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Some of the material in this workshop is based on my book, The Alchemy of 

Innovation.   The book is no longer in print, but you can find copies on Amazon, on 

Bookfinder and on Abe Books. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thanks to Martin Shovel for permission to reuse his cartoons, originally published in 

my book, Creativity for Managers. 

Martin‟s website is: http://www.creativityworks.net/ 

 

  

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Alchemy-Innovation-Perspectives-Leading-Edge/dp/190429801X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1369047656&sr=1-1&keywords=Alchemy+of+Innovation
http://www.bookfinder.com/search/?ac=sl&st=sl&ref=bf_s2_a1_t1_1&qi=7Y5jOdxnud0aa6FDG4O7OZsPNpc_8390435003_1:253:2163&bq=author%3Dalan%2520barker%26title%3Dalchemy%2520of%2520innovation%2520perspectives%2520from%2520the%2520leading%2520edge
http://www.abebooks.co.uk/servlet/SearchResults?an=Barker&bt.x=0&bt.y=0&sortby=3&tn=alchemy+of+innovation
http://www.creativityworks.net/
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The Mindset Game 
 
In this game, we try to solve problems as circumstances change.  At each stage we try 
to solve the problem by applying a rule: “Arrange the pieces as simply as possible.”  
Our solutions tend to grow by extension.  If we can add a piece to an existing 
arrangement, we do so. 
 
We prefer continuous or incremental change. 
 
Our solution at stage one is correct.   But this is of no help at stages two or three.    
 
When change is discontinuous, being right at one stage is not adequate. 
 
To solve the problem at stage three, we have to reject our first, correct solution.  It's 
easy to reject an unsuccessful solution; rejecting a solution that works is much 
harder.   The successful solution has become a mindset.   Solving the problem at 
stages two and three means breaking that mindset. 
 
What could we have done to break the mindset? 
 
 
How does this game reflect your situation in your organization? 
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Why we need to innovate – sometimes 
 
Most of our work is operational.   We plan, do, review, think, and then make a new 
plan.    
 
When we do operational work, we use routines, procedures, rules and known 
solutions.   We also use mindsets. 
 
Mindsets create the assumptions without which we wouldn‟t be able to think at all.    
 
Mindsets are the habits of thinking that allow us to get through the day without 
having to reinvent new ideas. 
 
Mindsets are essential for operational thinking.   
 
Operational thinking helps us do the same things better.   But if we want to do 
something different, we have to think differently.    
 

 
  

Attention: mindset at work 

Count the number of pieces of clothing you put on this 

morning.   Include jewellery, watches or other accessories.  

(Pairs count as one.) 

With eight pieces of clothing, you had 40,320 possible 

ways of getting dressed.  (8 x 7 x 6 x 5 x 4 x 3 x 2 x 1).   Of 

course, you didn‟t consider even 1% of those possibilities 

when you got dressed!  You had a mindset to help you. 

Mindsets help us get through the day.  But they don‟t help 

us find new ideas. 
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Leading for innovation 

 
Innovation is complicated.   It rarely proceeds in a straight line.  Difficult questions 
arise at every stage.    
 

 At the start: Where to look for new ideas?  How to know which ideas are worth 
pursuing?   

 

 As the process continues: How to develop those ideas into feasible products or 
services?  How to know when a project needs more resource?  When to 
abandon a project before it consumes too much resource?  How to manage the 
innovators?   

 

 As the project nears completion: How to ensure that innovations become 
integrated into existing processes and strategies?  Or perhaps, how to adapt 
the wider strategies of the organization to accommodate the innovation?   

 
But the real test of any innovation is whether it succeeds in the organization's 
environment.   Does it make a difference to clients, partners or users?  Does it create 
a new source of customer satisfaction?  How do you measure that success?   
 
The impact of an innovation can be impossible to predict.   Antibiotics were an 
almost immediate and overwhelming success.   By contrast, the steam engine was 
something of a slow starter.   A working model of a steam turbine was invented by 
Hero of Alexandria in AD62.   But the innovation did not take off in a civilisation that 
enjoyed almost unlimited slave labour and no need for mechanical power. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most innovations fail.   The unpredictability of innovation means that any innovation 
strategy must plan for a low success rate.  “The mortality rate of innovations”, says 
Peter Drucker, “is – and should be – high.” An innovation strategy that fails to 
recognise this simple fact will probably itself fail. 
 
All of this makes managing innovation a profoundly uncomfortable prospect for 
many managers.  Yet it is precisely because innovation is unpredictable that it must 
be carefully managed.    
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Innovation and operational work 
 
Operational and innovative work exist in a dynamic relationship.    
 
All work should have these two dimensions to be satisfying and productive.   
Innovative work makes operational work worth doing; operational work offers a 
secure foundation for innovation to happen.   It's hard work being creative if the 
essential housekeeping hasn't been done.   Innovative work feeds back into 
operational work, making it more productive, efficient and enjoyable.  Operational 
work with no prospect of anything new is drudgery; creative work that never achieves 
anything in the real world is daydreaming.    
 
These two dimensions of work have become separated in the modern workplace. 
 
In pre-industrial work, they coexist: the craft worker‟s life is devoted to 
understanding how operational skill can support creative flair.    
 
The demands of industrialisation – and of its administrative cousin, bureaucracy – 
split the two kinds of work apart.   Operational work became organized functionally 
and allocated to „hired hands‟; creative work – deciding on strategy, choosing which 
products to develop, looking for new markets – was the job of „management‟, 
organized typically not by function but as a single team or board.    
 
Innovation and operational work recombine, perhaps, in the mind of the 
entrepreneur; but the tension between the two, even for a single individual, can 
sometimes be less than creative. 
 
We cannot do operational and innovative work at the same time.   They have 
different aims.   The demands, thinking, activities and resources for each are 
different.  The two cycles complement each other, and even link at one point; but 
they are separate. 
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Innovation and operation: two cycles 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

discover                         develop 

Innovation thinking 

explore                            validate 

plan                                       think 

Operational thinking 

do                                        review 
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Operational thinking 
 
We do operational thinking so that we can continue doing what we always do.  It‟s 
the cycle where most of us do most of our work.  At its simplest, it describes ordinary, 
functional, maintenance or day-to-day work.   It works according to certain 
standards, rules and routines.   We might develop it into a cycle of continuous 
improvement.    
 
The cycle involves four stages: 
 

 Plan: to do something, to change something or test a process; 

 Do: what you planned to do, make the change or do the test; 

 Study: the results:  “What worked well?  What went wrong? What have we 
learned?” 

 Act: set out to do it differently, adopt the change, or abandon it, or run it 
again, or adapt it to new learning. 

 
The key feature of this cycle is that it repeats itself.   One cycle of improvement feeds 
into others.   It is as much a model of learning as of operational activity.  The aim of 
the cycle is to maintain or improve a process or system that already exists. 
 

 
Innovation thinking 
 
The innovation cycle, by contrast, seeks to create something new.   Its four distinctive 
features are drawn – with some minor changes – from a model of creativity first put 
forward by Alfred Wallas in the 1920s. 
 

 Explore: look elsewhere; invoke curiosity; simply see what we can find; 

 Discover: something interesting, as defined by some broad set of criteria; 

 Develop: take the discovery and work on it to create something useful; 

 Validate: test the new discovery for feasibility. 
 
The innovation cycle is a journey into unknown territory.  This journey is memorably 
summarised by Joseph Campbell, the mythographer.   
 
“Creativity,” wrote Campbell, “consists in going out to find the thing society hasn‟t 
found yet.”   
 
  



K 

 

9 
This material © Kairos Training Limited 2013 

 
www.kairostraining.co.uk 

 

 

 
The journey involves risk: we may find nothing of any interest; we may even put 
ourselves in danger.   Like any self-respecting explorer, we must embark on our 
journey well prepared.    
 
The discoveries we may make will be interesting because they relate to some set of 
values, interests or priorities that we bring with us.   
 

 A car-maker, for example, may be particularly interested in discovering 
objects or organisms that travel efficiently, or use fuel in unexpected ways.    

 

 A health administrator might take a particular interest in social groups that 
manage their own health in new ways, that use new sources of medication, or 
manage unhealthy behaviour in novel ways.    

 
Once made, the discoveries have to be brought back into our own world as something 
of use.   This may mean developing them and testing them to make sure that they 
would work or survive in our circumstances.    
 
 
Crisis or choice: making the move into innovative thinking 
 
There are two reasons for embarking on such a journey.    
 
Either we have to, or we choose to.   
 
A crisis may precipitate a burst of creativity - or, at least, a frantic search for new 
ideas.   Generally, however, we are not at our most creative at times of crisis; and, by 
the time the crisis has hit us, it may be too late.   On the other hand, we could choose 
to 'go innovative': we could deliberately decide to leave the operational cycle for a 
while and enter the new cycle of innovation.    
 
This decision must be deliberate.   It's best made at the 'act' point of the operational 
cycle: after studying the effects of past action and realising that they are no longer 
suitable or adequate to new circumstances.   Bringing an innovation back into the 
operational cycle must be timed with care.   It must be integrated into forward plans 
so that it has a chance of surviving and the rest of the operation is disrupted only as 
much as necessary.    
 
The critical point is this: we must decide to innovate.   It will not just happen. 
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Confusing operational and innovative work 
 
Many of the misunderstandings surrounding innovation arise from the fundamental 
inability to distinguish it from operational work.   For example, directors often 
express bafflement at the lack of creativity in their organizations.  Their dismay is 
based on a number of assumptions: 
 

 that creativity is desirable in the workforce; 

 that the operational workforce can and should be the source of innovation in the 
organization;   

 that the same staff who are working heroically to keep the organization 
functioning have the motivation or energy to be creative.    

 
Managers often assume that creativity and innovation are one and the same thing; 
that both activities are in some way 'natural' and 'spontaneous'; and that, if they are 
not 'naturally' occurring in an organization, something must be 'stifling' them.  
Remove the barriers - better still, motivate people by rewarding creativity - and new 
ideas will spring forth miraculously, like water from a rock.   
 
These assumptions may be false.   An organization's need for creativity depends on 
its mission and the work needed to accomplish it.   Creativity is no more or less 
„natural‟ than a desire for security; innovation is no more spontaneous than habit.    
 
People choose to create.   And organizations must choose to innovate.    
 
If innovation is not part of an organization's strategy - and if the organization fails to 
find a place for innovation within its structure - then the people working in it are 
unlikely to see any reason to be creative.   Innovation will continue to be seen as the 
preserve of the maverick, the outsider or the subversive.   And creativity will be 
perceived as a threat to the stability and security of the organization. 
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Finding a place for innovation in the organization 
 
Innovative work, then, must be separated from operational work, and protected from 
it.    
 
Separating innovative work from operational work has a number of consequences in 
any complex organization.    
 

 Decide where you want to innovate.  It‟s not easy creating new products, 
services or processes.  Focus your energies wisely. 
 

 Organize innovation separately.   Depending on the size of the organization, 
it may be made the responsibility of a single manager, a team, a department or 
even an independent business.   
 

 Integrate innovation into the organization’s policies and practices.   
Innovation on the side rarely works.   
 

 Innovate, don’t diversify.  Attempting to create something new in one‟s own 
field is hard enough, without trying to innovate elsewhere.   
 

 Place responsibility for innovation high in the organization.   Someone 
in senior management must take on the specific assignment of developing new 
ideas.   
 

 Budget for innovation separately.   Innovation objectives need to be set 
differently from operational ones.   The rules need to be different.   People should 
not be rewarded for failure; but neither should they be penalised for taking risks.   
And the returns should be measured differently  
 

 The person or unit in charge of innovation should be clearly 
accountable.   It is through accountability that the innovating unit finds its 
place in the larger organization.   
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Organizing innovation work 
 
The two thinking cycles generate their own organizational structures.   Operational 
work and innovation work demand different ways of organizing.   Fortunately, the 
two organizational structures are already well known; all we need to do is make sure 
that we‟re organizing people appropriately for each kind of work. 
 
 
Operational work: functional structure 
 
Operational work generates a functional organizational structure.   Functional 
organizations structure work in stages, and by related skills.   Processes are broken 
down into parts, with each functional section completing a part.   Other functions - 
human resources, finance - are organized by skill, or according to their general 
supporting function.   
 
This functional arrangement has a number of advantages.  Because the work moves 
and functional workers perform the same function repeatedly, people tend to know 
clearly what is expected of them.   The structure gives them stability and the 
opportunity to develop their functional skills.   They can focus their effort.  The 
resulting efficiencies are a definite economic benefit.   Because the work is more or 
less exactly defined, it can be measured and standards applied. 
 
But this way of structuring work creates some difficulties.   It tends to create 'silo 
working: functionaries find it hard to see how their work fits into the larger scheme.   
Friction and misunderstandings between functions are common.  The structure is 
inflexible: if the structure of the work changes, it is a major task to change the 
organizational structure.   Functional working limits 'learning for tomorrow': people 
are encouraged to develop only the skills necessary for their function. 
 
Above all, a functional structure is inappropriate for innovation.   It is designed to 
fulfil operational work; and innovation has no place in operational work.   It disrupts 
operational consistency.   And not just when the operation is prone to break down.   
Obviously, a functional manager suffering the stress of operating difficulties will 
hardly welcome a new idea that promises only further disruption.   But the greatest 
enemy of innovation is the successful operation.   That success was probably hard-
won; to threaten with new-fangled ideas will seem, to the operational manager, 
frankly stupid.   
 
To judge the innovative idea by operational standards is almost certainly to condemn 
it at birth.    
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20 idea killers 

 

Not practical. 

It’ll never work. 

Let’s wait a bit. 

Too complicated. 

What’s the point? 

That reminds me… 

It’ll cost too much. 

It’ll never catch on. 

What about the intangibles? 

You haven’t thought it through. 

We tried it before and it didn’t work. 

That’s a bit too radical for this company. 

You’ll never get people to change their ways. 

I like the idea, but I’m not sure that my boss… 

That isn’t quite the way we do things around here. 

The idea isn’t relevant to our current strategic plan. 

Hm.  Now, suppose we changed this, and that, and … 

Good idea.  We’ll appoint a working party to look into it. 

No resources/staff/money/time/expertise/room/systems… 

Of course, that’s just the sort of idea we might expect from you. 
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Innovation work: project structure 
 
Innovation work demands a different organizational structure from operational 
work.   Where operational work breaks a task into stages, innovation demands that 
the work be considered as a complete task.   Where operational work organizes 
people into functional units, innovation work demands a multi-functional team.   An 
operational task moves through a number of functions that remain fixed within the 
organizational structure; an innovation task, in contrast, remains where it is, and a 
team made up of different skills moves to it. 
 
What might such a structure look like? 
 
The obvious answer is: a project.   
 
Projects, by definition, are self-contained units of work, separately budgeted and 
managed, set up to deliver a specific result.   They are eminently suitable vehicles for 
innovation.   A project organizes the work as a separate unit while allowing the 
organization to integrate it into its wider strategy.   It allows the work to be 
separately budgeted and managed, with a project manager accountable for the 
'deliverables'.   The task has a better chance of being achieved, because the team has 
complete responsibility for the whole job.   A project is flexible: once the task is 
complete - or if it must be abandoned - the team can simply be disbanded.   It 
encourages real learning, as each new task brings its own unique challenges.    
 
There are, of course, potential problems.    
 
The nature of the task might not be clear.   Flexibility is also instability: people may 
need extra support or a greater sense of self-sufficiency to survive.   Team work 
demands enormous amounts of 'housekeeping' and teambuilding: people need to 
know what is expected of them, and how their work fits into the wider project; the 
identity of the team needs to be maintained continually.   The project is likely to 
become isolated from the rest of the organization, losing its sense of perspective or 
relevance to wider strategic objectives.   Such work is also limited by the natural 
limits of team size: major innovation projects involving more than a score of people 
will become particularly hard to manage. 
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Functional structure 
 
(the work moves; bundles of related 
skills) 
 
Advantages 
 Clarity of work 
 Stability 
 Improves functional skill 
 Economy 
 Effort focus 
 Standards 
 
Problems 
 Difficult to see whole task 
 Lack of flexibility 
 Limits learning for 

tomorrow 
 Friction; misunderstandings 
 

 
Task structure 
 
(the work stays still; broad mission; 
different complete tasks; diverse skills 
and knowledge) 
 
 
Advantages 
 Responsibility for whole task 
 Flexibility 
 Encourages learning 
 Ideal for innovation 
 
Problems 
 Unclear mission? 
 Instability 
 Much housekeeping 
 Need for teambuilding 
 Isolation from environment 
 Limited by size 
 
 

 
  

Two kinds of work 
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Creative competencies:  the snowflake model 
 
 
If you‟re interested in leading innovation, you‟ll want to recruit people who are likely 
to be good innovators. 
 
But what does a 'creative person' look like?  How to find them?  How to know a 
creative type when recruiting?  Might there be some set of competencies that would 
„code for‟ creativity? 
 
Based on a number of studies, a competency map for creativity might look something 

like this.  Think of it like a snowflake:  each competency complements the others. 

 Displays a personal aesthetic.    Has the urge to make     complexity simple.   
Seeks out patterns, associations, resemblances.   Displays a high tolerance of 
ambiguity, asymmetry and uncertainty. 

 Displays a talent for seeking out problems.   Looks for the unanswered 
questions.   Prefers the most awkward problem.   Has an insatiable curiosity for 
the next challenge, the next conundrum.  Loves research and hungers for more 
information. 

 Demonstrates mental mobility.   Can look at a situation in many different 
ways.   Turns ideas inside out, back to front, upside down.  Can pull a sequence of 
assumptions apart and ask: “What if?”  Love metaphors and analogies.   Will 
explain or describe situations using unusual images or turns of phrase. 

 Is willing to take risks.   Likes to live dangerously.   Seeks excitement and 
constant stimulation; easily bored.   Is continually seeking out unknown territory 
to explore.   Displays a healthy acceptance of failure.   Likes to work at the edge of 
their competence; this may at times involve improvising or even „flying by the seat 
of their pants‟. 

 Demonstrates objectivity about their own work.   Seeks out opinions 
about their work.   Takes criticism and integrates it into their future work.   
Thrives on feedback. 

 Displays self-motivation.   Does it for the thing itself.  Driven by a passion for 
the task itself, a passion to create.  Little interest in reward, salary or perks.   
Unlikely to alter performance based on external forms of motivation – evaluation 
or assessment.   Impatient of supervision. 

 
Such a person specification might look like the ideal innovator.   But how easy would 
such a person be to manage?   
 
Creative people, it is often said, are not easy to work with.   They can become a 'lone 
creative', misunderstood by other team members as self-serving, disruptive and a 
rule-breaker.   You may need to protect them while ensuring that team norms don't 
suffer.   Provide support, affirm successes and offer encouragement in the face of 
setbacks.   
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Developing the competencies for yourself 
 
All of us have the potential to develop our own creative competencies.   Ask yourself 
some of these questions to grow the six aspects of creativity. 
 
 
A personal aesthetic 
 
Creative people love making patterns.   A personal aesthetic is the drive to take 
what seems chaotic and create order or meaning from it.   To do so, you may need 
to tolerate ambiguity or complexity, in the quest for simplicity. 
 
What‟s your idea like? 
What patterns can you see around your idea: cycles, sequences, processes, 
tendencies, shapes, similarities, probabilities? 
What are your senses telling you?  How does your idea look , taste, smell, feel or 
sound? 
What could you edit out of your idea or project? 
Where can you streamline? 
How could you make your idea simpler? 
What can you rearrange? 
What else could you call your idea? 
What are your hunches telling you? 
How could you be more surprising with your idea? 
How would a child look at the problem?  Or a film star, a scientist, an athlete, a 
character from a novel...? 
What would a jester, a fool or a comedian say about this idea? 
Imagine that you are the idea.   How do you feel?  How could you make life more 
comfortable or exciting for yourself? 
How would a plant, animal, fish or insect solve the problem? 
How does a recent dream relate to your idea? 
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Seeking out problems 
 
Creativity is as much about looking for problems as solving  them.   The creative 
approach involves asking lots of question, exploring lots of options, generating new 
problems. 
 
Which problem should you be solving? 
Are you overlooking an important issue? 
What other problems relate to this problem? 
Where are the problems hidden below the surface? 
Where else could you go to look for problems? 
How could you slow down and look around more? 
What „shoulds‟ are getting in the way of your thinking? 
What rules could you challenge? 
What if...? 
 
 
Mental mobility 
 
Mental mobility allows us to find new ways of looking at problems.  By enhancing 
our perception of reality, we can discover new ways of dealing with it.   Mental 
mobility involves thinking in terms of opposites, contraries and paradoxes; 
creating analogies, similes and metaphors; challenging rules, concepts and 
assumptions. 
 
What does your idea remind you of? 
Are you being too logical?  Or not logical enough? 
Can you turn your idea inside out? 
How could you think sideways about this?  Or send your thinking backwards? 
What whacky or strange things could you do with your idea? 
How could you exaggerate your idea? 
How could you look at the problems differently? 
How can you change your point of view? 
What the second right answer?  And the third? 
How could you generate a random idea to help you think differently? 
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Willingness to take risks 
 
Creative people share a love of risk with daredevils and criminals.   They seek 
danger, excitement and stimulation.   They bore easily.   They also accept failure as 
part of the adventure.   Taking chances is never easy in organizations: failures are 
never forgotten.   We need to find ways of managing risk. 
 
Where can you find courage? 
What are the possible consequences of your idea? 
Where is fear holding you back? 
What is worrying you, precisely? 
What mistakes might you make?  How can you guard against them? 
What‟s the worst that could happen? 
How could you try out your idea with minimum risk? 
Where‟s the reward? 
 
 
Objectivity 
 
The weird ideas of a psychotic may be highly original , but they’re hardly creative.   
Truly creative ideas must have some value or use in the real world.   We must be 
able to scrutinise and judge our ideas, and seek others’ opinions.   We have to be 
able to put our ego to once side, listen to advice and test our ideas. 
 
What assumptions are you making? 
How does your idea fit into the bigger picture? 
What resources or solutions are right in front of you? 
What parts of your idea are you in love with? 
How would you feel if you lost them? 
Where do you need to conform? 
What could you take less seriously? 
Is the timing right for your idea? 
What‟s wrong with your idea? Why won‟t it work? 
What could you do without? 
How can you sell your idea? 
Who is a likely sponsor? 
What negative reactions do you expect?  How could you defuse or deflect them? 
Where‟s your blind spot? 
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Inner motivation 
 
Words like emotion, love or passion often surface when creative people talk about 
their work.   Creativity comes from a strong inner drive, a personal commitment 
that arises from an overwhelming inner need. 
 
What makes you curious?  What makes you ask „Why?‟? 
What‟s really important to you?  What‟s at stake? 
Where should you be focussing your thinking? 
Where‟s the real need? 
Can you make things urgent for yourself?  Can you set yourself deadlines or targets? 
What‟s dissatisfying you?  What‟s irritating you? 
What‟s good about your idea? 
How persistent are you?  What would help to keep you going? 
What excuses are you making for not starting? 
Where are the opportunities? 
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  Reality 

Stage one: 

perception 

Managing innovation thinking 
 
We can think about thinking as a process in two stages. 
 

 Perception 

 Judgement 
 
In first-stage thinking, we look at something and recognise it because it fits some 
existing mental pattern.  The output of first-stage thinking is representation: we re-
present what we‟ve perceived in language. 
 
Second-stage thinking then manipulates the language to do something useful.   
Reason allows us to work out what something means; evaluation tells us whether we 
like it or not.   The output of second-stage thinking is action. 
 
 
 
  

Representation 

Language, models, images 

 

Stage two: 

judgement 

Action 
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  Reality 

Stage one:  
finding new ideas 

The problem is that we tend to leap to judgement.   We often rush into second-stage 
thinking without having developed or first-stage thinking about something. 
 
Innovation thinking – just like all thinking – happens in two stages: 
 

 finding new ideas; and  

 developing them into feasible solutions.    
 
We often try to combine these two stages.   Indeed, the second stage often turns into 
critical judgement: we kill an idea before giving it a chance.    
 
So:  to do good innovation thinking, we need to separate the two stages: having ideas, 
and judging them. 
 
  

Representation 

Language, models, images 

 

Stage two:  
developing feasible 

solutions 

Action 
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Brainstorming 
 
Most of the tools of creative thinking seek to focus our attention on first-stage 
thinking.   They help us to find new ideas by looking at a problem in new ways. 
 
Probably the most famous of these techniques is brainstorming. 
 
Brainstorming was invented in the late 1930s by Alex Osborn, an American 
advertising executive.   He was convinced that any enterprise demands a creative 
approach.   He saw how ideas suffered in business meetings and set out to find a 
method of releasing people‟s creativity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Applying the four rules 
 

1. Be on the lookout for any judgemental comments, or talking about ideas.  
Gently guide people back to generating new ideas. 
 

2. Encourage people to make their ideas wilder, less realistic, more fantastical. 
 

3. Ask for more ideas, rather than better ones. 
 

4. Take some of the ideas suggested and combine them, or turn them upside 
down, to create new ideas. 

The four rules of brainstorming 

 

1. Criticism is ruled out.    
Ideas are to be judged later, not during the session. 

 
2. ‘Freewheeling’ is welcome.    

The wilder the idea, the better.   It‟s easier to tame 
down than to think up. 
 

3. We want more!   
The more ideas, the more the likelihood of a good 
new one. 
 

4. Combine and improve.    
As well as contributing ideas, team members should 
suggest ways of improving, combining, or varying 
others‟ ideas. 
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Developing your brainstorming skills 
 
Here are three ways to make your brainstorming sessions more productive  and 
enjoyable. 
 
Setting targets 
 
The discipline of „scoring‟ can produce more ideas and help crazier ideas to surface.   
A target of between 50 and 100 ideas in 10 minutes is not unreasonable for a 
competent team of about 7 people. 
 
Varying the structure 
 
Change the way the session runs by: 

 briefing the team with the problem a day beforehand, to allow for private musing 
and „sleeping on the problem‟; 

 beginning he session with a warm-up exercise, unrelated to the task in hand; or 

 taking breaks between techniques, to allow people‟s minds to relax and discover 
new ideas. 

 
Separating individual and group brainstorming 
 
Ask people to generate ideas individually to begin the process.   Gather them 
anonymously, to encourage the wilder ideas to surface and counter any politics or 
inhibitions in the team.   Then use group brainstorming to group the ideas, build on 
them, combine them, vary them, develop them and transform them. 
 
  

 

Yes, we can call it ‘brainstorming’ 

Every so often, the story resurfaces that the word „brainstorming‟ is politically 

incorrect, mainly because it may offend people with epilepsy.    

Local authorities, government departments and other organizations are 

sometimes quoted as banning the word „brainstorming‟ in favour of other terms.   

The phrase „thought showers‟ is often mentioned. 

According to a survey carried out by the National Society for Epilepsy in 2005, 

93 per cent of people with epilepsy don‟t find the term derogatory or offensive in 

any way.   Indeed, many felt that this sort of political correctness singled out 

people with epilepsy as being easily offended. 
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‘How to’ 
 
A good way to start your brainstorming session is to define the problem as a „how to‟ 
statement.   Write it on a sticky note and invite your team to write as many new „how 
to‟ statements as they can:  new ways of expressing the problem. 
 
The aim of the exercise is to generate as many new „how to‟ statements as possible.    
 
(Remember the four rules of brainstorming.) 
 
One way to generate new „how to‟s is to shift perspective.  Ask each of these questions 
in turn and see what new „how to‟ statements suggest themselves. 
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Record all the new „how to‟ statements on sticky notes: one idea per note.   This helps 
you sort them later.   It also allows you to count how many you‟ve generated (the 
Chair can set targets and award prizes to groups that generate the most „how to‟ 
statements.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Put the sticky notes into three broad clusters. 
 

 Realistic: ideas that you could action at once; maybe known solutions or 
fallback solutions 

 Embryonic: ideas the could become realistic solutions with a bit of 
modification or development 

 Intriguing: ideas that excite you 
 
Look again at the intriguing ideas.   You may not be able to see how it might work, or 
what the consequences might be; but you feel drawn to it.   Perhaps it expresses the 
very essence of the problem. 
 
Sometimes an intriguing idea leaps out at us immediately.    
 
Pick one of the intriguing ideas and take it forward to the next stage of the 
brainstorming session. 
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Generating ideas 
 
The second stage of the brainstorming session takes us furthest on our creative 
excursion.   
 
Generating ideas should be fun.   This part of the session can provoke crazy ideas and 
wild laughter.    
 
Idea generation techniques mostly fall into two categories. 
 

 Metaphor: techniques that explore analogies or similarities 

 Reversal: techniques that turn an idea inside out, upside down or back to 
front 

 
The aim of all these techniques is to give us „a whack on the side of the head‟.   We 
use them to think laterally: to take our minds sideways so that we look at a problem 
in a new way. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

(Lateral thinking is a term invented by Edward de 

Bono.  Google his name to find out more.)  
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Using an oracle 
 
In many cultures, if you want to find a new way of looking at something, you‟d ask an 
oracle.   The oracle juxtaposes randomly generated information with our problem; 
our task is then to find some connection between the two pieces of inf0rmation. 
 
On the next page, you‟ll find a ready-made oracle.   Use it like this. 
 

1. Generate a number at random between 1 and 40.  (You could use house 
numbers, or birthdays, or dice...) 
 

2. Generate a second number at random, between 1 and 14. 
 

3. The first number locates a line on the oracle; the second number locates a 
word on that line, counting in from the left.  (If you run out of words, go down 
to the next line.)  
 

4. Write down that word. 
 

5. Now ask: what connections can we find between that word and the „how to‟? 
 

For example: 
 
Task: how to improve our complaints handling process 
 
First number: 23 Second number: 6 Word located: school 
 
Possible connections:  
 

 How about training our staff to handle complaints better? 

 How about training our customers to complain more effectively? 

 How about clustering complaints into ‘schools’ (like schools of fish) 
to find trends or common themes in complaints? 

 How about sending out ‘schools’ of customer liaison managers to 
meet customers? 

 
And so on! 
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  5 

 

 

10 

 

 

15 

 

 

20 

 

 

25 

 

 

30 

 

 

35 

 

 

40 

The Oracle 
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Intermediate impossibles and the power of reversal 
 
A second set of techniques uses the idea of reversal to give our thinking a nudge. 
 
Reversal means turning a problem inside out, upside down or back to front.   It helps 
us to look at a situation in new ways and find new kinds of solutions. 
 
One way of reversing a „how to‟ is to identify an assumption lying behind it, and then 
reversing that by asking “What if the reverse were true?”.    We can then explore that 
new, imaginary situation.   What 'How abouts' suggest themselves? 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
For example: 
 
Task: how to improve customer satisfaction with our helpline 
 
Assumption: we want to improve customer satisfaction 
 
Reverse that assumption: what if we wanted to reduce customer satisfaction? 
 

 How about enraging our customers 

 How about scaring our customers 

 How about chasing our customers away with no solution 

 How about being as unhelpful as possible 
 
And so on.    
 
Such „intermediate impossibles‟ can hold the seeds of genuine new courses of action. 
 
For example: 

 
How about enraging our customers? 
 

How about finding the key sources of dissatisfaction when customers 
call the helpline, and train helpline staff to identify them 
 
How about improving our anger management techniques? 

 
  

 
Identify 

assumption 

 
Ask: 
What if…? 
 

 
How 

about…? 
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How about scaring our customers? 
 

How about explaining more clearly to customers the consequences of 
doing something wrong? 

  
How about chasing our customers away with no solution? 
 

How about giving customers more tools to solve their own problems? 
  
How about being as unhelpful as possible? 
 

How about focussing more on the diagnostic stage of a customer call, 
before leaping to suggestions for help? 

 
 
You might find reversal techniques harder to use than metaphorical ones.   Reversal 
challenges our assumptions more deeply, and that can be uncomfortable.    
 
With practice, reversal can be great fun.   Thinking up the most outrageous negative 
ideas can become a competitive game.    
 
(The best intermediate impossibles are ideas that offend the rules of physics.) 
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Creating a solution 
 
In the last part of the brainstorming session, we take a chosen solution and begin to 
develop it into a plan of action. 
 
 
Solution analysis: building feasibility 
 
If your solution is to succeed, it needs to be feasible.   
 
What factors will contribute to the solution?  Consider: 
 

 functional aspects (design; production; administration; finance) 

 points of view (management; technical; customer; political) 

 departments (functional; divisional; regional) 

 consequences of the solution 

 process stages in the solution. 
 
 
You can also build feasibility by shifting perspective, just as you did with the „how to‟ 
statements earlier.   Shift your perspective forward by asking 'How do we do that?'.   
For each answer, ask again 'How do we do that?'. 
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Creating a business case 
 
Use this checklist to build up the business case for your chosen solution. 
  

What need is your solution addressing? 
 
 

What outcomes are you aiming for? 
 
 

What are the expected benefits? 
 
 

Who will this solution benefit? 
 
 

What key actions will you take to implement this 
solution? (no more than six) 

What is your deadline? 
 
 

What resources do you need, that you don’t have? 
(Include a budget if necessary) 
 
 

What support will you need? (And where will you find 
it?) 
 
 
 

Who are your stakeholders? 
 
 

What will be the impact if you do not take any action? 
 
 

What key behaviours and skills will need to be put into 
practice to achieve the desired result? (Include all the 
skills you might not currently have.) 
 
 

What internal/external barriers do you see that could 
stop you being successful? 
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