 

move it to a file for future reference, or toss it, the simple act of  
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deciding what to do with each item can reveal systemic (or 

personal) problems by forcing you to assess how you work." 

Seiton (Straighten) "ensures that critical information can be found 

quickly and easily. This is the wisdom behind a surgeon’s 

instrument tray being laid out precisely the same way every time, 

and the military teaching recruits how to pack their rucksacks: 

When there is an emergency, the surgeon or the soldier cannot 

afford the time to hunt for something in a panic." 

Seiso (Sweep, Shine). "The concept of preventive maintenance 

embedded within seiso is another aspect of 5S that elevates it 

above simple desktop or office organization. Regular attention to 

the information coming into your office ensures that you will 

know if projects are in danger of falling off schedule or whether 

invoices are at risk of not being paid on time—and enables you to 

act before the situation becomes critical." 

Seikatsu (Standardize) "demands the development of a precise 

routine for the most easily controlled element in a chaotic 

environment: cleaning and organizing a workspace. Having a 

system for processing and cleaning up all the information in your 

office means that you will get through the activity faster and with 

a lower risk of missing something." 

Shitsuke (Sustain) may be the hardest part of 5S: having a 

systematic way to keep the first four elements going strong. "The 

deeper value of developing a system for a task like 5S is that it 

acts as a springboard for the development of standard work for 

other areas of your job." 
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"It's helpful to see the five principles laid out in Japanese and English," says 

Dan. So here at a glance are five tried-and-true ways to improve your ability 

to K.I.S.S.! (source: A Factory of One, by Dan Markovitz). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Watch These Videos on Simplicity & Subtraction. 

1. John Maeda on “The Simple Life”, from TED 2007 in Monterey, 

California, available on TED.com at: 

http://www.ted.com/talks/john_maeda_on_the_simple_life.html 

2. Graham Hill on “Less Stuff, More Happiness,” from TED 2011 in Long 

Beach, California, available on TED.com at: 

http://www.ted.com/talks/lang/en/graham_hill_less_stuff_more_happiness

.html  
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3. Garr Reynolds on “Simplicity & The Art of Thinking Differently,” from 

his keynote at the 2009 Citrix “Synergy” Conference, available at: 

http://www.citrix.com/tv/#videos/403 

 

Boldly Go into Open Space. 

You can dive into Open Space Technology, starting with creator Harrison 

Owen’s Open Space World site: http://www.openspaceworld.com/index.htm 

Several videos are worth watching: 

• “Open Space Explanation,” available on YouTube at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i2t3EXflXZk (Stephen Silha, an 

Open Space facilitator, explains how the Open Space meeting method 

works.)  

• “Facilitation of a Complex Business Issue,” available on YouTube at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UTEO9CQe7Mw (This video 

shows the main steps of an Open Space meeting.) 

• “Transition Town,” available on YouTube at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ux_LFjFeCvg (Highlights of an 

Open Space session at the inaugural Transition Network conference in 

Stroud.) 

 

Let Chaos Reign. 

Here are a three quick ways to become familiar with self-organization 

emerging from apparent chaos. 

1. Nick Obolensky’s “Who Needs Leaders?” video described in 

Chapter 2 is not only worth watching, but worth doing with your 
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team. It’s available on YouTube at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=41QKeKQ2O3E 

2. Rachel Emma Silverman’s article in the Wall Street Journal, “Who’s 

the Boss? There Isn’t One,” is a great rundown on leaderless 

organizations. http://on.wsj.com/Lyxq3Y 

3. John Stossel’s 2008 video “Spontaneous Order” is a favorite, and is 

available on YouTube at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XiXs7oBynYA. There is an 

accompanying Op-Ed he penned for the Wall Street Journal, entitled 

“We Don’t Need Anyone to Run the World,” available at 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB122420352554042529.html, as well 

as a follow-up in 2011, called, of course, “Spontaneous Order,” 

available at http://reason.com/archives/2011/02/10/spontaneous-

order. 

 

Burn a Stupid Rule. 

So many of our rules are unnecessary. In fact, they’re stupid. Here’s your 

challenge:  

1. List all the stupid rules that exist in your organization—your 

business, your softball team, your community, your family. Stupid 

has several flavors:  

• Excessive 

• Confusing 

• Wasteful 

• Unnatural 

• Hazardous 

• Hard to use 

• Ugly 

2. Now, burn it. Banish it forever. 
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Read and Own These Books. 

The Laws of Simplicity, by John Maeda (2006). 

From the flap:  

“Finally, we are learning that simplicity equals sanity. We're rebelling against 

technology that's too complicated, DVD players with too many menus, and 

software accompanied by 75-megabyte "read me" manuals. The iPod's clean 

gadgetry has made simplicity hip. But sometimes we find ourselves caught up 

in the simplicity paradox: we want something that's simple and easy to use, 

but also does all the complex things we might ever want it to do. In The Laws 

of Simplicity, John Maeda offers ten laws for balancing simplicity and 

complexity in business, technology, and design--guidelines for needing less 

and actually getting more. Maeda—a professor in MIT's Media Lab and a 

world-renowned graphic designer--explores the question of how we can 

redefine the notion of "improved" so that it doesn't always mean something 

more, something added on.  

Maeda's first law of simplicity is ‘Reduce.’ It's not necessarily beneficial to 

add technology features just because we can. And the features that we do have 

must be organized (Law 2) in a sensible hierarchy so users aren't distracted by 

features and functions they don't need. But simplicity is not less just for the 

sake of less. Skip ahead to Law 9: ‘Failure: Accept the fact that some things 

can never be made simple.’ Maeda's concise guide to simplicity in the digital 

age shows us how this idea can be a cornerstone of organizations and their 

products--how it can drive both business and technology.  

We can learn to simplify without sacrificing comfort and meaning, and we can 

achieve the balance described in Law 10. This law, which Maeda calls ‘The 

One,’ tells us: ‘Simplicity is about subtracting the obvious, and adding the 

meaningful.’" 
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Living With Complexity, by Don Norman (2010). 

From the flap:  

“If only today's technology were simpler! It's the universal lament, but it's 

wrong. We don't want simplicity. Simple tools are not up to the task. The 

world is complex; our tools need to match that complexity. Simplicity turns 

out to be more complex than we thought. In this provocative and informative 

book, Don Norman writes that the complexity of our technology must mirror 

the complexity and richness of our lives. It's not complexity that's the 

problem, it's bad design. Bad design complicates things unnecessarily and 

confuses us. Good design can tame complexity. Norman gives us a crash 

course in the virtues of complexity.  

But even such simple things as salt and pepper shakers, doors, and light 

switches become complicated when we have to deal with many of them, each 

somewhat different. Managing complexity, says Norman, is a partnership. 

Designers have to produce things that tame complexity. But we too have to do 

our part: we have to take the time to learn the structure and practice the skills. 

This is how we mastered reading and writing, driving a car, and playing 

sports, and this is how we can master our complex tools. Complexity is good. 

Simplicity is misleading. The good life is complex, rich, and rewarding--but 

only if it is understandable, sensible, and meaningful.” 

 

Subtraction: Aspects of Essential Design, by Alexander Gelman (2000). 

From the flap:  

“People all over the world are feeling the Information Age strain. Rapid 

advances in communication technologies have brought us to a state of 

constant stimulation and distraction. The millennium is drawing to a close and 

the desire to tune out the noise is becoming overpowering. Subtraction: 

Aspects of Essential Design combs histories of diverse cultures and disciplines 

for experiences that address that desire.  
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Filled with examples of architecture, film, graphic and industrial design, 

business, fine art, fashion, and everyday life, this book makes a compelling 

case for a totally new approach. By exposing a common thread in the output 

of Ancient Eqypt, German Bauhaus, feudal Japan and consumer America, 

author Alexander Gelman discovers design thinking fit for the 21st century. 

That thinking, based on a paradoxical notion of gaining by taking away, is 

what he calls Subtraction.  

Each selection in the book reveals a particular facet/mode of Subtraction that 

is powerful enough in its own right. Brought together, they are an explosive 

prophecy of an upcoming transformation of design. 
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B O X  O F  L E S S  

 

1  

W h a t  I s n ’ t  T h e r e  C a n  O f t e n  T r u m p  W h a t  I s  

 

2  

T h e  S i m p l e s t  R u l e s  C r e a t e  T h e  M o s t  E f f e c t i v e  E x p e r i e n c e  

 

3  

L i m i t i n g  I n f o r m a t i o n  E n g a g e s  T h e  I m a g i n a t i o n  

 

4  

C r e a t i v i t y  T h r i v e s  U n d e r  I n t e l l i g e n t  C o n s t r a i n t s  

 

5  

B r e a k  I s  T h e  I m p o r t a n t  P a r t  o f  B r e a k t h r o u g h  

 

6  

D o i n g  S o m e t h i n g  I s n ’ t  A l w a y s  B e t t e r  T h a n  D o i n g  N o t h i n g  
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Study the Mona Lisa. 

Noted art historian E. H. Gombrich in his book, The Story of Art, regarding 

the Mona Lisa: “What strikes us first is the amazing degree to which Lisa 

looks alive. She really seems to look at us and to have a mind of her own. 

Like a living being, she seems to change before our eyes and to look a little 

different every time we come back to her. Even in photographs of the picture 

we experience this strange effect, but in front of the original in the Louvre it 

is . . . uncanny. All this sounds rather mysterious, and so it is.” 

What makes the Mona Lisa smile so magically changeable and captivating? 

Answer: da Vinci solved the problem facing all Florentine painters in the late 

1400s—how to make a painting look alive—by inventing the technique he 

called sfumato…literally “in the manner of smoke.” He defined it as “without 

having distinct edges and lines.” With sfumato, lines are left a little vague, and 

forms are slightly blurred to merge with one another. This is what allowed da 

Vinci to achieve such lifelike effects. The mystery of the Mona Lisa is 

somewhat less mysterious once you see that the corners of her eyes and 

mouth—the two features responsible for human expression—are deliberately 

indistinct. She seems alive because her attitude is so open to interpretation. 

Leonardo advised aspiring painters, “paint so that a fumoso [smoky] edge can 

be seen, rather than hard and harsh outlines and silhouettes . . . that is, more 

confused—that is to say, less clear.” In other words, Leonardo is advocating 

leaving something to the imagination by limiting information. 

Assignment 1: 

Experience Law #3. Find a good reproduction of the Mona Lisa. Look at her 

several times over the course of a week, at different times and when you’re in 

different moods and states of mind. 
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Assignment 2: 

Visit a local museum. Your mission: find as many purposefully ambiguous, 

uncertain, and unfinished works of art as you can. Take notes on how you 

interpret what you see, and what your conclusion or completion might be. 

Consider yourself co-creator with the artist! 

 

Watch This Cadbury Commercial. 

In August 2007, Cadbury Schweppes’s ad agency, Fallon Worldwide, aired a 

90-second television commercial for the chocolate bars, featuring a gorilla, or 

rather, a man in a movie-quality gorilla suit, seated at a drum set in a 

recording studio while Phil Collins’s “In the Air Tonight” plays. For the first 

full minute, we see only close-ups of the motionless gorilla, who looks to be 

contemplating the music and preparing for the performance of a lifetime. The 

next twenty-six seconds shows the gorilla rocking out on the drums as if his 

life depended on it. The only reference to the product was a four-second shot 

of the chocolate bar at the very end of the spot, the tagline being “A glass and 

a half full of joy.” Not only did sales rise 10 percent in the two months 

following the ad, but by December the ad had been viewed over six million 

times on YouTube. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TnzFRV1LwIo 

 

Enter The New Yorker Magazine Cartoon Caption Contest. 

The New Yorker magazine’s cartoons are arguably the world’s funniest. Many 

subscribers will admit to the fact that, like me, they read all of the cartoons 

first whenever they pick up their new issue. Each cartoon is a single, spare 

panel, and the humor can be obscure at times.  
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On April 25, 2005, the New Yorker magazine’s cartoon editor Robert 

Mankoff announced that the annual cartoon caption contest that had begun in 

1998 would become a weekly event. 

The cartoon caption contest is simple in concept: a staff artist draws a 

complete panel, but with an obviously missing piece, the caption, which the 

contestant must supply using twenty-five words or less.  

 Following the announcement Mankoff was asked in an interview what the 

original intent behind the contest was, to which he replied: “What we were 

trying to do, mainly, was to create this odd sort of challenge for readers and 

discover whether the results were interesting. In other words, we wanted to 

know how inspiration was sparked when someone was looking at an image 

with an incongruity in it that called out for a comic line.” 

 The New Yorker contest is a great example of Laws #3: utterly and 

imaginatively engaging. Mankoff says they receive between 6,000 and 12,000 

entries each week. Here’s how it works. Each Monday, a new contest is 

announced on the back page of the magazine. The contest closes at midnight 

the following Sunday, so you have one week to submit your entry on the New 

Yorker web site. Once the contest closes, the entries are reviewed and 

categorized by the cartoon staff, who pick three finalists, announced the week 

after the close of the contest. Readers then vote on their favorite of the three.  

On February 24, 2008, I submitted my caption entry for the panel shown 

below, drawn by cartoonist Jack Ziegler, of a couple wearing hazmat suits in a 

bed. 
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“Next time can we just get flu shots like everyone else?” 

 

It was my third attempt in as many years. Four days later New Yorker staff 

artist Farley Katz called me to let me know I was a finalist. On March 17, 

2008, I won the contest. The full cartoon appeared in the March 24 issue, and 

I received a completed panel signed by Mr. Ziegler. 

Here’s where to enter: http://www.newyorker.com/humor/caption/ 

 

Play Cartoonist. 

Now try the reverse of the caption contest: draw the following story, using no 

more than six scenes or panels, on one side of a regular-sized sheet of paper. 

You may not use any words. Don’t worry about your artistic ability. The goal 

is to convey a message using limited information…in this case, words. 

A man is walking down the sidewalk, whistling. He meets an elephant. The 

elephant has a cellphone. The elephant hands the cellphone to the man. The 

man thanks the elephant and walks off a cliff. 
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I did this in participating in Scott McCloud’s “Making Comics” workshop, 

which you can read about in Chapter 3 of The Laws of Subtraction. 

 

Create a Video “Trailer” for Your Work. 

Whatever your product or service may be, create a Hollywood-like video 

trailer for it using the simple presentation capabilities of an application like 

PowerPoint or iMovie. Your goal is to “tease” your audience into wanting 

more, to engage their imagination, in about 90 seconds. What will you leave 

out to pique their curiosity? What are the most seductive elements of your 

work? 

 

Read These 3 Books. 

Understanding Comics, by Scott McCloud 

From ScottMcCloud.com:  

A 215-page comic book about comics that explains the inner workings of the 

medium and examines many aspects of visual communication. Understanding 

Comics has been translated into 16 languages, excerpted in textbooks, and its 

ideas applied in other fields such as game design, animation, web 

development, and interface design. Winner of a New York Times Notable 

Book for 1994. Topics include: 

• Definitions, history, and potential. 

• Visual Iconography and its Effects. 

• Closure, reader participation between the panels. 

• Word-picture dynamics. 

• Time and motion. 

• The psychology of line styles and color. 

• Comics and the artistic process. 
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Making Comics, by Scott McCloud. 

From ScottMcCloud.com:  

If you’ve ever felt there must be something more to making comics than just 

copying drawing styles then this is the book for you. Topics include: 

• Choosing the right moments—what to include, what to leave out. 

• Framing actions and guiding attention. 

• Choosing words and images that communicate together. 

• Creating varied and compelling characters with inner lives and 

unforgettable appearances. 

• Understanding body language and facial expressions. 

• Creating rich, believable worlds for your readers to explore. 

• Picking the tools that are right for you. 

• Navigating the world of styles and genres. 

 

Stone Soup, by Marcia Brown. 

It’s a 1947 children’s book based on an old French tale, retold by Marcia 

Brown, and a wonderful primer on how limiting information piques curiosity 

and engages the imagination. 

From the flap:  

Three soldiers came marching down the road towards a French village. The 

peasants seeing them coming, suddenly became very busy, for soldiers are 

often hungry. So all the food was hidden under mattresses or in barns. There 

followed a battle of wits, with the soldiers equal to the occasion. Stone soup? 

Why, of course, they could make a wonderful soup of stones...but, of course, 

one must add a carrot or two...some meat...so it went. Marcia Brown has made 

of this old tale a very gay book, a carnival of activity, of dancing and laughter. 

So much goes on in the pictures that children who have once heard the story 

will turn to them again and again, retelling the story for themselves. A French 

version of the story is available under the title Une Drole de Soupe. 
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Fascinate, by Sally Hogshead. 

From the flap:  

What triggers fascination, and how do companies, people, and ideas put those 

triggers to use? Why are you captivated by some people but not by others? 

Why do you recall some brands yet forget the rest? In a distracted, 

overcrowded world, how do certain leaders, friends, and family members 

convince you to change your behavior?  

Fascination: the most powerful way to influence decision-making. It's more 

persuasive than marketing, advertising, or any other form of communication. 

And it all starts with seven universal triggers: lust, mystique, alarm, prestige, 

power, vice, and trust. 

Fascination plays a role in every type of decision making, from the brands you 

choose to the songs you remember, from the person you marry to the 

employees you hire. And by activating the right triggers, you can make 

anything become fascinating. 

To explore and explain fascination's irresistible influence, Sally Hogshead 

looks beyond marketing, delving into behavioral and social studies, historical 

precedents, neurobiology and evolutionary anthropology, as well as 

conducting in-depth interviews and a national study of a thousand consumers, 

to emerge with deeply rooted patterns for why, and how, we become 

captivated. 

Hogshead reveals why the Salem witch trials began with the same fixations as 

those in Sex and the City. How Olympic athletes are subject to obsessions 

similar to those of fetishists. How a 1636 frenzy over Dutch tulip bulbs 

perfectly mirrors the 2006 real estate bubble. And why a billion-dollar "Just 

Say No" program actually increased drug use among teens, by activating the 

same "forbidden fruit" syndrome as a Victoria's Secret catalog. 
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Discover the In-N-Out Burger Secret Menu.  

(For those who live in or travel to the southwest U.S. only!) 

In-N-Out Burger was founded by Harry and Esther Snyder in 1948 in a Los 

Angeles suburb. They invented the drive-through burger stand where 

customers could order through a two-way speaker box. In-N-Out Burger is 

known for its consistent quality, freshness and simple menu, which has only 

four food items—the same four they started with in 1948. You can order a 

Hamburger, a Cheeseburger, a Double-Double, and French Fries. The fifth 

item is a beverage: the standard array of Coca-Cola products, or one of three 

flavors of milkshake: chocolate, vanilla, or strawberry.  

That’s it. Or is it? 

One reason for the cultish phenomenon of the company is the “secret menu.” 

You have to be in the know to be privy to it. There are about a dozen 

“standard” off-menu items. Here’s a quick rundown: A 2X4 is a burger with 

two beef patties and four slices of cheese. You can order any combination of 

meat-X-cheese you desire: 3X3, 4X4, etc. A 3‑by-Meat is without cheese. The 

Animal Style is a mustard-cooked patty, with pickles, extra sauce, and grilled 

onions. Protein Style is for those watching their carbs: no bun; instead, the 

makings are wrapped in a big leaf of iceberg lettuce. (This is actually quite 

good.)  A Grilled Cheese is a cheeseburger without the burger, and great if 

you’re not a fan of red meat, while the Veggie Burger is actually a bun with 

whole grilled onions, sauce, lettuce, and double tomato. The Flying Dutchman 

is simply two patties and two slices of cheese—no bun, no nothing else—on a 

paper plate. The Extra Toast is literally that: the bun’s left on the grill longer 

for crispiness. That’s just the burgers. Fries can be Animal Style, topped with 

sauce, onions, and cheese, Light or -Well--Done, which are undercooked or 

overcooked, respectively. Shakes can be ordered regular, or Swirl or 

Neopolitan, meaning two or three of the flavors mixed. 
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In-N-Out has never changed their menu to reflect these items. In other words, 

it creates a sense of mystique around what is missing from the menu. They 

don’t actively promote, or even pay much attention to, the secret menu. Their 

only rule is “to do whatever the customer wants done to a burger.” Most 

important, they understand that to expand the formal menu could only detract 

from an important reason why In-N-Out is so very popular and successful.  

They understand Law #3. 

 

Assignment: 

Visit an In-N-Out, and order from the secret menu. OR, create an item of your 

own, as I did. I created a Reverse Double Twist (two patties with two slices of 

cheese inside, like a beef and cheese Oreo cookie, with the bun toasted flat 

side out.) 

 

 

Learn to Aim Your Blind Spot. 

Our brains do a lot of filling in for us. Ths cn b hrd fr ppl to cmprhnd; howvr, 

mst ppl cn rd ths sntnc wth lttl prblm. There is no sophisticated term for this 

phenomenon, either, other than simply “filling in.” It’s guesswork, really, by 

the brain. Neuroscientists love to demonstrate just how smart this guesswork 

is by demonstrating the effect of the physiological blind spot of the eye, which 

is called the punctum caecum in medical literature.  

You likely have seen or done this before, but in case you haven’t, here’s how 

it works.  

 

 

 

O X 
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Hold the paper up close to your face. Cover your right eye and focus your left 

eye on the X. Now slowly, really slowly, move the book away from you. At 

some point the O will disappear and in its place will be not a hole, but a 

uniform gray background, courtesy of the “filling in” power of your brain. It 

works on both eyes, so if you want the X to disappear, just do the exact 

reverse. 

What happened? The O disappears the moment the image falls on a small 

patch of retina called the optic disc, an area that is devoid of receptors. The 

optic disc is the place where the optic nerve pierces the retina as it exits the 

eyeball and heads back toward your brain. Using what’s called a “surface 

interpolation” process, your brain fills in the spot with information taken from 

the immediate area, in this case the gray background.  

Neuroscientists believe this ability evolved as a survival mechanism: by 

computing and rendering representations of continuous surfaces and contours, 

early humans could “see” an entire predator half-obscured by trees or tall 

grass. When you see your boss peeking in at you through the Venetian blinds 

in your office, you see your whole boss, not a sliced-up boss, which is 

probably a good thing. Back in the Victorian days, physicist Sir David 

Brewster attributed the filling-in perception to God, whom he called the 

“Divine Artificer.” 

Interestingly, the blind spot can be pretty big, almost the size of ten full 

moons in the night sky. If you get bored with the exercise above, which I hope 

you do fairly quickly, you can always close or cover one eye and look around 

the room with the other. It shouldn’t take too long to get good at aiming your 

blind spot at any small object to make it disappear. King Charles II of England 

used to aim his blind spot at a prisoner’s head in order to visually decapitate 

him just before the actual beheading. 
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Visit the blog IWroteThisForYou.me 

It’s one of my favorite sites, produced by two gentlemen worlds apart, 

combining the images of one in Japan with the words of another in South 

Africa. The pair is known as the anonymous artist Please Find This, and you’ll 

find their Silhouette in The Laws of Subtraction. I Wrote This For You is 

beautifully minimal, and completely open to your personal interpretation, 

since it is for you only. 

 

Get a Hedcut Done by Kevin Sprouls. 

Readers of The Laws of Subtraction are treated to a behind-the-scenes look at 

how Kevin Sprouls, the originator of the iconic Wall Street Journal “dot 

portrait style,” creates a Hedcut. Kevin takes us through how he created mine. 

Get yours done by Kevin here: http://www.bloghed.com/ 

 

Decipher “Lessness” 

In 1969, the year in which he won the Nobel Prize in Literature, Irish 

dramatist Samuel Beckett published a short piece of experimental prose 

entitled Sans in French. He then rewrote the piece in English and called it 

Lessness. It begins this way: 

Ruins true refuge long last towards which so many false time out of 

mind. All sides endlessness earth sky as one no sound no stir. Grey 

face two pale blue little body heart beating only up right. Blacked out 

fallen open four walls over backwards true refuge issueless. 

Scattered ruins same grey as the sand ash grey true refuge. Four 

square all light sheer white blank planes all gone from mind. Never 

was but grey air timeless no sound figment the passing light. No 

sound no stir ash grey sky mirrored earth mirrored sky. Never but 

this changelessness dream the passing hour. 
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The full poem is here: http://www.samuel-beckett.net/lessness.html 

The rather chaotic nature of the narrative actually has a great deal of order and 

symmetry to it, and my bet is that your brain is furiously trying to find the 

pattern and meaning in just these two short paragraphs. What makes Lessness 

so experimental is that Beckett used a few simple rules (Law #2!) to randomly 

generate the sentences. In fact, Beckett was quite precise in creating a sense of 

randomness.  

Yale University Library has on file a document in which Beckett offers a few 

keys to deciphering the meaning of Lessness. The whole piece is based on six 

“statement groups” of ten sentences each. These sixty sentences are presented 

twice, each time in a different order and paragraph structure. The paragraphs 

all have between three and seven sentences. Without making his overall 

themes explicit, Beckett gave each of the six statement groups a particular 

thematic element and used a formal structure, some scholars believe, to 

convey the arbitrary way in which we structure time (60 minutes in an hour, 

24 hours in a day, 7 days in a week, 12 months in a year, etc.).  

Beckett told renowned theater scholar Ruby Cohn how he did it, and in her 

1973 book Back to Beckett, she revealed the code: 

He wrote his sixty different sentences in six families, each family 

arising from an image. Beckett wrote each of these sixty sentences on 

a separate piece of paper, mixed them all in a container, and then 

drew them out in random order twice. This became the order of the 

hundred twenty sentences in Sans. Beckett then wrote the number 3 

on four separate pieces of paper, the number 4 on six pieces of paper, 

the number 5 on four pieces, the number 6 on six pieces, and the 

number 7 on four pieces of paper. Again drawing randomly, he 

ordered the sentences into paragraphs, according to the number 

drawn, finally totalling one hundred twenty. 
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The important point is that, irrespective of whether or not Lessness is in fact 

random and chaotic, to the reader it appears so. It’s the absence of clear order 

that engages the reader. You cannot predict what comes next, and you cannot 

reduce the text to a succinct, simple message. In fact, some mathematicians 

have determined that Beckett may have been telling readers not to attempt to 

reduce apparent chaos, but to accommodate it. They point to the fact that each 

half of Lessness contains 769 words, a prime number, irreducible to factors 

other than itself and the number 1.  

In their paper Lessness—Randomness, Consciousness and Meaning, 

University of Dublin professors Elizabeth Drew and Mads Haahr wrote that 

“The absence of an obvious determinism guiding the flow provides a gap in 

understanding that spurs the reader’s interaction with the piece. The sense of 

patterning in the chaotic sequence of sentences entices the reader to untangle 

the random arrangement and attempt to piece together an elusive storyline.” 

In other words, Beckett was artfully exploiting Law #3. 
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B O X  O F  L E S S  
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L i m i t i n g  I n f o r m a t i o n  E n g a g e s  T h e  I m a g i n a t i o n  
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Try Your Hand at Pecha Kucha. 

Find a PechaKucha Night near you by going to http:/pecha-kucha.org, or 

watch one of the over 400 available presentations at:  

http://pecha-kucha.org/presentations/ .  

Now try your hand at one! 

 

Try 10-20-30. 

If pecha kucha is too extreme for you at first, try Guy Kawasaki’s “10-20-30” 

rule to design a presentation that is quite similar in timing to a TED talk of 18 

minutes.  

Here’s Guy: “As a venture capitalist, I have to listen to hundreds of 

entrepreneurs pitch their companies. Most of these pitches are crap...I am 

evangelizing the 10/20/30 Rule of PowerPoint. It’s quite simple: a PowerPoint 

presentation should have 10 slides, last no more than 20 minutes, and contain 

no font smaller than 30 points.”   

According to Guy, 10 is the optimal number of slides because a normal human 

being simply can’t comprehend more than 10 concepts in a single meeting. As 

for the content, the 10 slides should be devoted to: 

• Problem 

• Your solution 

• Business model 

• Underlying magic/technology 

• Marketing and sales 

• Competition 

• Team 

• Projections and milestones 

• Status and timeline 
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• Summary and call to action 

You can modify your headings to suit your specific need, I can attest to the 

effectiveness of the outline for all sorts of projects. 

As for timing, 20 minutes leaves time in a one-hour meeting for logistics and 

discussion. And the 30-point font is a lifesaver. Guy’s right when he says the 

reason many people jam a slide with text is that they don't know their material 

and are more comfortable reading off the slide. Bad idea, because not only 

does it make for an ugly and boring visual, your audience can read ahead, and 

all of sudden you’re the one behind! 

 

Play the “Yes, And” Game. 

I teach and use a technique called “Yes, and…” to generate and build up ideas 

in creative sessions. But before I introduce it, I first have participants play a 

game called “Yes, but…” The game is played for one minute, and consists of 

two people playing the roles of hair stylist and customer. The object of the 

game is to get agreement on a haircut. The game begins with the customer 

saying, “I’d like a haircut, please.” The hair stylist responds, “Yes, but…” 

From that point on, each line must begin with “Yes, but…” Rarely does 

anyone get a haircut by game’s end. The game is then played using “Yes, 

and…” In this version, nearly every customer gets more than a haircut. 

Lesson: “Yes, but…” is not a very useful way to prompt creative ideas, 

because it is simply not an intelligent constraint. 

 

Create Value From (Mostly) Nothing. 

Tina Seelig, author of InGenius, uses a great exercise in her Stanford class on 

creativity in the Entrepreneural Ventures program. She splits her class into 

several teams. Then, she gives each team minimal resources with which to 

create value.  



 

     The Laws of Subtraction: Box of Less            ©Copyright 2012. Matthew E. May                               44 

 

For example, a pad of Post-It notes. Or a bag of rubberbands. Then the teams 

are off and running, and compete to see who can create the most value before 

next week’s class. (One winning team went to a typical dorm room and stuck 

a Post-It note with a simple arrow drawn on it to everything with an on/off 

switch, reminding the person to save power.) 

Try it! 

 

Understand Your Subconscious Constraints. 

Try this exercise: 

1. Stand up, feet planted shoulder width apart, arms straight out at your sides, 

parallel to the floor, elbows locked. (Imagine Leonardo da Vinci's sketch of 

the Vitruvian Man if you need a visual reference.)  

2. Now, twist your torso all the way to right as far as you possibly can go. 

Sight down your right arm and mentally mark your stopping point on the wall. 

Remember that mark. 

3. Now, turn back around to face front. Now close your eyes and repeat the 

exercise, stopping when you think you’ve met your previous stopping point.  

4. NOW…go a little past it.  

5. Open your eyes. 

 

Most people surpass their previous mark by a good margin, and are surprised 

when they do. The point is that we generally don’t know what our potential is 

until we put our capacity on trial. We don’t stretch the limits of what we are 

actually capable of. But every business needs to constantly stretch in positive 

ways to move the business forward, to remain relevant. 

The solution is to treat resources constraints the same way artists do. All 

artists work within the confines of their chosen mediums, and it’s the limits 

that spur their creativity. The canvas edge, the marble block, the eight musical  
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notes—these are finite resources. It's how we view and manage resource 

constraints that makes all the difference. 

 

Set a Big, Hairy, Audacious Goal. 

In the 1940s Stanford University’s goal was to become the “Harvard of the 

West.” In 1950 Boeing wanted to become the “dominant player in commercial 

aircraft and bring the world into the jet age.” Nike’s goal in the 1960s was to 

“Crush Adidas.” In 1986 Giro Sport Design wanted to become the “Nike of 

the cycling industry.” And Wal-Mart, in 1990, wanted to become a “$125 

billion company by the year 2000.” 

These are all examples of what Jim Collins and Jerry Porras called a BHAG--

Big Hairy Audacious Goal--in their 1994 book Built To Last. According to 

Collins and Porras:  

“A true BHAG is clear and compelling, serves as a unifying focal 

point of effort…It has a clear finish line, so the organization can 

know when it has achieved the goal. It is tangible, energizing, highly 

focused. People get it right away; it takes little or no explanation.” 

Set correctly, BHAGs work. But how do you do that? Taking clues from 

Collins and Porras, a good BHAG has four qualities: 

• Aligned. Properly set goals can be transformational if they’re tied 

closely to what is most important to the organization. 

• Audacious. BHAGs are a breed apart. You’re probably on to 

something if the first reaction to a BHAG is “impossible!” BHAGs 

can’t be achieved easily or quickly. They demand different thinking. 

• Articulate. A good BHAG is a clear target. And it’s real. It’s not in 

any way a fanciful statement disconnected from the business. 
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Kennedy’s 1961 mission to “land on the moon by the end of the 

decade” needs no further detail. 

• Arduous. Easy goals don’t require innovation. A good BHAG does. 

It’s achievable, but only through different thinking, real struggle, and a 

dash of luck. If it’s truly impossible—as opposed to perceived as 

impossible—people will disengage from the process entirely. 

 

Redesign Something in Under One Hour. 

I regularly conduct this exercise to allow people to experience the key phases 

of design thinking, as taught at the Stanford University d. school. As a setup, I 

have them watch “The Deep Dive” episode on ABC News Nightline in which 

the design firm IDEO redesigns and everyday item--the shopping cart--in 5 

days.  

(You can view the video on YouTube here: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M66ZU2PCIcM).  

In this exercise, you do the same thing: redesign an everyday item, but in less 

than one hour, not five days. The item: a wallet. You’ll need the following 

supplies (for prototyping): 

• Multicolored heavy-duty construction paper 

• Scotch tape 

• Duct tape (2-3 different colors) 

• Glue sticks 

• Stapler 

• Scissors  

• Extra large paper clips 

• Small binder clips 

• Popsicle sticks 

• Pipe cleaners 

• Ruler 
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• 3X3 Post its (1 pad) 

• Rubberbands 

 

Directions: Grab a partner. Pull out your wallets. This is a timed exercise, so 

one person must be the timekeeper. 

 

STEP 1: Interview (8 minutes: 2 sessions X 4 minutes each) 

Find out everything there is to know about your partner and their wallet! 

[hint: take copious notes!] 

 

STEP 2: Dig Deeper (6 minutes: 2 sessions X 3 minutes each) 

Focus on interesting and surprising things you learned from the initial 

interview. 

[hint: ask “Why…?” alot!] 

 

STEP 3: Capture Findings (3 minutes) 

Make to categories, and synthesize your research according to: 

Needs: things they are trying to do [hint: use verbs] 

Insights: new learnings about your partner’s feelings/worldview to leverage in 

your design [hint: make inferences from what you heard] 

 

STEP 4: Define a problem statement (4 minutes) 

Use this “madlib” algortithm to craft a problem statement: 

[partner name & description] NEEDS TO [partner’s need: verb] BECAUSE 

[surprising insight] 

 

STEP 5: Ideate (5 minutes) 

Sketch at least 5 radical ways to meet your partner’s needs. 
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STEP 6: Feedback (8 minutes: 2 sessions X 4 minutes each) 

Share all your solutions & capture partner’s feedback. 

 

STEP 7: Refine (4 minutes) 

Reflect, refine, redesign. Develop your big/best idea, using the best parts of 

your ideas 

 

STEP 8: Prototype (15 minutes) 

Build your prototype solution. Make something physical your partner can 

interact with!  

 

STEP 9: Test (4 minutes: 2 sessions X 2 minutes/each) 

Share your solution & get feedback. What worked? What could be improved? 

Questions? Ideas… 

  

STEP 10: Give your partner their new wallet (prototype)! 

Get their feedback, and reiterate. 

 

 

Write Your 6-Word Memoir. 

Legend has it that Ernest Hemingway was once challenged to write his whole 

life story in only six words. He wrote, “For sale: baby shoes, never worn." 

Everyone has a story…what’s yours? 

Using exactly six words, write a memoir that expresses the essence of you and 

your “you-ness.” 

For further info: www.cbsnews.com/2100-500186_162-3876944.html 
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Learn the 7 subtractive Zen aesthetic design principles. 

Koko (austerity).  

The first principle is that of koko, which emphasizes restraint, exclusion and 

omission, embracing the idea that ‘not adding’ is a valid subtractive approach. 

The goal is to present something that appears to be spare, yet imparts a sense 

of focus and clarity. 

Kanso (simplicity).   

Kanso dictates that beauty and utility need not be overstated, overly 

decorative or fanciful and imparts a sense of being fresh, clean and neat. 

Shizen (naturalness).  

The goal of shizen is to strike a balance between being at once ‘of nature’, yet 

distinct from it—to be viewed as being without pretense, without artifice, not 

forced, yet to be revealed as intentional rather than accidental or haphazard.   

Yugen (subtlety, implicitness).  

The principle of yugen captures the Zen view that scientific precision and 

finiteness is thought to be at odds with nature, implying stagnation and loss of 

life.   

Fukinsei (imperfection, asymmetry).  

The goal of fukinsei is to invoke the natural human inclination to seek 

symmetry. Nearly everything in nature is symmetrical—it’s the predominant 

organizing principle of the universe. But because it’s so prevalent, we often 

take symmetry for granted -- until it’s missing. To employ fukinsei is to 

convey the symmetrical harmony and beauty of nature by providing 

something that appears to be asymmetrical, so that the viewer must actively 

and creatively participate in completing the picture.   
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Datsuzoku (break from routine).  

Datsuzoku signifies a break from daily regimen or habit, a certain freedom 

from the commonplace. It involves a feeling of transcending the ordinary and 

conventional, often resulting in pleasant surprise and sudden amazement.   

Seijaku (stillness, tranquility).  

The principle of seijaku deals with the actual content of datsuzoku. To the Zen 

practitioner, it is in states of active calm, tranquility, solitude and quietude that 

we find the essence of creative energy. 

 

 

Read These Books. 

Creative Workshop, by David Sherwin. 

From the flap:  
Have you ever struggled to complete a design project on time? Or felt that 

having a tight deadline stifled your capacity for maximum creativity? If so, 

then this book is for you. Within Creative Workshop, you'll find 80 creative 

challenges that will help you achieve a breadth of stronger design solutions, in 

various media, within any set time period. Exercises range from creating a 

typeface in an hour to designing a paper robot in an afternoon to designing 

web pages and other interactive experiences. Each exercise includes 

compelling visual solutions from other designers and background stories to 

help you increase your capacity to innovate.  

This book also includes useful brainstorming techniques and wisdom from 

some of today's top designers. By road-testing these techniques as you attempt 

each challenge, you'll find new and more effective ways to solve tough design 

problems and bring your solutions to vibrant life. 
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The Not So Big House: A Blueprint for the Way We Really Live, by Sarah 

Susanka. 

From Library Journal:  

Susanka's very successful The Not-So-Big House nimbly capitalized on the 

1990s small-is-beautiful wave that touted voluntary simplicity, downsizing, 

and contentment with one's lot in life (especially if that lot includes an 

average, middle-class house in the suburbs). This follow-up features 25 new 

and redesigned homes thought to embody "not-so-big" principles such as 

shelter around activity, double-duty rooms, interior and diagonal views, 

variety of ceiling heights, importance of personal space, and so on. The book's 

design allows readers to flip through looking for ideas about trendy house 

types: Pueblo-style, the old farmhouse, Shaker cottage, shingle-style, Fifties 

retro. Simple house plans and carefully constructed photos of well-appointed 

space abound. The writing is unchallenging, nontechnical, sunny, even cozy.  

 

InGenius: A Crash Course in Creativity, by Tina Seelig. 

From the Flap:  

Stanford University educator Tina Seelig has taught creativity to the best and 

brightest students at Stanford and to business leaders around the world. With 

inGenius she expertly decodes creativity, revealing an approach that everyone 

can use to enhance their own creative genius. In today's world, innovation and 

creative problem solving are more important than ever to succeed. For many 

of us, however, this process is a mystery. Whether we are attempting to 

generate fresh ideas or struggling with problems with no solutions in sight, the 

innovative spark is out of reach. inGenius offers a revolutionary new model, 

the Innovation Engine, which explains how creativity is generated on the 

inside and how it is influenced by the outside world.  
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B O X  O F  L E S S  

 

1  

W h a t  I s n ’ t  T h e r e  C a n  O f t e n  T r u m p  W h a t  I s  
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4  

C r e a t i v i t y  T h r i v e s  U n d e r  I n t e l l i g e n t  C o n s t r a i n t s  

 

5  

B r e a k  I s  T h e  I m p o r t a n t  P a r t  o f  B r e a k t h r o u g h  

 

6  

D o i n g  S o m e t h i n g  I s n ’ t  A l w a y s  B e t t e r  T h a n  D o i n g  N o t h i n g  
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Develop a Skunk Works Project/Team. 

Follow the original rules developed by Lockheed’s Skunk Works division, the 

most important of which are:  

• The Skunk Works manager must be delegated practically complete 

control of his program in all aspects. He should report to a division 

president or higher. 

• Strong but small project offices must be provided.*. 

• The number of people having any connection with the project must be 

restricted in an almost vicious manner. Use a small number of good 

people (10% to 25% compared to the so-called normal systems). 

• A very simple drawing and drawing release system with great 

flexibility for making changes must be provided. 

• There must be a minimum number of reports required, but important 

work must be recorded thoroughly. 

• The contractor must be delegated the authority to test his final product 

in flight. He can and must test it in the initial stages. If he doesn’t, he 

rapidly loses his competence to design other vehicles. 

• Access by outsiders to the project and its personnel must be strictly 

controlled by appropriate security measures. 

 

*NOTE: The full rule reads “both by the military and industry.” The 

remaining seven rules are all specifically focused on Lockheed work and 

military defense contract work.  

You can see all 14 at : 

lockheedmartin.com/US/aeronautics/skunkworks/14rules.html 
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Try Non-Linear Thinking. 

Inspiration often doesn’t come as easily as we’d like it to. Our ideas all seem 

to head down the same old road we’ve taken before. This technique may help 

you go off-road a bit. Give yourself 20 minutes for the whole exercise. 

1. Imagine you own a kitchen appliance company, and the problem is 

marketing the new refrigerator.  

2. Go to the dictionary, open it to any page, and pick the first noun on the 

page. (Example: Fish.) 

3. Now list as many words as you can think of that somehow relate to 

“fish.” Spend 5 minutes. (Example: swim, ocean, fin, frozen, catch, 

boat, scale, sushi, flop) 

4. Pick a few of those associations and relate them back to your problem.  

5. Use them to spark ideas and new ways of thinking about refrigerators. 

This will help you get off the normal path of ideas associated with 

appliances. (Example: “frozen” might spur the idea of selling 

refrigerators to Eskimos to prevent fish from freezing in the Arctic.) 

Now use the technique with the real problem you’re trying solve! 

  

Slay Some Sacred Cows. 

A sacred cow is defined as “A person or thing immune to criticism or 

questioning.” This term alludes to the honored status of cows in Hinduism,   

where they are a symbol of God’s generosity to humankind. It has been used 

figuratively for over one hundred years, since about 1900. Some are good, 

some block innovation. Those are the ones we want to tackle with this 

exercise. 

 

Here’s what to do: 



 

     The Laws of Subtraction: Box of Less            ©Copyright 2012. Matthew E. May                               55 

 

1. Step 1: Identify the “sacred cows” (good and bad “same ole same ole) 

inherent and common to your situation (business model, team, 

company, group, family). 

2. Step 2: Imagine a world where none of the sacred cows exist by 

simply listing the opposite of each. Do like Spongebob Squarepants 

does and play “Opposite Day.” 

For example, think of the sacred cows of a traditional circus: clowns, 

lots of tents, barkers, animals, cheap tickets, kid-oriented, carnival 

music. The opposites, or reverse, of these would be: no clowns, one 

tent, no barkers, no animals, expensive tickets, adult-oriented, 

sophisticated music.  

3. Step 3: Use the opposites or reversal as provocative thoughtstarters to 

launch new ideas, as you did in the Non Linear Thinking exercise 

above. 

 
Perhaps the sum total of those circus opposites struck a pattern in your brain, 

that pattern being something we call Cirque du Soleil. And while we’re on the 

subject of disruptive business models and Cirque du Soleil… 

  

Create a Disruptive Business Model. 

The word “disruptive” is bandied about when referring to surprising new 

entrants into an industry, new players with new technology, and sudden 

competition coming from unlikely sources.  

One way to become a disruptive innovator is to apply the Blue Ocean Strategy 

(coined by authors Kim and Mauborgne in their book by the same name) to 

your business model. The strategy is all about creating new and uncontested 

market space by increasing value through new products and services, while at 

the same time reducing the burden of unwanted features or services. 
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You use a simple tool called the Four Actions Framework to: 

1. Eliminate. Ask: Which factors that your industry has long competed on 

can you eliminate? 

2. Reduce. Ask: Which factors that your industry has long competed on 

should be reduced well below the industry standard? 

3. Raise. Ask: Which factors that your industry has long competed on should 

be raised well above the industry’s standard? 

4. Create. Ask: Which factors that your industry has long competed on could 

be created that the industry has never offered? 

(source: Blue Ocean Strategy) 

 

For example, the Cirque du Soleil business model was opposite in nearly 

every way from the traditional circus: it eliminated star performers, animals, 

concessions, circus, clowns, thrill and danger. It created a sophisticated theme, 

refined venue, ensemble performances in a single tent. They replaced the 

family-focused customer set with theater and opera patrons. Ticket prices 

were dramatically increased, which provided an entirely new revenue stream. 

Animals and star performers were replaced by artistic development, complex 

show production, and the design of a unique venue and refined environment. 

 

Read These Books. 

Blue Ocean Strategy, by W. Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne.  

From the flap:  

Companies have long engaged in head-to-head competition in search of 

sustained, profitable growth. They have fought for competitive advantage, 

battled over market share, and struggled for differentiation.  
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Yet in today’s overcrowded industries, competing head-on results in nothing 

but a bloody “red ocean” of rivals fighting over a shrinking profit pool. In a 

book that challenges everything you thought you knew about the requirements 

fro strategic success, W. Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne contend that while 

most companies compete within such red oceans, this strategy is increasingly 

unlikely to create profitable growth in the future.  

Based on a study of 150 strategic moves spanning more then a hundred years 

and thirty industries, Kim and Mauborgne argue that tomorrow’s leading 

companies will succeed not by battling competitors, but by creating “blue 

ocean” of uncontested market space ripe for growth. Such strategies moves—

termed “value innovation”-create powerful leaps in value for both the firm 

and its buyers, rendering rivals obsolete and unleashing new demand.  

Blue Ocean Strategy provides a systematic approach to making the 

competition irrelevant. In this frame-changing book, Kim and Mauborgne 

present a proven analytical framework and the tools for successfully creating 

and capturing blue oceans. Examining a wide range of strategic moves across 

a host of industries, Blue Ocean Strategy highlights the six principles that 

every company can use to successfully formulate and execute blue ocean 

strategies. The six principles show how to reconstruct market boundaries, 

focus on the big picture, reach beyond existing demand, get the strategic 

sequence right, overcome organizational hurdles, and build execution into 

strategy.  

Upending traditional thinking about strategy, this landmark book charts “a 

bold new path to winning the future.” 
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You Are Not Your Brain, by Jeffrey Schwartz and Rebecca Gladding. 

From the flap:  

A leading neuroplasticity researcher and the coauthor of the groundbreaking 

books Brain Lock and The Mind and the Brain, Jeffrey M. Schwartz has spent 

his career studying the human brain. He pioneered the first mindfulness-based 

treatment program for people suffering from OCD, teaching patients how to 

achieve long-term relief from their compulsions. 

Schwartz works with psychiatrist Rebecca Gladding to refine a program that 

successfully explains how the brain works and why we often feel besieged by 

overactive brain circuits (i.e. bad habits, social anxieties, etc.) the key to 

making life changes that you want—to make your brain work for you—is to 

consciously choose to “starve” these circuits of focused attention, thereby 

decreasing their influence and strength. 

You Are Not Your Brain carefully outlines their program, showing readers 

how to identify negative impulses, channel them through the power of focused 

attention, and ultimately lead more fulfilling and empowered lives. 

 

The Power of Habit, by Charles Duhigg. 

From the flap:  

In The Power of Habit, award-winning New York Times business reporter 

Charles Duhigg takes us to the thrilling edge of scientific discoveries that 

explain why habits exist and how they can be changed. With penetrating 

intelligence and an ability to distill vast amounts of information into 

engrossing narratives, Duhigg brings to life a whole new understanding of 

human nature and its potential for transformation.     

Along the way we learn why some people and companies struggle to change, 

despite years of trying, while others seem to remake themselves overnight. 

We visit laboratories where neuroscientists explore how habits work and 
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where, exactly, they reside in our brains. We discover how the right habits 

were crucial to the success of Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps, Starbucks 

CEO Howard Schultz, and civil-rights hero Martin Luther King, Jr. We go 

inside Procter & Gamble, Target superstores, Rick Warren’s Saddleback 

Church, NFL locker rooms, and the nation’s largest hospitals and see how 

implementing so-called keystone habits can earn billions and mean the 

difference between failure and success, life and death. 

At its core, The Power of Habit contains an exhilarating argument: The key to 

exercising regularly, losing weight, raising exceptional children, becoming 

more productive, building revolutionary companies and social movements, 

and achieving success is understanding how habits work.    Habits aren’t 

destiny. As Charles Duhigg shows, by harnessing this new science, we can 

transform our businesses, our communities, and our lives. 

 

Skunk Works, by Ben Rich. 

From the flap:  

From the development of the U-2 to the Stealth fighter, the never-before-told 

story behind America's high-stakes quest to dominate the skies Skunk Works 

is the true story of America's most secret and successful aerospace operation. 

As recounted by Ben Rich, the operation's brilliant boss for nearly two 

decades, the chronicle of Lockheed's legendary Skunk Works is a drama of 

cold war confrontations and Gulf War air combat, of extraordinary feats of 

engineering and human achievement against fantastic odds. Here are up-close 

portraits of the maverick band of scientists and engineers who made the 

Skunk Works so renowned.  

Filled with telling personal anecdotes and high adventure, with narratives 

from the CIA and from Air Force pilots who flew the many classified, risky 

missions, this book is a riveting portrait of the most spectacular aviation 

triumphs of the twentieth century. 
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Do Nothing. 

If you can’t…try the methods detailed in The Laws of Subtraction: 

1. Meditation 

2. Neurofeedback 

3. Pulsing your work (taking short breaks every 90 minutes) 

4. Going on an unplugged retreat 

5. Travel 

6. Taking a long walk 

7. Taking a nap 

8. Taking a long languid shower. 
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Jacket design by Tom Lau

personal essays contributed by over 50 of 

the most creative minds in business today, 

The Laws of Subtraction outlines six simple 

rules for winning in the age of excess every-

thing, and delivers a single yet powerful idea: 

 When you remove just the right things in 

just the right way, something very good hap-

pens.

MATTHEW E. MAY is the author of 

three award-winning books: The Elegant 

Solution, In Pursuit of Elegance, and The 

Shibumi Strategy. A popular speaker, cre-

ativity coach, and a close advisor on innova-

tion to companies such as ADP, Edmunds, 

Intuit and Toyota, he is a regular contributor 

to the American Express OPEN Forum Idea 

Hub and the founder of Edit Innovation, an 

ideas agency based in Los Angeles. 
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The Laws of Subtraction features contributions by over 
50 highly regarded thinkers, creatives, and executives.

On Law #1: What Isn’t There Can Often Trump What Is
“When you reduce the number of doors that someone can walk through, more 
people walk through the one that you want them to walk through. When you’re con-
fident, you begin to subtract. And as you subtract, you become more confident.” 

—SCOTT BELSKY, founder and CEO of Behance  
and author of Making Ideas Happen

On Law #2: The Simplest Rules Create the Most Effective Experience
“Keeping it simple isn’t easy. By exploiting subtraction in innovation, we’ve been 
able to create an environment of freedom and creativity that allows us to thrive 
and grow.”         —BRAD SMITH, CEO, Intuit

On Law #3: Limiting Information Engages the Imagination
“Subtraction can mean the difference between a highly persuasive presentation 
and a long, convoluted, and confusing one. Why say more when you can less?” 

—CARMINE GALLO, author of The Apple Experience

On Law #4: Creativity Thrives Under Intelligent Constraints
“Here’s the key to the conundrum for managers who want to stoke the innovation 
fire: That close cousin of scarcity, constraint, can indeed foster creativity.”  

—TERESA AMABILE, author of The Progress Principle

On Law #5: Break Is the Important Part of Breakthrough
“If you kill the butterflies in your stomach, you’ll kill the dream. Embrace the feel-
ing. Save the butterflies.”  —JONATHAN FIELDS, author of Uncertainty

On Law #6: Doing Something Isn’t Always Better Than Doing Nothing
“When we’re faced with the greatest odds against us, often we need to edit rather 
than add. The magic of life is not in computing more but in learning to make sense 
with less.”

—CHIP CONLEY, cofounder of Joie de Vivre Hospitality  
and author of Emotional Equations

the law
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$24.00 USD

The world is more overwhelming 
than ever before. Our work is deeper and 

more demanding than ever. Our businesses 

are more complicated and difficult to man-

age than ever. Our economy is more uncer-

tain than ever. Our resources are scarcer than 

ever. There is endless choice and feature 

overkill in all but the best experiences. Every-

body knows everything about us. The simple 

life is a thing of the past. Everywhere, there’s 

too much of the wrong stuff, and not enough 

of the right. The noise is deafening, the sig-

nal weak. Everything is too complicated and 

time-sucking. 

 Welcome to the age of excess everything. 

Success in this new age looks different, and 

demands a new skill: Subtraction.

 Subtraction is defined simply as the art 

of removing anything excessive, confusing, 

wasteful, unnatural, hazardous, hard to use, 

or ugly . . . or the discipline to refrain from 

adding it in the first place. And if subtraction 

is the new skill to be acquired, we need a 

guide to developing it. 

 Enter The Laws of Subtraction.

 Through a dozen of the most compel-

ling stories of breakthrough innovation culled 

from 2,000 cases and bolstered by uniquely 
6 Simple Rules for Winning in the Age of Excess Everything

may

“Subtraction is just one of those beautiful words.” —John Maeda, author, The Laws of Simplicity
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