
 
 
 

COMPILATION OF BOOK REVIEWS - 2020 
 

RAVISHANKAR IYER, STORY RULES 
 
Every week, I share something of value from the world of storytelling through my ‘Story Rules on Saturday’ Newsletter.  
 
The first of those mails every month is a list of reading/other content recommendations - including a Book review.  
 
I thought it would be useful for you to have all those book reviews at one place, for leisurely reading. So here goes - a compilation of all the book reviews 
for 2020. 

 
 

Book Review 

The 
Breakthrough: 
Immunotherap
y and the Race 
to Cure Cancer 
by Charles 
Graeber 

The best science storytelling I’ve read in years - a fascinating, humane account of our centuries-old battle against cancer... and how a 
clutch of new radical therapies (under the umbrella of ‘Immunotherapy’) might finally give us the breakthrough. Some call it ‘cancer’s 
penicillin moment’. 
 
I’m a big fan of how the author uses multiple analogies (and everyday language) to explain complex scientific concepts. For example: 

- “…larger blobby characters called macrophages (literally, “big eaters”). Among their other jobs, these serve as the garbagemen 
of the immune system. Mostly what they eat are retired body cells—normal cells that have hit their expiration date and politely 
self-destructed. They also eat bad guys.” 

- “Binding to that antigen was like turning the key in an automobile ignition. The other two signals (CD28 and CTLA-4) were like 
the gas pedal and the brake on that car. CTLA-4 was the brake—and it was the more powerful of the two.” 

 
Get the book. In case you aren’t much of a book person, this 25-min video interview gives a good overview. 



 
Sell with a 
Story by Paul 
Smith 

This is an old book (2016) but somehow, I’d missed reading it. Having read it now, it vaults to the top three of my list (and there are 
some good ones there) in this domain. I highly recommend you read it. Here’s an excerpt from the book on how to elicit stories from 
your clients: 
i. ‘…(you need to) ask mostly open-ended questions instead of closed-ended questions. For example, “What’s your number one 
problem area right now?” is a closed-ended question. The answer would be given in the form of a word or two, like “productivity” or 
“employee morale.” So then you’d have to probe more deeply and say, “Tell me about that.”… Compare that to an open-ended question 
designed to elicit a story: “When did you know for sure that you had a real problem on your hands?” That question is more likely to elicit 
a story: “Oh, that would have to be the day that Frank walked out and took two of my best engineers with him.”’ 

Smarter Faster 
Better by 
Charles Duhigg 

I bought this 'productivity' book expecting a set of well-researched, curated tips on improving work-effectiveness: How to make the 
perfect to-do list, how to plan your day, what time works best for reflection et al... 
It had none of this tactical stuff. ('When' by Daniel Pink is a great one for those tips!) 
What it has instead is the meaty, strategic stuff - how to motivate yourself to work, how do great teams perform better, why you 
should use mental models and why you shouldn't fall prey to the need for constant cognitive closure ... 
Duhigg is an NYT reporter - and he writes arrestingly well. He's a master at simplifying the latest, complex productivity research, and 
woven around gloriously engaging storytelling. And so, you'll find several fascinating real stories in the book - a tragic plane crash (and 
a near miss), a celebrated Israeli general (who was later disgraced), a woman who rises to exalted heights in the male-dominated field 
of poker and a US factory with coke-snorting workers who engineer a miraculous turnaround... 
 
Read this one just for the stories. The gyaan is the icing. 

Data Story by 
Nancy Duarte 

The firm Duarte is the Mckinsey of the business/data storytelling field. Its founder Nancy Duarte has written several bestselling books 
on the topic. This is the latest one focused on data-storytelling. For anyone in analytics, consulting or any other data-heavy role, it is 
an important book to have in the office. 
 
Packed with real-life examples (including from Duarte's star clients like Al Gore, and Dougray Scott of WaterAid) Data Story offers a lot 
of actionable insights. 
 
The actual storytelling of the book itself is a bit dull - but visually, it's a beautifully laid out book. On that note, if you buy this book, get 
the paperback and not the Kindle version. 
 



 
The Elements 
of Eloquence 
by Mark 
Forsyth 

If there's one book I'd recommend you MUST read, it's this one. Remember "figures of speech" from high school English? Similes, 
metaphors, hyperbole etc.? 
 
Forsyth is a PhD + Stand-up comic on that topic. 
 
You read that right. His knowledge of 'figures of rhetoric' (as they're called) is encyclopedic. At the same time, I have never enjoyed a 
non-fiction book like this in years. 
 
There are 30 plus chapters, each one devoted to one figure of rhetoric. Forsyth explains how these are used, with innumerable 
examples from a wide assortment of sources - such as the Bible, the Beatles and the Bard (that's alliteration by the way). 
 
You'll chuckle at his surprising Katy Perry reference, you'll learn about the basics of poetic rhythm, you'll be awed by the way he 
effortlessly segues from one figure to another between chapters, and you'll learn that I've just used Anaphora in this sentence. 
 
What's the point of all this, you ask? The point is to write more effectively by using such figures in your writing. Apparently, 
Shakespeare was a big student and fan of these techniques. 
 
What's that you say? This stuff can't be learnt? Here's Forsyth: "Now some people will tell you that great writing cannot be learnt. Such 
people should be hit repeatedly on the nose until they promise not to talk nonsense any more." 
 
Actually, just read this one and enjoy. You can thank me later. 

Narrative and 
Numbers: The 
Value of 
Stories in 
Business by 
Aswath 
Damodaran 

This book's title was extremely intriguing for someone like me. Also, it was written by one of the foremost authorities in the world on 
Valuation. I thought it deserved a read. (Also, storytelling genre-wise it was quite the polar opposite from the previous one). 
 
Damodaran is clearly a numbers and valuation geek, and makes no attempt to hide the fact. The book is filled with valuation 
computation tables which are copy-pasted from the underlying Excel files. 
 
This book is not for everyone. The general reader looking for ways to connect numbers and stories may be disappointed... that's 
because this is almost exclusively focused on valuation stories. 
 
If you are in the valuation/investment business however, then this book is a must-read for you. 
 



 
What can you expect: A useful initial few chapters where Damodaran does a superb overview of the 'science' of storytelling. He helped 
me connect disparate theories in storytelling by providing the right historical context. 
 
After that, he takes us through his structured-valuation model in an uber-structured manner using a lot of real-life examples 
(including cases where the got the valuation wrong)! 
 
Damodaran is as left-brained as they come... But if you work in this area, you'll find the book an enjoyable read. 

Range: Why 
Generalists 
Triumph in a 
Specialised 
World by David 
Epstein 

You've surely heard of the 10,000-hour rule? It was popularised by Malcolm Gladwell in his book 'Outliers' (2008) which theorised that (a) 
talent is over-rated and (b) if you deliberately practise long enough (the magical 10K Hours), you can become an expert - in just about 
anything. 
 
Wrong, says David Epstein. This science-grad-turned-sports-writer-turned-social-science-writer comprehensively overhauls the 
mythical importance of the 10,000-hour rule. 
 
Instead, Epstein extols the virtues of 'Range' - going through a 'sampling period' wherein it's ok to flit between different fields, instead 
of picking a premature specialisation. In his own words, "the way to excel is to... sample widely, gain a breadth of experiences, take 
detours, and experiment relentlessly". 
 
He also talks about the 'how' of practice is far more important than the 'how-much' of practice. 'Interleaved-practise' (doing a variety of 
problems) is much better than block-practise (doing many of the same problem type - the way we used to do in school!) 
 
To prove his point, Epstein draws upon a dizzying array of sources - sports, music, business, the military, painting, education... In each 
area, he profiles successful individuals who have displayed 'Range' (for instance Roger Federer, Vincent Van Gogh, Haruki Murakami, 
Yo Yo Ma - the list of stories is endless), and backs it up with data from a plethora of studies. 
 
In fact, the only complaint some may have with the book is that it's too dense and complex to read (my Dad certainly felt so!). But don't 
let that stop you from picking it up. This book will help you with your own career and also your children's upbringing. 
 
I think you'll find it transformative. 

You're not 
Listening: 
What you're 

Listening is 50% of the communication process. We hardly give it 5% importance. Kate's book tells us why, and what we can do about 
it. 
 



 
missing and 
Why it Matters 
by Kate Murphy 

Reading the book, I realised that I was making listening errors all the time. On many occasions, despite the outward pretence of being 
attentive, my mind would've switched off, or would be thinking of something else, because: 
- I didn't agree with what the speaker said 
- I already (think I) know that 
- I need to make some smart points in response, so I start preparing them 
- I'm distracted by my phone or other device 
- I interrupted the speaker with a related point that I thought of... and so on 
 
The book makes you aware of why listening is the best gift you can offer your counterpart; the innumerable subtle ways in which we 
undermine our listening and what can you do to become a better listener (and communicator). 
 
It's like a masterful (well-written) PhD theses on the topic, and explores it from all angles. 
 
Here's a short extract that I loved, for example: 
"Good listeners ask good questions .... anyone can be interesting if you ask the right questions. That is, if you ask truly curious 
questions that don’t have the hidden agenda of fixing, saving, advising, convincing or correcting. Curious questions don’t begin with 
“Wouldn’t you agree…?” or “Don’t you think…?” and they definitely don’t end with “right?” The idea is to explore the other person’s point 
of view, not sway it." 
 
Another example: Thinking can aid - but unfortunately, also impede - your listening. 
"Because our brains can think a lot faster than people can talk, beware of the tendency to take mental side trips when you should be 
listening. Smart people are particularly apt to get distracted by their own galloping thoughts." 
 
All in all, reading this book - and implementing its ideas - can make you a more empathetic, conscious listener. Your near and dear 
ones would be thankful for it. 
 
Minor quibble: In parts, I found the book to be rambling (probably could've been 20% shorter). But it doesn't take away from making it 
an essential read. 
 
Bonus: A short article by Kate (who's an NYT columnist) about the book. It'll give you a great overview and perhaps convince you to get 
it. 



 
Upstream: The 
Quest to Solve 
Problems 
before they 
happen by Dan 
Heath 

Saving lives using ventilators. Rushing accident victims to the hospital. Holding remedial classes in basic English for retail staff. 
 
All of these seem like noble tasks. And they are. 
 
But, in Upstream, Dan Heath argues that if we just focus on these downstream measures, we are doing so at a much higher cost to 
society. 
 
The book advocates for 'Upstream' thinking: How to avoid patients from requiring ventilators itself; how to design roads and the 
traffic system to prevent accidents in the first place; and how to have a better education system to reduce the need for 'remedial' 
learning. It leans a lot on 'Systems Thinking' concepts - which have acquired a ton of attention recently. 
 
In his inimitable, story-driven style, Dan unpacks why is it so difficult to design and implement Upstream measures. He then gives 
step-by-step ideas to get around these barriers. 
 
Btw, Dan is one half of my favourite writing duo of Chip and Dan Heath. The duo has written some of the most critically acclaimed 
bestsellers in the fields of problem-solving, storytelling and people management. (Other books include Decisive, Made to Stick, 
Switch, The Power of Moments). This latest book is a worthy addition. 
 
If you'd like a summary, you can listen to this podcast interview by Gartner. This article gives a short excerpt from the book. 

Messengers: 
Who We Listen 
To, Who We 
Don't, And Why 
by Stephen 
Martin and 
Joseph Marks 

(Yup, this month was productive from a reading pov - I finished a second book!) 
When we read or hear something, whether we believe it or not, depends on three things: 
- What is said 
- How it is said, and 
- Who is saying it 
This book delves into the third element: the Messenger. 
It's a fascinating (and ultimately depressing) dive into the traits that we value in our messengers. 
Why depressing? Because so many of these traits have nothing to do with the quality of the message! 
 
The authors distil their findings into 8 messenger traits - four 'hard' traits and four 'soft' ones. 
 
The hard traits are the depressing ones, since you can't do much about them: 
-Socio-economic status: We are more likely to defer to socio-economic status, even when the person has no authority on the subject. 



 
(A fascinating experiment tested how many pedestrians would follow a jay-walking researcher. In some situations, the researcher was 
dressed in jeans, in some a suit. When he wore a suit, 3X as many pedestrians were happy to follow him) 
- Attractiveness: We are more likely to believe an attractive messenger than a non-attractive one. (For instance, when physicians’ 
written prescriptions were scrutinised, there was a clear correlation between the attractiveness of the salesperson selling the drug 
and the quantity of that drug prescribed). 
- Dominance: We defer to dominant messengers, even when they seem to bully us (Donald Trump, QED) 
- Competence: While competence is understandable, even perceived competence makes us more likely to listen to someone (e.g. 
someone in a lab coat will be thought of as competent, despite having no qualifications). 
The implication, if you want to increase your chance of being heard, suit up. 
 
The soft messenger traits are what you can work on: 
- Warmth - just being nice and friendly helps. In a study of 181 interrogations (including al-Qaeda-inspired suspects), it was found that 
interviewees who experienced respect, dignity and integrity from their interviewers were much less likely to stall and be silent. 
- Connectedness - we are likely to believe those who are familiar to us (In a study, a jogger would deliberately fall and pretend to be 
hurt, among other runners who were supporters of Manchester United. If the jogger was wearing a Man-U shirt, he'd get help 85% of 
the time. If wearing a neutral or a rival club's shirt? Just 30%) 
- Trustworthiness: This is the core of 'Ethos' that Aristotle identified as a persuasion trait. The book identifies some interesting ways 
to increase your perceived trust. A smiling face is perceived to be more trustworthy. If a person draws attention to a potential 
weakness in their argument before presenting its strengths, we are more likely to assume they are trustworthy. E.g. Advertisers who 
pointed out a small drawback in their product or service, before highlighting its strengths, experienced large increases in sales. 
- Charisma: The most difficult to define, but one of the most powerful 'soft' messenger traits is charisma. You may think charisma is 
something that you either have or don't. Turns out there are some knobs and dials that you can tinker with. E.g. charismatic people are 
known to use more metaphors and analogies than others. They are also likely to tell more stories (ahem). Finally, they are more 
emotionally expressive - hand movement, facial expressions, voice. None of these skills are unlearnable. Essentially, even if you think 
of yourself as non-charismatic, you can work on these skills and build your presence! 
 
Overall, the book makes a lot of useful points. Written by prof-researchers, it refers to a lot of studies, so the credibility is high. Having 
said that, it is written by prof-researchers. So don't expect it to be a page-turner like a Malcolm Gladwell or Michael Lewis hit. 
 
If short of time, you can visit the book's website where they have a short 9-min video summary of the book.    



 
Scarcity: Why 
having too little 
means so 
much by 
Sendhil 
Mullainathan 
and Eldar 
Shafir 

Often, the poor make worse decisions about their financial health compared to the rich. (For example, they are more likely to borrow 
at exorbitant rates). Similarly, those who are time-poor end up making poor decisions on the use of their time, and those who want to 
lose weight struggle to keep off the goodies. 
Why does this happen? According to the authors of this book, it's due to the phenomenon of 'scarcity' - and its insidious impact on our 
lives. 
 
Interestingly they start the book by talking about the beneficial effects of scarcity. As per one research, meetings are vastly more 
productive in the second half than in the first half. Why so? Because of the looming deadline, participants combat their digressions 
and distractions and focus on what needs to be done. So yes, scarcity can help us focus our mind. And focus is good, right? 
Turns out, too much focus can be a bad thing - the term the book uses is 'tunnelling'. When you are very short of time (or money or any 
other key resource), you tunnel - and end up fire-fighting all the time. Life seems a constant battle and every-time you think you're 
afloat, the tide pulls you in. 
If that sounds similar, this book will give you an in-depth analysis of why this happens and what steps can you take to solve it. 
 
To be fair, the book is written mainly from the point of view of money scarcity... but the lessons apply in other areas too. (The book is a 
must-read if you work in the social sector) 
A sample solution the book suggests: Whenever possible, convert vigilant behaviors into one-time actions. Vigilant behaviours are 
those that require frequent exercise of limited willpower, while one-time actions ensure that the option to stray is taken off the table. 
For instance, in order to eat better: Rather than having to be vigilant every time you go to the kitchen to grab a snack, just be vigilant 
at the grocery store in choosing healthier snacks. 
 
While such tips make the book highly valuable, overall, the book is a longer than it needs to be. For those short of time, you can listen 
to this podcast about the book.  

Good Habits, 
Bad Habits: 
The Science of 
Making 
Positive 
Changes That 
Stick by Wendy 
Wood 

Over the last 10 years there have been many bestselling books on how to change your habits for the better. 
 
There was 'The Power of Habit' by Charles Duhigg (2013) followed by 'Atomic Habits' by James Clear (2018). This book (Good Habits, Bad 
Habits) released in 2019 and in 2020 we saw 'Tiny Habits' by BJ Fogg. 
 
Two questions arise: 
(a) Why so many suddenly? and 
(b) How is this book any different? 
 



 
For (a), here's the answer by Wendy Wood: 
"The years 1980–2000 were low points for “habit.” The science of habits didn’t completely die out, and the rapid upward surge in use of 
the word during the previous decade is evidence that we are undergoing a correction. What led to this turnaround? 
As with so much else in recent years, technology was a driver. Interest in habits resurfaced in part with the development of brain-scan 
technology (functional magnetic resonance imaging, or fMRI) that enabled previously unimaginable assessments of brain activity." 
 
In other words, scientists could get real evidence about the 'Chemical locha' that happens in our brains when habits are activated. 
 
Coming to (b) - why is this book different? 
 
Now when it comes to books in any academic field, there are two types of writers. The Scientists and the Storytellers. 
 
Charles Duhigg is a storyteller (NYT Reporter). James Clear is also a storyteller (blogger turned author). 
 
Wendy Wood is a scientist. 
 
(Interestingly, BJ Fogg, who's written Tiny Habits, is also a scientist. I'll be picking that up soon!) 
 
So essentially the storytellers usually beat the scientists to the party. But the scientists naturally bring more credibility and ...well, 
science. 
 
So this book is great for reinforcing some of the concepts about habits that you may have read about before (context, cues, rewards 
etc.) - but does so with solid neuroscience and scientific-experiment backing. 
 
For instance, I found this insight striking: "Fully 43 percent of the time, our actions are habitual, performed without conscious 
thought. We had provided the first scientific estimate of how often people act out of habit." 
 
In short, this book is great at answering the Why of habit formation. It doesn't go too deep into the 'How' (do I improve) part. (For that 
there's always James Clear). But I found it a useful read to strengthen my concepts on the topic and get some more motivation for 
breaking some bad habits of my own (that post-meal dessert craving is a killer for instance). 
 
Don't expect the book to be a page-turner. At parts it plods through and sometimes repeats the same points multiple times. Still, I 
think it is a great addition to your collection on a critical topic. 



 
If short of time, you can visit the book's website where they have a few cool surveys you can take. This podcast conversation offers a 
good summary.    

Factfulness: 
Ten Reasons 
We're Wrong 
About The 
World - And 
Why Things Are 
Better by Hans 
Rosling, Ola 
Rosling and 
Anna Rosling 
Rosslund 

"The world is going to the dogs". 
 
"Things were so much better back then". 
 
"It's all because of XYZ that we landed in this soup now" 
 
Do you find yourself (or others around you) proclaiming some of these sentiments? 
 
You may be a victim of one of the many biases that plague our thinking. 
 
In his masterful treatise, Dr. Rosling makes a compelling case for 'Factfulness' - the ability to focus on hard facts instead of getting 
swayed by one or more of the 'dramatic instincts' that we are prone to. 
 
What are these 'instincts'? Here's a short extract from the book: 
"Imagine that we have a shield, or attention filter, between the world and our brain. This attention filter protects us against the noise 
of the world: without it, we would constantly be bombarded with so much information we would be overloaded and paralyzed. Then 
imagine that the attention filter has ten instinct-shaped holes in it—gap, negativity, straight line, and so on. Most information doesn’t 
get through, but the holes do allow through information that appeals to our dramatic instincts. So we end up paying attention to 
information that fits our dramatic instincts, and ignoring information that does not. The media can’t waste time on stories that won’t 
pass our attention filters." 
 
This book delves into each of these 'instincts' and shares ideas for how to avoid getting swayed by them. 
 
You should read this book... 
- If you want to know a fact-based, balanced view of the real state of the world. 
- If you want to learn how to present data better. 
- To marvel at the brilliance and kindness and humility of a privileged Westerner who could've led a very comfortable life in Sweden, 
but instead dedicated his life to helping the entire world (especially Africa). 
- To laugh, cry and get shocked at the wondrous anecdotes this natural storyteller weaves in, while making his points. 
- And to understand your own biases and 'dramatic instincts' which may lead to wrong decisions. 



 
 
If it were up to me, I'd make this book compulsory reading for all high-shool and college students. 
 
And since we are dreaming, if it were up to me, I would love to resurrect Dr. Rosling - so that he could have guided us through this 
terrible pandemic ... with his wisdom, care and wondrously goofy humour. 

The Catalyst: 
How to Change 
Anyone's Mind 
by Jonah 
Berger 

In Thailand, authorities wanted to reduce the rate of smoking. But the usual public service messages weren't working. (Ahem, Mukesh, 
anyone?) 
So they tried a different track. 
Say what you will about smokers, one thing's for sure. If you go up to one and ask them for a 'light', you WILL be obliged. 
Not in Thailand, however. 
Here's what happened as per the book: 
"... it was surprising when smokers in Thailand were stopped on the street and asked this question ('Can you please spare me a light?'), 
their responses were nowhere near as positive. “I’m not giving it to you,” said one smoker. “Cigarettes contain poison,” responded 
another. “They drill a hole in your throat for cancer. Aren’t you afraid of surgery?” lectured a third. Smoking makes you die faster, leads 
to lung cancer, and causes a variety of other ailments, they replied. 
These weren’t public health workers talking. These were everyday smokers who were currently in mid-cigarette themselves. Yet they 
were inspired to rant about how smoking was a terrible idea. And they did so because of the person who asked. 
Because the person who made the request was a child. A small boy wearing a monkey T-shirt, or a girl in pigtails. Each no more than 
four feet tall and barely over ten years old. 
The kids pulled cigarettes from their pockets and politely asked smokers for a light. After being rejected and often chastised for their 
request, the kids turned to walk away. But before they did, they handed the smoker a piece of paper. A small note, folded into fourths, 
almost like a secret passed under the table at school. “You worry about me,” it said, “but why not about yourself?” And at the bottom 
was a toll-free number smokers could call to kick the habit." 
 
What. A. Story. 
 
This gem of a book is FILLED with such stories - incredulous, uplifting, fascinating stories - of how to reduce resistance to change and 
get people to willingly do things that are in their interest: 
- A short, bald hostage negotiator who convinces a hardened criminal to turn himself over to the authorities. In broad daylight, without 
a fight. 
- A Jewish family which befriends a white supremacist Ku Klux Klan member. 
- A Spanish Conquistador inspiring his outnumbered men to fight the vast local army 



 
- A summer camp which gets Israeli and Palestinian teens to reduce their hate for (and maybe even like?) each other 
 
The book's author, Jonah Berger, is a Marketing Professor at Wharton, and has written best-sellers like 'Contagious' and 'Invisible 
Influence' in the past. 
 
In The Catalyst, he delves into the barriers to change and clearly identifies them under 5 heads: 
- Reactance: resistance to something new 
- Endowment: Ownership of current choice 
- Distance: between the current and new options 
- Uncertainty: post-change 
- Corroborative Evidence: of whether the change will work 
 
As you probably noticed, those 5 barriers neatly read 'REDUCE' when you see the first letters. 
 
The book is a rare combination of being a fun yet insightful read. Highly recommended. 
Here's a short video by the professor describing the book.   



 
Content Trap 
by Bharat 
Anand 

How important is a product's quality to its success? You'd say, its the most important thing! Customers would always buy a higher 
quality product over a lower one. Right? 
 
Wrong. It depends on the connections that the product leverages. 
 
Consider Apple. The Macbook in the late 80s and early 90s was clearly superior to any Windows machine. And yet it struggled. Here's 
the author, Prof. Anand: 
'Imagine two companies competing head-to-head, but with radically different approaches. One focuses on creating great products, 
cool designs, and easy-to-use offerings. The other churns out seemingly clunky, bug-filled products and relies on rapid imitation 
rather than original innovation. The second approach doesn’t sound like it could win. But it can. 
It’s not that Microsoft executives aimed to be quality or innovation laggards; it’s just that their priorities lay elsewhere. As early as 
1994, Bill Gates summarized his strategy in the simple observation, “We look for opportunities with network externalities".' 
 
The Professor summarises this point with: 
'Offer a product without a network advantage and you have to spend disproportionate effort and cost improving product features. 
Offer a networked product and once you’re ahead you can more or less sit back and count your cash, as more users come on board 
even with no improvement in product features' 
 
In other words, product quality is not everything. 
 
If you believe so, then you have fallen into the 'Content Trap'. 
 
The 'Content Trap' is an insidious belief that makes you focus on your product rather than how the consumer uses it. This usage is 
dependent on a central theme that resonates through the book - connections. Connections between users (networks), connections 
between products (complements) and connections between functions. It's a simple idea that has profound implications across 
industries. 
 
In this fascinating book, Prof. Bharat Anand (who teaches Strategy at Harvard Business School) explores the nature of the Content 
Trap - and how to avoid it - across a staggering variety of sectors. While his primary focus is the media and entertainment space, he 
also dives into technology, publishing, retail, e-commerce, manufacturing and other areas. The book is four-years-old (published Oct-
2016) - but the ideas are timeless. 
 
He chronicles how Apple learnt from its mistakes in the personal-computer space and applied it brilliantly in its next two blockbuster 



 
products - the iPod and the iPhone. 
 
Hang on, you may say - the iPod was a technological marvel and so was the iPhone. It was product quality that won the game, right?! 
 
Sure, the quality was brilliant, but that's not the reason for their insane success. Here's Prof. Anand: 
 
'The iPod wasn’t the first such device on the market: RCA’s Lyra, Creative Labs’ Nomad, and Diamond Multimedia’s Rio X, among 
others, preceded it, and in some cases were more technologically sophisticated than the iPod. How did a product coming late to 
market, in an environment where a six-month head start can be crucial, overwhelm its rivals? The reason for the iPod’s early success 
came in large part from the availability of its software complement, iTunes. 
Steve Jobs had apparently learned, painfully from the earlier Mac experience, the importance of having software for your hardware: 
He had spent months negotiating with the major recording studios to ensure that on the day the iPod was launched, it had a song 
library to ensure its value. The price was right too: 99 cents for a legal download. And the system was open: iTunes software could be 
installed on a PC, making the iPod compatible with the largest computer platform 
Apple’s ability to produce a great product was not the only game-changer during the last decade. Its ability to manage complements 
was.' 
 
Similarly, for the iPhone (and iPad), the game-changer was the App store. 
 
The book is filled with many such examples of 'connections' between users, products and functions. 
 
Towards the end of the book, Prof. Anand chronicles the journey of Harvard moving its classes online (this was pre-Covid), how they 
almost fell into the Content Trap, how they recovered and what lessons they learnt along the way. (I will be implementing quite a few of 
those learnings in my upcoming online course!). 
 
Overall, 'Content Trap' is a deeply researched, insight-packed book that is a must-read for anyone involved in creating products for 
users. 
 
Is it an engaging read? For the most part yes, especially given that it's written by an academic. Don't expect a breezy tome... But given 
the amount of solid research and real-world examples packed into it, it's a highly recommended read. 



 
The 
Psychology of 
Money by 
Morgan Housel 

Once in a while, you come across a book, that makes you think - damn, I wish I had read it when I was younger. A book that you'd like to 
gift to everyone you know. A book that takes a universal topic (money) and uncovers counter-intuitive wisdom, using data and some 
carefully curated stories. And a book, which makes for a fascinating read. 
 
This is that book. 
 
(This book was a gift to my dad from my brother, Guru, who works in Investment Banking in Auckland. Guru reads a lot of good stuff in 
the world of finance, and so has a high bar for quality... It shows in this book) 
 
The book's author, Morgan Housel is a clear thinker and a fabulous storyteller. He gets his writing chops from his experience as a 
finance/economics columnist (for the Motley Fool and the Wall Street Journal). But he's also got massive investing street-cred - since 
2016, he's a Partner at Collaborative Fund - a firm which invests in startups. He's got skin in the game. 
 
At 20 short chapters and about 238 pages, the book is a relatively short-read - more like several long blog posts strung together in a 
clear narrative. But it has insights which you can ponder over for a lifetime. 
 
And some fascinating stories. For instance: 
- The story of the rural janitor and gas-station attendant, who died at age 92, leaving behind a fortune worth $8M (most of it to charity). 
His wealth secret? Regular investment in blue-chip stocks, and the insane magic of compounding  
- The counter-story of the Harvard-educated, Merrill Lynch executive with an MBA, who made a ton of money... but then had to file for 
bankruptcy after a series of rash financial decisions. 
- A story of luck: of how Bill Gates was incredibly lucky to be in the right school (Lakeside in Seattle) at the right time. (He told his 
school's graduating class in 2005, "If there had been no Lakeside, there would have been no Microsoft") 
- The counter-story of risk: of a close friend of Bill Gates' from school - who would have been one of the founders of Microsoft, and a 
household name today, if not for a tragic accident... 
 
Buy this book. Read it. And then gift it to people you know, who would benefit from it. They'll thank you. 



 
Made in 
America by 
Sam Walton 

I picked this book as preparation for a training session for a client, and found it an inspiring read. It's filled with interesting anecdotes 
that chronicle the 'Great American Retail Expansion'. 
 
That phenomenon requires some explanation, which I'm going to attempt (this is my amateur take btw, not mentioned in the book!). 
 
The American economy accounts for around 24% of nominal global GDP. That means one in four dollars (nominal) is spent in the US. 
 
Almost two-thirds of that GDP comes from the American consumer - which makes them the most powerful consuming force in human 
history. And this is a number which has been rising - consumer spend as a share of the US economy has steadily risen from about 60% 
of its GDP in the 1960s to about 70% now. 
 
There's one company which has benefited the most from - and driven the bulk of - this historically unprecedented expansion: 
Walmart. 
 
In 'Made in America', it's intrepid founder Sam Walton gives a ringside view of his journey, as he went on to build the world's largest 
company by revenue. 
 
These are some of the facts which I found fascinating in this book: 
- Humble small-town origins: The US - despite being a big country - has highly concentrated pockets of economic activity. I assumed 
that Walmart would have started in one of the big cities - New York, Chicago, Dallas or LA; or atleast the coastal states where most of 
the economic activity is present. Not only did it start in one of the states with the smallest economies (Arkansas)... even within it, it 
started in a really small town (Bentonville). In its initial years, Walmart would be opening its stores in towns with population sizes as 
low as 5,000-6,000 people! That's like a big housing complex in an Indian metropolis! 
Here's Sam Walton: 
"So any town with a population over 10,000 was off-limits to the Waltons. If you know anything at all about the initial small-town 
strategy that got Wal-Mart going almost two decades later, you can see that this pretty much set the course for what was to come." 
Think of it like this: Imagine a retailer in India starts in a suburb of a small town in say, Orissa. And then goes on to become a global 
retail leader. 
That is the Walmart Story. 
 
- Encouraging higher consumption: We mentioned the US consumer story - here's how Walmart drove that consumption: 
"Here’s the simple lesson we learned—which others were learning at the same time and which eventually changed the way retailers sell 
and customers buy all across America: say I bought an item for 80 cents. I found that by pricing it at $1.00 I could sell three times more 



 
of it than by pricing it at $1.20. I might make only half the profit per item, but because I was selling three times as many, the overall 
profit was much greater." 
If you find supermarkets today are laying out merchandise to make you buy more, some of those techniques were probably born in a 
Walmart store somewhere! 
 
- Focused on competition: Walton was shameless about copying best practices from competition. He would walk around competitor 
stores and make voice notes to himself. Here's a fascinating anecdote: 
"(We spent) as much time as we could checking out the competition. It’s something I did from the beginning, and it’s something I 
insisted all our managers do. My assistants, John Jacobs and Larry English, would go over there and walk through their store trying to 
memorize prices. Then they would come out and write them all down. But there was a great big open trash bin out behind that store, 
and at night, after both stores were closed, John and Larry would go over to Gibson’s and get down in their trash and check as many 
prices as they could find.” 
How far would you go to check out your competition? Would you empty their trash bins and check their prices? :) 
 
- Incredibly driven and cost-focused: I loved this anecdote which shows his insane commitment levels to the lowest costs: 
This is a colleague talking about Sam: “From the very beginning, Sam was always trying to instill in us that you just didn’t go to New 
York and roll with the flow. We always walked everywhere. We never took cabs. And Sam had an equation for the trips: our expenses 
should never exceed 1% of our purchases, so we would all crowd in these little hotel rooms somewhere down around Madison Square 
Garden. 
We never finished up until about twelve-thirty at night, and we’d all go out for a beer except Mr. Walton. He’d say, ‘I’ll meet you for 
breakfast at six o’clock.’ And we’d say, ‘Mr. Walton, there’s no reason to meet that early. We can’t even get into the buildings that early.’ 
And he’d just say, ‘We’ll find something to do.’ “The next morning, he would talk some janitor or somebody into letting us in the building, 
and we’d be sitting there outside the showroom when those folks started coming in to work. Like I said, I think he was trying to make a 
point: just because we’re in New York doesn’t mean we have to start doing things their way.” 
 
If you are an entrepreneur, especially in the retail space, this book is a must-read. 



 
Narrative 
Economics by 
Robert Shiller 

On the 13th of September 1974, probably the most famous curve of all time was drawn on a table napkin in a restaurant in Washington 
DC. 
 
Here's the scene. Four men at the table. A journalist (Jude Wanniski, who was the one who later wrote about it), two top White House 
officials (future VP Dick Cheney and future Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld) and the our main guy - an economist named Arthur 
Laffer. 
 
During that lunch meeting, Laffer takes a table napkin and hand-draws a graph to indicate that tax rates can be reduced without any 
impact on government tax collections. How is that possible, you ask? So imagine a graph with tax rate on the X-axis and collections in 
the Y axis. At 0% tax, the government's revenue would be zero. At 100% tax, the government's revenue would still be zero - since no 
one would have incentive to earn income. 
The magic happens in the middle. Assume an inverted-U shaped curve stretching from 0 to 100%. Moving down from 100%, you will 
find that at any of the high tax rates, the government could earn a similar tax revenue at a lower tax rate - as shown in the image 
below: 
 

 
 
This might have been an obscure incident in a random DC restaurant forgotten by all involved. Except the 'Laffer Curve' later became 
the inspiration for a major tax cut by a future President Ronald Reagan - and a whole new economic and tax policy christened as 



 
Reaganomics. 
That famous napkin is now a treasured artifact at The National Museum of American History. 
 
But here's the tricky question: Did this napkin-drawing incident really happen? 
 
Probably, no. 
 
Here's the economist Art Laffer himself: 
"I personally do not remember the details of that evening, but Wanniski's version could well be true. I used the so-called Laffer Curve 
all the time in my classes and with anyone else who would listen to me to illustrate the trade-off between tax rates and tax revenues. 
My only question about Wanniski's version of the story is that the restaurant used cloth napkins and my mother had raised me not to 
desecrate nice things." 
 
A story of a famous drawing on a napkin - one that inspired a major economic policy shift - is being disputed by the main actor himself! 
 
I found that fascinating... More interesting is Prof. Robert Shiller's (the book's author) take on why the story became viral: 
"The story’s rich visual imagery helped it evolve from an economic anecdote into a long-term memory... There is a lesson to be learned 
here for those who want their stories to go viral: when authors want their audience to remember a story, they should suggest striking 
visual images." 
 
That's some good advice - and it is from the book, 'Narrative Economics' - written by Prof. Robert Shiller (an Economics Nobel laureate 
who teaches at Yale). It argues that beyond numbers and data, narratives have immense power - power to move entire countries and 
economies. 
 
What a riveting premise for a book, I thought. It should make for arresting read... right? Um, yes and no. 
 
So here's the deal - the book is fascinating (in parts). And as you would expect, it is based on meticulous research. But, as you might 
also expect, Prof. Shiller is no storyteller. So the book is also a drag (in parts) - and I found it challenging to complete it. 
 
Having said that, these are some of the fascinating highlights that stood for me: 
- The Prof (very seriously) compares the spread of narratives to the spread of viral diseases and uses concepts from epidemiology to 
study the same (what a coincidence that his book releases in the midst of a once-in-a-generation pandemic). 
- Often, it's not an individual story, but a 'constellation of narratives' that aid in changing society's views on a particular topic. Movies 



 
and popular books have a significant role to play here. For instance, a movie like 3 Idiots is still remembered for its message of not 
getting caught in the academic rat race. Charlie Chaplin's classic 'Modern Times' was a biting satire on the over-dependence on 
machines and the loss of the human touch. 
- Narratives recur. For instance, take this paragraph: 
"Whenever a man is replaced by a machine a consumer is lost; for the man is deprived of the means of paying for what he consumes. 
The greater the number of Robots employed, the less is the demand for what they produce for men cannot consume what they cannot 
pay for." 
Can you guess when this was written? 
It is from an article in the Los Angeles Times. 
From 1931. 
 
As part of the book, Prof Shiller documents 10 recurring narratives (for instance 'labour-saving machines will replace all jobs') that will 
continue to make headlines. 
For instance, there was a massive resistance to move to self-dial telephones in the early-20th century (earlier, you had to first talk to 
an 'operator' who would connect you to the person you wanted to talk to). Here's Prof. Shiller: 
"The transition from the non-dial telephone to the dial telephone took many decades. However, during the Great Depression, there 
rose a narrative focus on the loss of telephone operators’ jobs, and the transition to dial telephones was troubled by moral qualms that 
by adopting the dial phone one was complicit in destroying a job." 
This story got me thinking. If they were SO wrong about something then ... what are we wrong about today? 
 
More such thought-provoking questions are sure to be raised when you read this book. 
 
In sum, would I recommend this book for everyone? No, it's not an easy read. 
 
But I would highly recommend it for serious students of both - economics and storytelling. 

The Tyranny of 
Metrics by 
Jerry Muller 

Data is the new oil, Storytelling is the new refinery' is a line that I like to say. 
 
It assumes that more data = better. 
 
No, says Jerry Muller. 
 
In a compellingly argued book, Prof. Muller uses a diverse set of examples to give a dire warning - Do. Not. Over. Rely. On. Metrics. 



 
 
While management theory might tell you "If you can't measure it, you can't improve it", Prof. Muller's point counters that with, broadly, 
this line of argument: 
- What you are seeking to measure may not be the right metric 
- Even if right, It may not be measurable 
- Even if measurable, it may not be worth rewarding for 
- Even if worth rewarding for, it might be gamed resulting in an overall skewed result 
 
In separate chapters, he argues about the ills of over-reliance on metrics across diverse sectors: Education, Health, the Military, 
Police, Business and Philanthropy. 
 
Here are some of the more egregious examples 
- Health: In the UK, an NHS policy to penalise longer Emergency waiting times went awry. Here's the author: 
"In England, in an attempt to reduce wait times in emergency wards, the Department of Health adopted a policy that penalized 
hospitals with wait times longer than four hours. The program succeeded—at least on the surface. In fact, some hospitals responded 
by keeping incoming patients in queues of ambulances, beyond the doors of the hospital, until the staff was confident that the patient 
could be seen within the allotted four hours of being admitted." 
Ok so that was predictable...(in hindsight)! 
 
- Higher Education: US Universities have a ranking system, which leads to some, well, interesting implications. Here's an observation: 
"Recently I was puzzled to find that a mid-ranked American university was taking out full-page advertisements in every issue of The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, touting the important issues on which its faculty members were working. Since the Chronicle is read 
mostly by academics—and especially academic administrators—I scratched my head at the tremendous expenditures of this not 
particularly rich university on a seemingly superfluous ad campaign. Then it struck me: the USNWR ratings are based in good part on 
surveys of college presidents, asking them to rank the prestige of other universities. The criterion is of dubious validity, since most 
presidents are simply unaware of developments at most other institutions. The ad campaign was aimed at raising awareness of the 
university, in an attempt to boost the reputational factor of the USNWR rankings." 
 
- Business: An example he (surprisingly) doesn't mention is that of the late Jack Welch, the celebrated ex-CEO of General Electric. 
Lionised by the media during his tenure, Welch's obsession with 'shareholder-value-above-all' as a metric, led to a lot of decisions that 
proved to be harmful in the long-term for the company. This Bloomberg article minces no words in lacerating his legacy. Here's an 
extract: 
"Because Welch was so idolized, the path he trod became the path every other CEO trod as well. They all began focusing on 



 
shareholder value. That became the basis on which they were judged and paid. And it warped the business culture, causing companies 
to put employees, vendors and even customers behind the primacy of shareholders. If you want to see what happens when you take 
maximizing shareholder value to its logical extreme, I give you Facebook. Or, for that matter, Enron.... When you see pharmaceutical 
companies raising the price of drugs to unconscionable levels; when companies cut back on research and development to satisfy Wall 
Street; when CEOs routinely make $40 million to $50 million a year, you now know whom to blame. Jack Welch." 
 
Apart from the use of diverse examples, Prof. Muller is also good with words. For instance, I loved this line: 
"The more that work becomes a matter of filling in the boxes by which performance is to be measured and rewarded, the more it will 
repel those who think outside the box". 
 
You might read all this with growing concern about the downsides of metrics (like I did) and wonder: What is the solution? 
 
Now that's where the issue lies. While Prof. Muller's book makes for a compellingly savage anti-metrics rant, there's hardly any 
mention of the solution... The only point the Professor makes is: Use your own judgement. 
 
Um, ok. That helps, I guess... 
 
This line, however, summarises the book's idea well: 
"Ultimately, the issue is not one of metrics versus judgment, but metrics as informing judgment, which includes knowing how much 
weight to give to metrics, recognizing their characteristic distortions, and appreciating what can’t be measured." 
 

'How to Make 
the World Add 
Up: Ten Rules 
for Thinking 
Differently 
About 
Numbers' by 
Tim Harford 

In 1953, senior executives from the tobacco industry met at the Plaza Hotel in New York. They were meeting to discuss a recent study 
by a couple of British scientists. In the study, the scientists - after a painstaking randomised control trial - had come to a shocking 
conclusion which for the first time linked smoking to cancer: if you smoke, the study found, you are sixteen times more likely to get 
lung cancer. 
 
That should have resulted in worldwide censure and an immediate ban. Except it didn't. You see, Big Tobacco had a trick up its sleeve. 
 
You would assume that they would have published research that refuted these findings - perhaps running their own studies which 
proved that patients who died of lung cancer did not disproportionately smoke. 
 
Instead, they did something else. They decided to obfuscate. 



 
 
As the author puts it: 
"They questioned the existing research; they called for more research; they funded research into other things they might persuade 
the media to get excited about, such as sick building syndrome or mad cow disease. 
They manufactured doubt. 
Their challenge was not to convince smokers that cigarettes were safe, but to create doubt about the statistical evidence that 
showed they were dangerous." 
 
Doubt. The weapon that can be even more powerful than clear contrary evidence (because that can be doubted). How can you doubt 
doubt? 
 
It's a playbook that is merrily used by politicians of all stripes and colours since then. Here's an infamous quote by Steve Bannon, 
Trump's ex-chief ideologist: 
"The Democrats don’t matter. The real opposition is the media. And the way to deal with them is to flood the zone with shit." 
 
Suddenly everything is 'fake news', and we are in a post-truth world. 
 
In this scenario, Tim Harford (the author of several bestsellers, including 'The Undercover Economist') rises to the defence of the 
statistics profession. He cites several inspiring stories of progress over the centuries - which have been driven by meticulously 
compiled data: 

• The study that linked smoking to cancer 
• The painstaking, data-driven efforts of a nurse, Florence Nightingale, to convince top British army brass to pay attention to 

sanitary conditions in their camps 
• The courageous Greek statistician who told the truth about his country's woeful numbers - and became public enemy number 

one 

 
While he defends the statistics profession, Harford acknowledges that data can be misused to make inaccurate or even malicious 
claims. As the old adage goes, there are three types of lies: Lies, damned lies and statistics. 
 
But, he adds, "Yes, it’s easy to lie with statistics – but it’s even easier to lie without them." 



 
 
And so, in this book, Harford does not go about enumerating the benefits of accurate data. Instead, he gives us a set of robust and 
universal principles to stress-test the data we are looking at. 
 
He condenses his wisdom into 10 overarching 'rules' that are essential reading for anyone in the profession of dealing with data. 
Here are some of the principles he espouses: 
- Connect with your feelings: You read that right. Numbers hide stories. Stories make us feel. Often we let the feeling dictate whether 
we should believe the number or not. Harford has simple advice. You cannot suppress your feelings - just be aware of them. Here's 
how he puts it: 
"The first simple step is to notice those emotions. When you see a statistical claim, pay attention to your own reaction. If you feel 
outrage, triumph, denial, pause for a moment. Then reflect. You don’t need to be an emotionless robot, but you could and should think 
as well as feel... The good news is that simply pausing for a moment to reflect was all it took to filter out a lot of the misinformation." 
 
- Get the worm's eye and the bird's eye view: Mohammad Yunus of Grameen Bank came up with the term 'worm's eye view' as a 
counterpart to the bird's eye view. You need both. Don't rely only on the stats - look for anecdotal evidence too. At the same time, don't 
extrapolate based on a single anecdote or news item! 
When reading this part, I remembered an incident that I read in another book about Amazon - 'The Everything Store' by Brad Stone. It 
describes a review meeting in Amazon with Jeff Bezos: 
"Bezos began the meeting by asking Price what the customer wait times were. Price then violated a cardinal rule at Amazon: he 
assured Bezos that they were well under a minute but without offering much in the way of proof. “Really?” Bezos said. “Let’s see.” On 
the speakerphone in the middle of the conference table, he called Amazon’s 800 number. Incongruously cheerful hold music filled the 
room. Bezos took his watch off and made a deliberate show of tracking the time. A brutal minute passed, then two. Other execs 
fidgeted uncomfortably while Price furtively picked up his cell phone and quietly tried to summon his subordinates. Bezos’s face grew 
red; the vein in his forehead, a hurricane warning system, popped out and introduced itself to the room. Around four and a half 
minutes passed, but according to multiple people at the meeting who related the story, the wait seemed interminable. Eventually a 
cheerful voice blurted out, “Hello, Amazon.com!” Bezos said, “I’m just calling to check,” and slammed down the phone. Then he tore 
into Price, accusing him of incompetence and lying. Price was gone about ten months later." 
The worm's eye view needs to be combined with the bird's eye view. 
 
- Get historical context: ‘London’s Murder Rate Is Higher than New York’s for the First Time Ever!’ screamed the newspaper in April 
2018. 
Should Londoners have been alarmed? We can't say, states Harford. The news tends to take the most dramatic interpretation of any 
piece of data. It's our job to dig deeper and get context about the numbers before drawing any conclusion. 



 
In this instance, there were 14 murders in New York, and 15 in London in that particular month. But that by itself doesn't tell us 
anything. From a data-storytelling point of view, it lacks adequate 'norms' - numbers against which you can make an appropriate 
comparison. 
Here's how Harford puts the numbers in context: 
"London had 184 murders in 1990, while New York suffered 2262 – more than ten times as many. It’s with that image in mind of New 
York as a murderous place that Londoners are alarmed at the idea that they might have become as rotten as the Big Apple. But 
London’s murder rate has fallen, not risen, since 1990. In 2017, there were 130 murders in London, including ten people killed in 
terrorist attacks. London was safe in 1990 and it’s a little bit safer today. As for New York, murders fell to 292 in 2017. That means New 
York is still more dangerous than London, but much, much safer than in 1990." 
Step back and get perspective to understand the true significance of the numbers 
 
The book discusses seven more such rules, and a final 'Golden' rule ("Be Curious"), which equip us with the right tools to make sense of 
the avalanche of data we are all facing. 
 
Harford is a fabulous storyteller - and weaves several real-life stories to make the concepts and research-studies engaging. In fact, I 
discovered about this book on another storytelling medium - his podcast, Cautionary Tales - which is one of the most engaging non-
fiction shows I have heard. 
 
This book is a *must-read* for folks who work with data. 
 

 


