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Key Points

• Any marketer will tell you the best way to know what a prospect wants is to ask. But what 
should you do if they’re lying?  Savvy marketers know one response is to construct tests that 
look fair even when they’re not. Just ask former Apple CEO John Sculley.

• If you want world peace, the top priority may be to avoid messing with the women of another 
people’s culture.

• As one speaker illustrated with many examples, choices matter. If we have too few, we’re 
oppressed: If we have too many, we become stressed. How many is the   right number?

Executive Summary

   It doesn’t get much better than this.

   A few years back Michael Schrage, the MIT Media Lab guru-journalist, declared during a 
PopTech session, “Pop is what you’re your brain does.” In subsequent conferences, we have 
considered it a consistent summary of how we always depart this pastoral New England 
seaport to return to life’s lesser mundanities for another year. PopTech, veteran attendees 
opine, feeds you new thoughts that require a year to ponder. It also gives you a long reading 
list, since most who speak, and many who come to just listen and mingle, are accomplished 
authors of acclaimed and intelligent literary works.

   PopTech is brainfood at its best. In this, its eighth year, the organizers performed more than a 
few tweaks, always a cause for apprehension among those who liked it the way it was. The 
agenda was compressed by five hours. An annual dinner moved to the last night of the event. 
Futurist Andrew Zolli assumed the reigns as both conference chair and program director. And 
perhaps most significantly, industry icon Bob Metcalfe, whose popular summaries have 
traditionally culminated the conference on a high and spirited note, moved into stage center 
where he served as host-moderator.
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   To the relief of veteran attendees, the result was a nearly flawless conference. All but one 
speaker scored average or well above in the view of more than 50 people we asked. Every 
veteran we spoke with considered this the best PopTech ever. Newbies gushed that it was the 
best conference they could recall attending. The dais entertainers were so talented and 
memorable, there was no consensus on who the best speaker was – though there was 
unanimity on who was the worst. The town of Camden, nestled between a picture book harbor 
and Mount Battie in autumnal splendor, remains a glorious constant. “Is it always this good?” 
asked a new acquaintance. “No,” we replied. “It just keeps getting better.”

   Space and time prevent us from covering every speaker and discussing the event’s many 
colorful sidebars. In nearly all cases, we report only on speakers that someone told us was 
outstanding.
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Of Apes and Politicos

   When introducing Emory University Professor Frans de Waal, author of Bonobo: the Forgotten 
Ape, Metcalfe implored the audience, “Please don’t hurl any dung, but let us pound our chests 
in welcome.” The humor turned out to be more than apropos. The essence of de Waal’s 
presentation is people are more like their simian brethren than we might imagine. 

   De Waal superimposed photos and video bites that demonstrated how apes and humans 
similarly compete for primacy, using body language to intimidate, sounds to warn off 
competitors and bodily demonstrations of submission when it’s the safest course. But it goes 
further than that. Studies of ape, chimp and even monkey colonies show that many human 
civilizations have similar group behavior. After alpha male supremacy is determined through a 
viciously competitive process, the entire colony becomes relieved, and the society stabilizes for 
periods. The alpha leader is entrusted to establish law and order, break up fights, and 
otherwise enforce peace to guide the colony. The supreme alpha often forms a coalition with 
his former competitor — not out of mutual love, but to ward off any third-party alpha threats and 
to defend his incumbency. But there are limits to the alpha leader’s powers: For example, the 
colony will rebel if he attempts to take food from a female who didn’t offer it.

   De Waal’s studies show there are essentially two types of colony leaders: populists and bullies. 
The populist tend to support and protect the meekest members of the society, and the bully 
bullies. Interestingly, bullies tend to have shorter leadership tenures.

   But it was his slides and clips that made his presentation so popular. He superimposed photos 
of American politicians and compared there gestures and body language with those of apes. 
He brought down the house by superimposing body language shots of George Bush and John 
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McCain gingerly reconciling after the 2000 Republican primary. To illustrate coalitions against 
common enemies, he showed the famous bear hug of the current election year, with body 
language almost identical to the previously-shown chimps. He also showed how a larger chimp 
will make himself look smaller when standing near the alpha male, then offered photos of 
politicians doing the same thing to look taller.

   De Waal then demonstrated subtler behavior similarities, such as reciprocity and fairness. His 
studies show that monkeys voluntarily share meat with other colony members, offering more to 
monkeys who have done them favors such as grooming them, indicating memory as well as 
reciprocity. And monkeys, though considered lower down the evolutionary ladder than apes, 
show some higher-level behavior, such as hunting collectively and working effectively in teams.

   But perhaps most fascinating was the fact that monkeys in a cage have a strong sense of 
fairness. De Waal showed how one would return a pebble if rewarded with a cucumber slice – 
that is, until the monkey in the next cage is rewarded with a tastier grape. Then the first monkey 
loses interest in the transaction, and eventually sits in the corner sulking in non-cooperation. De 
Waal’s point: Even monkeys are smart enough to expect equal pay for equal work. 

The Path of Khan

   If we’re so much like our simian brethren, how much are humans like each another? To find this 
out, historical biologist Spencer Wells says he studies who had sex with whom, and where. 
“Our history is in our blood,” he declared. Through DNA and other scientific evidence, Wells 
has tracked the origins of humanity backward to a single tribe in central Africa 10,000 
generations and 1.8 million years ago. His team took genetic samples from countless cultures 
worldwide, finding that even though each molecule in our bodies contains over a billion pieces 
of information, human genes from all places and races are about 99 percent identical. While 
others have implied that the origins of man have multiple sources, the similarity between the 
samples convinced Wells that we are a single-source creature, and that genetic anomalies 
caused mutations, which serve as “genetic markers.” These, in turn, explain human diversity, 
making it possible to trace the family tree of all humanity back to its original seed. 

   Wells speculated that such Big Weather issues as glaciers, draught and accompanying famine 
exterminated many branches of humanity, motivating others to leave Africa first for Australia, 
where Wells found African DNA markers in the samples of Aborigines. He says the markers 
next took him to India, where he was able to trace the Aborigine marker. Raping, plundering 
barbarians also seem to have expedited genetic mutations: According to Wells, one in eight 
humans descends from Genghis Khan.

Bionic Bonds

   If Wells looked back, Joel Garreau, who writes for both Wired magazine and the Washington 
Post, looked forward. “Over the next 20 to 30 years, we will change the essence of 
humankind,” he proclaimed. “Whether we do it for better or worse remains to be seen, and is 
the subject of some debate.” Garreau, the author of “The Nine Nations of North America” and 
“Our New Selves: The Future of Human Nature,” maintained that computing power’s relentless 
march will enhance our ability to shape ourselves.

   Citing Moore’s Law, he emphasized the significance of the prolonged rapid acceleration of 
relentlessly cheaper, smaller processing power. Noting that computing capacity has doubled 27 
times in the past 35 years, he said that in 2002 a smart card, often distributed free and kept in 
your wallet, had the equivalent power of a 1980 Apple II. “By 2006, the card will be at Pentium 
level,” he forecasted.
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   Garreau, who describes himself as a scenario planner, said that Moore’s Law is in fact igniting 
a “third evolution.” The first was our ascendance from single-celled creatures to monkey then 
human and the second cultural, spurred by reading, language, and the pooling, storing and 
retrieving of information. In this third evolution, now just begun, we are starting to re-engineer 
ourselves through four technologies: Genomics, robotics, information- and nano-technology, 
abbreviated as “GRIN.” 

   Garreau presented a string of dramatic anecdotes supporting his case, starting with a DARPA-
developed telekinetic monkey housed at Duke University that became addicted to a joystick-
controlled computer game. The monkey was implanted with a brain-wire device using 600 
micro-probes to monitor muscle movements, letting scientists literally read her thoughts as she 
played the game. The monkey’s joystick was then disconnected from the computer and, 
amazingly, the game continued to be played, according to Garreau by the monkey’s thought 
waves. “You can now read her thoughts as she plays the game,” Garreau said as the audience 
watched the video clip in fascination. Scientists then entirely disconnected the joystick from the 
console, and the monkey continued making moves in the video game, apparently playing by 
thoughts alone. Researchers then connected her through the Internet to a game console at 
MIT, 600 miles away, where her thoughts moved robotic arms to play the game with equal 
speed and skill. 

   So why would DARPA spend time and money on a telekinetic monkey? “Think of the battle 
advantages of flying an F22 plane with thoughts instead of pilots,” said Garreau. He said that 
the next step is to move from telekinetic to telepathic monkeys, and then to step up to 
developing the same capability for genetically-enhanced humans, which he asserts has already 
begun. Example: The dramatic body changes that occurred to Barry Bonds in his 30s. Just 
when most people get slower and weaker, Bonds mysteriously got stronger, faster and larger. 
Though the true source of the change remains in question, Garreau wondered if in the future, 
there will be an asterisk beside Bonds’ name, saying he is no longer the same kind of human 
as Babe Ruth or others whose records he toppled. 

   Garreau argued that robotics already give humans new powers. In the current Iraqi war, we’ve 
had the first recorded instance of a robot pilot incinerating humans on the ground. In fact, he 
maintained, every attribute of every comic book super hero is now under development in some 
laboratory, and we can expect those attributes to be attainable within the next 20 to 30 years. 
Will we someday deliberately alter genes to produce athletes or valedictorians? If Garreau is 
right, we have already gotten our toes wet with genetically-enhanced people. Work is underway 
to defeat disease, improve memory, upgrade cognition and even change eye color. 

   So what does GRIN portend for our species? There are two often-discussed possibilities: (1) 
The heaven scenario, as propounded by past PopTech luminary Ray Kurzweil, who sees the 
elimination of pain, illness and bad cravings, and (2) Hell, as described by former Sun 
Microsystems chief scientist Bill Joy, who sees the day when evil scientists will implant the 
Ebola virus into the common cold, randomly massacring millions. 

   Garreau offered up a third scenario that results in “unintended consequences” and takes into 
account, “human cussedness.” Because people adapt to stimuli, he maintained, subsequent 
attacks are never as effective as the first. People constantly demonstrate that they get better at 
combating Hell scenarios. Take, for example, the ill-fated jets of 9/11. The first three hit targets, 
but by the time of the fourth, people had already adapted, used cell phones to communicate the 
situation and forcing the jet to crash pre-maturely. 

   He closed by advising, “Imagine the first grader whose hand you hold. What will her life be like 
in 20 years? This is not about technology. It’s about people. I think we are talking about the 
next renaissance. “ 
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Living Noses, Featherless Chickens & Moth Brains

   Though Garreau had a basically upbeat view, design guru Bruce Mau said he had been 
studying whether or not “…we are all going to Hell in a hand-basket.” From a designer’s 
perspective, he said, he’s found reasons for hope. Example: Energy sources. It turns out that 
most of the poorest places on Earth have the most sunlight, and the Third World has begun to 
embrace solar energy at an accelerated pace. Or take life itself, which Mau says has become 
“…a design project because we can actually enter into the material” and adapt it. He says he 
found a group that can grow living cells into a real nose –though he didn’t say what you can do 
with a bodiless proboscis, even though it would have fit well into an early Woody Allen movie. 

   Mau also spoke of designing food sources that can adapt to torrid, impoverished locales. 
Chickens, for example, can’t live where it’s too hot – but a featherless chicken is being 
designed that could adapt and bring nourishment where it is most needed. We imagine that 
KFC would find them real time-savers as well.

   Thinking of another winged creature, we once asked ourselves during a college blind date, 
“What can we learn from a creature that has the brain of a moth?” It turns out that researcher 
Tom Daniel has the answer. During the aptly named “Bugs, Brains and Borgs” session, he 
discussed the findings of his “computational biology” team at Wake Forest’s Daniel Lab, which 
has successfully used computers to reverse engineer insect and animal brains. 

   “The objective,” Daniel said, “is to understand the biomechanics of molecular motors.” He 
believes their findings are applicable to solving environmental problems in the post-genomic 
era. Central to his interest is the adaptive nature of bio-systems to naturally acquire, store, 
process and disseminate information as natural behavior. So far, Daniel claimed, man’s well-
intentioned attempts to tamper with nature are usually disastrous. For example, when scientists 
injected Nile perch into Lake Victoria’s ecosystem to curtail snail and algae infestation, the fish 
nearly destroyed the huge area’s food supply. 

   Attendees said they were fascinated with the footage Daniel showed of a moth whose brain had 
received a digital implant on a single neuron. Using an electronic signal, Daniel’s team could 
control the moth’s flight pattern. He explained moth navigation all the way down to the particular 
neuron that controls left-right stability. “I came away understanding the simple mechanism by 
which moths ‘solve’ complex problems,” said author and uber-blogger David Weinberger, who 
rated Daniel as his favorite speaker.

Business Imitates Nature

   In a segment called “The New Naturalism,” life sciences author Janine Benyus delivered a 
compelling talk on biomimicry, illuminating manufacturing processes that emulate nature. 
Benyus brimmed with examples of how observing nature, then copying it, can deliver 
pragmatic, efficient and sustainable solutions. By observing that seashells inside pipes stop 
growing at a certain point, she helped a private company design a synthetic product that stops 
calcium from building in underwater pipes, for significant cost savings. Cloning the gecko’s 
teeny split-end hairs on its feet that adhere to nooks and crannies has resulted in a toxin-free 
“gecko tape.” Butterflies, she told attendees, are actually gray, but are able to filter light into 
magnificent hues: By emulating them, manufacturers are producing a gray cloth that appears to 
have deceptively rich color, yet remains devoid of pollution-causing pigments. And new 
buildings can wear facades that emulate nature by self cleaning with rainwater.

   While manmade processes result in four percent product and 96 percent waste, she said, “life 
makes things without heat, beating and treating,” resulting in lower costs and much lower 
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waste. Asserting, “nature is bottom up and more efficient” than human productivity, Benyus 
championed development of “living rather than machinelike” systems. Nature’s advantage, she 
said, is that it self-assembles, using basic building blocks to create more complex organisms. 
We can do the same, she said, pointing to a company that makes biodegradable plastics from 
carbon dioxide, and a roof spray that grows into a solar storage system. 

   Other natural phenomena under study: Spiders with 30,000 sensors on each leg. Hagfish slime 
emission that can make a bucket of water turn into jell in a few minutes, locusts that swarm 
without colliding and lobsters that smell pollution under water. Nature self-preserves, Benyus 
concluded, and we have a great deal to learn from it.

‘Screwed’ By Growth and Stagnation

   But can humans self-preserve? Joseph Chamie, the UN’s chief demographer, said he didn’t 
understand why people consider his calling dull since “we spend our lives dealing with death, 
aging, sex, reproduction, family, abortion and homosexuality.” Attendees found him anything 
but dull. 

   Chamie, also one of the most popular speakers at last year’s Silicon Valley 4.0 conference, said 
that the 20th century should be known as “the Demographer’s Century” for its surfeit of 
milestones: The shortest period to increase world population by 1 billion, the most rapid 
doubling of world population, revolutionary declines in mortality, and a doubling of life 
expectancy. “All this means, you live a long life and get to see your grandchildren,” he said. But 
these factors have placed a burden on the current century, where problems of over-population 
and massive urbanization threaten humanity. 

   In 2007, Chamie maintained, a majority of the world will be city dwellers for the first time. Mega-
cities are emerging, with some becoming larger than entire nations. Lima, Peru, for example, 
has quadrupled from two million to eight million residents in just a few years. If current trends 
continue, by 2200 the world’s population will reach nine billion, up from 6.2 billion today. 

   But, Chamie said, the trends may not continue. Infertility is rampant, with 61 nations not 
reproducing enough babies to replace current populations. By the mid-21st century, Japan and 
Russia will be among the countries actually getting smaller. India will remain the fastest-
growing, followed by China, Pakistan and Nigeria. Today, India increases its population by a 
number equal to the European Union’s 25 members – in just one year. Chamie didn’t really say 
how the dynamic tension between stagnation and growth may pan out, but the following 
speaker served up an even bleaker picture. 

   “Ladies and gentlemen, we are screwed,” began Phillip Longman, author of “The Empty Cradle: 
How Falling Birthrates Threaten World Prosperity and What to Do About It.” How much land 
does it take to clothe and feed ourselves? In North America, we each have about 10 hectares 
per person. Give the same to everyone in the world, and we’d need four and a half planets to 
sustain our lifestyles. Even it out with rest of world, and each American would have one-tenth of 
what we have now. Echoing Chamie’s alarm about urbanization, Longman said that the Earth is 
adding a city the size of Seattle every four days. 

   Longman’s description of the world teetering on the eve of destruction put us on the brink of 
despair, forcing us to leave early to seek the comfort of conversation in a nearby imbibing 
establishment. Longman was reported to have continued hurling statistics and reading directly, 
at length, from PowerPoint slides. His most profound thought, we were told, was that 
fundamentalist cultures reproduce in far greater numbers than secular cultures, making it likely, 
in his opinion, that those anti-modernist cultures will inherit the Earth. His net takeaway: If war 
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and over-population don’t destroy us first, then an under-populated Western civilization will be 
left at the short end of the balancing rod. 

Turn Around. Now!

   The confluence of weather and politics did not start with the Kyoto Accords, maintained author 
Brian Fagan, but has been around at least since the major glaciers receded from North 
America around 18,000 years ago. When draught and famine caused a credibility problem for 
pharaohs who claimed, 3000 years ago, that they could control the Nile, Fagan recounted, the 
country fell into the hands of warlords. A century later, a new pharaoh generation adjusted their 
public policy, taking the modified position that they were merely shepherds of the people. They 
were restored to power by confessing their fallibility.

   Fagan, author and editor of 46 archaeology books, illustrated how “Big Weather” impacts 
everything. According to Fagan, the world has passed through nine climate changes in the past 
750,000 years, going from warm to cold and back again. “There is no such thing as a stable 
climate,” he declared. Earth currently is in a warm interval between inevitable glacial intervals 
—unless global warming continues to accelerate. 

   “How much will human interaction affect the natural order of things?” Fagan wondered. To 
illustrate the degree to which the natural cycle is being altered, he showed dramatic shots of 
the retreating Greenland ice caps. He said that technological man is speeding forward on a 
super tanker that requires five nautical miles to halt or reverse direction. “We need to turn the 
wheel now, before time runs out,” Fagan intoned. He estimated that the costs of taking action 
to stop CO2 and other manmade pollutions would be a mere one percent of the global budget. 
We need that, he said, but “more than anything else in the world, we need vision.” 

Sole at the Pole

   During a break, we had a brief, pleasant chat about hiking with Ben Saunders – just before, as 
it turned out, he ascended the dais to speak. It turned out our definition of a rigorous hike and 
his were more than a little disparate. The soft-spoken, clear-eyed, 25-year-old Saunders was 
actually the youngest person ever to reach the North Pole, taking the longest solo route to get 
there, and becoming only the fourth person in history to successfully ski and trek to the top of 
the planet – a feat considered 10 times more difficult than summiting Everest. Guided by a 
handheld global navigation unit, it took Saunders 68 days from Russia to reach the Pole, where 
he stayed alone for 72 days. His solitude was interspersed by daily communications through a 
cell phone, assumedly solar-rechargeable. He also posted photos, and started a blog site that 
received eight million visitors. 

   The journey must have been its own reward, because when he got there he was slightly 
disappointed to discover, “there was nothing there — not even a pole.” The view in all 
directions, he reported, “was white.” But getting there was apparently easier than leaving: A 
heat wave brought the temperature up to a balmy minus one degree Fahrenheit, making the ice 
too thin and unstable for the landing of the plane intended to take him home. In fact, Saunders 
said, the pole has been steadily melting, and NASA speculates it will be nothing but water year-
round by century’s end. 

   During a sudden cold wave, Saunders hurriedly smoothed a runway by skiing back-and- forth 
repeatedly and was finally plucked from the Pole. So why did he go, host Metcalfe asked him. 
To push his human potential, Saunders replied, and to prove his grade school teacher had 
been wrong when she said he would never amount to anything. 

Yes, but what does one do for an encore? “Well, the South Pole…” Saunders began.
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Places Matter

   A Global Creativity session showed how environment impacts creativity, as well as how 
creativity can impact environment. Richard Florida, author of “The Rise of the Creative Class,” 
discussed how the culture of places draws innovators, and how the freedoms afforded in the 
U.S. have served as historic magnets for the world’s most talented people. Immigrants like 
Andy Grove, Andrew Carnegie, Albert Einstein and Vinod Khosla resettled in the U.S., he said, 
because it offered superior opportunity. Now, we are losing our edge. Other countries, large 
and small, are enticing their own talented people to either stay or return home. Florida said that 
on a recent New Zealand visit he found a rich pool of international movie-making talent, 
because the island that produced the “Lord of the Rings” trilogy and “Master and Commander” 
is cheaper and less distracting than Hollywood. Florida sees this, along with events in China 
and India, as evidence of “a fundamental shift in the creative economy.” 

   But it isn’t just price and availability that makes places conducive to creativity, Florida talked 
about how Memphis, Tenn. failed in its attempt to build a creative center despite intensive 
efforts, because “retro buildings and latte shops do not define creative cultural centers,” he 
opined. Internet search engine Lycos moved from Pittsburg to Boston, even though the latter 
city is more expensive, because there was a richer talent pool. “People no longer come to jobs. 
The jobs must now go to the people,” he declared. This is not a new phenomenon: The 
smartest people Florida claims he ever met were in his hometown of Newark, not at Carnegie 
Mellon where he teaches. But the nature of Newark’s culture meant these people had to move 
elsewhere to achieve their potential. Ultimately, Florida said, people are the ones who define 
creative environments. 

   Florida said that Silicon Valley’s position as an innovation center is eroding. Stricter immigration 
rules are cutting off the historic huge number of foreign-born entrepreneurs, among other 
factors. “[And] California business has given up on education,” he maintained. While the trend 
may be reversible, Florida doubts it will change any time soon.

An Unaesthetic Aeron

   “Tipping Point” author Malcolm Gladwell impressed us earlier this year at TED, where he retold 
how uber-marketer Howard Moscowitz invented Ragu Chunky Spaghetti Sauce, and thus 
forever changed consumer branding strategy. This time, Gladwell recounted an even more 
compelling saga, taken from “Blink,” his imminent book.

   Herman Miller set out to design the world’s greatest office chair. In that world, only two things 
matter: comfort and appearance. But you must succeed in both if you wish to succeed. Miller 
designed a new contoured chair back and the first fully adjustable arms by hinging them to the 
seat rather than the back. The hinge itself was innovated to stop from pulling shirttails out. 
Since cloth and leather make seated people hot and uncomfortable, Miller designed a new wire 
mesh that would let air circulate, but not pinch users. After years of travail, he placed his 
invention before the scrutiny of focus groups, which gave the chair the highest possible marks 
for comfort –but brutally flunked it on aesthetics. Facility managers complained that the chair 
resembled lawn furniture, or something out of “RoboCop.” Others assumed they were looking 
at a prototype. Miller was disheartened, but he was already committed. So he named it the 
Aeron Chair, held his breath and let the market decide. 

   The chair was treated as a laughingstock at launch, but over time, people started liking the 
Aeron’s unique look. Over years, it started winning design awards, and it eventually became 
the most popular office chair of all time.
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   But the story poses a problem, said Gladwell. Traditionally, to find out what people like, we ask 
them, and they seem too happy to tell us. Designers, marketers, and psychologists all adjust 
course based on what people tell them. But the story of the Aeron Chair seems to indicate that 
something is wrong with the process: Had Miller adjusted course based on preliminary input, he 
would have scrapped the project. Why did people say they hated a chair they actually liked?

   Gladwell surmises that while people think their preferences are consistent, they are, in fact, 
“extraordinarily unstable.” He recounted the legendary marketing story of The Pepsi Challenge, 
in which the beverage company canvassed America to get people to compare sips of Coke and 
Pepsi while blindfolded. Pepsi won overwhelmingly, according to Gladwell, and they devised an 
effective ad campaign from it. Coke panicked, went into the lab and came out with New Coke, 
running 100,000 blind taste tests of their own. As he launched New Coke, the company 
president declared, “I have never been surer of a decision in my life,” recounted Gladwell. He 
shouldn’t have: New Coke was an instant and overwhelming failure. 

   The root of the problem was something very simple because, according to Gladwell, there are 
subtle flaws to blind taste tests. “If you only take a sip of something, you’ll prefer sweeter it 
turns out,” said Gladwell. Yet when people consume a whole can they overwhelmingly prefer 
less sweet. Pepsi knew this, and Coke didn’t. Pepsi had discovered that results came out 
different when people took products home and tried them for a week, as opposed to blind 
sipping tests. Pepsi also knew that if you sipped three drinks instead of two, the results would 
change by nearly 300 percent.

 
   (In a “Pardon Me—I’m Marshall McLuhan” moment two days later, PopTech co-founder John 

Sculley adjusted the record. As head of marketing, then CEO for Pepsi, he reminisced on his 
role in orchestrating the famous Pepsi Challenge. While conceding that Gladstone got it mostly 
right, he noted that in fact the Pepsi sip test wasn’t exactly a slam dunk, with a 55 percent to 45 
percent tilt toward Pepsi – while it continued to lose on the supermarket shelf by a 9:1 ratio. 
The Pepsi ads only showed long-term Coke converts, which were, in fact, a very tiny segment. 
“What really mattered, and why it was such a significant victory,” Sculley said, “was that we 
provoked the leader, and got Coke to fight back. Coke’s reaction to the Pepsi Challenge is what 
really made the difference.”)

   Gladwell presented numerous other examples of disparities between what people say and do. 
Two stood out: Tennis pros who say they twist their wrists to get topspin when video shows 
they don’t, and focus groups that said they hated Archie Bunker in the pilot sitcom for “All in the 
Family.” From Gladwell’s view, people indeed know what they like, but when you ask them why, 
they just can’t explain it, so they make up stories. Also, Gladwell said, focus group participants 
“almost always move away from daring innovations.” 

   Does this mean we can’t trust what people tell us? It’s not that simple, the speaker warned. 
“Some things are just ugly, and people will tell you that,” Gladwell said. “But where they will 
mislead you is when you are showing them new and unusual things. When we don’t know what 
to say, we call things ugly, even though that’s not what we feel,” causing testers to sometimes 
discard “the things that are most meaningful.”   Gladwell concluded: (1) People who come up 
with fresh ideas need to be careful who they ask when they have a radical new product, and (2) 
We have a vast array of knowledge on why we do what we do – but we still cannot interpret the 
content of our own hearts.

Too Many Choices

   There’s another reason we may not be able to trust our own decisions. Swarthmore College 
social theorist Barry Schwartz thinks that having more things to choose from is not necessarily 
better. Schwartz claimed that an ever-increasing number of options induce a form of choice 
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overdose that causes stress, confusion and pressure. He said a visit to a typical American 
supermarket carries choices of 285 different cookie brands, 175 salad dressings, 40 
toothpastes, and 275 cereals, making it nearly impossible to choose “what’s right,” even on a 
mundane level. 

   But we’re also being given the power to choose in areas that can be dangerous. For example, 
health care has moved from fatherly Marcus Welby, M.D., deciding what’s best for you, into a 
new era of patient autonomy where “we are in charge” – for better and worse. Prescription 
drugs we’re not authorized to buy are advertised on TV, encouraging us to ask our doctors to 
prescribe them. “People are being forced to make health decisions they are ill-equipped to 
make,” Schwartz claimed.

   Why is this happening? He argued that technology and affluence give us more choices than we 
ever imagined we would have, allowing us to perform almost any work from any location, or to 
watch a program selected from a hundred channels. “Is this good or bad?” Schwartz asked 
rhetorically. “Will more choices give us more or less freedom, or a greater or lesser sense of 
happiness? The answer is, yes.”  While too few choices, diminish our sense of freedom, too 
many cause problems as well. If more choices were better, he observed, researchers would not 
be reporting that Americans are sadder than ever before. Stress-related diseases cost $300 
billion a year in the U.S., depression and suicides are more prevalent than ever, with wealthy 
people statistically the unhappiest.

   Schwartz said there’s evidence that “sometimes fewer choices are simply better.” He told about 
a food store experiment that one week asked people to choose from 24 jams and then from 
only six the following week. Sales increased tenfold with fewer choices and people seemed 
happier with their picks. Other examples abound the new singles fad of speed-dating produces 
fewer matches, than more traditional computer dating. The more options in a 401K plan, the 
fewer employees participate. And so on. People who maintain a few, long-standing 
relationships are happier than people who maintain many relationships, he maintained. 

   “We become so lost in choices that we fear making one,” observed Schwartz. “Choosing one 
shuts off another. We can’t have it all, and the deception that we can is one of the great mind-
fucks of the modern era,” he said. So, what’s the right number of choices? Hard to say, 
Schwartz told us: It varies from person to person. We guess we’ll just have to choose for 
ourselves.

Getting Rich and Doing Good

   If we have too many choices, many in other countries have too few. Yet author-journalist David 
Bornstein, an articulate advocate for social entrepreneurialism, says it’s possible to prosper by 
improving people’s lives. In 1990, Bornstein researched his widely-acclaimed book, “The Price 
of a Dream: The Story of the Grameen Bank,” the now much-chronicled story of tiny “micro-
credit” small business loans in Third-World locales like Bangladesh that remarkably improved 
the commercial and social infrastructure of the historically-afflicted country. 

   “Arriving there as a cynical journalist,” said Bornstein, “I was stunned to see that the system of 
loaning capital to women who had only social collateral to offer was working – and working 
better than I could have imagined.” Grameen grew in two years from having 500,000 women 
participants into two million. The bank is profitable, with a loan repayment rate of over 95 
percent, despite floods and some mismanagement problems. 

   Bornstein says that social entrepreneurs are active throughout the world, bringing profits to 
investors as they improve health and well-being where it is most needed. Example: Equipping 
street kids in Bombay with cell phones so they can help other street kids. He recounted how an 

© 2004 Conferenza, Inc. 10 PopTech 2004

http://www.poptech.org/speakers.cfm?page=speaker_detail&id=134
http://www.poptech.org/speakers.cfm?page=speaker_detail&id=134


abandoned girl was rescued from a beggar intending to sell her. “A street kid with one phone 
call dramatically changed her life,” said Bornstein. Although we did not quite catch how profits 
are being made, or by whom, he said the Indian government had adopted the Bombay phone 
project as part of a national child protection apparatus and is now using it in 55 cities. 

Messing with their Women

   When détente came, Prof. Thomas P.M. Barnett, a former expert on the U.S. containment 
policy of the Soviet Union, said he had to resort to consulting. That brought him to Cantor 
Fitzgerald, a firm that lost 650 people in the World Trade Tower on 9/11. Now he’s a warfare 
analyst for the Navy, and we assume business is just fine. He’s author of “The Pentagon’s New 
Map,” which addresses how the U.S. military’s world view abruptly changed following the 
terrorist attack. Up to that point, the Bush administration was fixated on China, with both 
military and business leaders assuming it would be America’s largest threat. Now our attention 
is elsewhere, and China – “a country whose leadership is 30 percent Communist and 70 
percent Sopranos,” according to Barnett – is our friend. “Now,” he quipped with the irony that 
ran throughout his talk, “our attention is dedicated to killing Muslims.” 

   Barnett painted a dark world view, accelerated to a significant degree by technology’s capacity 
“to cram Western culture into places where the leadership doesn’t want it.” That creates a 
fundamental cause for friction, particularly because connecting technology “disproportionately 
empowers women at the expense of men,” anathema to many traditionalist cultures. Two 
examples are the well-publicized furor of banned Barbie dolls making it onto Iranian merchant 
shelves, and MTV’s broadcast of Britney Speers in clearly non-fundamentalist garb singing 
tunes that are not Islamic chants. “Wars happen,” he argued when you “piss off men by 
messing with their women.”

   Yet, by itself, that’s still not the core problem Barnett sees. “America,” he said, “is good at 
fighting and winning wars. Its problem is it hasn’t a clue how to establish a lasting peace.” He 
drew prolonged applause from the predominantly Democratic audience when he said, “No 
matter how much we run up the score at half time, we don’t have the troops and we don’t have 
the stamina for the end game. We have trouble with the peace space. We don’t know when to 
hand the ball over from Defense to our State Department or the U.N.,” he complained. “We 
create artificial outcomes, out of thin air, like the June 30 turnover to the interim Iraqi 
government. We had a chance. They really did love the U.S.” To win Iraqi peace, Barnett 
claimed, we need to amass 200,000 Chinese, Russian and U.S. troops, making it clear that the 
whole world supported the action, not just people with American faces. 

   The neo-conservative militarist Barnett was among the most favorite speakers. “He had a 
delightful dry, deadpan style which delivered his wit like a stealth bomber, under the radar,” 
said Wendy Schultz , a futurist and first-time attendee. 

Connected Politics

   Sculley hosted a “Connected Politics” session that was generally well-received. A few insights 
from the speakers:

   Joe Trippi, Howard Dean’s erstwhile campaign manager, said that politicians “are different than 
you and me” because the candidates are universally egocentric. “The candidates don’t believe 
in the American people. All these guys come along and say, ‘Look at me, aren’t I amazing?’” 
He doubts campaign reform will happen because lawyers will always find loopholes, and 
predicted that if John Kerry lost the presidential election, the Internet would play a new role in 
creating a new force financed by hundreds of thousands of small contributors. That actually 
happened in Dean’s campaign – but obviously didn’t result in his nomination.
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   Andrew Rasiej, a serial technology entrepreneur, has campaigned to heal the digital divide, 
advising candidates and elected officials on information technology issues. “[While] democracy 
is really broken, tech offers some hope,” he said. For example, he claimed, the Dean campaign 
changed the way America elects 513,000 officials nationwide, as email is now used as an 
effective support-rallying tool. Rasieu also said that the Digital Divide has narrowed: In New 
York City, where he serves on the Board of Education, 95 percent of all school kids have 
computers in their homes, almost all with Internet access. Yet chasms remain. They’re not 
even allowed to access data on the school servers.

   Andrew Wooldridge, the Economist’s Washington Correspondent, said that “connected politics 
is not necessarily left-leaning,” and predicted America, which is more “conservative, patriotic, 
pro-gun and capital punishment than European countries,” will continue shifting to the right so 
long as it serves as the world’s policeman. He advised the overwhelmingly Liberal audience: 
“Be careful what you wish for.”

   In fact, since it predated the seismic 2004 election by just a few weeks, presidential politics 
were often discussed on the dais, in the halls, on the streets, at lunch, over drinks, during ice 
cream, while on sailing outings, and even in the rest rooms. But there was little to debate: If the 
election had been held at the Camden Opera House, Kerry would have taken over 90 percent 
of the vote. 

   That’s ironic, since co-founders Sculley and Metcalfe are proudly Republican. Metcalfe 
traditionally plays the role of the token house conservative, and usually the jousting is good-
natured, such as Metcalfe’s repeated reminders to the liberal audience to go out and vote on 
Nov. 8 – one week late. Ten days later, his side of the aisle got the last laugh.

Sidelights

   Musicians, comedians and a remarkable oral interpretation were interspersed  between these 
often ponderous presentation segments. Though they were consistently well received, 
Conferenza had three favorites. 

   Ze Frank, educated at Brown University as a neuroscientist, is now a practicing comedian, and 
a very funny one at that. In separate segments, he offered hilarious instruction to the audience 
on how to properly develop a PowerPoint presentation and how he believes all the spam he 
receives including urgent please to take money from strangers in strange lands. He’s a 
practicing monologist and musician in New York City: Catch him if you can.

   We admit we’ve never heard or seen anything quite like the performance by Eloma Simpson 
Barnes, an advocate for children and the homeless in Detroit and we are certain we will never 
forget her. She delivered a Martin Luther King speech as if it were her own, generating the only 
standing ovation at the conference. The eyes of some usually jaded attendees filled with tears 
as she spoke. We don’t know how she came to be part of the conference, but we are thankful 
she did.

   AlphaChimp Studio is hard-to-describe with words, but was a welcome and oft-discussed 
conference addition. A quick sketch artist drew a series of real-time illustrations as each 
speaker presented, depicting key points and a remarkable ability to capture the essence of 
each talk.

   PopTech’s entertainment also encompasses the attendees themselves, at least at mealtime. 
Instead of suffering through rubber chicken at round tables, attendees disperse to eat at many 
of the fine Camden eateries. Lunches are longer and conversations better because speakers 
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and the world are regularly discussed. There are few elevators pitches heard or requested, and 
the resulting serendipity of finding new luncheon companions is far better than the kind of 
cliquishness we find at other events. Even better, lobster rolls abound in this town and at 
affordable prices.  

Rising Light

   As the end-to-end host-moderator of the event, Bob Metcalfe received consistently good marks, 
and everyone we asked wants to see him back in the same role next year. We agree, and we 
think he will be even better next time around. He seemed a bit cautious to us on his opening 
day, but loosened up as the program evolved. Metcalfe, noted for his brilliance elsewhere, is 
appreciated for his humor and insight on the PopTech dais. He asked superb questions of the 
speakers, though we felt a few times, he should have opened them up to the floor sooner. 
During his legendary closing wrap-up, a tasteless anti-Bush heckle interrupted Metcalfe as he 
was warming into his remarks tensed him up a bit. He also tried to integrate the AlphaChimp 
artwork, which we thought distracted more than it enhanced. The result was that the wrap-up 
this year was somewhat less witty or insightful than in previous years. We expect it will be back 
up to par next year.

Lowlights

   Throughout the conference, we were amazed at the unbroken string of consistent quality 
exhibited by the first 22 dais speakers. Our score gave passing grades to each of them, and 
honor marks to 18 of the 22.  Then came the 23rd, Doug Rushkoff, whose talk attendees 
agreed was a wart on the face of an otherwise perfect roster. Using a style reminiscent of a 
1960s peace rally speaker, the author of eight books seemed to overflow with self- righteous 
indignity as he ranted about the how the Internet will spawn a neo-collectivism that will bring a 
new Renaissance to an otherwise isolated society. This will somehow create abundance once 
we “…get unstuck and see our world as an ecology rather than an economy.” Our response: 
Whatever. We wanted to award Rushkoff with a coveted Conferenza DemoDog Award, but he 
had nothing to demonstrate.

   Another blemish: Janine Benyus was the sole female on the speaker roster, an oft-discussed 
issue that irked many attendees of both genders. A PopTech executive team member called 
the paucity of female representation on the dais “an embarrassing oversight that will not 
happen again.” Wise decision, we think.

Final Analysis

   There’s just no question about it: This was the best PopTech ever. In fact, the conference was 
about as good as we can expect conferences to get. It was cohesive and comprehensive with 
tight threading of content from speaker-to-speaker. The social networking was superb, the food 
great and the takeaway provocative, inspiring and occasionally disturbing. 

   PopTech makes it a challenge to serve as the critic when there is so little to criticize. Kvetching 
about a lack of power outlets in the vintage Opera House seems a bit rinky dink. But still, this 
conference may not be the most pragmatic choice for tech execs on tight budgets. One former 
CEO of a public tech company told us over dinner, “PopTech remains a difficult event to justify 
from a business perspective, because it isn’t much of a venue for business-to-business 
networking.” This is just not a place where the deals are going to be made in side rooms. 
Unlike, say, PC Forum, where both trends and products are consistently discussed, PopTech 
participants ascend somewhere into the intellectual ozone to look at the impact of technology 
on humanity—a hard summery to submit on your trip report.
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   While, at first blush, PopTech does not appear to have much to do with a product roll-out or a 
new market strategy, our opinions may change, as speaker Gladwell taught us. PopTech gives 
thoughtful people fresh perspectives, many of them applicable to everyday lives. For example, 
the next time we’re in a charged and divisive meeting room, we’ll be helped in knowing how 
very much the participants are emulating the behavior of chimps. When next we worry about a 
coming fiscal quarter, it will be easier to keep matters in perspective by comparing it to global 
warming. Or for that matter, it may give us heart to think the focus group that just trashed our 
product is probably lying or they will change their minds anyway.

   It has to be good business, we think, to step back from our daily business lives once a year to 
reflect on how the world has been and will be changed for better or worse by the relentless 
continuum of technology.

   In short, we just loved this conference, and we cannot wait to see if it can possibly be made 
better next year.

Up Next

   As the 2004 conference seasons draws to a close, Conferenza is preparing its annual 
best/worst awards.  Please send us any thoughts on what you saw and heard this year.  May 
you all have a happy Thanksgiving and Holiday season.
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