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    Book Abstract


    MAIN IDEA


    New ideas are always constructed out of existing ideas. What appear to be genuinely original ideas always combine snippets of one idea with parts of another to come up with something which has never before been combined in that way.


    To be specific, when you look at the creative process from a big picture perspective, you’ll always find the genesis of any new idea comes through a six step process.
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    The first three steps can be termed as the origin of the creative idea:


    
      	Define the problem you’re trying to solve.


      	Borrow ideas from places with similar problems.


      	Connect these borrowed ideas and combine.

        The last three steps are where you then evolve and polish your new idea to make it workable:

      


      	Allow combinations to incubate into a solution.


      	Clarify strengths and weaknesses of your idea.


      	Weed out weak points and strengthen the strong.

    


    By working through this six step process, you come up with something new which combines aspects or elements of old and established ideas into a different mix.


    “Brilliance is actually borrowed. This has been so throughout human history. Some of the most creative people who have ever lived, such as Isaac Newton and William Shakespeare, were accused of idea theft and plagiarism. Ideas, like species, naturally evolve over time. Existing concepts are altered and combined to construct new concepts; the way geometry, trigonometry, and algebra combine to form calculus. Brilliance is actually borrowed, easily within your reach, for, really, it’s knowing where to borrow the materials from and how to put them together that determines your creative ability.”


    – Dave Murray


    About the Author


    DAVID MURRAY is an aerospace engineer turned entrepreneur, inventor and Fortune 500 executive. He has served as the head of innovation for Intuit and other Fortune 500 companies. Mr. Murray has also started several companies from scratch and grown them to millions in revenues. He has worked as the Senior Manager for Advanced Technologies for President Reagan’s Star Wars program, as a representative for McDonnell Douglas Astronautics Company and as part of the conceptual development team for the International Space Station.


    The Web site for this book is at www.BorrowingBrilliance.com.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Borrowing Brilliance (David Kord Murray)


    1. Defining


    State clearly the problem you’re trying to solve


    Creative ideas are always the solutions to problems. Therefore, how you define the problem at hand shapes what kind of solution emerges. Don’t be too narrow or too broad.


    “A problem is the foundation of a creative idea. In other words, a creative idea is built upon the problem one is trying to solve. It’s the starting point. Build upon a foundation of sand and your idea will collapse. Build upon solid ground and your idea is much more likely to be realized. Solid ground is achieved by taking the time to study your problem.”


    – David Murray


    The first step in coming up with a creative idea is always to study the problem at hand. There are two issues which make studying and analyzing problems accurately a challenge:


    
      	It’s human nature to want to spring into action immediately rather than to get to know what’s going on in depth. Our genetic disposition is to get into immediate action. To genuinely understand a problem, you have to remind yourself to be patient and take some time to do this with thoroughness.


      	It’s easy to get so focused on solving the problem at hand that you forget how that problem fits into the bigger picture. When you perceive a problem in isolation rather than as part of an interconnected system, you miss understanding its scope. This also could mean you end up generating even more problems in the future. You also have to be careful not to define your problem too broadly or too narrowly. If you define your problem too narrowly, you might go off on a tangent and deal with inconsequential matters only. Similarly, if you define your problem too broadly, all you’ll end up with is generalizations which are of no practical value. Scope is something you need to get just right in order for innovative thinking to happen.

    


    Every construction project always begins with a task and the conception of an innovative idea is the same. To get the ball rolling, you have to construct a solid foundation on which your new idea will stand. To develop an innovative idea, you have to:


    
      	Identify the problem you want to solve


      	Determine the root causes of these problems


      	Understand the scope of the problem

    


    Creative geniuses consistently search for new problems to solve, come up with fresh ideas which are robust solutions and then systematically expand and build on those ideas.


    To illustrate how this happens in practice, consider the scene at Stanford University in January 1996:


    
      	Sergey Brin, a Ph.D. candidate in computer science, is assigned a data mining project by his professor. (Data mining is the process by which computers sort through large amounts of data and pick out relevant information). He was developing algorithms which would help businesses more efficiently stock retail store shelves.


      	Larry Page, also working on his Ph.D. was assigned by a different professor to design and implement what was termed “The Digital Library” – a computer infrastructure for creating, disseminating, sharing and managing the information in a large digital library. Larry’s algorithms were focused on finding information in a huge library of digitized books.

    


    Larry and Sergey were good friends and discussed together their respective projects. They realized existing search engines were not very good so they decided to figure out together a better way to index the information available on the Internet. They noticed AltaVista listed the number of links that each Web site contained and used this as part of its ranking process. This was distinctive from all the other search engines of that era and this insight eventually led to the development of the material ranking algorithm which is today the cornerstone of Google.


    Another example comes from Scott Cook, the founder of Intuit, a software company. One day, he observed his wife struggling to balance the family’s checkbook. He wondered why there wasn’t a better way to solve that problem. This led to the development of his company’s first product, Quicken. This product would go on to become a huge success for Intuit. Later, some of Scott Cook’s employees noticed a number of customers were using Quicken to manage their small businesses – which was a use which was never envisaged for Quicken. That subsequently led to the development of QuickBooks which ended up being even more successful than Quicken.


    Put simply, observation is the beginning of discovery and the basis for all scientific processes. Scientists observe natural phenomena and develop a hypothesis about what causes that. Businesspeople identify important problems they are capable of solving and then set up companies to provide solutions to those problems. The better you understand the problem you’re trying to solve and its corresponding scope, the more equipped you become to come up with a workable solution. And once you genuinely understand a problem, you’re then well positioned to understand the additional problems which surround it.


    You have to ask yourself:


    
      	What problem am I solving here?


      	What problem was solved initially which led to the current inadequate solution?


      	What other problems will I create by solving the current problem?

    


    If you can make sure you understand the scope of your problem and look upstream and downstream right at the outset, you can avoid choosing the wrong problem to solve. By having a big-picture understanding, you can figure out what is the right problem to solve. How you define your problem is also important because it will determine how and where you go about finding a solution. In other words, how you define your problem will determine how you go about solving it so you have to get this right.


    “Every problem has in it the seeds to its own solution.”


    – Norman Vincent Peale


    “Looking back, I think it was more difficult to see what the problems were than to solve them.”


    – Charles Darwin


    “The mere formulation of a problem is far more essential than its solution.”


    – Albert Einstein


    2. Borrowing


    Borrow ideas from other places with similar problems


    Bring together solutions to comparable problems which are already in use-from your competitors, your industry or in the sciences, the arts or elsewhere.


    The solutions to problems which have been used elsewhere are the construction materials for your own solution. Based on your understanding of your problem, you now do a search for how others have solved comparable problems in the past.


    Generally speaking, you search in this order:


    
      	
        Borrow ideas from your competitors – start your search by evaluating how other companies already established in your industry provide solutions to the problem at hand. The ultimate aim here is to take aspects of one solution and mix it with aspects of another to come up with a hybrid combination which is new and fresh.

        Look at your competitors

      


      	
        Borrow ideas from other industries – take ideas and concepts which are already successfully at work in other industries and adapt them to your specific requirements. Borrowing ideas from other industries and improving on them has been used successfully in every domain imaginable.

        Look at other industries

      


      	
        Borrow ideas from the arts and sciences – see how nature has solved that problem or how those kinds of issues get dealt with in the sciences. You might also look at what works in the entertainment industry. Ideas are everywhere just waiting to be picked up on.

        Look at other industries

      


      	
        Borrow ideas from your own observations – watch what your employees, your customers and your business partners do. Pick up on the solutions they are already using and see whether those ideas can be adapted to a different setting.

        Look at other people

      


      	
        Borrow ideas from other countries – look at the way things get done in different cultures and using different infrastructure. your They may have a more efficient way to solve the problem than is in use in your own country.

        Look at your competitors

      


      	
        Go in the opposite direction to standard industry practice – if everyone else is making big things, you might find a novel idea by making small things. Try going in the opposite direction and see whether that yields an interesting approach.

        Go the opposite direction

      


      	
        Look for different metaphors – which may unlock some creative thinking. To develop a new steering mechanism for a car, look at how bicycles change direction. Google borrowed ideas from library science in the development of their online tools.

        Go the opposite direction

      

    


    Admittedly there is a fine line between blatant outright plagiarism and originality but the simple and undeniable fact is the best source of creative new thoughts is to assemble a warehouse of ideas from elsewhere. By combining one existing idea with another existing idea, you can come up with something entirely new and different. First you copy what others have already thought of and then you create.


    “Borrowing brilliance means building on the ideas of others, and so your creative ability is based upon your ability to define a problem and then use that problem as a map to find the ideas of others. It’s from this material that you’ll find a metaphor, a way to structure your new idea in terms of an existing idea.”


    – David Murray


    Note that your future creative ideas will be strongly influenced by the raw materials you add to the mix at this stage. In just the same way as a construction engineer uses building materials with which he is already familiar, what you come up with will be influenced by the ideas and concepts you borrow from elsewhere. Creative ideas aren’t made out of thin air but are in reality snippets of ideas taken from one place mixed with snippets of different ideas taken from somewhere else. The materials you assemble influence the outcome.


    Where you end up borrowing ideas from will shape how people perceive you. It goes something like this:


    
      	If the source of your ideas is cloning what your competitors are already doing, you’ll be perceived as a “thief” because you steal other’s ideas.


      	If the source of your new idea is a company working in a different industry altogether, you’ll be viewed as a “smart guy” who was astute enough to pick upon that.


      	If the source of your new idea ends up being from a completely different domain, then people will view you as a “creative genius”. The fact you’re duplicating what worked elsewhere will be irrelevant. People will admire the fact you could take ideas from one setting and apply them in a completely different context.

    


    The irony is whether you’re a thief, a smart guy or a creative genius, you’re still doing the same thing – you’re borrowing an idea from one place and combining it with some new tweaks to come up with a fresh solution. The line between plagiarism and creativity is thin and blurred.


    “The secret to creativity is knowing how to hide your sources.”


    – Albert Einstein


    “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal.”


    – T.S. Eliot


    “If you steal from one author, it’s plagiarism; if you steal from many, it’s research.”


    – Wilson Mizner, screenwriter


    “I steal from every movie I’ve ever seen.”


    – Quentin Tarantino, writer and director, Pulp Fiction


    “I readily absorb ideas from every source, frequently starting where the last person left off.”


    – Thomas Edison


    “I can learn something from every man that I meet.”


    – Abraham Lincoln


    “If I have seen further than others, it is by standing upon the shoulders of giants.”


    – Sir Isaac Newton


    “Writers never ask one another where we get our ideas; we know we don’t know.”


    – Stephen King, novelist


    3. Combining


    Connect and mix-n-match borrowed ideas


    The essence of creativity is to make new and fresh connections. Look for an appropriate metaphor to structure and define your new idea. Establish a new metaphor if necessary.


    In step 2, you assemble lots of fresh ideas as the raw materials from which you can construct a creative idea. This step involves connecting together those ideas into new hybrids which have never before existed. To really make this work, however, you don’t just toss two random ideas together and hope for the best. Instead, you need an underlying skeleton or framework which is where a metaphor is essential.


    From a strictly grammatical perspective, there is a big difference between metaphors and analogies. They can be defined in this way:


    
      	A metaphor is where you imply one thing is something entirely different. When you describe a planet as looking like an “apple in the sky”, you’re using a metaphor.


      	An analogy is when you say one thing is “like” something else. An example is: “A personal computer is like an electronic calculator on steroids”.

    


    In the creative world, however, metaphors and analogies are exactly the same and are interchangeable. What’s important is you’re describing your new idea in terms of an existing idea or ideas. You’re making a new intellectual connection where none previously existed.


    Creative thinking is to come up with a new idea which is the fusion of two or more ideas which have previously existed in isolation or in different combinations. The metaphor you choose establishes the overall structure of your new idea.


    “A creative idea begins, either consciously or subconsciously, with a metaphor or analogy. A metaphor intellectually combines two ideas.


    – David Murray


    The creative use of a metaphor to generate a fresh idea involves three stages:


    
      	You establish your metaphor by making a new connection between things


      	You extend the metaphor to establish a framework for your new idea


      	You discard the metaphor when it has outlived its usefulness

        
          	You establish your metaphor by making a new connection between things – which is the creative spark for your new idea. Sony did this with its Walkman which was the fusion of a small high fidelity tape player and a small high fidelity pair of headphones to create a “personal entertainment system”. Sony sold more than 30 million Walkmans making it one of the most successful electronic products ever. Similarly, filmmaker George Lucas combined mythology (stories about the past) and science fiction (stories about the future) together to come up with the screenplay for the original Star Wars movie. A creative metaphor will be a never before tried combination of different concepts.


          	You extend the metaphor to establish a framework for your new idea – which is where you find out whether your new metaphor is going to work or not. Sometimes the change will be too big for people to absorb and sometimes it will come together nicely. Walt Disney did this with Disneyland which is an amusement park which uses a movie metaphor to structure its content. Buildings are referred to as “sets”. Employees at Disneyland are “cast members”. The park’s entranceway, Main Street, has buildings which have full sized ground floors, three-quarter scale first floors, five-eighths scale second floors and half sized third floors. This technique known as “forced perspective” in the movie business makes visitors subconsciously feel they are a bit larger than normal – as if they were a movie star on a movie set. Each ride at Disneyland is crafted as a self-contained miniature movie which in effect recreate scenes from famous movies. The metaphor colors everything to do with Disneyland.


          	
            You discard the metaphor when it has outlived its usefulness – when it is no longer solving the problem it was created to be the solution for. You’ve got to be rather deliberate about discarding the metaphor when the occasion demands. For example, early automobiles were designed using the horseless carriage metaphor. Therefore, first-generation auto engineers placed occupants at the front of the vehicle – just like a stagecoach. Unfortunately, this meant almost every automobile accident was fatal. Later designers abandoned the horseless carriage metaphor and positioned drivers and passengers behind the engine rather than on top of it. Discarding the metaphor was appropriate and necessary because it had been extended too far.

            “The lesson here is this: Don’t confuse a tool with its function. Your objective isn’t to construct metaphors, your objective is to construct meaningful and useful combinations that solve an identified problem. The metaphor is only a tool that enables you to do this. Don’t forget the problem you’re trying to solve and don’t forget to be conscious of the problems that your new solution creates. To master the metaphor, you have to be conscious of when it stops working.”


            – David Murray


            “The mythological metaphor in Star Wars is extended far beyond the plot. George Lucas brilliantly blends the images of sci-fi and mythology as well. He uses modern-looking spacesuits but accessorizes them with ancient looking capes and robes. He takes a primeval weapon like a samurai sword and creates an elegant sci-fi weapon by combining the sword with a laser beam and calling it a ‘light saber.’ Characters have modern military titles like Commander General Tarkin and interact with others that have ancient mythological ones like Lord Darth Vader. Some of the borrowing are subtle, and others are overt, but together they form a highly synthesized combination. As you struggle to make your own unique combinations to solve your own unique problems, you’ll want to use the metaphorical skills of men like Lucas and Disney. After all, they things they created were just products like the ones you work with. Don’t forget, Star Wars and Disneyland are both multi-billion-dollar businesses.”


            – David Murray

          

        

      

    


    4. Incubating


    Allow these ideas to incubate into a complete solution


    Let your subconscious mind stew over your new idea. Deliberately think about other subjects so your subconscious can add its tweaks and improvements to your idea.


    It’s a paradox but the simple fact is the best way to come up with an original idea is to stop thinking about your problem altogether. Put your ideas away and stop thinking about them. Figuratively sleep on them. Go and do other stuff. This allows your idea to incubate a little. Then, usually when you least expect it, you’ll find a genuinely creative breakthrough idea will come to your mind with clarity and intensity. This is how you harness the power of your subconscious mind.


    When you think about something with your rational mind, you create synaptic connections. The more you think about the same subject, the deeper those connections become and you end up going through the same sequence again and again. After a while, it becomes extremely difficult for you to think outside that established template. You get locked into a pattern of


    

    

    

    

    

    
      	
        Input – supply your subconscious with material and ask specific questions.

        

        
          	What specific problem am I trying to solve here?


          	What solutions can I borrow from elsewhere?


          	What new combinations of solutions can I make?

        


        
      


      	
        Incubation – let your subconscious mind work without conscious interference.

        

        
          	Go for a brisk walk.


          	Take a quick nap.


          	Pause and wait for your subconscious to respond.

        


        
      


      	
        Output – become conscious of newly constructed ideas and capture them.

        
      

    


    

    
      	Everyone has a watchman who controls what you choose to think about in your conscious mind. Unacceptable, bizarre or illogical thoughts get filtered out quickly by the watchman. To override this filtering tendency, remind yourself thoughts are just thoughts and they are meaningless in and of themselves. They are not reality and doubts are fine. Relax your mental watchman by allowing yourself to accommodate thoughts which are out of left field. Also allow your watchman to give entry to unfinished ideas, illogical thoughts and contradictions in order to encourage creativity.


      	Stop thinking about anything at all purposefully. Clear your mind of any need to think and instead let your mind become a blank slate. This is like taking a shower where you stand relaxed with warm water flowing onto your back. Enjoy the moment and the sensations involved. Doing something like this will clear your mind of your rational thinking processes and allow perceptions and ideas to bubble through from your subconscious.


      	Listen to what your subconscious suggests. This may be an “aha!” moment or flash of insight. Or you might just feel something before you can put it into words. Take a clue from what you’re feeling because that’s often the way the subconscious communicates. You might also benefit by taking a blank piece of paper and starting to write down what comes to mind. Or pick up on any Freudian slips you might make. New ideas from your subconscious have a way of bubbling to the surface as small nuggets rather than as complete well-formed concepts. Notice them and expand on them.

    


    

    Identify strengths and weaknesses of the solution


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	You identify any weaknesses which exist – so you know what you need to do to eliminate flaws.


      	You determine the strength of the idea – and therefore its sustainability. Also, once you know the strengths of what you’re working on, you can get busy enhancing those strengths and bulking them up. You can also take care you don’t inadvertently dilute those strengths while you are eliminating the flaws.


      	You develop a sixth sense for the “perfect solution” – something which has loads of strong points and few if any glaring weaknesses. Put another way, judging sharpens your creative instincts so you recognize a good idea when you see it.

    


    

    

    
      	Positive judgment – is where you catalog the strengths of your new idea. This means taking an optimistic mindset and looking at the value which can be created when everything wrapped up in this idea performs as expected. To apply positive judgment, you look at your creative idea and ask: “What are the benefits which will flow when this comes to fruition?” You want to catalog and build upon all the opportunities your new idea will open up. You drive the evolution of a good idea forward firstly by looking at it through rose tinted glasses and articulating the benefits which hopefully will be realized. Applying your positive judgment means coming up with evidence what you’re working on is solid, will do good stuff and will deliver substantial rather than trivial benefits.


      	Negative judgment – is the other side of the equation. If positive thinking looks for opportunities, negative thinking should highlight barriers, objections and potential pitfalls. Creative thinkers are always skeptics. Humans are hardwired to be pessimistic by nature so this mode of thinking comes easily to most people. However, negative judgment is a potent weapon. It balances the sugarcoated world of optimism with a sense of reality. It acknowledges to make an omelette, you’ve got to break some eggs. To apply negative judgment, you would ask: “What are the potential negative attributes of this idea?” You have to be dispassionate about this because remember, the whole objective here is to construct a solution out of borrowed components which will work in the end. You have to figure out early where the potential weaknesses of your new solution lie and then get to work eliminating them one by one.


      	Emotional judgment-where you take off your logical hat and do a gut check. You ask: “How do I feel about this idea?” If you feel good about the solution you’re working on, that’s great and you can conclude you’re on the right path. If everything looks good logically but you just don’t feel good about it, that should be a warning sign you’re either solving the wrong problem or your idea’s foundations are sand rather than stone.

    


    

    

    

    

    Eliminate weak points and build on strong points


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Can the idea I’m working on be used to solve a completely different problem?


      	Can I make this problem more dynamic by stating it more positively (“How can I improve the efficiency of my employees?”) or by stating it more negatively (“How can I reduce the amount of time employees waste each day?”).

        

        
      

    


    

    

    
      	What different components could I be using here?


      	Which components should I replace in this new structure in order to make it even more effective?

        

        
      

    


    

    

    
      	How can I rearrange my fresh idea to more effectively solve the problem?


      	What can I restructure to better solve the problem?

    


    

    
      	Addition – where you identify new problems your solution has created and ask: “What components can I add to my idea which will solve these additional problems?” Be careful you don’t overcomplicate things. You only want to make additions that simplify, not those that complicate or clutter.


      	Subtraction – where you ask: “What can I remove which is of no practical use?” or “Which components are no longer needed? or “How can I simplify things and focus by removing extraneous stuff?”


      	Multiplication – where you add an existing component over and over. Gillette did this with a double- and eventually a five-blade razor. Ask: “What component can I multiply to more effectively solve my problem?”


      	Division – where you split a group of components off and build them into a standalone solution. This is what happened with the record player which evolved from a device which both recorded and played. Ask: “Is there a part of this new idea that I can separate and create something which will stand alone to solve a different problem?”


      	Rearrangement – taking the components of your new idea and combining them differently. Change the order things get done in. Change the configuration of the controls. Reverse things to put them in a different context. Ask: “How can I rearrange my idea to better solve my problem?” Every inventor tinkers to see what can happen if things are changed around and you can do the same with your emerging idea.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	What are the most encouraging aspects of the idea I’m working on?


      	What do I see as the most harmful or negative attributes of this idea?


      	How do I feel about this idea?


      	What do I need to change to make this work better?


      	Where can I be looking for fresh approaches to solving this problem?


      	Based on what I’ve figured out thus far, what would be my perfect solution?
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