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Introduction


This is a series of blog posts from March 2010. I had hit upon the idea of undertaking a series of thirty day projects rather than do a grand ‘New Year’s resolution’. This thirty day project was simple: have an idea, tell people the idea. One a day for thirty days.


There are some great ideas in here. There are some not so great ideas. Some of the ideas have been made into real projects. Most haven’t. But I thought the project was an interesting one, and other people seem to have thought so too. I’ve been interviewed on radio, in newspapers and featured on other blogs about it. People seem to remember it and I do get asked about it. 


I thought I’d collect it all together and turn that into an ebook so that anyone can download it, read it, share it around and do whatever else they’d like to do with it.


It’s a fairly self-explanatory narrative, so I’ll just let you dive straight in.





The other way of following first


My friend Derek Sivers gave a short presentation at a TED conference (which, incidentally, is something I’d love to get to do one day).


It’s about how the lone guy up dancing in the video above is not the full story of leadership. The important bit is how the second guy turns it into a movement. Go and watch the video. If links don’t work in your ebook reader, just search YouTube for ‘Leadership Lessons from Dancing Guy’. It’s just a couple of minutes long. I’ll wait here.


…


Okay… so Derek rightly received a lot of praise and encouragement for the presentation and the insight. People said he should turn it into a book or something – it could become something of a phenomenon. But he’s one of those guys with a lot of different stuff on his plate all the time, an incredible surplus of good ideas – and the sense to know when something is not really his passion.


So he’s giving the idea away. If you want to write a bestseller, or do the talk circuit with it – it’s all yours. You don’t have to ask him, pay him or even credit him (though I suspect you would, if only to underline the point of the book and claim yourself as a first follower).



  I could do that



It was really tempting to put my hand up and say ‘I’ll write that book.’ And I know that I could. In fact, I think I could do a reasonably good job of it.


So I gave it some thought and told Derek that I was going to sleep on it, but there was a chance I would take up the idea and turn it into my own thing. “You definitely should,” he said.


Having slept on it, I’ve decided I AM going to be Derek’s “second guy up dancing”. But perhaps not in a way that he might have anticipated.



  Choosing what to follow



On reflection, there’s one or two things I think Derek may have missed in that example of dancing guy. Tiny things. For instance, the first follower chose what it was about the lone nut dancing that was worth following.


He looked at that guy and thought: “Dancing. I want to do that.”


He could just as easily have thought: “That guy has his shirt off. I’m hot too. I’m going to take my shirt off…” – thus perhaps starting a completely different kind of movement.


The first follower selects from a range of possibilities.



  Leading by example



Derek started something at TED. He had a good insight into something, expressed it well, and planted the seed of an idea into the public mind. People suggested follow-up, he didn’t want to take that action, and so he gave the idea away on his website.


But I don’t want to do what people suggested that Derek should do next. I want to do what Derek’s doing.


Metaphorically speaking, I don’t want to start a club where people get up and dance like maniacs on the side of a hill each month because hillside dancing could turn out to be a hit phenomenon. I just want to get up and dance.


I’m not going to write a book based on an idea Derek had. That’s not my First Follower response. But I am going to be a First Follower…



  My own First Follower response



The second guy dancing in the video had one thought: “What that guy is doing inspires me to do likewise.” And so he stood up, joined the lone nut – and danced.


I have ideas too. I have a lot on my plate. I like what Derek’s doing. So I’m going to do what Derek did and give my ideas away on my website.


In fact, I’m going to make a bit of a game of it. I’ve been doing 2010′s New Year’s resolutions in 30-day bite-sized pieces. This will be my next one.



  30 ideas in 30 days



Starting Wednesday March 3rd, for 30 days, I’m going to put one idea per day up on this blog.


It could be any sort of idea: a business idea, an idea for a board game, a tv show, an observation about the world that could be turned into a book, an invention, a website idea – anything.


I’ll explain the idea in its most basic form – my humble equivalent of a 3-minute TED talk… and then I’ll walk away. Anyone who wants the idea is welcome to it, and can run with it under exactly the same terms and conditions of Derek’s idea.


I don’t guarantee that any of my ideas will be as good as any of Derek’s. That’s not what this is about. I don’t have to be as good at dancing as him, I just want to get up and dance too.





Now we’re up and dancing


You remember how I said that I was going to be the first one up and dancing (metaphorically speaking) regarding Derek Sivers giving away his idea about First Followers…?


Derek had an interesting idea, gave a TED presentation about it, and it was very well received. He was encouraged to write it up as a book and turn the idea into something much bigger. The idea of making this ‘First Follower’ concept his big thing for the next couple of years didn’t particularly appeal to him, and so he made his idea available to anyone who wanted to pick it up and run with it.



  A sincere form of flattery



I briefly thought about taking up the challenge, but decided that rather than do what Derek had been encouraged to do – I’d actually do what Derek did.


My twist was that I would come up with 30 ideas in 30 days, and give them all away. Turn the process into a bit of a game, in line with my 30 days series of projects in 2010.


Today, something interesting happened. A guy by the name of Andrew Wicklander read my post ‘The Other Way of Following First‘ and was inspired to do something about it.


But he put his own twist on it.



  The real value of ideas



Andrew has pledged to take one of my 30 ideas – and both execute on it, and ship it within 30 days of my 30 day project finishing. That is to say, he’s going to take one idea that I have, and make something real that actually goes to market by May 1st.


Read his blog post about it. He explains it better than I could.


Because the truth of the matter, as Derek has pointed out in the past, is that ideas are pretty much dime a dozen. Anyone can have ideas anytime they want to. Good ideas are possibly more rare, but having ideas is not the hard part.


The hard part
Execution is the hard part. It’s the important part. Actually taking an idea and making it into something real. Dealing with the flaws in the idea, and bashing it into some kind of reasonable shape. Developing a fledgling notion into a tangible and usable thing – that’s the real trick.


So – my hat’s off to Andrew Wicklander, and I am totally feeling the pressure to not just come up with 30 ideas – but to come up with at least a few good ones in there.



  Dance all around the world



And already some people are approaching him – and me – to ask what they can do to help. People from all sorts of places. Friends and complete strangers.


It’s really encouraging – and I hope that whatever he does makes him rich and happy – or at least gives him an entertaining and interesting project to work on for a month. And the deal is that it’s completely his. I’ll come up with the idea, but the moment it’s up on the blog, it’s a gift to any and every person that wants to have a crack at it.


I’d be delighted to see anyone else do something similar. Because what Andrew’s doing is really inspirational – and I hope at least one of my ideas will live up to the expectation.





Idea 1: Keymash


I have a lot of friends who have very young children, and who also do important work on computers. There’s an obvious hazard there, and it’s caused problems for many of them in the past.


The child will sit on their lap while they’re working – or pull themselves up to the computer with its attractive, glowing screen – and start mashing on the keyboard.


It’s understandable. You’re 18 months old, and there’s colour and buttons right there and Mummy or Daddy are clearly having fun with them. Besides – you’re cute, and who’s going to tell you off… even if you do inadvertently delete an important file or find a shortcut key combination that performs a previously unknown and unhelpful function in the software being used?


My idea is for a very simple application that runs in the background on your computer.


When four or more keys are pressed simultaneously, it autosaves what you’re currently working on, minimises or hides all of the open windows – and overlays the screen with colourful patterns, cute animals and moving objects, while simultaneously making entertaining and educational noises and perhaps playing a little tune.


The details aren’t important – the launch mechanism is the key to this.


If you anticipate imminent toddler-damage, you can simply and very quickly mash your hand on the keyboard yourself – or, if you’re away from your computer and your child isn’t – chances are they’ll do it themselves with their little hands.


Your work is safe (or at least, safer than before), and your child has the enjoyment and delight of the interactive and educational toy they were clearly expecting when they started pressing buttons on your laptop in the first place.





Idea 2: Radio Alerts


Today’s idea is a blend of existing technologies to create a service that I, for one, would find very useful – ‘Google Alerts‘ style messages containing direct links to time-shifted radio content that is about something I happen to be interested in.


Not whole shows, of course – you can already listen to Gilles Peterson in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon if you want to. I’m talking about capturing mentions of topics that you’re interested in.


Here’s how it would work:


1) The audio output of a number of radio stations is fed straight into voice recognition software, such as Dragon Naturally Speaking.


The software would convert the spoken content of the radio stations into indexed and searchable text. This could apply both to speech and music radio.


2) Phrases and sentences of transcribed speech would be timestamped and identified by station and saved to a database.


3) Users would register their email address (or Twitter feed) to receive Google Alert style messages whenever someone on the radio said something about the thing they’re interested in… with direct links to that section of the archived radio stream.


Users could select their sources by region, format or perhaps choose from a list. You may not ever want to listen to what anyone has to say on Heart FM, for instance, so you could exclude that station from your results.


But let’s say I’m interested in dairy farming, bungee jumping and quilting, and I’m a fan of Joni Mitchell, Pere Ubu and Supertramp. I’d sign up to the service, enter those choices, and then once a day I’d get a message saying:


Hi, Andrew! Here are your radio alerts for the past 24 hours:


Joni Mitchell was mentioned on BBC Radio 2 at 14:36: 

http://myradioalert.com/q4yfow


Dairy farming was mentioned on BBC Radio 4 at 11:05: 

http://myradioalert.com/sdgj3v


Bungee jumping was mentioned on Capital Radio at 23:02: 

http://myradioalert.com/sdjk8s


Bungee jumping was mentioned on Kiss FM at 19:03: 

http://myradioalert.com/sdjk8s


Supertramp was mentioned on Galaxy FM at 14:42: 

http://myradioalert.com/djso23a


Nobody mentioned ‘quilting’ or ‘Pere Ubu’ today.


I’d click on the links, which would take me as close to that time marker as possible on the correct radio stream and then listen to what each of those mentions entailed.


In this case, it might have been a trailer for a live Joni Mitchell concert broadcast coming up this weekend; a 10-minute report about new subsidies for dairy farming; there may have been something in the news about a minor bungee jumping accident in New Zealand; and Galaxy FM could conceivably have played a new Dizzy Rascal tune and talked about the fact that a Supertramp song that had been sampled for it.


You get the idea. You could scan the airwaves for news about your company or a topic you were researching; you could jump to your favourite song, or hear an interview with someone that you otherwise may have missed.


Of course, not every radio station has an archived stream, but for the amount of content that is out there, this could be a very useful way of finding helpful or interesting things you otherwise may have missed, and in a way that works with the 7-day window that the BBC gives you to Listen Again…





Idea 3: Only Famous (a romantic comedy)


Today’s idea is a concept for a romantic comedy feature film. It’s about a guy who works at an independent television production company that has had a string of failures, and is on the verge of bankruptcy.


In a last-ditch effort to create a hit and save the business, our hero (let’s call him Mike) comes up with an idea for a TV show in which they take a member of the public with no particular skills, talents or notable achievements – and then makes them famous.


The idea is that as the series progresses, the person that they choose will get PR, publicity, billboard campaigns, a ghost writer to craft their autobiography, interviews in celebrity magazines, an appearance on Oprah (etc.) – and all the trappings of fame, but without having done anything in particular to warrant the attention, other than simply being the subject of the tv show.


But things don’t go entirely to plan…



  Famous for no reason



Mike’s touchstone for the series is the success of the many reality and talent shows, and – in particular – the public’s desire to put themselves into the spotlight in the hopes of being famous. His idea is to take these shows to their logical conclusion – and just make someone famous for no reason – and make their newfound fame the subject of the reality show.


While he’s aware that the show he’s suggested to his bosses is exploitative, he’s quietly hopeful that it might serve as a kind of antidote to the vacuous quest for fame that is the hallmark of other TV shows. Mike is, after all, an idealist.


His colleagues – cynical and seasoned TV producers – see the value of the show and its potential exactly because it plays into the ‘anyone can be a star’ dream – and has the opportunity for the kind of car crash television that draws in millions of viewers. They pitch it to a network, and it’s commissioned – but it’s clear they’re on probation, given their track record to date.



  Finding the star



They hold an audition for the show – and thousands of people turn up, hoping for fame. But the audition doesn’t go exactly to plan, because half of the people who arrive can clearly do things reasonably well (play the guitar, juggle, sing…) and the other half are scary nutters. Cue a comedy montage.


But then Mike notices (let’s say…) Alice – who works part time at the theatre where they’re holding the auditions. She’s perfect. Normal, ordinary – a little cute, perhaps – but unremarkable.


Alice is reluctant to get involved in the show. Some backstory about a recent divorce, perhaps – and maybe a child. But her financial worries and the fact that she finds Mike just a bit attractive (in an annoying sort of way) convinces her to go ahead with it.



  The meaning of fame



And then the onslaught kicks in. At first it’s a rollercoaster ride and it’s fun. There’s the stylist, the PR crew, the television news reports about the show, and the mysterious new celebrity. But it’s not all fun: there’s the media training, the endless photo sessions, and the pompous ghost writer who is determined to ‘sex up’ the autobiography. The TV show gets going and the camera crew takes over her life, while her every move is stage-managed.


The show is immediately a super-hit, and Alice becomes a massive celebrity. The audience loves her, and the media adopt her as an everywoman megastar: “One of us becomes one of them”.


Meanwhile, she and Mike start to develop a bit of a crush that turns into a blossoming romantic relationship – and things look to be going very well.



  What if I don’t WANT to live forever?



But fame isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, of course. There’s the unwelcome attention from the crazy fans. There’s the kiss and tell stories from her ex-husband and people from highschool. The tabloids start to print fabricated stories about her, and the paparazzi follow her every move.


She hates it, it’s ruining her life – as well as her new relationship with Mike – and she wants out. And when she learns that Mike’s plan all along was for it to go horribly wrong, she feels betrayed, furious – and trapped.


But Mike’s fallen in love with her, and needs to redeem himself. He wants to save Alice from the mess he’s created, and will do anything to restore normality – rescue her from the spotlight and undo the fame so that they can be together and have a normal life.


But how do you make someone un-famous?


My Fair Lady – Part 2?
‘Only Famous’ is a kind of contemporary Pygmalion… but in reverse. Alice is groomed for a new and exciting world – but her happiness depends on becoming ‘un-groomed’ again.


All of the classic rom-com tropes are here, and you can imagine Mike being a little bit hapless and Alice a little naïve.


To be honest – if I saw a trailer for this film, I probably wouldn’t go and see it. Not nearly enough stuff blows up for my liking – but it is the sort of film that a lot of people would go and see, and it could be done with intelligence and grace, rather than the usual hamfisted collection of archetypes and cliché.


It obviously needs developing (and an ending) – but the framework, the story arc and the key characters are there. Maybe Alice has a friend who advises or envies her. Maybe Mike has a mother that’s pressing him to find a girlfriend, settle down and get married. Perhaps Mike’s boss starts out as a ruthless, ‘succeed at any cost’ media power-player, but who is revealed to have a heart of gold when she helps Mike and Alice escape to anonymity. Maybe there’s a tiny dog in there somewhere. Who knows?


But if you like it… It’s all yours. And if you do make it, I promise I’ll come and watch it. As long as something blows up.





Idea 4: Modcasts


This is not an idea about radio as much as it is an idea for radio. And it’s a very simple idea about podcasting – but not one that I’m aware that radio stations have ever thought about or implemented.


Before I tell you the idea, let me describe the issue it addresses. Podcasting is a method of distribution. Nothing more. It’s not a new type of radio, an audio download, a democratisation of broadcasting or a category of content. It’s purely and simply a means of getting media content to audiences. Technically, it’s a media enclosure within an RSS feed.


And radio people have been aware for the past five years that the distribution technology exists and that they should make use of it somehow. Many of them do.


There are two main ways in which radio stations use podcasting:


The first is to make entire shows (often edited to remove copyright music) that can be heard on air available via RSS subscription online. This is usually thought of in terms of ‘timeshifting’. You listen to the same programme, but at a time that suits you, not the broadcaster.


The second is to create and package up extra content that does not make it onto the airwaves. This is more rare, but sometimes involves things like interviews in their entirety that had been edited for broadcast, or additional content designed to reinforce the station brand.


But there’s a third way – and one that I think could make the most of what radio stations already do, promote and enhance their brand, and allow audiences to customise their experience of the radio station. It’s modularisation.



  What does modularisation mean?



In short, the process of modularisation is to cut broadcasts up into discrete segments and make sense of them as pieces that can be reassembled in other ways.


Think of them like Lego blocks. If you listen to breakfast radio, there’ll be the news – national stories, local stories, human interest stories… and then the sports – football, tennis, golf… the weather – today’s weather, local, national, long-range forecast… and there’s the traffic report, the regular features, the interview slot – and so on.


In fact, most commercial breakfast music radio shows are so information-intensive (and advertising-heavy) that you’d be lucky to squeeze in five whole songs an hour.


But all of these components are thought of as a ‘show’ not as component pieces that can be reassembled and re-presented in other ways or in different combinations.


And most of those components repeat hour by hour between 6am and 9am, as different people turn on the radio according to their personal routines. The 7am news bulletin is virtually identical to the 8am news bulletin. So for me to listen to the 7am news at 8.42am as I ride the train to work is not a particular disadvantage in terms of staying abreast of the world. In fact, it would not be terribly inconvenient if that bulletin had been recorded at 5.30am.


At least – it wouldn’t be inconvenient for me.



  Modular podcasts (modcasts?)



Let’s say I have a 30 minute daily commute. I want to arrive at work informed, entertained and up with the play. However, I’m not interested in sport, what the long-range weather forecast might be or the financial news. I’m especially interested in local news, and international news headlines, given that I’m from elsewhere, and who knows – somebody from New Zealand might do something that makes it into a bulletin.


Now, each of those modules are pieces of the actual broadcast that make it to air, but using very simple digital editing, could be stored on a server and tagged according to what they are.


As a listener, I would like to be able to go to a radio station’s website and customise a podcast just for me. I enter my 30 minute commute time, check the boxes that relate to the items I’m particularly interested in, uncheck the boxes that relate to the items I’m not at all interested in, and then allow the station, on a daily basis, to fill a pre-recorded podcast that is delivered via RSS to my computer and onto my iPod every morning before I leave for work.


The items that I have selected will fill perhaps 10 minutes of that 30 minute podcast, and the remainder can be filled with other bits of the programme to make up the time. Perhaps a discussion about last night’s television, a phone-in competition (that I can listen to, without participating, obviously) and just general radio show banter – perhaps even with a bit of music.



  It’s about workflow



People who work on breakfast radio shows get up earlier than you and I do. They arrive and prep before the show starts at 6am (usually) and can be in the office as early as 4.30am. I know. I worked on one for a year or so.


The ability to routinely record a piece of the broadcast as it’s being made, and then tag it as a particular type of content could be as simple as hitting a single button and dragging and dropping an audio file into a folder.


It’s not about getting the broadcasters to do anything especially new or different, but about including tiny tasks such as pushing a button while they take a breath between one module and another (news, weather, sports, traffic) – or even automating that process where it already happens (often there is a recorded ‘sting’ that gets played out to identify a new idea or segment – and the button press is a part of that workflow).


The press of the button splits the recorded audio into segments, which can then be dragged and dropped into the correct buckets. If done early enough – say as part of the show prep, or in the first half hour of the programme, these pieces can be processed and ready to be automatically assembled into customised podcasts before most people have even had their first cup of coffee.



  Then there’s a bit of magic that happens



Making the modularised content is not the trick. Assembling that content in lots of different ways and then distributing customised RSS enclosures is the trick. How do you make it so that everyone gets their very own version of the Heart FM or Galaxy breakfast show?


There are a number of ways around this. First, there could be a limited number of variables, and with perhaps as few as 50 different possible variations of options and durations (that’s not a big number for a computer).


Once the different modules have been recorded and tagged (say, by 6.30am), the server could compile all the different combinations into single audio files, and the options chosen by the listener would determine which feed (and therefore which audio file) they would receive by 7am.


The other way is to podcast multiple tracks, with each component numbered. So you would receive tracks 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9 and 11 to 13. They would arrive independently of each other, but on your iPod, they would play in order. As you had selected not to subscribe to tracks 3, 6 and 10 (Sport, Long-Range Weather Forecast and Financial News), they would not appear in your playlist.



  Advantages on both sides



Clearly, there’s an advantage for listeners. They get to build their own radio programme that fits into their own routine, and contains only the bits that they’re interested in, plus a few surprises to make up the rest.


For radio stations, there’s a way to superserve your audience, reinforce brand identity and sell sponsorship at an even more granular level. There’s the opportunity to make and include additional content and the chance to engage with an iPod listening audience in a way you were previously unable to do.


But perhaps even more importantly, you can get entirely accurate statistics about what people like and don’t like at a microscopic level of detail far beyond that of the quarter-hour RAJAR figures.



  Not just for pop music stations



Obviously, this can be done for any kind of radio station – and, in fact, could offer the opportunity for radio station groups to offer modular packages that cut across brand identity, and allow listeners to (for instance) get the news from one station, the celebrity gossip from another, and the sports from a third – all packaged up into a neat and tidy daily bundle that automatically arrives each morning on my mp3 player, and is of exactly the duration I require.


All I have to do is put my iPod on its dock when I go to bed, and when I leave the house the next morning, I’m listening to the radio.


MY radio.





Idea 5: Numberless calendars


When Derek Sivers started this particular snowball rolling, he gave away an idea of his that could be formulated into a book, or perhaps a series of seminars.


When I said I’d be his First Follower in that respect and give away some ideas of my own, it didn’t occur to me that what I could give away might also be a book or a series of seminars.


But in the process of doing these 30 days of ideas, I’ve realised that a very simple technique I’ve developed could actually be useful and applicable to other people as well. Something that would help people achieve their goals, form good new habits – or just do something interesting.


It’s the numberless 30-day calendar.



  Why 30 days?



I’ve spoken a fair bit on my blog already about the idea of 30-day missions. For me, it’s a replacement for the idea of New Years Resolutions – which never last because a year is too long, and the changes we commit ourselves to are too great.


But 30 days seems achievable – and not all of the 30-day projects need be worthy or life-changing. Sending out 30 mixtapes was one of mine, and that was just a bit of fun, really. Same with my ‘watch 30 must-see movies that I’ve never got around to seeing’ project that I’m saving up for later in the year.


And 12 lots of 30 days is 360 days, which is a year, with a few days off along the way. It means instead of one New Year’s Resolution you definitely won’t achieve, you’ll come up with a dozen that you probably will.


Morgan Spurlock’s TV series, in which people do something utterly life-changing for 30 days was a bit of an inspiration here, but my focus is much more modest.



  The irregular calendar problem



But there’s one problem with a 30-day calendar. It’s not the same as a regular calendar. Or rather – it’s too regular for the calendar that we use.


My ’30 days of Ideas’ project (that this forms part of) started on March 3rd. It’s not complicated to work out where each consecutive project will end up, but it’s not altogether intuitive either. And besides, I’ve started doing other non-blogged 30 day projects. It’s easy to start them, because they usually involve just doing little things once a day.


For instance, at the moment, I’ve decided to listen to Bach’s Goldberg Variations performed by Glenn Gould – one a day for 30 days (there are, as it happens, 30 of them). Most of them are less than a minute long, but they are lovely piano pieces to start my day off in a really nice way.


But I didn’t start doing that on a particular significant date, and nor did I start the one where I went for a bike ride each day for 30 days at a meaningful or memorable position on the calendar. I just started doing it as I thought of it.


In fact – at present, I’m doing six different 30-day projects – most of which started at different times of the month.


The numberless calendar
So I came up with a numberless calendar. All it is, is a piece of paper with “30 days of _____” written up the top, then 30 boxes underneath (6 rows of 5) on a piece of A4. It’s fairly self-explanatory.


I made a PDF, which you can download here.


You write the thing you want to do for 30 days up the top, and put an X in the box as you do it. Simple as that.



  Numbers rather than Xs



If that process is too simple for you, you could move up to the Advanced Numberless Calendar User strategy… which is to put a number in each box so you can track your progress, rather than simply the fact that you’ve done today’s instalment.


To try that theory out, I thought I’d have a go at doing as many press-ups as I could do without stopping, and repeat the exercise each day for 30 days.


I started on an embarrassingly low number on the first day, and now – two weeks later, the number is somewhat less embarrassingly low (in fact it’s more than double the number on day 1) – though still not at all impressive.


If you’re the sort of person that responds well to tracking incremental change, that could be a good way to do that.


I’m also doing daily blocks of writing on my book project and noting down how many 25-minute “pomodoros” I’m fitting into each day, and noting them down on my 30-day calendar. The number goes up and down, but the fact that I’m getting something done is the key to it.


Most of my projects are X rather than Number projects.


For me, it’s just a really simple way to keep track of interesting and useful projects that have a daily aspect to them. You may want to do all sorts of things: life changing things, mundane things, entertaining things or odd things. That decision is entirely up to you.


But I just want to leave you with the thing that makes the idea quite a powerful one.



  Habit-forming in 30 days



Apparently, it takes about 3 weeks, give or take, to embed any new habit. You have to do it consistently for that length of time, and then you’ve nailed it. 30 days is just that little bit extra that makes sure.


You can break lots of big tasks down to bite-sized pieces too. You have something major due in a month’s time? Just half an hour of attention on it after dinner every night could get it done virtually without effort.


1500 words a day will get you a decent sized novel.


You can choose whatever you want to do, whether you just want to mark the box with a big X or assign a value. The key to making this work is just the fact that the calendar is completely blind to days, numbers or months.


You can start one at any time, and they can happily overlap. Just mark one off each day, and in 30 days, file it away as a little reminder of a successful project done well.



  What can you do with this?



As far as I’m concerned, this is a manifesto waiting to happen. The numberless calendar, and the 30-day resolution could make major changes in the quality and effectiveness of people’s lives and their businesses.


If you want the idea – to do with whatever you will – it’s all yours. Write a book, do workshops and consultancies, make an online community of 30-dayers who can encourage, support and inspire each other – or just start using it yourself.


You may even wish to make an online or software version of the calendar – but for me, paper and pen works brilliantly. I’m considering getting some pads printed up so I can start a new 30 day project any time I feel like it.


But it’s entirely up to you.


I’ve found the system incredibly useful, and it’s something I’ll continue to use. The version of the calendar I’ve created (the PDF above) is, as far as I’m concerned, a Public Domain work, as is the idea as I’ve expressed it here.


You can use it, sell it, market it – do whatever you like with it. You don’t have to ask me, or credit me. It’s just an idea – and I’ll no doubt have another one tomorrow.


And when I do, I’ll put a little X in the box.





Idea 6: SpringCleanr


I’m pretty good at organising my work, and do most of the things that can be done to make sense of the deluge of information that we have to deal with these days.


My email inbox is empty at least twice a day, and I have over 400 smart filters in place to make sure I almost never receive unwanted or irrelevant messages. My computer desktop is completely free of icons, other than the one that opens up the hard drive. My files are all pretty well sorted, and I can easily locate something if I want to find it.


And yet… my hard drive is nearly full. And to a large extent, I don’t exactly know what it’s full of. To make matters worse, this is a machine with a 1TB internal hard drive. I have a lot of files – photos, music, video, and lots and lots of documents… but I’m pretty sure I don’t need them all.


I need to do a complete Spring clean and de-clutter – but it’s such a daunting task. It would be great if there was a piece of software that would help me go through my documents, and choose what to keep on hand, what to throw out, and what to archive.


So that’s what I’m going to suggest today.



  SpringCleanr



Couldn’t resist the web 2.0 dropping of the ‘e’ in the title. I Googled it, and the name doesn’t exist.


So here’s what it does:


SpringCleanr allows you to look at your documents and files individually or in groups of files, and make simple decisions about what to do with them. But it does it in a way that’s meaningful, quick and helpful.


And then you have a decision to make:


1) Keep it;
2) Chuck it;
3) Archive it;
4) Action it.



  Keep it



If you keep it, you have the option to rename it, re-file it in a more meaningful way, and add tags so it can be found again more easily.



  Chuck it



Self-explanatory, really. If you’re never going to use it, throw it away.



  Archive it



This is the clever bit. SpringCleanr will create a zip file into which you can store your ‘don’t want to keep, but too good to throw out’ files. These can easily be shifted to an external hard drive, burned to a DVD-R or uploaded to an online storage service. The digital equivalent of boxes in the attic.


The zip file ‘boxes’ could be, say 100MB in size, and you can keep adding to them until they’re full – after which a new one is automatically started. The boxes are labelled with the date, and the type of files it contains – as well as any extra information you may wish to add so that you can easily recall what’s in the box.



  Action it



Sometimes when we clean up and look at things we haven’t looked at for a while, we are reminded of projects we wanted to do, and things we wanted to finish and never got around to – or we’re inspired to start new things.


Clicking on the Action It button creates an item on a To-Do list, and then you can Keep/Chuck/Archive the file. If you keep it, the file is linked to the to-do list item so that you can easily find it again when you come to actually do the task.



  Putting things away



The recommended method in SpringCleanr is to put all documents into a single document folder – but tagged according to projects or keywords that will help you locate it – rather than in a system of folders-within-folders.


SpringCleanr can make that process very simple for you by collecting up all of your documents right up front, and placing them in a single Documents folder of your choice (if you choose to select that option).


Next, it shows you lists of files you haven’t opened in a long time. Word documents that haven’t been looked at in two years. Albums that haven’t been played in that long. Software you never use.


Then it shows you all your largest files – the ones taking up most of the space.


And then the ones that look like drafts, the ones that have duplicate – or even only very similar content. Where there’s more than one document, you can make a decision about which to keep.


Because we can’t usually rely on document names, files made using Word and Excel, as well as PDF and other documents will display in a Preview window. Videos play short excerpts. Music can either be displayed on a song-by-song basis or as albums, and can be auditioned at the press of a button. Applications for which you may have long forgotten the purpose are explained in a couple of sentences.


Information is then shown about the file: When it was last played / viewed. Whether you have duplicates. How much space it takes up. Whether you’ve attached it to an email in the past… and so on.


And then you make the decision.



  Other settings



Of course, with something like this, there are always other options you can add. For instance, I’d automatically archive (that is, store in a zip file, move to an external hard drive and delete from the computer) any email message older than one year. That wouldn’t work for everyone.


You could also set it to strip attachments from email messages to trim the storage there.


You could automate certain processes to run in the background – such as automatically archive (or prompt for a decision about) any document that reached a certain age without being looked at.


The To-Do list option could be integrated in whatever current To-Do list software or service you already use. I use Things, for instance, and I wouldn’t want to change – so integration would be important for that feature to be useful.


You could store your archive boxes off-site in a remote storage online secure backup system. This could be added as a service – or you could offer the choice of offsite lockers such as Rapidshare (assuming they’re not made illegal in the near future…).



  It’s only a big job once



SpringCleanr would be a major undertaking, but one that could be done in small bites until a full run is complete. Then, you could schedule it every month, and it might take you 5 minutes.


The point is to make sure that everything on your computer is both worth hanging onto and accessible, that the machine runs at its best rather than groaning under the weight of a full hard drive – and that on the rare occasion that you might need to go back further and drag an old file out of the attic… you can do so simply without keeping thousands of files in your documents folder or email inbox ‘just in case’.


I don’t know about you – but I reckon I’d find it useful.


It may exist in some form already (though I haven’t found it). There are, of course, pieces of software that remove unnecessary files and save space – but they don’t involve any nuanced decision-making from you.


SpringCleanr, on the other hand, would allow me to choose to hang on to an old recipe for oatcakes, but delete a letter I wrote 3 years ago to a bank I’m no longer with.


Perhaps not a massive saving in space by itself… but the cumulative effect is substantial. I reckon I could easily retrieve a good 30% of my hard drive without pain. And, as I mentioned – this is a 1TB drive.


And, as usual – if you want the idea – whether to put into production or develop in some other way… it’s all yours.





Idea 7: Street Gallery


I’ve become quite a fan of graffiti art in recent years. I was always sort of aware of the quality out there, and I’ve long been an admirer of Otis Frizzell (who I commissioned to design my tattoo). In my travels in recent years, I’ve been struck by the different art lining the streets in different places. Marseille and Berlin, in particular, have some incredible works, there’s some amazing stuff right here in Birmingham and my hometown of Auckland has some brilliant artists.


And sometimes, they get in trouble for what they do.


But the thing that really got me interested was when a friend of mine in Berlin started pointing out how to spot works by particular artists. What their style was, what they were particularly known for, and in which areas of the city they tended to showcase their skills. And that got me thinking about the city as a sort of inside-out art gallery: with the paintings on the outside of the wall.


The only thing missing was those little white cards that tell you about the paintings.



  Street Gallery – an iPhone App



I’m aware of books that you can get that have photographs of graffiti and tell you about the works – but books are kind of permanent, where graffiti sort of isn’t.


I think what I’m after is an update-able mobile application that not only tells you about the work in front of you, but can also tell you, based on your geo-location, the works to look out for, and the elements of style of the various artists. It should also be searchable by place or by artist (they can travel too, you know) – so you can browse the works of other towns, or find out more about works in different places by the same person or crew.


Of course, a lot of work will go into the creation of something like this, and the only way I can think to make it really work would be to make it completely open, so that people can update and add information about new works as they happen.


But for someone like me who is not part of the scene, but is interested in the same way that a member of the public visiting an art gallery might be interested in a Mondrian, it would be great if it was also curated in a way that assumed intelligence, but not prior knowledge.



  The death of art?



Of course, the fact that someone like me (over-40 suburban parent of a teenager) is interested in something like this could be read as a mainstream legitimation of graffiti, and in some ways therefore, the demise of its role as a counter-cultural, subversive art form. I am, it has to be said, not terribly hip hop.


But, by the same token, I think something like this app could go some way in addressing some still very entrenched ideas about graffiti being nothing more than vandalism.


I wrote a piece in which I laid out my 5-step manifesto for solving cities. One of the steps was just to leave graffiti alone. It’s a self-healing process. Graffiti evolves, gets painted over, improves and develops.



  So what does it look like?



Well, let’s say you find yourself standing in front of a particularly impressive piece of street art. Like the raised fist with eyes I liked and took a photo of that accompanied the original blog post of this idea.


You’d open up the app, and it would figure out where you are, and then give you a range of thumbnail images to choose from. Hopefully, there’d be a picture of this raised fist with eyes.


On selecting the image, ideally the app would then tell you the pseudonym of the artist, something about their style and some of the distinguishing characteristics of their work (ie: how to spot their stuff elsewhere), as well as some interesting facts about the piece itself.


The user may also wish to read more information about the artist’s other works, or choose to identify other nearby pieces of graffiti art.


If the piece of art is not identified, then the user is prompted to take a photo of the piece and upload it. It’s date-stamped and geo-located, and they can add whatever information they may have about it. More importantly, others in the know could also curate that new information.



  It’s not as simple as that



With something that is often, broadly speaking, illegal (though just as frequently tolerated for good reason), the process of adding identifying information to a database is fraught with difficulty.


There’d have to be safeguards and protocols in place to make it helpful, without being a target for spammers, a legal trap for the artists or a site for rivalries to play out.


But the opportunity to turn the mere fact of wandering around the city into an art gallery experience really appeals to me, and I think this is the sort of thing that could be done intelligently and well.


I’d use it – which is sort of my litmus test for these kinds of ideas.





Idea 8: Smart business cards


Today’s idea is a fairly simple one: a business card that remains relevant and current no matter whether you change your job, your address, your phone number or your email address.


People you give your card to simply open up a generic reader application on their computer, hold the card up to their webcam – and not only are your details in the computer, but they’ll automatically update in their system if you change any of your info on your account.


But perhaps even more cleverly, using the various APIs available on different services, users can also very simply elect to friend you on Facebook, follow you on Twitter, add you as a contact in LinkedIn, Flickr, Last.fm, Skype… or any other number of services.


Go to a conference, collect a bunch of these, and it’s a simple matter of holding them up to your webcam or showing them to your iPhone one at a time to be scanned, added to your contacts database, and social networked up.





Idea 9: Recordings in Concert


oday’s idea is about sound. Specifically, acoustics and recorded music. Simply put, my idea is for people to turn up to a concert hall, sit down, and listen to a record.


There are a few ways you could approach this, but ideally, the listening experience would be curated and explained track by track by the person or people responsible for the recording – or the person who selected the collection of music, assuming that’s someone whose opinion you’d have cause to respect.


And then, after the concert, everyone would be handed a CD copy of the music they’ve just heard. Ideally, they’d be limited edition recordings with programme-like liner notes that you could only get if you went to the event.


This may not necessarily work for all music, but it does work for music that’s primarily designed to be listened to (as opposed to music that’s designed to be danced to in clubs, for instance), and those forms of music for which audio fidelity is an important consideration (though of course, I’m not just talking about classical or jazz music here).



  Um… why?



There are a few things that have brought me to today’s idea.


First, I used to be a sound engineer, and there is nothing like hearing a great recording on amazing equipment in a superb listening environment. Of all the things I miss about being a sound engineer (and to be honest, there aren’t that many) it’s the jawdropping, breathtaking experience of an amazing piece of music represented on fantastic equipment in an ideal acoustic space.


Most people think they wouldn’t really notice the difference, and that music’s fine on the radio, on mp3 or on their home stereo. There’s nothing wrong with those things, and most of my listening is done in that way, but it really is the difference between YouTube and an IMAX screen. Trust me – the difference will knock you over.


Second, I’ve been going to a couple more classical concerts recently, and I’ve been struck by the acoustics and the clarity of sound that promotes the act of close listening, which is a completely different experience of music.


And third, I was blown away by a piece of music recently in a context that I’m not normally in. But because the person who made the music both explained the conditions for the creation of the music, and the care that had gone into the way it sounded, my attention was drawn to certain elements of that – and it changed my relationship to that piece of music.



  Recorded Music as Experience rather than product



I really think there’s a missed opportunity, both culturally and commercially, when recordings of music are considered only as a product, and not given the kind of serious attention afforded other media (cinema, particularly).


I’m not meaning this in a snobbish way, and nor do I think this would be limited to acoustic forms. I think a lot of fun could be had releasing pop and rock music in this way. Imagine Radiohead did this. Or Death Cab for Cutie. Or Gorillaz. Or Meshuggah. I’d pay for that.


And I suspect that a lot of people would pay to come and have McCartney walk you through Sergeant Peppers; Joni Mitchell play a recording of Blue from start to finish and reflect upon its meanings; or the Blue Nile present the magnificent A Walk Across The Rooftops in a concert hall.


But the chance to hear an amazing record in what is traditionally a live ‘serious music’ context – especially when presented by someone you respect and admire – gives the occasion a real sense of… well, occasion.



  Compilation and curation



But the other thing that got me thinking was the Meltdown Festival, in which a single artist selects a range of other artists to showcase, with fascinating results.


I’d love to see a similar thing happen but with a particular artist’s favourite recordings showcased, with the release of a compilation album as a result. Meltdown meets Back to Mine, if you like.


It could be held in interview format, or with the curator prefacing each recording with some information or personal anecdote.


But the point of the exercise is to sit down, pay attention, do nothing else other than listen to great recordings of great music on a great sound system in a great acoustic space.


As usual – the idea’s all yours to do what you want with it. Feel free to invite me to one if you decide to go ahead with it, won’t you?





Idea 10: Vinyl scanner


Today’s idea is based on an idea I had about three years ago – about making it easier to convert your vinyl collection to digital files, so that you can listen to them on an mp3 player.



  Flatbed vinyl scanner



The idea is very simple. Rather than play the record on a turntable and convert the audio to an mp3 file, you would simply place the record on a flatbed scanner, take an ultra-high resolution image of each side of the disc, and then a piece of software would analyse the grooves from the visual data, and reconstruct it as an audio file.


Given the technology, it’s easy to imagine that the software could be smart enough to distinguish between a groove and a scratch or a bit of dirt (ie: distinguish signal from noise), and make sufficiently intelligent decisions to restore the waveform accordingly.


In fact, there’s no reason you couldn’t pretty much have completely noiseless vinyl rips, with tracks separated where there’s silence between songs, and the software able to recognise and add metadata to the tracks based on its reading of the catalogue number engraved on the record by the playout groove.


There are reasons you can’t already do this: 


First, scanners are the wrong size. They’re designed for documents.


Second, the image resolution and the lighting would have to be particularly good to get sufficient detail for the software to be able to interpret the shape of the engraved waveforms in the disc’s surface.


Third, the recording industry would probably find something to get cross about.



  You can already do this



I mentioned this once at an academic conference, and there were some American researchers who had built something similar, but it was the size of a house, and could process about a record a week.


But theirs was to do with what they called ‘audio archeology’ – looking for clues about the past embedded in old recordings, and using electron microscopes to give data analysis of particular moments within recordings.


In fact, they didn’t seem particularly interested in listening to the music for pleasure at all.



  Record-scanning for the masses



My idea is somewhere more sensible between that massive extreme – and not being able to do it at all. I genuinely believe that it’s already technologically possible to have a consumer device that can handle the high-resolution imaging that could scan records.


It might not immediately be a cheap consumer device, but for someone with a fair few records, it could be well worthwhile.


The writing of the software would be a comparatively trivial task (though I wouldn’t be able to do it).


Of course, the first thing you’d need is for the scanner to be able to take a 12″ record. The upside is that such a scanner would also be able to handle most documents as well.



  Why this would be important, rather than just cool



To this day, the vast majority of records ever released have never been issued on CD. Many of them already no longer exist as playable master tapes, as magnetic tape decays over time.


But to be able to take a record and extract the sound off it without dragging a needle through the grooves, bouncing it off the bits of dirt and subjecting it to wow and flutter, you could actually analyse and restore a piece of thrift store vinyl to its studio quality – or very nearly.


And of course, you’re not restricted to albums here. 78rpm shellac discs, 7″ singles and even old flexidiscs that came with the NME or Mad Magazine would be fair game.


You make one of those bad boys, and I’ll buy one.





Idea 11: Photo stack-and-scan


I was convinced this must already exist, it’s such a simple, obvious and useful thing to have. But for the life of me, I can find no trace of such a thing.



  Stacker photo scanner



It’s a photo scanner. It scans standard, everyday ordinary prints. You stack them in a box at the back of the machine. You press Go. You leave for work.


The scanner brings them in one at a time, scans them, adds them to your photo software, or uploads them to Flickr or whatever. They won’t be perfect, perhaps and you might need to do a bit of reorientation or whatever afterwards – but they’d be good enough for my purposes.


And then, when you come home for dinner, you’ll find a tray of scanned photos, and an empty stacker, ready for the next batch.


I have four and a half thousand 6″ x 4″ photos covering the past 20-odd years sitting here in a large box waiting to be done, and I’ll be damned if I’m putting them on my flatbed scanner one at a time, selecting the scan area, resolution, format and filename for each shot.


Could someone please make this? I promise I’ll buy it.





Idea 12: A box of cool


As a piece of marketing discourse, the word ‘cool’ has come to mean different things over the years. Today, if you look for websites by searching on the word ‘cool’, then what you’ll typically find is more accurately described as humour. Visual gags, videos of people falling down, and viral gags you can send to your friends.


Whereas, by ‘cool’ I’m referring to its original colloquial usage – particularly by beatniks and New York intellectuals. It’s an urbane aesthetic, an attitude and an approach to life that is at once detached and engaged. It’s smart, politically active, exploratory, self-composed, improvisational, unhurried, interested in expanded horizons, and emphasises an appreciation of both quality and authenticity – as indefinable as those things may be.


Of course, the problem with cool, is that it leads people to try and endlessly sort ‘cool’ from ‘not cool’ or get involved in whether one thing is ‘cooler’ than another. We could argue all day and night about what’s cool and isn’t or just how cool something might be, but there are some things that are (I would assert) just objectively and categorically cool.


And it’s those things that I’m interested in here.



  So what’s a Box of Cool?



My idea is for a subscription-based, home-delivered regular package – let’s say monthly, for the sake of argument – full of things that are undeniably ‘cool’.


Typical contents might include an issue of a high quality print magazine that you may not have come across before (Bearded Magazine springs to mind here); a 180g vinyl reissue of an underappreciated recording like Leroy Vinnegar’s Glass of Water; a DVD of a film you probably haven’t seen, but should – like Alan Arkin’s Little Murders; an undeniably cool book like Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums; a single, commissioned long-form essay by a contemporary cultural commentator; perhaps a miniature taster bottle of a single malt scotch… I don’t know. Stuff like that, I guess.


However, the trick to it being actually cool – rather than merely marketing cool is to have a different guest editor every month. Someone smart, interesting and culturally curious, who epitomises some element of cool – and not in a GQ suit-wearing, cigar-smoking sort of way – but in an ‘in-touch with the zeitgeist – but aware of far more interesting stuff’ sort of way.


Following a few simple guidelines, the guest editor could curate what goes in the box this month. I can think of a few names I’d pick, but that’s not my role here. I’m just putting the idea out there.



  People buy things that are cool



One of my motivations for suggesting an idea like this is in reaction to the record industry’s constant griping about losing money due to downloading. There was an article just this morning about EMI’s rising debt, which wondered aloud whether Katy Perry could save the company.


And I think that misunderstands consumer culture in an age of both digital and physical products. Music recordings themselves – particularly mass-produced pop music recordings – are pretty much medium-agnostic, which is to say that a download of Katy Perry is easily as good as a CD of Katy Perry for my purposes.


But tangible things, when they’re really desirable things, can’t be substituted online.


I can read an article on the web, and that’s easily as good (better, actually) than a print newspaper. But not nearly as good as a gorgeous, well-designed, high-quality print magazine.


I’ll buy a CD (and I’m in one of the few remaining demographics that will), but only if you’ll pay attention to the whole product. Make it a desirable object to own. Make it cool. There’s a reason that box sets are on the rise while mass-market CDs in crappy plastic jewel cases are on the decline – and it’s not because of theft.


It’s because the digital age favours good product design and desirable objects. Popular is not as good as cool anymore.



  What price cool?



You’d probably be looking at something like £30-40 a month, but the contents would be so desirable, so well-packaged and with such a real attention to detail, you’d find that people would be so overwhelmed by the quality that the price would be a small one to pay for something so, well… cool.


Every instalment should be different. The project should be an international one. Every element should be fascinating. Every item should be a talking point. It’d be niche, perhaps – but a significant niche.


And, of course, the companion website has the opportunity to open up more about each of the ideas, cultural artefacts and experiences contained within the box.


You should start this. I’d buy it. It’d be cool.





Idea 13 Karaoke-Tube Celebstar Idol


People like to sing along to pop songs on Singstar, and they like to share videos of themselves on YouTube. I don’t know why that is, but they do.


They like to mime to songs, and they like to dance to them. But nobody’s given the tools they need to be The Singer.


Let’s mix karaoke with video sharing and make it a game. And at the same time, legitimise a whole lot of cultural activities



  Superidol Pop-whatsits



I’m calling it… Superstars of the Web. Or something. As far as I can tell there is no un-cringeworthy name for something like this. But anyway, it works like this…


You buy a box. It’s got a disc with the software on it, and a microphone (probably with glitter on it) to plug into your computer. Load up the software, plug the mic into your computer, and you’re ready to rock.


There’s a bunch of pre-loaded karaoke tunes in there. Popular songs with the vocals taken out. As the song starts, your webcam fires up. You sing into the popstar microphone as the video rolls, and your performance is captured.


You see the words along the screen – perhaps with the option to sing along with the original vocals, just as a guide track – and you put your best into it.


On Celebstar Pop Tube – your best is always good enough.



  The magic bit



There’s a bit of technical jiggery-pokery, as the song is mixed. A spot of compression and reverb on the vocals, the levels are automatically mixed to an acceptable level. You could even apply a bit of judicious auto-tune.


And then – you can choose to add effects to the videos. I don’t know… stars and unicorns and rainbows and stuff. A funny mask perhaps, or change the background to make it look like you’re on a yacht. Or even that awesome Amii Stewart ‘Knock On Wood‘ effect that never goes out of fashion.


The overall idea is to make the song sound as good as it possibly can, under the circumstances – and make the video a bit of a production. All in the name of fun.


The finished video – with you as the lead singer of the song (not merely ‘singing along’) is uploaded to YouTube, tagged appropriately with the song title, etc. – and fed into the Superpoptasticwebstars channel for all to see (or added privately if you just want to show your nearest and dearest).



  Updates aren’t free – but they’re cheap



Want new songs? The ones in the box are covered – but you can download more karaoke tunes for, say, 99 cents – and then there are the usual revenue shares for this sort of thing.


Smarter people than me can sort out the deals – but it strikes me that in a world of Singstar and Guitar Hero, these things are eminently possible in a way that works for all concerned.


I’m imagining this as a PC game, and I think the target market is probably 10 year-old girls or thereabouts (hence the unicorns). Seems like the right place to pitch it. But who knows? Maybe adults would find this a fun party game – often with next-day Facebook repercussions.


Along the way, you could do extra stuff like tutorials, minigames to try and improve people’s pitch or timing, and so on – but the main fun of this is to put yourself on the internet – as the singer of your favourite pop hits.


And nobody’s coming to cut off your internet as a result.





Idea 14: I Made You a Tape


Today’s idea is another music one – but it’s almost the reverse of yesterday’s. This one’s not about showing off. It’s private, and it’s very, very personal.


For some reason, people who make online mixtape services – sometimes very good ones – completely forget the reasons they used to make tapes for people back in the days of actual cassettes.


They think it’s about sharing their music taste with the world. Okay, perhaps sometimes it is – however, I don’t know about you – but the reason I used to make mixtapes on cassette was to communicate something personal with a specific individual.


Yes, it’s about displaying superior specialist knowledge in a world where most people are better than you at most other stuff – and yes, it’s about saving people you like from their own bad taste – but mostly, it was about getting that girl to like you.


I Made You A Tape
So that’s why my idea is an online music sharing site – but one that can only be shared with one person. You craft a “tape” with a single person in mind, and then that mix is sent to that person with a unique URL that only they can access.


They can download or stream the mixtape, and it comes with the liner notes that you’ve written.


But here’s the deal:



  1) It’s not a compilation album – it’s a mixed tape



The ‘tape’ is not a series of individual tracks – it’s two mp3s of either 30 or 45 min duration each (to recreate Side One and Side Two of either a C60 or a C90). Anything shorter than that has silence that will take you to the end of the duration. Anything longer than that is truncated – as if you’d run out of tape. If you wanted, the finished recording could be easily transferred onto an actual cassette – and it would fit perfectly.



  2) It’s like actually making a cassette, but online



You have to upload each track that you use on the mixtape from your own collection. There’s no pre-installed library to choose from. This is just a little bit time-consuming, and is the equivalent of having to sit there and record the song off vinyl in real time, like it means something. You can only upload one song at a time, and perhaps we could even go so far as to only let people upload the songs in the order they will appear on the finished mix – though I may be taking the parallel a step too far here.



  3) Tapes are unique and are given – not shared



When the mix is compiled into the single ‘side A’ and ‘side B’ files, the individual uploaded tracks are deleted off the server. When the mix is downloaded by the recipient, that mix is also deleted off the server. The mix is designed for one person. To send another, you make another. If they accidentally delete the files, they can’t re-download. You can either make it for them again, or decide that you don’t really fancy them that much anyway.



  4) Every track gets a little commentary



When you upload a track, you can say what it’s called and who it’s by – as well as write an explanation of why that song is special, important or interesting. The artwork that comes with the mix contains all that information, stylised in a handwritten font (your choice of several) – with an array of selected doodles and flowers (or lightning bolts) that you can add to the finished product.


5) It’s personal, but it need not be romantic
The idea is that you’re making a mixtape for one person. You can interpret that brief however you like, and use it in any way you see fit. It’s a letter for a friend, and it’s written with only that friend in mind.



  Music as culture, as usual



The whole point to this – and it’s an important one – is that I think this was always the main cultural and social purpose of music mixtapes. It wasn’t about sharing your knowledge with the world. That’s something different. A specialist music radio show, perhaps.


And even though that’s what the internet seems best at, that’s not the only thing we want to express through assembling music in a meaningful order. We want to talk privately, and sometimes music can do that best – especially when we don’t have the right words ourselves.


Besides, the reason that a mixtape was such a treasured gift was always because of the thought, time and effort that had gone into it. Drag-and-drop is for a different mode of communication.


As always – the idea is up for grabs. I would so use this, and I would love to receive one of these too. Somebody make it please. Thanks.





Idea 15: Newspaper download codes


Without wanting to tread on the toes of any of my colleagues – notably Paul Bradshaw, who is a world-beating expert on all things online journalism – I had a thought today about the crossover between newspapers and the internet.


Don’t think of this so much as an “idea” like the other ideas I’ve had so far. Think of this more like a thought experiment, and an invitation to have a conversation in the comments.


Personally, for what it’s worth, I believe the idea of a blanket paywall for online news content is a huge mistake, because I think it misunderstands the internet, media consumption in general – and specifically, the different ways that people use newspapers and news content.


And I think that if you do consider some of the ways in which newspapers are consumed, a slightly different possible approach to the monetisation and development of newspapers in the digital age starts to reveal itself… and I don’t think anyone’s thought of it yet.


Though it’s entirely possible that they have, but not told me about it.


The idea, in brief, is that physical newspapers come with a download code.


I’ll explain…


It strikes me that there are three main categories of news consumers:



  1) News junkies and professional news consumers



These are people for whom a newspaper is a daily ritual, or part of their job. They tend to scour the pages of the newspaper from end to end on a daily basis, know the names of the columnists, and pay close attention to anything remotely news-related on any platform. It might seem like an obvious thing to say – but they actually read all of the words. News is crucial and closely-read.



  2) Casual news browsers and commuter-readers



This category includes people that like to have a newspaper to accompany them for a particular part of their day. They like to know what’s going on in the world (or to have their views reinforced), and there may be a particular section that they’ll zero in on (Finance, perhaps – or Sport) but they’ll skim and skip bits, looking for ‘interesting’ stuff. News is entertainment or information, but on the whole, it’s once over lightly on their way somewhere.



  3) Online-only readers



These are people who read closely, but usually quite specifically. I’d count myself in this category. Newspapers themselves don’t really mean anything per se – much less ‘sections’ – but articles are linked to, shared and discussed online. The articles themselves, rather than the publication, are the point. They are not consumed as gospel or as ‘broadcasted knowledge’, but provide the seed of conversation. I suspect there’s a significant overlap between this category and bloggers.


Just to be clear about this – as a Type 3 news consumer, I’d probably never read more than half a dozen newspaper articles a day. Sometimes just one or two. Often none. There is no way I will pay for them, so don’t try and charge me. But if you make desirable stuff in a quantity that meets a real need (ie: it’s amazing, and you can’t get it elsewhere), or creates a market, then by all means charge money for that.



  Shared interests



The three different categories have different things in common. Groups 1 and 2 like having paper. At least for now, it’s the most pleasant way to consume large quantities of news – particularly on the go. A big newspaper, a cup of coffee and perhaps a train journey somewhere nice. You can underline things, make cuttings, do the crossword, and read long articles without eyestrain.


Groups 1 and 3 share an interest in the news as a matter of record. They want for journalism and reportage to be searchable, indexed, archived and available as reference material – though their requirements are different. Group 1 wants an archive, Group 3 wants a source.



  Newspaper/online hybrid



My idea is for daily newspapers to hybridise their media. It would have these components:


1) A perhaps less weighty print newspaper publication that contains all of the news of the day, targeted specifically at category 1 & 2 readers.


2) Full replication of the print newspaper on the web, and for that to contain permalinks for sharing online and blogging by category 3 readers.


3) A unique code to be printed in each physical newspaper. That’s the crux of this idea: buying a daily newspaper gives you a code that accesses further rich material online – usually the heavier indepth analysis, investigative journalism and long form essays. You also have the opportunity to include multimedia content: recorded interviews, extra photography, discussion and so on. Everyone who buys the paper gets to read all of that content, and it’s all indexed, databased and searchable.



  The newspaper IS the paywall



By making (seriously good) extra content accessible to all newspaper purchasers, you allow all readers access to that material- and that material can be trailed and promoted in the paper itself.


However, by making it so that all of the daily news reportage that appears in the print edition also appears online, you allow your online readers, linkers, commenters and (let’s face it) promoters to do what they currently do so well.



  The selfish trap



Of course, the big pitfall here is the temptation for news organisations to remove perfectly good, linkable stuff (the kind that would fit into my usual half-dozen reads) and put it in the secure online-only edition, in order to try and get the category 3 readers to try and buy your dead trees. Don’t bother – we never will.


The only way this would work is for generous and useful amounts of content to be available in both ways.


And perhaps – for the diehard paper enthusiasts who somehow have all day every day to plough through 124 pages of information, opinion and rhetoric – you could provide a deluxe print edition of all the longer content via paid subscription, delivered to the front door.



  A press for all types



By cutting back on the sheer volume of paper that you’d need to print in order to make a satisfactory publication for a type 2 reader and a compelling enough free proposition to make you the number one online news source for the type 3 reader – you have the opportunity to superserve the type 1 reader, without cutting off access to the real democracy-enhancing investigative stuff for the vast majority of type 2 readers who are your loyal customers.


If they have the paper, they automatically have the access, should they wish to go and find it. There is no additional artificially-created barrier to an informed populace. If anything, you’re improving matters for democracy.


You’d probably be a much greener proposition too.


But on those days where you have an interesting article in the free & print edition, and it tells of a solid 3,000 word context piece or a half-hour unedited interview with subject of that article – maybe on those days, I’ll pick up a paper on my way home so I can grab a code – and then use the paper to wrap up some broken glass or line a birdcage at some later point.


“So…” he asked optimistically, “is that newspapers solved then?”
___________



  Having said all this, if you put Charlie Brooker, Rhodri Marsden or Mark Steel behind a paywall, I’d be very cross indeed. Think of them as key positioning statements for your brand, and spread them far and wide.






Idea 16: Pebble splash


When I first thought of today’s idea, I immediately put it in my “that’s just stupid” pile. It’s certainly not terribly technologically sophisticated.


But the more I think about it, the more I want one for real – and when I asked for other people’s opinions, one of my colleagues at work enthused “well, it’s not that stupid…”


So here it is…


It’s… a tray of pebbles for the shower.


That’s all. It’s a tray. It has pebbles in it. You put it in the shower.


You stand on it while you have a shower. It’s got holes in it for the water to run out. You leave it there till next time. It’s sort of self-cleaning, for the most part.


I imagine a couple of different sizes. One for those showers that are only showers, and another for those showers that are also baths. Pebbles would be replaceable, but you’d probably want smallish, smooth, round ones.


For the record, here’s my thinking that went into this:


1) It’s nice to stand on pebbles;


2) It would be nice to stand on pebbles while you’re in the shower;


3) Let’s put pebbles in the shower.


Just me?





Idea 17: Digital Radio - somewhere useful


Today’s idea is really just a question – and a really bleeding obvious one at that:


Why doesn’t my iPhone have a DAB chip in it?


And, for that matter, why doesn’t pretty much every other phone available on the market also have a DAB chip? Given the popularity of in-car docks, and the sheer ubiquity of mobile phones, it seems like such a complete and utter no-brainer.


I don’t need A radio – I just want THE radio. And I already have something I could listen to it on. Whoever’s job it is to make Britain “digital”… sort it out, would you?





Idea 18: Public Domain music collection


I’m sure you’re familiar with the term ‘public domain’. It refers to works that have come to the end of their legal copyright period, and therefore now belong to no-one and everyone. You’d be surprised how much music falls into that category.


If a work is in the public domain, it means that anyone can do whatever they want with it. They can perform it, copy it, play it in public – or even mass-produce and sell it without having to pay anyone any royalties.


This is what accounts for the glut of Frank Sinatra tunes available for sale on the internet, as described in this post by Anthony Herron.


This year, a lot of really important records enter the public domain – especially in Britain, where the length of copyright on recordings has not, as yet, been extended. Fifty years ago, some of the biggest-selling and most important jazz records of all time were being released, and rock was coming into its own.


I don’t see this as a problem. In fact – I see this as a great opportunity. There’s a good reason for a finite copyright period. Copyright’s supposed to incentivise people to make new stuff, not to make sure they profit from it indefinitely.


And the reason you want to set things up so there’s an incentive for people to make cool stuff? So that everyone gets to live in a society where they can share in the knowledge, art and inventions that enrich their lives.


So… if the point is to have a public domain so that everyone benefits, why not set it up so that everyone benefits?



  Music you already own



I propose a site where public domain works are simply available free to all people. You want to download and listen to a Miles Davis tune recorded in 1956? That’s absolutely fine. You already own it. That’s what public domain means. Let us help you find that, tell you some interesting things about it, and tell you about some other music that relates to it that you also already own.


I propose a not-for-profit charitable project designed to collect and present public domain recorded musical works in a useful, usable and attractive manner (rather than that morass of ugly, cheap and nasty cash-ins), collected into interesting compilations, accompanied by thorough liner notes and essays, and beautifully designed as if for sale at a premium – but actually simply available to whoever wants it at no cost.



  Nobody said it would be easy



I’m aware that there are difficulties in this idea. It would also cost a good deal of money to make this free to the public, though there’s a case to be made that something like this occupies the same sort of territory as art galleries and libraries. And, of course, there are things that could be made and sold in support of the mission to give as much public domain music to as many people as possible.


Also, works in the public domain in some places are not in others. Of course, there are many sites that already have regional restrictions on them so that’s not insoluble.


I’m also aware that there are already some projects to collect and present the public domain online. Archive.org springs to mind.


But the purpose of this is to track down, collect, categorise, curate and actively promote the dissemination of works that we all own by law and by right.



  Selling records for nothing



Ideally, this imaginary not-for-profit organisation would package, promote and actively propagate public domain recordings, not simply archive, preserve and ‘make available’. I want them to actively ‘sell’ these works as if they were charging money – but then not charge money.


The point of public domain is not simply so that people who didn’t ever own the rights now get to profiteer. That’s partly true, and there are good reasons for that to be the case. But it’s mostly so that things that were once locked down for commercial-only purposes now become a part of our collective culture.


And I think that’s something worth actively pursuing and promoting, not simply ‘allowing’. At present, you are welcome to have and use any public domain works in any way you see fit. Good luck finding out what they are and locating decent versions of them.


I’m not talking about a museum, and nor am I talking about dusty old relics that sound like they were recorded onto a bit of shellac with a rusty nail. I’m talking about a rich and interesting resource full of high quality, interesting and relevant pieces of music.


Think in terms of public broadcasting at its best – only for online music.





Idea 19: Blog cast-list automator


When you write a personal blog, you tend not to only write about yourself. Well, not always, anyway…


My working theory is that personal blogs are at their best when considered as narrative – a story that develops over time. And that story, if it’s any good, is going to have characters.


You’re pretty likely to be the main character in the story of your own blog – and people will continue to read to find out what happens next in your own personal journey – but there will probably be other important people who turn up in the story along the way.


I’ve written blog posts in the past that have mentioned a long list of members of my close family and circle of friends, colleagues and acquaintances.


So just like a long-running soap opera, it’s difficult to jump into the deeper narrative of a good personal blog. You’re not sure of context, and you don’t really know who most of these people are. But you might find yourself thinking… “okay he’s talking about Jake being weird – who’s Jake again?”



  The Players



Context is important – and while not everyone will deserve a full bio and explanation, I reckon it would be a great idea for personal blogs to have a main cast list. Ideally just a snapshot and a paragraph or two about that person, who they are, how they fit into the story – and perhaps some links to blog posts where they appear.


That way, if you’re writing a post about the fact that one of the people called John invited you to a gig he was playing (or whatever), then you can simply link his name to his cast profile, and carry on telling the story without having to explain in detail who John is, and why he would be inviting you to a gig – or why that was noteworthy.



  I’ve done this before



I tried something like this in the past, and got bored with it. My relationship to people changed over time, and the way in which to describe who they were also changed (John is an X year-old man who lives in Y, and does Z for a living – where X, Y and Z are all variables).


So I wonder if there’s a way to plug social networks into this matrix of personal blogs.


I imagine a plugin for WordPress that connects to (for instance) Facebook. It automatically builds (with your assistance) a cast page within your personal blog that allows you to link directly and effortlessly to your story’s characters.


The page would display a combination of their public profile (and a link through to their page) as well as some extra, contextual information that you can add yourself.


Something like this:


PHOTO HERE
Andrew Dubber: Professor in Music Industry Innovation, Birmingham Centre for Media & Cultural Research - Facebook / Twitter / Blog



  Andrew is basically me. He’s the main character in this blog, and when I say ‘me’ or ‘I’, this is who I’m referring to. He lives in my house, hangs out with my family and friends, and drinks my whisky.



The top bit of information (including the photo) would be included automatically by linking through to Facebook or LinkedIn; you could select the level of detail to go into (which would also be controlled by the person’s own social media privacy settings) – and it would change dynamically when that person changed their own info on Facebook.


The bottom bit of ‘colour’ text is something you could add when you included them in your blog’s index of characters.


Then it would simply be a matter of auto-linking the person’s name in a blog post to their entry in your directory of characters. If you have more than one John, it could very simply ask you which one you mean when you come to publish the post.


You could even have the profiles pop up as a little overlay when you hover the mouse over the person’s name in the blog post if you wanted. Though if you do decide to take this idea and make this plugin… when you’re writing that bit into the code please make sure that feature can be switched off. Thanks.



  Easy set-up and maintenance



If you’re already friends with the people you’re talking about, then you can just add them to the directory. If you talk about them in your blog, but become friends with them later, you can retrospectively find them.


This was the bit that derailed the project last time I tried this. It became more of a job to maintain and update the cast list than it was to simply write the blog, and the whole thing stopped being fun as a result.


But if it could do something like this:



  “You have added Angela as a friend on Facebook. There are three un-linked references to an “Angela” in your blog. Would you like to create this character profile and link these references to it?”



…then I’d use it in a flash.





Idea 20: The Retirement Pile


I don’t own a television set, and while I do watch the odd show, it’s usually at a rate of about one or two programmes per week, give or take – and never on any particular schedule.*


If I have a bit of downtime, and my brain isn’t up to much, I’ll head to iPlayer for a panel show comedy of some kind, or a light and fluffy documentary programme like that Wonders of the Solar System thing I enjoyed half an hour of over the weekend.


But I love great television. Especially well-written television. I’m a huge Joss Whedon fan, I’m blown away by pretty much anything that Jane Espenson turns her hand to (with the possible exception of Andy Barker, PI) and I think Aaron Sorkin‘s a bit of a genius. I think the medium is capable of some fantastic long-arc storytelling, and some of it is easily the equal of some of the best cinema out there. Often it’s even better.


My problem is one of time. But I have an idea that provides me with a very simple solution to that…



  It’s basically just a list



“No, I haven’t seen that TV series yet. It’s on my Retirement Pile…”


The Retirement Pile is something I invented to stop myself feeling like I was missing out by not watching all the great TV series that all my friends are raving about.


Of course it’s important that I watch Battlestar Galactica, Lost, The Wire, Breaking Bad and Mad Men. I love a really good TV series, and I can marathon a box set like it’s going out of fashion. Your recommendations and enthusiasms are much appreciated.


It’s just not important that I watch them right now. I have other things I’m doing at the moment. But one day, I’ll be retired, and think how many great shows I’ll get to sit down and watch. I’m really looking forward to it.


If you have any shows you’d recommend to me (or films for that matter), I’d love to hear them. And I will definitely check them out and no doubt enjoy them.


I’m just massively procrastinating about it – in an organised fashion.





Idea 21: Nationalise EMI


The record industry is in turmoil. We’ve known that for a long time. But today, the news comes that Guy Hands is desperately trying to stave off a firesale by doing some sort of deal with the other major record labels to manage its catalogue.


I’ve been reading a book recently (actually, listening to the 21-hour audiobook) called Too Big To Fail by Andrew Ross Sorkin. It’s about (among other things) the collapse of Lehman Brothers and the impact on the global financial system. Not my usual choice of subject matter, but the storytelling in it is pretty great.


Anyway – the parallels between Lehman boss Richard Fuld trying to do last minute deals at any cost 18 months ago in an effort to save Lehman and “avert economic catastrophe” (as if he wasn’t already in the middle of one), and the current EMI situation are striking to say the least.


EMI needs to find £150m by next week in order to stop Citigroup taking control. But the choices are not simply bankruptcy or collusion. There’s a third way. EMI could be nationalised.



  Music business socialism?



Okay, so this started more as a provocation than an ‘idea’ as such – though the more I consider it, the more convinced I am that this could be a viable proposition. It might sound absurd with respect to what is one of the most corporate capitalist sectors of industry, but it’s definitely worth considering.


After all, a case could be made that things that are of significant worth to the British public, economically and culturally speaking, should theoretically be in the ownership of the British public. Especially when those assets are under serious threat as a result of private ownership mismanagement and ‘market conditions’.


Rather than have the rights to some of the most important British cultural treasures in the hands of a billionaire tax exile, a private equity firm and a transnational bank – and in imminent danger of having them simply flogged off to who knows where just to dispense with what has become, in financial terms, a ‘toxic asset’ – it would make sense to put them into public ownership.



  A public service remit for EMI



Imagine a major record label with a public service remit. After all, they’re a media organisation just like any other – so why not?


Charged with a responsibility for quality programming, to serve minority interests, to increase access and participation, and to make available cultural assets (like the 90%+ of EMI catalogue decaying in the vaults and currently unavailable for sale), the organisation could provide a wealth of value to the British taxpayer.


Besides – as the BPI is forever pointing out, the record industry is worth masses in exports, employment and economic activity. They insist it’s vital to protect and support that industry. I can think of no better way to do that than place it into the custodial care of the citizenry and their representatives.



  Lehman’s fate isn’t the only path



After the intense flurry of activity to generate capital in order to save the investment bank, Lehman was ultimately put into bankruptcy. But they weren’t the only ones struggling in that way, and theirs wasn’t the only outcome.


Bear Stearns was ‘saved’ (or, at least – its assets were protected) with a NY Federal Reserve assisted buyout by JP Morgan Chase. Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac were taken over by the US Treasury. The Royal Bank of Scotland Group was nationalised when the British Government took a controlling share in the company.


The purpose of these state interventions was to calm the market, protect private investors and stabilise the economy. All fine and good. Even better, legislation is being put into place (not enough, and not sufficiently quickly, but it’s happening) to regulate what the banks can do.



  Record labels often compare themselves to banks anyway



Ultimately, the recording industry is in the business of giving loans (or ‘advances’) and profiting by maximising the returns on those loans (everything is recoupable). So there’s not that big a leap to be made here.


There’s an opportunity to step in and preserve a large slice of the nation’s popular music culture, regulate the industry to prevent the outrageous excess, and ensure that the company acts in the interest of the public, rather than the (utterly failed) profiteering motives of its corporate shareholders.


EMI is in crisis. Rather than watch them burn, and then see the assets (some of them national cultural treasures) flogged off in a firesale to multinational conglomerates that care only for their potential market upside, and not for their place in our heritage and national identity – let’s do the right thing, step in and nationalise EMI.





Idea 22: The Stainless Steel Rat (the movie)


This one’s a really simple idea: a film adaptation of the Stainless Steel Rat books by Harry Harrison.


The books are science fiction comedy/action/adventure stories about a witty and charming con artist in the distant future, who is himself conned into working for an intergalactic law enforcement authority – the Special Corps, whose entire method is to send a thief to catch a thief.


The main character, ‘Slippery’ Jim di Griz is the eponymous rat, whose attempts to catch the bad guy, escape his new ‘employers’ (and the alternative of incarceration) – as well as his explosive interactions with his fellow criminals and his love interest – the even more sociopathic Angelina – would make for a fantastic, fast-paced action/comedy film.



  It’s fun, funny – and stuff blows up



I was thinking about the books earlier today – and the comic adaptations of those stories in 2000AD, and went looking to see if anyone had made films of them. I was astonished to find out that nobody every had.


Not only do they have cinema written all over them, I had assumed that they were extremely well-known and well-loved, simply because I, and all my friends, had been really into them.


I think I was about 14 or 15 when I first read them, and particularly liked the first and third books, The Stainless Steel Rat (1961) and The Stainless Steel Rat Saves The World (1972). There are ten books in total.



  Done right, it’d be ace – done badly, it’d still be fun



My idea is that if adapted and packed with snappy dialogue by good writers (think Joss Whedon), directed with a contemporary approach (think Dark Knight meets Hustle), and given a good cast – The Stainless Steel Rat could be an amazing cinematic experience.


But I guess with that combination, so could the phone book.


The novels are pulpy and kitsch – so it would be difficult to screw that end of it up too badly – but they’re a great deal of fun. There’s no ‘sanctity of the text’ here, as there was with something like Watchmen – but it has all the ingredients for a fantastic franchise.


Spaceships, con artists, time travel, romance, intrigue, explosions and cliffhanger moments every other minute… what’s not to like?


I’d love it if someone would make this. Please invite me to the opening.





Idea 23: Wordpress Bandcampify template


A disclaimer about today’s idea: I’m on the board of advisors for Bandcamp, and I think it’s bloody brilliant. If you make music, and you’re not using it – you should get onto that.


Actually, today’s idea is not for Bandcamp, as it might seem – but for WordPress. What I’m proposing is a WP template with added cleverness. I’ve mentioned this to a few people before, but it hasn’t eventuated, so I’m posing it here as today’s idea.


So the gist is that you’d set up your WordPress account, install the template, and then just type your Bandcamp URL into the settings.


The template grabs the correct CSS code, it makes the background the same, the width the same, the font the same and the header the same.



  Idiotproof band websites



So the idea is, because Bandcamp just works, it looks nice and it’s easy to use – why not make your whole music website look, feel and work like that?


With the WP Bandcampify template, it would look like its all part of the same thing – but it’s a WordPress site dressed up as a Bandcamp site. You can then have as many pages as you like, maintain a blog and when you click on the music page – there’s your music over at Bandcamp – but it feels like you haven’t moved.


You can do all the necessary trickiness with Widgets – and maybe even auto-embed a Bandcamp player widget in the sidebar. There are lots of options – but the key to this is make it as un-screwuppable as possible.



  It seems like the last piece of the puzzle



Because you can already use custom URLs on Bandcamp, the web address can be the same. If your website’s at myband.com your Bandcamp page can be at music.myband.com.


And with the new image maps and even newer index page, the whole thing can be pretty much seamlessly integrated.


All we need for this to work is for someone with WP smarts to code the WP template with the extra cleverness in it – and then we could have a universe of bands whose whole web presence looks as lovely as their Bandcamp sites… even if their links are all pink.


Are you that clever WP person?





Idea 24: Rollercoasters as public transport


I’m really interested in public transport, in the sense that I like it to be good, and I complain when it’s not. Every city should have trams, an underground rail network, and bicycle lanes, as far as I’m concerned.


But it seems to me there’s one public transport option that nobody’s ever considered – or have never implemented if they have considered it. And while this is clearly one of my less practical ideas, that doesn’t stop me liking it.


It’s the world’s most boring rollercoaster ride. I’ll explain how it works.



  A mundane funfair ride



Every major street (and some of the larger minor streets) in a city and its outlying suburbs gets lined with rails alongside the footpath. On those rails, seats like the ones pictured above trundle along at just faster than walking pace. Maybe a jog.


If you want to get in one, you tap a big red button on the side of it, and it slows down long enough for you and a friend to get in, and when you put the bar down to secure yourself, off it goes again.


From there, you can just go where you like. The rails have intersections at every street, and you can navigate it to take you down to the shops, off to a friend’s house, or wherever you’d like to go. You can either predetermine the destination and have it work out the route – or you can ‘steer’ it: perhaps a “take the next left” button and a “take the next right” button. That’s all it would need.


Cars could come along every minute or so on both sides of the road. There’d never be long to wait – and once you got off at your destination, they’d find their way back to a pre-programmed route, trundling along to pick up the next passengers.


But the point is that they’d be slower than trains and buses, and faster than walking. If you have a bit of a hike and you’re carrying your shopping bags, for instance, it’d be ideal. They’d be reasonably safe in the sense that it’d be hard to damage yourself too badly by falling out of (or in front of) one, given the speed they’re going.


And they’d be fun. Not rolllercoaster fun, but fun nevertheless. I’d use one every day to get to the train station. Call me lazy…





Idea 25: Next-gen personalised music radio


I teach music programming for radio. And while it’s true that music programming on broadcast radio is typically safe and boring, there are some very sensible and useful practices that understand how people make meaning from music, and how music fits into people’s lives that I think online services could really learn from.


And while not everyone wants to go through their music collection each night, finding the right songs to listen to the next day, and putting them in order – I think there’s something in between that and simply hitting the ‘shuffle’ button that could be useful.



  Real personalised music radio



Existing ‘personalised music radio’ services don’t understand (or don’t factor in) the things that make radio programming an actually useful and worthwhile endeavour.


It’s not about just playing songs that ‘sound like’ other songs you like (Pandora) and nor is it about playing songs that you’ve played in the past, interspersed with songs other people with similar tastes have listened to – but in an entirely random order (Last.fm).


It’s about choosing the right music and then putting it in an order that makes sense.


‘Music makes meaning’ is my music programming mantra. And meaning doesn’t only happen on a song by song basis. You can create meaning over time with sequences of songs. It’s a construction of narrative.


This is about the difference between “a good next song – and “the right next song”. And there’s no reason we can’t have that.



  Actual music programming – not just random assortments



I’m not going to go into massive detail here about programming theory and the psychology of playlists, but I’d like to suggest that anyone who wants to do anything serious with the next generation of music consumption at least has a good think about it.


I’m talking about automated music programming. iTunes as a real radio station – not just a jukebox. A sort of simplified and guided RCS Selector for home consumers.


The idea is to use radio programming techniques and practices, as well as existing software technologies to make a playlist you can leave on all day, be sure of hearing your favourite songs, and never get bored or turned off by the selection.


Here are a few concepts that would be helpful to integrate:


A-rotates: You probably have between 6 and 12 ‘favourite songs’ at the moment. Over the course of a day, you might wish to hear these ones more than once. They’re your superhits.


Gold: These are your all-time favourite songs from way back. Oldies but goodies. Used sparingly, you get the ‘Oh my god – I haven’t heard this in AGES!’ effect.


Rules: In order to make a playlist work, you need to set some rules. Don’t play me two songs by the same artist within an hour. Don’t play me the same song at the same time each day. Make sure that 30% of the music you play me is New Zealand music.


Dayparts: There’s a difference between music you want to listen to during the day, and music you want to listen to at night. You can even break it down further into morning and afternoon – or even breakfast-only ‘get up and going’ songs.


Mood: You want a variety of moods, but you don’t want to go from a really introspective and melancholy song straight into ‘Walking on Sunshine’ by Katrina and the Waves.


There’s a superb iPhone app called MoodAgent which does a great job of identify the ‘feel’ of a song and plays you a selection of songs of that same mood. My ideal system would let you transition moods over time, but without jarring jumps and sudden energy drops.


Perhaps an API or even a collaboration with the MoodAgent people would address this issue. They’re certainly partway there – but again, it’s about sameness, rather than meaningful variety.



  As easy it can be, and as complex as it needs to be



While there’d be some key settings that could be defaults, it’d be good for ‘power users’ to be able to get in and mess with them. But the key to this would be to build an initial playlist based on your favourite music.


Choose 10 tracks.


That’s your A-list. From that, the software can work out a bunch of other useful stuff.


For a start, using the iTunes Genius playlist builder (or some similar algorithm), it could easily populate a B-list of other stuff you’re likely to enjoy based on a Venn diagram intersection between further songs that are suggested by that A-list, and what is currently in your music collection.


You could, of course, then go through that lot and chuck out anything you don’t want in there – and maybe add some other stuff too. It’s good to be flexible.


Then there’s the Gold stuff.


It could go through and grab old, famous music from your collection – and you could add and subtract as necessary.


The trick here is to have quite a lot of Gold, but only use it sparingly. Draw on about twenty tracks that get included in the rotates for a week or so – then rest those while a different twenty get spun into the mix.


Now add a Flavour category.


Pick a bunch of songs that you’d like to have pop up every now and then, even though they don’t fit the regimented and automated structure of your playlist.


Love Joni Mitchell, Prince, Black Sabbath and Kylie Minogue – but your main playlist is mostly indie rock? There’s really no way your algorithm is going to guess that. So throw them into your Flavour playlist, and they’ll get included.



  Added cleverness



You could do smart things with new music – anything you’re still getting used to. Tracks that have been added to your collection recently could be automatically sprinkled in the mix – as could, with a bit of cleverness, recommended tracks streaming from an online service like Last.fm.


We’ve mentioned dayparts – only playing certain songs at certain times of the day. The playlists could also be weather aware.


Sunny outside? Why not automatically feed in data from online weather services, and ratchet the overall mood score up a bit to reflect the brighter day. Or only ever play ‘Friday I’m in Love’, ‘Manic Monday’ or ‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’ on the right days of the week.



  Change the station



Of course, your radio station is essentially based on a selection of your 10 favourite songs. But you could just as easily have a different station built out of a different 10 songs, and you could mess with that to your heart’s content.


Once it’s all set up though, you can change the playlist from day to day – or just choose another 10 A-rotate songs on a Sunday night so your week of listening’s all sorted and ready to go.


Finally, I’d suggest an ‘Over It’ button – which is not so much a ‘permanently delete it from my playlist’ option – but just an instruction to give that song a rest for a week or so.


There are, of course, lots of further levels of detail that we could go into, but the point of this is to make it far more programmable than existing services and software – without making it difficult or daunting.


And you’d want this to easily transfer over (or be replicated on) your iPod as well.


The idea is to have your own personalised radio station. Not the poor approximation to that we have at the moment, but rather, as if you’d hired a radio music programmer, and asked them to make a radio station just for you, using your own music collection as a starting point.



  Free to a good home



If you have the programming skills to make this work, and you’re interested – then please go ahead and make this. The idea’s up for grabs.


And while, to the untrained eye, this all might seem like an unnecessary complication to what is already a pretty well-covered selection of tools and services… trust me: done right, this will make your iPod psychic.





Idea 26: New Music Trust


I was sent a report by the IFPI (International Federation of Phonographic Institutes) last week about how the record business is so important and must be protected because – after all, who else is going to invest in new artists and new music? 


I’ve been thinking about that a good deal recently, especially in the light of the proposed blanket tariff for online services. There’s an idea doing the rounds that everyone should pay an extra £5 a month on their internet bill, and then essentially that goes to the record industry. You know… because they’re so important, and we’re all stealing their stuff all the time.


It’s that old ‘music like water’ thing. Yeah – still.


Well, it occurs to me that while it’s true that the record industry has traditionally been the ones “investing” in new artists, they haven’t been doing it very well for quite some time – and nor has that investment been largely beneficial to the musicians, the audiences or to music in general.


But I’m prepared to entertain the idea that we should all contribute to the investment in new music (officially I’m opposed to a tariff, but go with me here for a moment) – I’m just not convinced that if we do that, then the money generated by those contributions should automatically go to the recording industry as a right. I have something else in mind.



  Genuine investment in new music



I have no problem at all with the idea that artists and labels should get money for music – but I am deeply suspicious of the presupposition that the mainstream recording industry would be the best custodian of a pool of money earmarked to invest in the careers of new artists, develop their talent, help them record, release, promote, tour and create value for large numbers of people.


In fact, I’d go so far as to say that if the major record labels have proven anything to us over the past two decades, it’s that they are the last people we should trust with this sort of thing. It’s hard to imagine a bunch of people who are less frugal, less strategically competent, less artist-friendly and less interested in the development of music than they have demonstrated themselves to be on repeated occasions.


As far as coming up with sustainable models for young musicians to earn an income by composing, producing, distributing, promoting and performing – the major record labels have been about as good at investing in new artists as mining companies have been at investing in rainforests.



  New Music Trust



So here’s my idea. Call it a thought experiment, if you like. Instead of collecting a blanket fee and distributing that money among record labels under the assumption that they’re going to invest in new artists – let’s take that money and give it to someone who’ll actually do that.


I’m talking about an organisation whose job it is to ensure that creativity is nurtured and fostered. That artists get the support they need – whether it’s subsidising musical instruments, providing better music education in schools, underwriting tours, sponsoring album recordings, providing profile-raising campaigns, ensuring widespread distribution of music, helping artists develop sustainable careers.


Rather than prop up a sector of an industry that claims to invest in music – why not actually do something creative and start from first principles? Why not support and foster music in a new, sustainable and positive fashion?


I mean – if that’s the goal – let’s just work directly on the problem without weighing it down with all the baggage the existing major record industry brings to the table.


I’d happily hike my internet charges on that basis – though actually, we’re kind of being screwed there too, have you noticed? Data does not cost as much to move about as the telcos would have you think. But that’s a rant for another day.


For now – this is my idea: let’s set up a Foundation to support, foster and grow new music and new artists. Teach them to be sustainable. Help them experiment and grow. Assist them to reach audiences and make their art. Help them make the most of the current opportunities – and help make it so that music making is not something that only ‘stars’ and their record labels can make money out of.


A New Music Trust. The idea’s all yours. Go for your life.





Idea 27: Tamagotchi Gardening


Today’s idea is a terribly simple one – so much so, I’m astonished nobody else seems to have thought of it*: Tamagotchi Gardening.


Instead of looking after a pet, you tend a garden. Dig it over, choose what to plant, care for it, water it, and reap the rewards.


But it’s not simply about the satisfaction of growing your own (virtual) food.


Crops mean points – and you can compete against your friends to choose the best fertiliser, pick the right plants for the right times of year, water at the correct times of the day, do a spot of weeding, build fences to keep out the critters, go organic or use chemicals, and so on.


Of course, there’s jeopardy. Things that eat the plants, things that can go wrong with the plants, neglect, over-watering, and environmental forces can all play havoc with your virtual allotment. Get it wrong, and the plants could die. Get it right, and they’ll thrive. But make sure you harvest at the right time.


And if veges aren’t your thing, we could always make it a flower garden, a zen garden, a vineyard or an orchard. There are lots of different options – and each ‘plot of land’ could be another purchase.


The game (let’s call it an iPhone app) could be tied into the actual calendar, and to weather data in your area – and so there could be a kind of realism to it that matches your exterior world. But this way, you get to do a bit of gardening while you’re on the bus, on your lunchbreak or while lying on the couch.


Just a few minutes here and there, or a good half an hour of weeding and digging, transplanting and pruning – and you need never get your hands dirty.


Of course – this goes without saying – but there’s an opportunity here to do lots of gardening education too. BBC Gardener’s World should be all over this.



  A blog commenter rightly pointed out that Farmville was quite similar. My response was as follows:




  Ah, well spotted. I can see where there are similarities to Farmville. More than I thought there’d be (not having played it) but I’d have aimed this more at adults (or at least, not so pixel-art cartoony) and not as a social game – more as a solitary endeavour.




  In my head, it’s virtually photo-realistic, with tips for novices, and the ability to remove the training wheels for the seasoned gardener.




  The idea of receiving real vegetables did actually cross my mind – but I discarded it along with the larger ‘remote-controlled real-world gardening’ nonsense that this idea started life as. I like the idea of samples… and I think you’re right about funding.






Idea 28: Charity shop clothing subscription


Today’s idea is about shopping for clothes at thrift stores or charity shops. There’s some great stuff out there, if you know where to look and how to look – and as long as they’ve got something in your size, you can grab a real bargain, construct a unique look that suits you, and help a good cause all at the same time.


But the problem with charity shops is that the ones with the best stuff seem to always be somewhere else – either in another city or, more usually, in a small town that you’re almost never likely to visit.


So today’s idea is about an online service that solves that problem. It’s a subscription service that sends you a parcel of great clothes in your size every month.



  Charity clothing club



Okay, so I’m yet to think of a good name for this – but here’s how it would work.


You’d sign up to an online service with your name, address and so on. You’d indicate your chest size, waist size, shoe size, hat size – and some preferences (no Hawaiian shirts, for instance). You’d pay a monthly subscription fee, and you would be guaranteed a certain number of garments a month.


Young, clothing-conscious people (think art and fashion-design students, for instance) raid every charity shop in the land each month for the best pieces and these are collected at central depots to create the subscriber packs.


You could elect to get (for instance) at least two shirts and a pair of trousers every month, but you might also get a hat, or a cool belt with a giant eagle buckle every now and then. It’s pretty much a lucky dip.


But they’d turn up neatly packaged, nicely cleaned, pressed and folded – each package a surprise and delight.


You’d get some great clothes selected by people who know what they’re doing and love to rummage, you’d save a lot of money – and you’d be helping out too.


And if there’s anything that turns up that you don’t like – you could always just take it down to your nearest charity shop.





Idea 29: Now Playing - social music app


I don’t know if I’m a typical Last.fm user, but I’m pretty sure I’m using it wrongly, according to what they probably have in mind. For a start, I never, ever use it for listening to music – and nor do I use it for music discovery.


However, there are some things that I can do using Last.fm that I think are really clever, and most of those have to do with the data collection that come off my home listening. It scrobbles whatever I play using iTunes and Spotify – the two things I use most often for listening to music.


It’ll also track what I play on my iPhone – though sadly not if I use the Spotify app. Don’t underestimate the importance of capturing that data: I have a friend who considers those untracked plays “wasted listening”.


And once a week, my three most listened-to artists are sent automatically to my Twitter account, so everyone can see what music I’ve been immersed in for the past seven days.


But music is so tied to identity, to mood, to personal situations, I want something a little more than that – and it’s not something that Last.fm currently offers to my knowledge.



  Listening status app



I know I can find out what my friends are listening to if I want to. I can log on to the Last.fm page, then follow the links to each of my individual friends, and one at a time, look at what they’re listening to.


What I want is to see at a glance what people I know are currently enjoying. Imagine something like Tweetie, but instead of scrolling with latest status updates, it simply has a static list of my watched friends – and as their music changes, their ‘Now Playing’ track updates.


And of course, that track and artist is a clickable link that will take you to the page to hear that track, add it to your library, build a station based on it… or whatever.


But the point is that I look at the list, and I can see immediately what everyone I know is currently soundtracking their day with. I think that’d be pretty cool.



  Manageability



You probably wouldn’t want to track too many people, so perhaps it shouldn’t simply replicate your Last.fm friends list – but there are some people that are definitely worth following for music tips and recommendations. Some of them are your friends, but others might just be people you’d follow as you would on Twitter – just because they’re interesting.


But a simple app that just told you what’s playing right now across your chosen musical social scene would be really cool, I think. And while I’m sure it doesn’t have to be a Last.fm thing, it does seem that they’ve got 95% of the technology and the user base for this already in place. There’s just (to my knowledge) nothing that does this last step.


So that’s my idea. Last.fm – you’re welcome to it. Anyone else who wants to make it as a third-party app, that would be cool too. An Adobe Air desktop app that you could just leave open and glance at from time to time, perhaps – or something for the iPhone. Whatever works for you.





Idea 30: House of spare ideas


Today’s idea… the last in this series of 30 days of ideas is (wait for it): more ideas.


But not just my spare ideas – everyone’s. My idea is for a website where people submit their ideas for others to pick up and run with. And the deal is as it is here: no payment, thanks or credit required.


These are spare ideas and our mission is just to get them out there. No need to sell them, or demand percentages, insist on copyright protection or require that permission is sought.


If you want to do that, this is not the place.



  Imagination is its own reward – but win points anyway



When you submit your first idea to the website – as crazy as it might be, as simple or as complex – you are invited to sign up. Other members can then discuss the idea, rate it, fine tune it – or, if they want to go make whatever your idea is, they can press a button to claim it.


And by getting ratings for inventiveness, viability, impact – and bonus points if someone goes and makes something real out of your great idea – you get points. Perhaps you move up through levels. At any rate, there’s a leaderboard.


Of course, if you’re not the competitive sort, or are a bit thin-skinned, you could always opt out of the commenting and rating bit, but otherwise, the rules apply.


Ideas could be tagged so that they could be easily found (whether it’s a website, screenplay, machine, marketing concept, game, software application, bathroom accessory, public transport infrastructure, political intervention, productivity tool, online service or whatever)… and regular and genuinely inventive idea contributors could be easily spotted and perhaps recruited.


But the key to it is the fun of having ideas that may be amazing – but you’re never going to do anything with them, so why not get them out there?



  Using other people’s ideas is “unfair”



If you don’t want to give your ideas away because it’s “unfair” if someone else takes it and then goes on to make money out of your ‘intellectual property’, then don’t contribute. Easy. That’s fine.


But I happen to think that ideas are dime a dozen. Hell, I’ve had hundreds just in the past month, and I’ve chosen 30 of them to put up on the blog, a couple to file away that I might do something with myself, and dozens that were just plain dumb.


Besides – when people complain that things are “unfair”, what they usually mean is that things are not sufficiently unfair in their favour.


As Derek Sivers points out, ideas are just a multiplier of execution, and there are literally thousands – possibly millions of them that go unused every day of the week, because people think they’re more valuable than they really are.


And the ironic thing is that even if you have the best idea in the world – if you don’t share it and execute on it, it’s utterly worthless.


So consider this: if you liked some of my ideas – just think how many people out there are having good – and, more importantly, spare ideas all the time. I reckon it’s time there was an outlet for all that incredible creativity.


Naturally – once again, this idea is all yours, if you want to go and do something with it. And I promise you – if you built it, I’d use it.





Mixtape for You by Ray Kuyvenhoven



  Sadly, this no longer exists - but I love that it was made, people used it and it got to exist in the real world.



One of the ideas I had during my ’30 days of ideas’ last month was something I called I Made You A Tape – an online service that allowed you to make mixtapes for a single person, with personalised liner notes.


Ray Kuyvenhoven, a website developer in British Columbia, took that basic idea and made something genuinely amazing.


It’s called Mixtape For You – and it’s awesome. I’ve made one so far (an introduction to Shriekback for a friend of mine), and I’m so impressed with how it works – and how it embodies the intention of what I was trying to do.



  How it works



Give your mixtape a title, and enter the name and email address of the person you want to send it to.


Then write a spiel outlining what the mixtape is about in general. Next, upload tracks one at a time. Up to 45 minutes for each ‘side’ of the mixtape, and up to 15MB per track. You can also upload artwork that will get embedded in the final mixtape, and added to the liner notes.


Each track has space for you to write as much as you want about that particular tune.


When you’re done uploading, you hit send. The mixtape is compiled and the original mp3s deleted off the server. An email is sent to your intended recipient with a URL where they can listen to or download your one-off mixtape (you can also listen to it – but nobody else can).


A week later, that mixtape is deleted from the server.



  What do they receive?



Your mixtape recipient gets to download two mp3s of up to 45 minute duration: one called Side A; one called Side B.


They also get a very nice PDF of liner notes. The liner notes contain an overall overview of the mixtape, plus titles and durations, as well as individual commentary on each track (why it’s meaningful, etc.).



  The best thing



Best thing about it, of course, is that this happened because it was a spare idea I didn’t want to do anything about, and so I just put it out there for anyone who wanted to use it.


Ray has simply gone ahead and made it, and then told me about it once it was done. Better than I could possibly have hoped. I invented something, and it came true because I said it out loud.





What can you do in 30 days?


So now you know the story. I started this year by deciding I was going to do 30-day resolutions, rather than make a single new year’s resolution that had to last a whole year.


Inspired by an act of generosity by Derek Sivers, I decided that one of those projects would be to give away 30 ideas in 30 days.


Andrew Wicklander took that as a challenge and committed to building and launching one of my ideas within 30 days of that process. Today, it’s live. It’s simple and it’s awesome – and it’s about doing thirty day projects.


It’s called ThirtyDayProject.org. 


My favourite thing about it is that rather than just tick off days as ‘done’, you can also share a link to where you’ve shared the thing you’ve done.


I love this line from Andrew’s blog post about it:


There was no point in me trying to make a website that stores photos better than flickr, or videos better than Vimeo, or music better than Bandcamp. Plus, there are too many sites in the world that are trying to confiscate people’s creativity. I wanted to project it.


Exactly.



  This is awesome



I can’t tell you how excited I am about this. What Andrew’s done here is amazing. He took my very simple idea, made it better, then learned how to make the website while he was making it.


And this isn’t the only one of my 30 ideas that’s been turned into something real and worthwhile.


Ray Kuyvenhoven has launched IdeaCyclone.com, which is based on my House of Spare Ideas idea. I’m yet to have a really good play with this, but I’m nearly ready to start sharing more ideas, so this is definitely where they’ll be going.


He’s also responsible for the brilliant website MixtapeForYou.com, based on the I Made You A Tape idea.


The point is this: Ideas are easy. Making stuff is hard. What Andrew and Ray have done is awesome.


So – what are you waiting for? Share your ideas on IdeaCyclone. Make someone a mixtape on MixtapeForYou – and go start your own ThirtyDayProject!
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