SheDrivesMobility 110 - Brompton

Katja (0:15)

Welcome to She Drives Mobility. My name is Katja Diehl. Every two
weeks | host this podcast to get the kickoff of mobility change in
especially Germany done. And normally | speak here in German,
but today | have a really, really nice guest from the UK. Wilbert
Adams is on tour with the 1Million Brompton. They've sold 1Million
folding bikes. People who know me know that I'm driving my life
with Brompton for three years now, | guess, maybe even longer,
because I'm traveling a lot, especially after my book came out last
year. And | really think this kind of Swiss knife has changed my life
for the better, because | can just drive to the railway station, fold it
in, put it into the train, fold it out where I'm getting to my target
train station, and then | can travel to my destination. But it's not just
about bikes as we are talking. Wil also points out really special to-
pics and important topics of today's life. It's like beginning with the
diversity, the lack of diversity in the mobility industry. And that is
something where you can’t point out something is really good,
maybe flying, because there are many female people doing this
kind of stewardess job. But normally, there's not just 20% of fema-
les in bicycle, in car industry, in public transport industry. And this
is just the first step of diversity. It's not about male or female. We
should inclusively be all there in any kind of industry. And | like that
Wil is really pointing out what kind of needs we have, where can a
folding bike change the mobility for the better? Where can cust-
omers be the kind of marketing you are doing because they like

your product? | think this is a really strong episode of really diffe-



rent topics we touch in our talk. Feel invited to listen to us. | hope
you like the episode. And if you do so, leave some stars and some
recommendations. Also, you can follow the links | shared to my
newsletter, to my Ko-fi account. If you like the episode, you can put
some coffee in my body, which is really necessary. And now | wish
you really much pleasure with Wilbert Adams.

Yeah, happy welcome to She Drives Mobility. I'm really enjoying
that you will be at an episode because | saw you first on the Euro-
bike in Friedrichshafen, where you were asking, where are all the
women? And | was like, he understands my problem. But just short-

ly, can you to introduce yourself to the people listening?

Adams (3:44)

Yes. So my name is Will and | am the CEO of Brompton. It's a little
magic bicycle. That's a bit like a Swiss army knife and it disappears
when you don't want it. It pops open when you want it. And, um, |

have been there now 21 years.

Katja (4:02)
Yes, and maybe we should start with your talking at Eurobike
about the lack of diversity. How do you see it now, traveling with

the one million Brompton through all the nations? Yay!

Adams (4:18)

So we're on a journey and | think in our world today where every-
thing is immediate, we sometimes expect immediate gratification.
And of course we all want things to happen faster and particularly
with some of the global challenges we face, we need things to
happen faster. But we shouldn't underestimate the progress that

we're making. So we're getting there. But my gosh, we have a long,



long way to run. And still our industry, an industry which is about
cycling, which is the most universal thing, probably only surpas-
sed by walking for its universality. And yet the industry that deli-
vers that service, that message, that product is so male orientated.
And that does, | mean, forget the fact that ethically or philosophi-
cally it's a bit mad. Commercially it doesn't make sense. You're not
talking to half of the potential market. You must be nuts. So, you
know, and it's not even very difficult to engage a huge market of
potential customers who would love and enjoy cycling. You just
have to engage in that community inside your workforce and
they'll do all the work for you. | mean, this stuff is obvious, but still
the industry has got a long way to go. But it's coming. It's moving.

But, you know, it's never enough, certainly not at the moment.

Katja (5:56)

So how is Brompton about diversity?

Adams (5:59)

We're getting there, but it's not easy. You know, we're a manufac-
turer, an engineering company. So, when | went to university doing
mechanical engineering, | was a mechanical engineer. | think there
were three women on my course of 60. And so if you're looking for
somebody who's got 30 years experience and is an engineer or
designer or manufacturing engineer, | mean, trying to bring that
diversity into that part of our business is nearly impossible. And
those, those talented individuals that, that are at that level, I'm af-
raid are nicked by ginormous corporates who will pay them way
more money than we can afford. So you, you, you've got to be pa-
tient, which is why | say you can't do it overnight, but you know,

we're on a journey. And if you walk into our business today and di-



versity isn't just about women, it's about everything. It's about this,
this sense of universality. We're selling in 46 countries around the
world. We're selling through 1,500 shops, all of whom are diffe-
rent, talking to different customers with different perspectives
from different cities and different religions and gosh, different,
different, different, different. So we, as a company in every part of
our business need to reflect that customer base. And that's why
being in London has been so totally awesome because London is
so diverse. It's a little bit like where | am today in Berlin. It's diverse.
It's cosmopolitan. Anything goes, there is no normal. So we've got
inside our team in London, 46 different nationalities just inside our
London staff. And that doesn't even describe half of the mad wa-
cky different people we have on our team. So we're getting there,
but you know, again, we've got a long way to go. And, and, and, and
sometimes people get consumed in the moment and you need to
remember you're on a journey and look back and where you come
from and go, yeah, we've done pretty well. Look like, look where
you're going, we've still got a long way to go. Keep putting one foot
in front of another, look back in five or 10 years. You know, you're,

you're, you're, you're getting there.

Katja (8:05)

That was also the problem when | went to the last Eurobike at
Friedrichshafen and | was in a bit of a positive mood, but the peop-
le came there with cars, they queued there was a traffic jam and |
jumped into the halls and there was this hostess showing things
and there was this advertisement always showing dudes with dirt in
the face, which | normally try to avoid when I'm cycling. So it was

like, where am |? | didn't see myself there. It's not just about the



sporty bicycle on the average top of gravel biking, | don't know. It

has to be more normal, | think.

Adams (8:54)

Well, I'll give you a really, really good example. And this is, | some-
times use it to describe cycling in London. But again, this is chan-
ging. So you imagine you're in your office, you're in the city, and
you're going with a friend to another meeting. It's a 25-minute walk
away. So what normal people do is you go, oh, we've got a meeting,
it's a 25-minute walk away. We'll leave half an hour beforehand.
We'll go together, we'll chat, we'll walk, we'll enjoy, you know, wal-
king there. We'll turn up to the office and go to the meeting. But
no, that's not what happens. You're talking to your colleague and
they say, sorry, no, no, if you don't mind, I'll meet you there. I'm just
going to go and get changed. A bit weird. So you set off out the
building and you're walking along. They have gone off to get chan-
ged into their running gear. They put their running shorts on, they
put their running top on, they put their funny running shoes on, by
which point you've been walking for five minutes. You've been wal-
king for five or 10 minutes. Then they come shooting out of the of-
fice and they go running along really fast, sprinting as fast as they
can. And you're still wandering along, heading off to this meeting.
And you've been, you're three quarters of the way there. And they
come flying past you, whoosh, running, sprinting to this meeting.
They get there before you, they're sweating because they've been
running so hard. They then arrive and they've got a rucksack on
their back and they say, hey, where are the showers? | need to have
a shower to get changed for this meeting. And they go off and get
changed, by which point you arrive and you walk straight up into

the meeting. Now, that is what's happened to cycling in the UK. It's,



people think it's some sort of athletic sporting endeavor. They have
to wear funny clothes. They have to go at a hundred miles an hour
and they need to have a shower and they get there. You don't do
that when you're walking from one building to another. You don't
sprint, you just walk. You don't need to wear funny clothes. You can
just be normal. You can have normal hair, normal clothes. You can
just chat to your friends and get there. And if you look at really
successful cities in the world that have taken cycling and made it
part of their life, there are no cyclists. We don’t have walkists in
cities. We just walk and we just bike and we just get on our bike
and we go to speed where we don't sweat, where we cruise. We're
still going at like 10, 15 kilometers an hour, even when we're going
slowly. That'll do. And then we're also doing exercise with smelling
things, we're feeling things and it makes us happy. And that's what
we need to do. It's so simple. But somehow the way that it's been
marketed is this aspirational, super sexy, super fit, which is not the
right approach. If we just got to normalize it and include it. So, you
know, that is coming. And | think, you know, increasingly the indus-
try is shifting away from recreational sport to principally urban
lifestyle, because most of the world lives in cities. So and cycling,
you know, it's a great tool, but I'm not going to cycle from Berlin to
Munich. It's going to take me too long. So, you know, but when

you're crossing a city, there's nothing better.

Katja (12:15)
So when you started to be an engineer, did you dream of bicycles?
Was it the starting point or did you get there by some lines in your

life?

Adams (12:25)



| don't, very few of us end up where we are today thinking we were
going to end up where we are. Most of us live in a mad, weird world
of serendipity and luck. And I've always cared about the environ-
ment and I've always believed I've been privileged. And that privi-
lege comes with responsibility. The education where we've been
brought up in the West, that isn't just, you know, that we have to do
more than just look after ourselves. We have a responsibility to
give back and we live on a little planet earth. And | sat watching
David Attenborough films when | was five and realized the world
was a small, delicate thing. So | believe some way, shape or form,
wherever | would have ended up would have been somehow invol-
ved in trying to contribute to, you know, the planet. And, and, and,
and doing something that that's sort of net positive in some way,
shape or form. But not in a million years do | ever think I'd be, I'd be
involved in bikes. Least of all the funny little bike with small wheels
that you fold up. Um, and | ended up was living in Middlesbrough
and then | ended up going to London, met a guy on a bus and the

next thing you know, my whole life has changed like sliding doors.

Katja (13:46)
If you've been now so long with Brompton, what fascinates you
about this kind of bike?

Adams (13:54)

It changes people's lives. I'm not interested in the bike. The bike is
a tool. It serves a purpose, but it's what the bike does and how it
changes people's lives, how it, how it contributes to society, how
it's so delightfully efficient and you know, I've, I've learned and
educated myself on this journey and I've seen what this bike can do

to society. We have 150,000 Bromptons in London alone in one



city. That is an amazing experiment. And 15 to 20% of all bikes
being ridden in London are our bikes. And it's had such a really
positive effect. And you know, this opportunity to bring something
into cities. | mean, quite frankly, bikes of all descriptions need to
just wade into cities, but in particular, having a folding bike that is
genuinely useful. It's light enough, small enough, easy enough to
unfold opens up the bike to a wider audience. And that's what
we're trying to do. We're just trying to bring more people into cy-
cling, break down the barriers, somehow make it easier for ever-
yone to get back into the into cycling. Cause most people luckily
had their parents running behind them when they were about five,
teaching them how to ride a bike and they don't forget. Thank
God. Cause if people forgot, we'd be having a whole load of trou-
ble, but they haven't done it for 20 years or to 10 years or for five
years, but we can get them back on a bike. So. It is addictive. You
know, if you're involved in something that contributes and makes
people happy and you can see the value it adds, you just want to do
more, particularly when it's so obvious and yet some people can't
see it. You're more determined and more impatient to do more.
And you know, when | joined aged, uh, 28. No, | never thought in a
million years that we'd make a million bikes. And yet here we are,
it's sort of snuck up on us, but | don't feel we've even started now
what | know, and now | better understand the world and the diffe-
rent cities in the world and the opportunities in the world, I'm more

impatient than ever.

Katja (16:06)
Of course there was the Brexit, of course there was this pandemic

situation and there was a change also from maybe public transport



to ride a bike and how was Brompton getting through this kind of

crisis?

Adams (16:21)

Well, rollercoaster ride. Um, we're lucky we're still privately ow-
ned. We are not in a rush. We want to build solid foundations and
ensure that we're around for the next 20 years. So. We approa-
ched COVID with agility and determination. And | think that allo-
wed us to take advantage of the upswing and it allowed us to pro-
tect ourselves from the downswing. The industry more generally is
in really, really dangerous territory at the moment, which is not re-
ally good for cycling as a whole. Um, retailers, brand owners, and
suppliers, all of which are at risk because they responded too slow-
ly to the upswing and they responded too slowly to the down-
swing. So they didn't take full advantage of the upswing and then
they overplayed the downswing and now they're left with way, way
too much stock. Um, but if I'm standing back and looking even fur-
ther away, notwithstanding the fact that there will be some disrup-
tion to the industry for society, even though we went through a lot
of pain of COVID. The impact on people's ambition for urban living
is very, very positive. Before COVID, no one could visualize, or
with the exception of those living in the few cities in the world
where this has been implemented, but in the majority of the world,
nobody could visualize what a city designed around human beings
might look like it's like saying to a chimpanzee in the zoo, do you
like living in the zoo? And the chimpanzee says, | love, love living in
the zoo. | swing in the zoo. | get somebody gives me a banana. It's
brilliant. Then you let the chimpanzee out and you put it in the fo-
rest for two or three months, then you shove it back in the cage.

And then you say, now, do you like living in the cage? He says, the



cage is shit. | hate the cage. | want to live in the jungle. That was ci-
ties all over the world. They'd been brought up in the cage. They've
been brought up in the cage. They look out of their window, their
trucks, there's, there's poor air quality. It's unsafe. There's noise
pollution. It's, it's, it's, it's totally ridiculous, but they can't see it be-
cause it's all they've ever known. And through the tragedy of CO-
VID people had an experience of a city for them, where they took
back space, where the noise was reduced, where people became
calmer, where children could play, where for the first time in 50
years, there was a sense that that city was for them and they won't
go back. And | think that is a real tipping point. And |, and | know
it's a tipping point because it's my job and I'm engaged in mayors,
advocacy groups, understanding what's happening in Los Angeles
or what's happening in Chen Do or what's happening in different
cities around the world. And this shift is occurring. | still think not
fast enough, but what | thought might've taken 10 or 15 years is, is,

is, is happening in five. | mean, Paris is a very good example.

Katja (19:44)

Yeah, and the example of the chimpanzee in the zoo is very fitting
with my experience of my Brompton rides, because when people
see this folding bike and they never saw it before, they just then
understand what this is kind of, for me, a game changer, how to
support my railway and my driving through Germany with a Deut-
sche Bahn. And that was how | got in contact with Jan, the mana-
ger in Germany. | was telling him, | think | bought 30 bikes for you

because I'm unfolding, folding, unfolding, folding.

Adams (20:26)



You know people say they talk about building the brand amazing
marketing it's you talking to an engineer. | have done nothing in
Brompton for some amazing marketing and couldn't get be bothe-
red about it but you make a good product. Really good product
and take care and think about it and not just a product that last for
six months but something that last a lifetime and then really deli-
vers value. Then you don't need the marketing because the custo-
mer is your marketing they enjoy it they love it genuinely how many
products of report that actually make life a bit better most of them
are overrated bullshit. We're consuming too much stuff we never
needed in the first place so it's a real privilege to be involved in a
business where we can take our time to make something that we're
proud of. And then fortunate for us our customers do a lot of the

work for us.

Katja (21:23)
So are there, beside the UK market or London city, are there mar-
kets where there are a lot of folding bikes compared to other cities

or?

Adams (21:33)

So Barcelona, you will see our bikes everywhere. | mean, everyw-
here. Um, Belgium also, and beginning to get there in New York,
but | would say those three cities in particular, and maybe sort of
half New York, so that's four cities. In the world. That's why | say we

haven't started. Our work is not done.

Katja (21:57)
Yeah, and it's coming with infrastructure, because | have been on

an Interrail tour last year for five weeks with my Luzi. She's called



Luzi. And | saw it also in Paris that people were like having this agi-
le... And for me to say like, like, lassig, in German it's lassig, when
you're just having your mobility done as far as it fits to you, you can
jump on the folding bike. So it's also a kind of an attitude, you

know?

Adams (22:28)

Yes, it's, but funnily enough, um, when, when Brompton was in the
early days, um, there was a period when we couldn't supply the
market. We were struggling to make enough bikes and our dealers
in the UK wanted more bikes, but at the very same time, | was
opening up new markets. So | was opening up markets in Korea,
Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong, in Asia. And my dealers were saying
to me, well, you know, how can you do that? What are you doing?
Selling bikes to new markets when you can't even give us all the
bikes we want. And | said, well, the reason is the incubation period
for a Brompton. It's about five years. Cause the first bikes, they're
so weird. No one believes they'll work. | mean, they've got little
wheels, they fold up, maybe they're dangerous, they'll collapse on
you. So you have to see, you need to put the seeds in and put more
seeds in and after about five years, you get enough Brompton ow-
ners that people start going, Hey, they must be good. Or they
know someone and they said, you know, so | needed to create the
demand five years before | needed it. Not with many bikes, but just
enough. And so, you know, our approach in cities is we don't ap-
proach countries. We approach cities is, is patience, but bit by bit
and letting the customer be the catalyst rather than throwing, do-
ing a massive marketing campaigns and, and, you know, spending
all our money on the marketing. We want to spend more money on

the bike and the experience of our customer.



Katja (24:06)

And is it like maybe Apple or other companies are doing it? Is it
like a closed system? You're working with the dealers in the cities
and they have all the... When you have your stuff to done, like when
you repair it or so, are you schooling them or how do you ap-

proach this?

Adams (24:22)

Oh, | mean, you know, I've got to remember. There were 36 of us
when | joined. We're now 800. So the whole thing is getting com-
pletely mad. Um, and I'm certainly not in control. It doesn't matter
what the title is. It's, it's completely, it's its own organism going off
doing weird things. But, um, technology is really quite awesome if
you can apply it in the right way. So the ability for us now to deliver
training on a global platform in different languages through video,
we have something called the Brompton Academy. So it's basically
a university for Brompton, but it's, it's for our dealers globally, and
it's really sophisticated. It comes with tools, training programs, ex-
ams, and, and then we also have a team team because we now have
an office in the UK, the U S and, uh, China. This is customer service
teams. That's a 24 seven ability for our team, but because we've
got 46 different territories, everything is done on live chat becau-
se then the team can write in a language and the translate app
translates it, and then the customer writes in their language is so
any of our team can communicate to anyone in any language, as
long as they don't mind it coming through, but it's live. It's a real
person, but the app. So, you know, that's just so cool because it al-

lows us to give good service to people 24 hours a day, anywhere in



the world, dealer and consumer impossible to imagine. We could

do that because we're just too small.

Katja (26:03)
And are there any fuck up moments you'll remember on the way

to 1 million bikes?

Adams (26:10)

| mean, where do you want me to start? | sack on chewing gum, uh,
in a board meeting yesterday. Uh, and then | had to put a piece of
paper on my ass. Um, and then | had to go come late to our team
dinner cause | had to go and change my trousers. | mean, that's just
a tiny example. | am a rolling fuck up. | just roll from one disaster...
On the way here, | left home on Tuesday morning. | forgot my
Brompton at home cause | got a flat tire. So then | had to borrow a
Brompton from work. | mean, I'm just a rolling disaster. Um, and
that's very important because too many CEOs pretend they're
perfect. And if they're perfect and they never make mistakes,
then no one else is allowed to make mistakes. Everyone else has
to be perfect. So no one tells the truth. They hide everything
cause they're all perfect and it's all great. And the time when you
find out a problem is when the problem is so big, no one can hide
it, whereas if we're all human and imperfect, we share our pro-
blems. We work out, we lean on friends. We're not perfect and we,

but we do our best. That'll do.

Katja (27:18)
And how will your journey go on with the IMILLION bike? Where

did you come from? Where will you go to?



Adams (27:27)

It's a sort of random ramshackle, higgledy-piggledy tour, because
it's fitting in to what our team are doing and traveling and going.
Soit's a year where we're trying to mop up as many of our cities,
where we have strong Brompton communities and do rides and
engage conversation about what might a city look like in the fu-
ture. But it's covering Europe principally for this first half of the
year, and then it's going to find its way across into Asia. And we've
got an office in Singapore, we've got a team in Japan, we've got,
funnily enough, one of our team is in our supply chain in Taiwan,
but we also have a distributor still in Taiwan, South Korea. Even our
distributor in Australia used to be one of our staff, because he was
in Aussie working in London. He worked for us for about five years,
then he did a job for us in Hong Kong, and then he bought our dis-
tribution for the existing distributor in Australia, and he's now run-
ning Australian. So we've got a little shop in Melbourne with a great
team there. And, you know, this little bike, and | hope after the year
it'll be ruined. It'll be battered and covered in mud and dust and
really full of stories. But it's great because it's giving us a reason to
talk about cities, and just to bring together politicians, town plan-
ners, architects, you know, different groups of individuals who
want to see their cities better, and just, you know, just keep brin-
ging it up, you know, tickling a little bit and reminding people that

what we've got isn't enough.

Katja (29:28)

But this doesn't sound like work-life balance.

Adams (29:31)

I'm not saying I'm going to always flip it.



Katja (29:34)
Okay.

Adams (29:36)

I'd be divorced. | learned that probably. | at one point had, uh,
three daughters under four. And at that point, Brompton was very
vulnerable and | did work very, very ludicrously hard. It was very,
very hard on my wife. When businesses are small, they're much
more vulnerable because you can't afford many people. If some-
body's sick, everybody feels it. We're very lucky that the team is
now bigger and we have more ability to share the burden. And ac-
tually, if you share it, it's fun. If you do it all, it'll kill you. So, and this
is fun. | mean, we're having, we're about to go off and have a knees
up tonight. So, you know, it'll be fun. So, no, it's, | think actually, you
know, that, that, that, that is a risk in our business because we have
very passionate people and they do have a propensity to work too
much because they believe in it so much. And we have to keep an

eye on that. But, you know, by and large, | don't think we do too
badly.

Katja (30:40)
So my last question will be, if you imagine the world you're buil-

ding right now, how will the cities of the future be?

Adams (30:406)

Happier, healthier places. If we can achieve that or achieve a mo-
vement towards that, then we can go to our grave feeling like
we've achieved something and contributed. But | think more tech-

nically, the automobile in its current form is a product designed to



withstand a crash on the autobahn at 120 kilometers an hour. And
it's done a very good job at that. That is why it requires a very
strong roll cage and all the associated technology to protect
somebody if that occurs. But that capability comes at an enor-
mous cost in terms of weight, in terms of size, and all the other in-
efficiencies that are required to withstand that impact. So it is not
the right vehicle for a city. If you bring goods in over the sea, when
you hit the island of England or when you hit the coast of Germany,
you take them off the boat onto a different vehicle to take it over
land. We need to do the same for our cities. We need that vehicle,
which is a well-designed vehicle for the autobahn. When it hits a
city, it has to take the goods, the people, the cargo off that vehicle,
like we do when it comes off a boat onto a truck, and decant it into
light electric vehicles. And if they can be human-powered or pe-
delec, the better, because we need people in cities to do more
cardiovascular. And | think that is what cities will become. You will
not allow that vehicle. It doesn't matter whether it's electric or not.
It's too big and too heavy. You're taking that burden and the asso-
ciated negative effects of that into the city. We still need to move
and build in cities. We need to move things around. We need to de-
liver stuff. But we need to deliver it in a different way. So it's not
just about bikes. It's about very light, efficient electric vehicles. But
they will be small. They will be light. They will not go more than 15
miles an hour. They will be bristling in sensors and technology. And
they will be efficient. And they will allow the human being to be
first. And the human being should be able to walk anywhere they
like, and the vehicle stops. But we will get there. And you don't
need a human being in that vehicle. Once you get it small and light,
and then it's got the right, you know, but we're not there yet. But

it's a simple philosophy of most of the world live in cities. Cities



should be the most delightful place to live with the best outcomes,
with the best health, with a rich architecture, culture. And they
have so much to offer, but they're not delivering the best outco-
mes. In most cases, cities deliver the worst mental and physical
health outcomes. And that is so ludicrous that we as the most in-
telligent being on planet Earth have created an environment
where most of us live is the most unhealthy place to live. That's

got to change.

Katja (34:06)

Nice one. For me, | think it's sometimes also feeling like having a
step back into time. And that's why we always want to approach
what the next thing is, and not just having a look where the cities
came from. If they were like in Germany, established before the

car came, that is the chance we are having now.

Adams (34:28)

But it's funny, Brompton is an interesting business because if you
look at how we make our bite, we use some technology, which
hasn't changed for 150 years, and we use some technology. We
have touchscreens and Raspberry Pies, and we use Python and
software. It's about choosing the best elements of the past and the
future and putting them together. You don't need to throw every-
thing away and just only go for new and improved. So it's this being
able to just see the truth. And the bicycle was the most efficient
mode of transport ever invented when it was invented, and it still is
today. And we have a crisis where we need to use resources more
efficiently to protect planet Earth. So let's use the most efficient

modes of transport.



Katja (35:17)
Thank you so much for the talk. | hope you will enjoy Berlin and

have a nice ride today. | hope to hear from you.

Adams (35:24)
I've already eaten a Berliner. So | need to keep cycling more and
more because those Berliners, it's about 20 kilometers to ride one

of those off.

Katja (35:35)

Was really fun talking to you. Thank you so much.

Adams (35:38)

My pleasure. Take care.



