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Author’s Note

My first workaround occurred before I could even walk. When I was ten months old I developed life-­threatening diarrhea. Unable to absorb food and water, I suffered from severe malnutrition and dehydration and experienced rapid weight loss and hair loss. My parents had to figure out how to save my life. There were two ways to treat my condition: formula or breast milk.

The problem was that my mother was no longer able to breastfeed me, and where I lived in Brazil, formula was unavailable and breast milk banks were on strike. My family needed a workaround—­and fast. Through word of mouth, they located young mothers living in favelas who generously fed me alongside their own babies. My parents knew that there was a risk of transmitting diseases such as HIV through breast milk. But they had to take a chance and make a choice, even if it was an imperfect one. And it worked. If not for this workaround, I would have lost more than 10 percent of my body fluid and died—­just like the roughly 1.7 million children under the age of five who died of diarrhea worldwide that year.

The remarkable yet unconventional approach that my parents pursued speaks to a larger issue.

We constantly encounter complex problems at home, in our places of work, and in society at large. Even if we had all the time and money in the world, sometimes no good solution can be found. So what should we do, especially when we can’t wait? The answer: a workaround.

Workarounds have helped me with my problems and, after reading this book, you’ll be able to use them, too. What you are about to read describes how we can use workarounds to effectively address problems with minimal fuss. While gracefully circumventing our obstacles, we can explore unconventional alternatives to the status quo in situations that range from everyday problems to some of the world’s toughest challenges.


The Four Workarounds


Introduction

I didn’t plan to study workarounds; I bumped into them as I searched for resourceful ways to tackle complex problems. I’m now an associate professor at the University of Oxford’s Department of Engineering Science and Saïd Business School, working on applied research that focuses on transforming unjust systems. Before I became an academic, my background combined a bundle of seemingly disconnected activities. I pursued paths that combined my excitement for entrepreneurship with my concerns about social and environmental challenges, such as poverty, inequality, and climate change. I co-­founded companies, taught executives, engaged with nonprofits, and worked as a consultant to projects in different settings, ranging from high-­end offices of large companies and intergovernmental organizations to remote regions in the Amazon and scattered across Brazilian favelas.

Consulting gave me the opportunity to peek into realities that were very different from mine. Yet whether I was making recommendations for science and technology policy in high-­income countries or evaluating social projects with traditional populations in the rain forest, my reports (and, in fact, all the studies I had read) included similar types of recommendations, such as “collaborate more actively,” “improve coordination and alignment,” and “engage in long-­term planning.” These recommendations aren’t wrong, but they are too generic. They fail to suggest next steps, particularly in situations where we can’t afford to wait for a solution to a tough problem.

I also became increasingly disillusioned with management practitioners. It seemed that the business gurus tended to ignore the groups that weren’t directly paying them. Worse, over the past decade large companies have been trying to convince nonprofits to be more like them. But my work with nonprofits had taught me that there was a lot that corporations could learn from small organizations that make outsized impacts. I call these small organizations “scrappy” because they’re feisty, resourceful, and operate at the fringes of power. Scrappy organizations have to think quickly out of necessity, and despite some apparent clumsiness they often persist and succeed because of their unconventional methods. But in the business world, learning from the innovative wit and practical ingenuity of these “ugly ducklings” was uncharted territory.

This inspired me to look at deviants—­even criminals—­who made impactful changes. Once while procrastinating at work I stumbled upon the blockbuster-­ready story of a computer hacker and cybercriminal, Albert Gonzalez, in The New York Times. By the age of fourteen he was the ringleader of a group of mischievous computer geeks who had hacked into NASA, drawing the attention of the FBI in 1995. Just about thirteen years later, and after very little additional formal training, Gonzalez was being prosecuted in one of the world’s largest and most complex identity theft cases. At final count, he and his colleagues had stolen more than 170 million credit card and ATM numbers.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t particularly interested in Gonzalez’s malicious motivations, but I was astonished by how he, and many other hackers with meager resources and training, were able to crack computer systems. I knew nothing about coding, but hackers intrigued me, and I couldn’t find much information about them at the time. Management scholars seemed to be interested in hackers only when it came to cybersecurity, and journalists seemed more interested in reinforcing negative stereotypes about hackers than in revealing how they hacked. Despite the fascinating things they did behind computer screens, we knew very little about their methods.

So I knew I had to learn more about hacking.

I started my PhD at the University of Cambridge, as a Gates Scholar, with one question in mind: Can we learn from hackers and deploy their methods to address our world’s most urgent and high-­stakes socio-­environmental challenges?

Prior to my research, academics had never considered hacking as a means to understand or expedite real-­world change. I began by interviewing hackers to find out how they do what they do. I realized that it’s human nature to tackle obstacles head-­on, but that this often results in banging our heads against the wall. The secret of hackers is that they weave through uncharted territory and, instead of confronting the bottlenecks that lie in their way, they work around them. These workarounds may not solve problems all at once, but they enable hackers to obtain good enough immediate outcomes—­and quick wins can sometimes pave the way for big, unpredicted change.

The way hackers get things done also made me realize that people often follow conventional wisdom, which streamlines our responses to daily tasks. Consider how you have “the way” to do a bunch of things: the way you make pasta, the way you use a hammer, the way you respond to authorities, the way you write an email . . . Although these explicit rules or customary practices help us get stuff done without overexerting ourselves, they also numb us, limiting the realm of possibilities that we see and pursue. We inadvertently don’t explore other ways to make pasta or use a hammer, and we subconsciously dismiss new ways of addressing authorities and creative ways to write an email.

As I dove deeper into online hacker communities, I also found that hacking isn’t limited to the world of computing. As Paul Buchheit, creator and lead developer of Gmail, once wrote, “Wherever there are systems, there is the potential for hacking, and there are systems everywhere.”

This finding was a turning point in my work. I realized that my original premise was wrong; oftentimes organizations the business world tends to think of as “scrappy” were essentially hacking their own problems—­even though they didn’t use this term. From working around their obstacles, they addressed critical issues and were sometimes able to leave a powerful legacy, especially when it came to issues that, despite best efforts, seemed intractable.

I then pivoted my research to explore how change makers—­entrepreneurs, academics, companies, nonprofits, community groups, and even policymakers—­work around obstacles, both on-­ and off-­line, to “hack” all sorts of problems, ranging from global responses to some of the world’s toughest challenges, such as global pandemics, gender inequality, and poverty, to everyday inconveniences. This pivot took me to unexpected places, where I had the privilege of learning from scrappy organizations that don’t get the widespread credit they deserve.

All great exploratory research starts with unabashed prying. Researchers just want to peek into the unknown. So, with the help of research grants and awards from the Gates Foundation, the University of Cambridge, the Ford Foundation, Santander, and the IBM Center for the Business of Government, I traveled on various occasions for three years across nine countries to study cases of mavericks adopting hacker-­like approaches to pressing problems such as healthcare, education, abortion rights, caste prejudice, sanitation, and corruption. In the quest for smart fixes, I learned from an unlikely A-­team of lateral thinkers, ranging from physicians to indigenous tribe leaders to activists.

After engaging with these mavericks, it was time for me to do what researchers do best: find patterns. This was a much more tedious task than fieldwork. Boosted by high doses of caffeine and pain au chocolat, I spent months reading, synthesizing, categorizing, and comparing the data that I had gathered from the field.

What did these trailblazers have in common? How did they approach their respective problems? These questions helped me find some reoccurring themes: the workaround masterminds tend to mistrust authorities, thrive on urgency and immediacy, think unconventionally, and act resourcefully. However helpful these early observations were for my dissertation, they felt like an introduction rather than a conclusion. The more I thought about these patterns, the more I wanted to focus on and learn about the workaround method. I dove into the transcripts of my interviews to “let the data speak” (a technique that researchers tend to love), hoping to find patterns across the cases. Unfortunately, the conversation was one-­sided, and I didn’t want to torture my data into an unreliable confession. So I stepped back and reapproached each case as its own story. Starting from the beginning, what happened? Then what? And what came after that?

To my surprise, I realized that despite their different settings, characters, and plot devices, the stories unraveled in similar ways. As I stepped back from the data and looked at each case individually, patterns arose. All of my stories’ protagonists used at least one of four workaround methods, which I have termed piggyback, loophole, roundabout, and next best.

Once I identified these four approaches, I started finding workarounds everywhere. Sure, scrappy mavericks might be especially well positioned to use these flexible tactics, but it began to occur to me that workarounds happen not just in creative organizations with tight budgets but also everywhere from influential legal cases to fairy tales—­I even found them scattered around the very corporations I was determined not to learn from. To my surprise, some of the world’s most powerful organizations resort to scrappy strategies when the stakes are high and there’s no time for the usual drawn-out decision-­making processes.

Workarounds are effective, versatile, and accessible methods for tackling complex problems. Together, we’ll explore each of the four workarounds, fleshing out their key principles by weaving together different and sometimes unexpected stories whose protagonists vary from housekeepers to influential policymakers. We’ll travel from international waters to clandestine digital terrain; from the boardrooms of large companies to inventors’ laboratories; and from urban Delhi to some of the hardest to reach places on Earth, like rural Zambia. These chapters will give you an opportunity to dive into new settings and learn from unconventional stories. They will challenge how you think about problem-­solving and show how workarounds can help you with the obstacles you repeatedly bump into.

Part I covers what workarounds are and how to come up with them. In Part II I dig into how to cultivate a workaround attitude and mindset, including how to reflect on the ways you typically see, judge, and approach your obstacles. Then, on the more practical side, I’ll show you how you can systematically conceive workarounds to your problems and how your workplace can become more workaround friendly. I conclude with a reflection on how workarounds can ultimately help you with your daily, sometimes messy life.

As much as this book shares my research, my goal is that you’ll be able to identify workarounds that you’ve already used, consider how a different approach might’ve changed how you looked at and addressed challenges, and learn the fundamentals of assessing and interacting with new obstacles that cross your path. So if you’re interested in plunging into unconventional stories, challenging yourself to think differently about decision-­making and management strategies, and defying the status quo to address your problems, then please read on.


Part I

The Four Workarounds

The workaround is a creative, flexible, imperfection-­loving, problem-­solving approach. At its core, a workaround is a method that ignores or even challenges conventions on how, and by whom, a problem is meant to be solved. It is particularly suitable when traditional problem-­solving methods have systematically failed or when you don’t have the necessary power or resources to pursue the conventional approach.

There are four workarounds, and each uses a different attribute. The piggyback capitalizes on pre-­existing but seemingly unrelated systems or relationships. The loophole relies on selectively applying or reinterpreting the rules that traditionally define a situation. The roundabout disrupts or disturbs self-­reinforcing behavior patterns. Finally, the next best repurposes or recombines readily available resources in order to find different ways to get things done.

Anyone can stumble into a workaround, but knowing the approaches will enable you to intentionally pursue them.
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