
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Edward de Bono

Praise

Title Page

Introduction


	PART 1	 	THE NEED FOR CREATIVE THINKING

	 	 	Take-away Value


	 	 	The Theoretical Need for Creativity


	 	 	The Practical Need for Creativity


	 	 	Information and Creativity


	 	 	Misperceptions About Creativity


	 	 	Sources of Creativity


	 	 	Lateral Thinking


	 	 	Perception and Processing


	 	 	Design and Analysis


	 	 	The Uses of Creative Thinking


	PART 2	 	LATERAL THINKING TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

	 	 	The Six Thinking Hats


	 	 	The Creative Pause


	 	 	Focus


	 	 	Challenge


	 	 	Alternatives


	 	 	The Concept Fan


	 	 	Concepts


	 	 	Provocation


	 	 	Movement


	 	 	Setting Up Provocations


	 	 	The Random Input


	 	 	Sensitizing Techniques


	 	 	Application of the Lateral Thinking Techniques


	 	 	Harvesting


	 	 	The Treatment of Ideas


	 	 	Formal Output


	 	 	Group or Individual


	PART 3	 	THE APPLICATION OF CREATIVE THINKING

	 	 	Application


	 	 	Everyday Creativity/Specific Creativity


	 	 	The Creative Hit List


	 	 	Introduction of Creativity


	 	 	Responsibility


	 	 	Structures and Programmes


	 	 	Training


	 	 	Formats


	 	 	Evaluation




Summary

Appendices


	             	 	1 The Lateral Thinking Techniques


	 	 	2 Notes on the Use of the Lateral Thinking Techniques


	 	 	3 Harvesting Checklist


	 	 	4 Treatment of Ideas Checklist




Index

Copyright


About the Book

TO BE THE BEST, FOCUS ON YOUR MOST VALUABLE ASSET: YOUR MIND

In a fast-paced world the way to stay ahead is to come up with the best ideas and know how to apply them. Creative genius Edward de Bono shows you how in this thought-provoking and empowering book.


	Be creative under pressure with de Bono’s step-by-step approach

	Add ‘value’ to your ideas and turn them into financial assets

	Boost your creativity with lateral thinking

	Break free from old ways of thinking with creative challenging




About the Author

Edward de Bono is the leading authority in the field of creative thinking and originator of the term “lateral thinking” and the Six Thinking Hats. Highly regarded internationally, his instruction has been sought by governments, schools, and leading corporations around the world.

De Bono’s thinking methods provide practical, creative tools to make it possible for anyone – not just people considered “arty” – to be creative on demand. These are based on an understanding of the logic of the brain’s self-organizing information system, which forms asymmetric patterns. This is why creative thinking can be seen as a formal and deliberate skill and not a mysterious talent. De Bono’s system of lateral thinking is so powerful that the use of just one of his methods produced 21,000 ideas in a single afternoon at a workshop with a steel company.

In the Middle Ages the influence of the Church gave rise to good thinking for finding the truth, which in turn served us well in science. Edward de Bono believes this is “ebne” (excellent but not enough). Culturally, we have never developed thinking for creating value but it is now time we treated it much more seriously. As part of this initiative Edward de Bono has taught thinking directly in schools and his methods are in use in thousands of schools worldwide. Research has shown improvement in all subjects, increased employment and much reduced criminal behaviour.

Edward de Bono holds an MD (Malta), MA (Oxford), DPhil (Oxford), PhD (Cambridge), and Ddes (RMIT). He has had faculty appointments at the universities of Oxford, Cambridge, London and Harvard and was a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford. He has written 83 books in 42 languages in the field of creativity and thinking, including the global bestsellers Six Thinking Hats and Lateral Thinking.


Also by Edward de Bono from Vermilion:

How to Have a Beautiful Mind

The Six Value Medals

H+ (Plus) A New Religion?

How to Have Creative Ideas

Six Frames for Thinking about Information


IN PRAISE OF EDWARD DE BONO

“Edward doesn’t just think. He is a one-man global industry, whose work is gospel in government, universities, schools, corporates and even prisons all over the world” Times 2

“Edward de Bono is a toolmaker, his tools have been fashioned for thinking, to make more of the mind” Peter Gabriel

“De Bono’s work may be the best thing going in the world today” George Gallup, originator of the Gallup Poll

“The guru of clear thining” Marketing Week

PRAISE FOR HOW TO HAVE A BEAUTIFUL MIND

“Mercifully free of the trite techniques offered by many publications promising to save us from social awkwardness, the book succeeds in doing just that” Independent on Sunday

“A clever, instructive guide... Highly recommended” The Good Book Guide

PRAISE FOR HOW TO HAVE CREATIVE IDEAS

“Good fun, stimulating good thinking” Times Educational Supplement

“A thought-provoking – and thought-improving – book... Simple, practical and great fun” Management Today

“It is simple, practical and fun and a necessary read for anyone who wants to have great ideas” Business Executive


[image: image]


INTRODUCTION

WHY DO WE NEED THIS BOOK?

If I were to sit down and say to myself, “I need a new idea here

[insert actual need area],” what should I do?

I could do research and try to work out a new idea logically.

I could borrow or steal an idea used by someone else.

I could sit and twiddle my thumbs and hope for inspiration.

I could ask a creative person to produce an idea for me.

I could hastily convene a brainstorming group.

Or I could quietly and systematically apply a deliberate technique of lateral thinking (such as the random word technique), and in 10 to 20 seconds I should have some new ideas.

It is 47 years since I started working in the field of creative thinking. It is now time to tidy up and to bring things up to date. It is time to clarify and restate various techniques that have been borrowed and weakened in the process. It is time to apply the huge wealth of experience that has accumulated in that time, during which I have taught creative thinking in many countries and across different cultures to business, education, government, and other parts of society.

What has happened over these last 47 years in this important field? In some ways a lot has happened and in other ways very little.

In 1969 I wrote a book with the title The Mechanism of Mind,fn1 in which I described how the nerve networks in the human brain might act as a self-organizing information system. At that time those ideas were somewhat strange. Today such ideas are mainstream thinking about the brain and a whole academic discipline has grown up to consider the behaviour of self-organizing systems. One of my more recent books (I Am Right You Are Wrongfn2) has introductions by three Nobel Prize physicists. Neural network computers are based on the same principles. So science has caught up with what was a conceptual model.

A few people, a very few people, now know that there is an absolute mathematical necessity for human creativity because of the way human perception works as a self-organizing information system. Such systems demand creativity and also provocation.

There is now a great deal more interest in creative thinking than there was 47 years ago. Almost every major business advertises itself as “the creative corporation”. There is a huge amount of lip service given to the central importance of creativity, but my experience has shown that this lip service is not accompanied by any serious effort to use creativity.

Over the last 47 years business has been involved in three major games. There was the restructuring game, which included acquisitions, mergers, leveraged buyouts (LBOs), de-mergers, and so on. Growth and profitability was going to come from buying growth. Bankers prospered, as did a few of the new structures.

Then there was cost-cutting, a game that is still running. If you could cut costs, then your balance sheet looked much better. Cutting costs is something which you can get your teeth into. You can see targets and measure achievement. Profits improve. But there comes a time when all the fat is gone and further cuts remove the muscle.

The latest game has been quality (and customer service). This is a highly commendable game that should have a great need for creative thinking.

But what happens when you have a lean and competent organization? What is this lean and competent organization going to do? What happens when your competitors are just as lean and competent as you and your cost-effectiveness is no longer a unique advantage? The more able senior executives know that creativity is now the main hope. Even the economies of Japan and Germany, which have rightly placed so much emphasis on quality and excellence, are now beginning to show great interest in creativity.

Sadly, very few governments around the world have yet come to realize that creative change is just as important to them as it is to business. There is a huge need for better ways of doing things and for new concepts in government services. The governments of Singapore, Malaysia, Australia, and Canada are waking up to this need. Others still feel that cost-cutting is sufficient. The public should expect more than cost-cutting. All governments need a Minister of Thinking.

Although it is now beginning to do a little about the direct teaching of thinking as a skill, education does very little indeed about teaching creative thinking. There is the assumption that creativity belongs in the “art” world and is a matter for talent, anyway. This view is so old-fashioned as to be medieval.

The rest of society is not often called upon actually to make things happen and is satisfied with description and argument.

Nevertheless, there is a growing group of individuals in all areas who have come to realize that the future needs better thinking and that part of this better thinking is going to demand creativity.

There are some very good reasons why we have not yet paid serious enough attention to creativity.

The first and most powerful reason is that every valuable creative idea must always be logical in hindsight. If an idea were not logical in hindsight then we would have no way of seeing the value of that idea and it would simply be a “crazy” idea. If every valuable creative idea is indeed logical in hindsight, then it is only natural to suppose, and to claim, that such ideas could have been reached by logic in the first place and that creativity is unnecessary. This is the main reason why, culturally, we have never paid serious attention to creativity. I would say that over 95 per cent of academics worldwide still hold this view. Sadly, this view is totally wrong.

In a passive information system (externally organized system), it is perfectly correct to claim that any idea that is logical in hindsight must be accessible to logic in the first place. But it is not so in an active information system (self-organizing system) in which the asymmetry of patterns means that an idea may be logical and even obvious in hindsight but invisible to logic in the first place. Unfortunately, this point can be visible only to those who are able to move from the paradigm of externally organized systems to the paradigm of self-organizing systems. I shall come to this point later in the book. Most people are unwilling or unable to make that paradigm change and so must, forever, believe in the sufficiency of logic.

Then there are those who believe in the importance and reality of creativity but hold that nothing can be done about it. Such people believe that creativity is a matter of semi-mystical talent that some people have and others do not have. Here there is a considerable confusion between artistic creativity (which is often not creative) and the ability to change concepts and perceptions. There is a parallel belief that new ideas depend on a fortuitous combination of events and circumstance and that such confluences cannot be planned. The general notion here is that ideas have always happened and will always continue to happen and there is nothing that can be done, or need be done, about it.

The only thing to do is to find creative people and to encourage them.

There is a growing number of people who do believe that creative thinking skills can be improved through direct effort and attention. Here we run into two difficulties.

Because inhibition – the fear of being wrong and the fear of making mistakes – prevents the risk-taking of creativity, there is the belief that removal of inhibitions is enough to make a person creative. This has become a dominant theme, particularly in North America, and it has held back the development of serious creative thinking methods. Efforts are made to free a person up so that natural creativity can assert itself. This does bring about a mild level of creativity but not much. The brain is not designed to be creative, so liberating the brain from inhibitions does not make it creative. Releasing the brake on a car does not automatically make you a skilled driver. I shall return to this point later.

We come now to the considerable damage done by the concept of “brainstorming”. This was a genuine and useful attempt to provide a more relaxed setting in which to generate ideas without immediate fear of rejection. The intention was admirable and some of the underlying principles are sound. Unfortunately, brainstorming has become synonymous with deliberate creative effort and has blocked the development of serious creative thinking skills.

Those who want to use deliberate creativity believe that the (weak) processes of brainstorming are enough. Others who might be motivated to develop creative thinking skills are turned off by the “scatter-gun” approach of brainstorming. The idea that from a ferment of consideration an idea might emerge which might be useful has a value in the advertising world (where brainstorming originated) but much less value where novelty is not, by itself, a sufficient value.

It is difficult to condemn brainstorming because it has some value and does sometimes produce results; but, in my experience, it is old-fashioned and inefficient. We can do much better with deliberate systematic techniques. Nor is there any need for creativity to be a group process as in brainstorming. An individual can be even more creative on his or her own – with the proper skills.

Instead of brainstorming, I might propose the concept of “brain-sailing” to suggest a deliberate controlled process in which we change tack as we wish instead of being tossed about in a “storm”.

Associated with brainstorming has been the notion that deliberate creative thinking has to be “crazy” or “off-the-wall” in order to be effective. This notion of craziness is a complete misunderstanding of the nature of creativity and is fostered by those who do not really understand the true nature of provocation. Because provocation is different from normal experience and because anything “crazy” is also different from normal experience, it is assumed the two are the same.

It has to be said that much of the difficulty is caused by the poor quality of teaching of many who set up to teach creative thinking. Because creative thinking does not seem to require either logic or experience, anyone can enter the field. Techniques and processes are borrowed from here and there without a full understanding of their proper use. The result is an instant “expert” on creative thinking. Many clients are persuaded that this is the correct approach to creative thinking and many others are put off. The general result is that creative thinking is devalued and not treated seriously. It is regarded as something of a peripheral gimmick that might have an occasional success.

For all the sound reasons given here, creativity does not yet have the central place that it should occupy. In summary, there are those who believe that logic is enough. There are those who believe that creativity is a matter of talent or chance and that nothing deliberate can be done about it. There are those who are put off by the “crazy” approaches to deliberate creativity that are available.

I have deliberately included the word “serious” in the title of this book in order to move forward from the “crazy” notions of creativity. In this book I intend to put forward deliberate and systematic techniques that can be used in a formal manner by both individuals and groups. These techniques are directly and logically based on the behaviour of human perception as a self-organizing pattern-making system. There is no mystique at all about them. It was precisely to get away from the vague and mystical notion of creativity that I invented the term “lateral thinking” 47 years ago. Lateral thinking is specifically concerned with changing concepts and perceptions.

There are those who will be horrified by the notion of “serious” creativity and will see it almost as a contradiction in terms. To such people creativity means being free to mess around in the hope that somehow a new idea will emerge. It is true that in order to be creative we must be free of constraints, free of tradition, and free of history. But that freedom is more effectively obtained by using certain deliberate techniques than just by hoping to be free. A solid file is a better way of getting out of prison than exhortations to be free.

There are those who believe that systematic and deliberate tools cannot lead to creativity because any structures will immediately limit freedom. This is nonsense. There are indeed restricting structures such as railway lines and locked rooms. But many structures are liberating. A ladder is a liberating structure that allows you to get to places you would not otherwise have reached. Yet you are free to choose where to go with your ladder. A cup or glass is a liberating structure that allows us to drink much more conveniently. But the cup does not force our choice of drink. Mathematical notation is a liberating structure that allows us to do many things we would never be able to do otherwise. So there is nothing contradictory about systematic techniques that free us to develop new concepts and perceptions.

I regard creative thinking (lateral thinking) as a special type of information handling. It should take its place alongside our other methods of handling information: mathematics, logical analysis, computer simulation, and so on. There need be no mystique about it. A person sitting down with the deliberate intention of generating an idea in a certain area and then proceeding to use a lateral thinking technique systematically should represent a normal state of affairs.

In the book I shall be covering the three broad approaches to lateral thinking:


	Challenge

	Alternatives

	Provocation



In each area there are methods and techniques that can be learned, practised, and applied. The story of Peter Ueberroth and the Los Angeles Olympic Games illustrates how these techniques can be learned and applied. Peter Ueberroth had first learned about lateral thinking when he was my faculty host when I gave a 90-minute talk to the Young Presidents’ Organization in Boca Raton, Florida, in 1975. Nine years later, according to his interview in the Washington Post, he used lateral thinking to generate the new concepts that made such a success of the Los Angeles Olympic Games.

I want to make it clear that while this book may become a reference book on creative thinking, it has not been my purpose to lay out the principles of “teaching” creative thinking. That is not something that can be properly done in a book as it requires interactive experience and guidance. I shall, however, be setting up formal training sessions for those who do want to learn how to teach creative thinking. This book is a user’s book to help those who want to use creative thinking themselves.

This book is written for three categories of reader.


	Those who sense that creativity is going to become more and more important and want to know what can be done about it.

	Those who have always considered themselves to be creative and want to enhance their creative skill.

	Those who see no necessity at all for creativity.



I am aware that those in the third category are somewhat unlikely to buy the book in the first place. So their only hope of getting a better understanding of creative thinking is if someone makes them a present of the book in order to indicate what creative thinking is about and why it is important.

At this point I would like to distinguish between two types of creative output. We usually suppose that creative thinking will turn up a new idea that represents some sort of risk. Because the idea is new we are not sure if it will work. There may have to be an investment of time, money, energy, and hassle before the idea pays off. Many people and most organizations are somewhat reluctant to make this investment in time, money, energy, and hassle, even though they know that such investments are essential in the long run. But this is only one type of creative output. There is also a completely different type of idea.

The other type of creative output is an idea that immediately makes sense. You can see at once that the new idea is going to work and is going to save money or time or offer some other benefit. Let me illustrate this with a very simple example.

Add up the numbers from 1 to 10. The task is not difficult and you should get the answer 55. Now add up the numbers from 1 to 100. Again the task is not difficult, but it is very tedious and you might well make mistakes. Now imagine the numbers from 1 to 100 written down in a row as suggested below:

[image: image]

Now repeat the numbers from 1 to 100 but write them backwards under the first set of numbers as shown:

[image: image]

If you add up each pair, you will always get 101. This must be so because as you go along the top number increases by 1 and the bottom number decreases by 1 so the total must stay the same. So the total is 100 x 101. This is, of course, twice the total we needed because we have used two sets of numbers from 1 to 100. So we divide by 2 and get 50 x 101, or 5050. This method is not only very quick but there is little chance of making an error. In short, it is a much faster and much better way of adding the numbers 1 to 100.

In hindsight the method is perfectly logical. In practice very few people work out this method for themselves.

Another approach might be to “fold” the numbers over on themselves to give:

[image: image]

This gives 50 x 101, or 5050.

I am making no claims for creativity here because this sort of approach might be obtained by creative thinking or by visualization. The point I am making is that the new approach is immediately seen to be valuable. There is no risk involved.

There are times when creative thinking can produce this type of output: an idea that immediately makes sense. That it is logical in hindsight does not mean that it could have been reached by logic in foresight (as I have mentioned and as we shall again see later).

This is an important point because one of the main purposes for the use of creative thinking is to find better ways of doing things. It would be quite wrong to assume that creative thinking means only risk. Creativity also means insight and new perceptions that at once make sense.

The book is divided into three parts:

Part 1: The need for creativity

Part 2: Techniques and methods

Part 3: Application of creative thinking

There is nothing more marvellous than thinking of a new idea.

There is nothing more magnificent than seeing a new idea working.

There is nothing more useful than a new idea that serves your purpose.

fn1 Simon & Schuster, New York, 1969, and Jonathan Cape, London, 1969, now available from Penguin Books, London.

fn2 Viking/Penguin, New York, 1991, and London, 1990.
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THE NEED
FOR CREATIVE
THINKING


TAKE-AWAY VALUE

WHAT SORT OF benefits do I hope readers might derive from reading this book? What are the “take-away” values? With any book there might be the enjoyment of the time spent reading the book. There might be some new insights. There might be welcome confirmation of views you already hold.

In writing this book there are three intended levels of take-away value. Whether the book actually achieves these objectives is another matter.

The three levels are:


	Understanding the nature and logic of creativity

	The will and intention to make a creative effort

	Specific tools, techniques, and methods



UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE AND LOGIC OF CREATIVITY

Creativity is a messy and confusing subject and seems to range from devising a new toothpaste cap to Beethoven writing his Fifth Symphony. Much of the difficulty arises directly from the words “creative” and “creativity”.

At the simplest level “creative” means bringing into being something that was not there before. In a sense, “creating a mess” is an example of creativity. The mess was not here before and has been brought into being. Then we ascribe some value to the result, so the “new” thing must have a value. At this point we can begin to have artistic creativity because what the artist produces is new and has value.

We now have the notion that the creative output should not be “obvious” or “easy”. There has to be something unique or rare about it. Exceptional craftsmanship would fit here.

When we start to introduce concepts of “unexpectedness” and “change” we begin to get a different view of creativity.

There are some artists who are “productive stylists”. Such artists have a style of perception and a style of expression, both of which may be of high value. They work within this style. Since what is done today is not a repetition of what was done yesterday, there is something new and something of high value. So we rightly call such artists creative. But the element of change is missing.

I believe that the crude word “creativity” covers a wide range of different skills. In this book I do not set out to talk about artistic creativity. I have been told by playwrights, composers, poets, and rock musicians that they sometimes use my techniques of lateral thinking. That is always nice to hear, but I am not setting out to improve the skills of artistic creativity as such. I am very specifically concerned with the creative skills needed to change concepts and perceptions.

We can look at creativity as a mystery. Brilliant new ideas are produced and we do not know how they came about. We can study and analyse the behaviour of creative people, but this will not tell us very much, because often such people are themselves unaware of what triggered the brilliant idea.

My preference is to look directly at the behaviour of self-organizing information systems. These systems are patterning systems. They make and use patterns. From an analysis of the behaviour and potential behaviour in such systems we can get a very clear idea of the nature of creativity. All at once the mystique of creativity falls away. We can see how creativity works. We can also see how we might devise techniques to increase the possibility of new ideas. In a sense we come to look at the “logic” of creativity. The logic of creativity is the logic of patterning systems, as we shall see in a later chapter. No leap of faith or mystical acceptance is required. There is no mysterious black box labelled “in here it all happens”. The essence of creativity (or more properly, lateral thinking) is laid bare.

Many years ago I gave a talk to 1,200 PhDs working for the 3M company in Minneapolis. I believe it was the bulk of their research department. About eight years later a senior research executive told a friend of mine that that talk had had more effect on their research thinking than anything else they had ever done. The audience had consisted of technical people: electronic engineers, physicists, materials scientists, chemists, and so on. Such people tend to believe that creativity is fine for advertisers, packagers, marketers, and designers, but is not needed where there are physical laws and measurements to guide behaviour. Once, however, they could see the “logic” of creativity as the behaviour of patterning systems, their attitude was changed permanently.

This is an important point, because there are many people who do see the value of creative new ideas but are not prepared to accept the need of creativity if this need remains at an exhortation level. But once such people see the actual logical necessity for creativity – explained in a logical way – then the whole attitude changes.

Understanding the logic of creativity does not itself make you more creative. But it does make you aware of the necessity for creativity. It also explains the design of certain creative techniques and shows why apparently illogical techniques are actually quite logical within the logic of patterning systems. Above all, understanding the logic of creativity motivates a person to do something about creativity.

Some people claim not to be interested in the logic of creativity and are impatient to get on with the practical techniques. This is a mistake, because you will not use the tools effectively unless you know what lies behind the design of the tool. Those trainers who treat creative techniques as a bag of assorted tools should not be surprised if their students come to regard the techniques as mere gimmicks.

FOCUS AND INTENTION

This second level of take-away is concerned with motivation. It is the willingness of a person to pause and to focus on a point and then to set out to do some lateral thinking. At this moment specific techniques might not be involved. What is required is the investment of time, effort, and focus. There is the will to find a new idea.

At a reception in Melbourne, Australia, a young man came up to me and introduced himself as John Bertrand. He told me how he had been the skipper of the 1983 Australian challenge for the America’s Cup yacht race. This cup had never in all its 130-year history been taken away from the United States. John Bertrand told me how he and his crew had focused on point after point and set out to find new ideas. The most obvious was in the design of the winged keel. For the first time in history, the America’s Cup was taken away from the United States. This is a classical example of the will to find new ideas, the will to use lateral thinking.

Another story also comes from Australia. It was told to a friend of mine by the founder of the Red Telephone Company.

Red Telephones were pay phones maintained at a high standard and owned by a private company that has since been bought by Australian Telecom. The difficulty was that in Australia local calls were not timed; for the same initial cost, a user could talk for a long time. Long calls would reduce the revenue to the Red Telephone Company, since the phones would be occupied and others wanting to make several short calls could not do so. The company got only revenue per call, irrespective of the length of the call. I believe the founder came across my first book on lateral thinking and set himself the task of getting people to make shorter telephone calls. Any obvious way of limiting the call or asking for further payment was ruled out because such approaches would put the Red Telephones at a disadvantage compared with other phones.

In the end he did find a new approach. He arranged with the makers of the telephone handset to put a lot of lead into the handset. This made the handset heavy and long calls became very tiring. Apparently the idea worked.

Even when no specific lateral thinking techniques are used, there is a high value in simply pausing at a point with the determination to find new ideas and a new way of doing things.

Such motivation arises from an understanding of the possibility of new ideas and an understanding of the creative potential of the human mind.

On many occasions you may not be able to find a new idea, but in the long run the habit of pausing and putting in the effort to find a new idea will pay off.

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

After reading the central section of this book the reader will be equipped with some specific tools that can be used systematically and deliberately in order to generate new ideas. Of course, skill in the use of such tools will depend on practice. The more the tools are used, the more skilful will the use become. It is also true that some people will be better at using the tools than others. That is always the way with skills. Nevertheless, a valuable degree of creative skill can be acquired by anyone who sets out to acquire such skills.

I want to emphasize yet again that the tools are deliberate and can be used systematically. It is not a matter of inspiration or feeling in the mood or being creatively “high”. You can use the tools just as deliberately as you can add up a column of numbers.

Over the years many highly creative people have told me that they can usually rely on their own creative talent for new ideas. But when they want an outstanding idea they find it better to use some of the tools systematically instead of relying on natural talent. This has also been my experience. Whenever I use the techniques systematically and deliberately I usually surprise myself with an idea I have never had before. So these tools are not just crutches for those who cannot get going but useful techniques even for those who are highly creative. It is only fair to add that it does require some discipline and some effort to use the tools when your head is already full of possible ideas.

Many of the practitioners in the field deal with creativity from an inspirational point of view. If you get rid of your inhibitions you will be creative. If you learn to use your right brain you will be creative. If you trust your intuition you will be creative. If you get into a theta state you will be creative. If you get a creative “high” you will be creative. The emphasis is placed on altered mental states. From time to time these altered mental states may have a creative effect, but the same effect can be produced in a more reliable and systematic manner using deliberate tools. An altered mental state may indeed produce a provocation but provocations can be produced to order using the provocative tools and the word “po”.

Ever since I devised the basic lateral thinking tools many years ago they have been plagiarized, borrowed, and altered, usually without permission or acknowledgement. Even the more prestigious institutions in the field are not above borrowing methods and material without acknowledging the source. For example, the word “po” is now widely used.

One of the purposes of this book is to clarify the tools so that the essential power of the tool is made clear and the assorted paraphernalia are stripped away.

So the reader of the book should be able to learn some basic lateral thinking techniques. There still has to be the motivation to practise them and the will to use them. What was remarkable about Peter Ueberroth was his strong motivation (and leadership). It is not enough just to learn the tools and then never use them.

Some of the methods, like the Six Thinking Hats, are now widely used by major corporations and have changed the thinking behaviour of these corporations.

The third part of the book deals with the application of creative thinking and considers structures and settings that make it much easier to use the creative tools.


THE THEORETICAL NEED FOR CREATIVITY

HUMOUR IS BY far the most significant behaviour of the human brain.

I have said this many times before and I write it again without any sense of provocation. I mean it literally. Humour indicates, better than any other mental behaviour, the nature of the information system that gives rise to perception. This is a self-organizing information system.

Humour not only clearly indicates the nature of the system but also shows how perceptions set up in one way can suddenly be reconfigured in another way. This is the essence of creativity, and I shall explore it later in this section.

The neglect of humour by traditional philosophers, psychologists, information scientists, and mathematicians clearly shows that they were only concerned with passive, externally organized information systems. It is only very recently that mathematicians have become interested in nonlinear and unstable systems (chaos, catastrophe theory, and so on).

We need to distinguish two very broad types of information systems: passive systems and active systems. In passive systems the information and the information-recording surface are inert or passive. All the activity comes from an external organizer that relates the information and moves it around. In an active system, however, the information and the surface are active and the information organizes itself without the help of an external organizer. That is why such systems are called self-organizing.

Imagine a table on which there are placed a number of small balls (perhaps ball bearings). You are given the task of placing the balls in two neat lines. You set out to do this. You are the external organizer. Figure 1.1 and Figure 1.2 show the before and after of your organizing activity.

Suppose that instead of the smooth tabletop there had been two parallel gutters as shown in Figure 1.3. If you were to drop the balls randomly over the table the balls would entirely by themselves form two neat lines at the bottom of the gutters. In this second model you have not acted as an external organizer. There was no need because this is now a self-organizing system.

Of course, you would protest that the maker of the gutters was the real organizer of the system. This is absolutely correct. But suppose that previous balls had, through their impact, shaped these gutters. Then we have a truly self-organizing system.

We do not need to look far for an example of such a system. Rain falling onto a landscape will eventually form streams, rivers, and valleys. Once these have formed, future rainfall is channelled along these rivers and valleys. So the rain interacting with the landscape forms channels, which then affect the way future rain is collected and organized.

As far back as 1969 I contrasted the model of a towel onto which spoonfuls of ink were placed with a shallow dish of gelatin onto which heated spoonfuls of ink were placed. The towel represents the passive system, and the ink stains remain exactly where they were placed. But with the gelatin model the hot ink dissolves the gelatin and soon channels are formed in the same way that rain forms channels on a landscape. The gelatin has allowed the incoming ink to organize itself into channels or sequences.
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Figure 1.1
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Figure 1.2
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Figure 1.3



In the book The Mechanism of Mind and again in the book I Am Right You Are Wrongfn1 I described in detail how the nerve networks in the brain allow incoming information to organize itself into a sequence of temporarily stable states that succeed each other to give a sequence. There is no magic or mysticism about it. This is the simple behaviour of neural networks. The ideas first put forward in 1969 have since been elaborated by people such as John Hopfield at the California Institute of Technology, who started writing about such systems in 1979. In fact, Professor Murray Gell-Mann, who got his Nobel Prize for discovering the quark, once told me that in The Mechanism of Mind I was describing certain types of systems eight years before mathematicians got around to dealing with them.

Those who are interested in the details of how simple nerve networks can allow information to organize itself in patterns should read the two books mentioned, as well as other books in this field.

What it all amounts to is a system in which incoming information sets up a sequence of activity. In time this sequence of activity becomes a sort of preferred path or pattern. Neurochemists and neurophysiologists will argue over the precise enzymes involved in the process, but the overall picture (in its broad aspects) will not be changed.
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Figure 1.4



Once established, these patterns are most useful because they allow us to “recognize” things. Once the pattern has been triggered then we follow along it and see things in terms of previous experience. A simple pattern is suggested in Figure 1.4.

The difficulty with a simple pattern system is that there would have to be a huge number of patterns to deal with all manner of situations. Any new situation that did not lead directly into an existing pattern would have to be analysed afresh. The brain handles this problem in a very simple way.

Like rivers, the patterns have large catchment areas. This means that any activity within the catchment area is unstable and will lead towards the established pattern. This follows directly from a very simple type of behaviour. What computers find so hard to do (pattern recognition) the brain does instantly and automatically. The catchment area is shown as a sort of funnel in Figure 1.5.
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Figure 1.5
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Figure 1.6



So whenever we look at the world we are only too ready to see the world in terms of our existing patterns as suggested in Figure 1.6. This is what makes perception so powerful and so useful. We are rarely at a loss. We can recognize most situations. This is also why the analysis of information will not yield new ideas. The brain can only see what it is prepared to see (existing patterns). So when we analyse data we can only pick out the idea we already have. This is an important point with which I shall deal later.

[image: image]
Figure 1.7
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Figure 1.8



The point I want to make is that this pattern-forming and pattern-using behaviour of the neural networks of the brain is magnificent. Without it, life would be impossible. Perception is the process of setting up and then using these patterns.

But what happens if there is a side pattern, as suggested in Figure 1.7? Do we have to stop and consider every sidetrack? If we had to do this, life would be impossibly slow. In practice the situation never arises because the way the nerves are wired up, the dominant track suppresses the other track which, for the moment, ceases to exist. So we go along the main track with full confidence.
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Figure 1.9



If, however, we were to enter the side-track from another point, then we could follow that side-track back to the starting point. This process is shown in Figure 1.8.

We now come to the classic asymmetry (lack of symmetry) of patterns. As shown in Figure 1.9 the route from B to A is very direct but the route from A to B may be very roundabout.

It is precisely this phenomenon of asymmetry which gives rise to both humour and creativity.

In the telling of a joke we are taken along the main track. Suddenly we are shifted to the end of the side-track and immediately we see the track we might have taken.

“If I were married to you, I should put poison in your coffee.”

“And if I were married to you, I should drink the coffee.”

(This story is attributed to Winston Churchill and Lady Astor, but no one seems quite sure which way it went.)

“Hit me please,” said the masochist to the sadist.

“No,” said the sadist, enjoying it.

“Thank you so much,” said the masochist.

In both of these examples the mind goes out along one track, and then, after a momentary pause, zings back along the other track as suggested in Figure 1.10.

Returning to my seat on an airliner I hit my head on the overhead luggage locker. As I sat down the person next to me said, “I also hit my head on that locker, it must be too low.”

“On the contrary,” I said, “the trouble is that the locker is placed too high.”

There is nothing humorous about this exchange but there is the same sudden switch in perception – which eventually makes sense. If the luggage locker is really low then you see that you must duck your head. If the locker is placed really high, then it does not matter whether you duck or not. But if the locker is placed at a level that you do not think you need to duck, then you do not duck and you do hit your head.
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Figure 1.10



MODEL FOR CREATIVITY

The humour model of the asymmetric pattern is also the model for creativity. The time sequence of our experience has set up the routine perception track. We see things in a certain way.
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Figure 1.11



We expect things to be done in a certain way. If, somehow, we manage to cross over from the main track to the sidetrack then we can track back to the starting point and get our creative “insight” or new idea, as suggested in Figure 1.11.

But how do we get to the “idea point” on the side-track? That is precisely where the techniques of provocation come in. They are methods of helping us to escape from the main track in order to increase our chances of getting to the side-track. That is also the basis of the expression lateral thinking. The “lateral” refers to moving sideways across the patterns instead of moving along them as in normal thinking.

Using the same model we can also see why every valuable creative idea must always be logical in hindsight. If we were to jump out of the main track in order to create a “new idea” at point C then we would have no way of fitting that idea into our existing value system. We would have no way of telling whether the idea was truly crazy or simply unrecognizable in our present state (patterns) of knowledge. So we can only recognize ideas that do have a logical link-back. It therefore follows that all valuable creative ideas must be logical in hindsight. To put it more simply: the word “valuable” automatically means logical in hindsight.

In summary, the brain is a wonderful device for allowing incoming information to organize itself into patterns. Once these patterns are formed, with their broad catchment areas, we use those patterns in the process known as perception. The patterns are not symmetric. This lack of symmetry gives rise both to humour and to creativity.

This then is the logical need for creativity. It is the logic of self-organizing patterning systems.

There is a further argument for the need for creativity; some people find this further argument easier to understand. Perceptive readers will note that the second argument is really no more than a restatement of the first one in a different context.

THE TIME SEQUENCE TRAP

Imagine a system that collects information over time. The information does not all arrive at once but in dribs and drabs. Suppose that at every moment the system tries to make the best use of the information available. Obviously this sort of system resembles individuals, institutions, corporations, cultures, and so on. Information is gathered over time and the system tries to make the best use of what has become available.

We can play a simple game in which letters are presented one at a time. The task is always to form a known word.


	The first letter is A.

	This is followed by T to give the word AT.

	The next letter is R, which is simply added to give RAT.



The letters represent incoming information and the total available information is used to make up a word.


	The next letter is E to give the word RATE.

	The next letter is G, which gets added to give GRATE.



So far the new information has been easily added on to the existing structures.


	The next letter is T. There is no easy way this can be added on. A new word can only be formed by going back and disrupting existing structures to reassemble the letters to give TARGET.



In this simple example we can see how the time sequence of arrival of information sets up structures which have to be disrupted in order to put things together in a different way. This process is a useful definition of creativity. Without creativity we cannot move forward in such a system.

It might be argued that at each stage all the letters should be freed up and then the new letter added to the jumble and a new word formed. In real life, of course, it is impossible to disrupt all existing concepts, perceptions, words, or institutions in order to put the old information and the new information together in the best possible way.

After a while the items of information are no longer as separable as the letters in the game. For example, the cluster RAT has survived so long that it has now become a solid piece and resists disruption. In exactly the same way, basic perceptions resist disruption.

We need creativity in order to break free from the temporary structures that have been set up by a particular sequence of experience.

As I suggested, perceptive readers will see that the time sequence effect is the same as the patterning effect. It is the time sequence of experience that sets up the routine patterns of experience; we need to escape from these to put together new sequences.

Most people will accept these points. The difficulty arises when a person believes that it is a simple matter of rearranging the existing pieces into a new format. This might seem easy in the tabletop model of passive information systems but it is extremely difficult in self-organizing information systems because the information is no longer separable but becomes an integrated part of the pattern. Changing patterns is just as difficult as trying to give a word a totally new meaning whenever you choose to. Words are patterns of perception and experience.

So we see that there is an absolute need for creativity in any self-organizing system and, indeed, in any system in which new information is added to existing information in an integrating fashion.

If the human mind were to work like a library, new information could simply be stacked on empty shelves with no attempt to integrate it into the existing system. That would then be a waste of the new information. This, of course, is what we do when we do not use creativity and when the new information cannot be integrated into the old information.

Creativity is not simply a way to make things better. Without creativity we are unable to make full use of the information and experience that is already available to us and is locked up in old structures, old patterns, old concepts, and old perceptions.

fn1 Viking: London, 1990, Viking: New York, 1991.


THE PRACTICAL NEED FOR CREATIVITY

LIFE INSURANCE IS a very traditional industry controlled by tradition and regulations. One day Ron Barbaro, the chief executive of Prudential Canada at that time, who is a strong user of lateral thinking, came up with a sort of provocation: why not pay out life insurance benefits before the policy-holder dies? This led to the concept of “living benefits”; any policy holder who falls sick with an illness that might be terminal is immediately entitled to 75 per cent of the benefits that would have been payable on death. This concept has been a big success and has been imitated by many others because it makes life insurance much more attractive by turning it partially into catastrophic illness insurance. It was partly on the success of this idea and also on his skill in seeing the idea through that Ron Barbaro was soon chosen to be president of Prudential Insurance (USA).

Tony O’Reilly, once the chief executive of Heinz, tells how a cost-cutting exercise so reduced the labour force in a tuna-processing factory that too much fish was being left on the bones. An increase in staff increased the costs again but saved enough tuna flesh to pay for the increased costs and add to the profit.

Singapore is one of the countries most determined to succeed. The government spends 20 per cent of the budget on education. There is always a huge attendance whenever I give seminars in Singapore – but there used to be a problem. Effective seminars depend on participation from the audience: the offering of ideas, alternatives, and so on. In Latin countries this is never a problem since each member of the audience knows that his or her ideas are the best in the room. But in Singapore no one would offer any comment. In a subject like “creativity” you cannot easily point to a person and demand that the person be creative. This can be unfair and embarrassing.

I decided to use the “random word” technique in a formal manner. The random word was obtained from a list of 60 words by glancing at my watch and noting the position of the second hand. The word “gun” immediately suggested a specific aim. You did not usually just shoot a gun into the air and hope to hit something. From this came the idea of numbering the tables and lettering every position on the tables. So I could now ask for an output from table 12, position D. The response was wonderful and I now got as much feedback as I needed. It seems that the participants had not been shy but they saw no virtue in pushing themselves forward. The numbering of each position at once gave them an official status and they were then happy to share their thoughts.

Benetton is a highly successful company in a very crowded and competitive field. The company was started by three brothers and a sister in Italy. One of the brothers was an ordinary accountant and the sister was a seamstress. The success of the company depended on some strong concepts. Traditionally garment makers make up garments and try to persuade store buyers to buy and stock the garments. Instead Benetton decided to get right next to the customer by opening small and simple stores. The next part of the concept was to sell “colour”, not “shape”. So garments were left in their natural grey or undyed state. If customers started to buy red garments then the garments were dyed red. If the customers were buying mauve garments then the garments were dyed mauve. Sophisticated computer systems gave a flexibility of response almost as great as for mail order.

Each of these four examples indicates one aspect of the practical need for creativity.

In the case of the Singapore seminar, there was a problem and no standard way of solving that problem. Where there is no standard way or where the standard way is not available then there may be a practical need for creative thinking.

In the case of the Heinz tuna processors, a cost-cutting programme had gone wrong. It is easy enough to cut costs just by slashing employment numbers and then hoping that the survivors will be able to cope. Today that approach is seen as dangerous and inefficient. There is a need to rethink and to restructure the work before cutting the numbers. This can require creativity.

The example of Benetton shows the great power of new concepts in a highly competitive industry. Doing the old things better is not going to be enough. There is a need to do things differently.

The Prudential example shows that even within a traditional industry it is possible to create a powerful new idea that opens up new opportunities. There was no need for Ron Barbaro to design a new idea. There was not a real problem to solve. But he is the sort of man who is driven by creativity to develop new concepts and so open up opportunities.

At this point we could say that the practical need for creativity falls into two areas:


	Where there is a real need for a new idea and we cannot proceed without a new idea. It may be a problem, a crisis, or a conflict. Other approaches have failed. Creativity is the only hope.

	Where there is no pressing need for a new idea but a new idea offers opportunity, advantage, and benefit.



COST-CUTTING AND QUALITY PROGRAMMES

Many organizations give cost-cutting top priority. In many cases analysis will, by itself, help in the cost-cutting exercise. But there are times when design is also required. There is a need to redesign a function so that it can be done at lower cost. Do you simply buy cheaper materials to keep the cost down or find ways of reducing the wastage in order to let you continue to buy superior materials? It is a mistake to assume that cost-cutting is purely an analytical procedure.

A change in the way something is done may be much more effective than just doing less of it. A company that had huge bills for maintenance of its motorcycle fleet sold the bikes to their users and paid them a use fee. The cost savings were considerable.

The same sort of considerations apply to quality programmes. There are times when creativity needs to be brought in as a tool in order to achieve some quality objective. There may be problems to be solved.

It also needs to be kept in mind that doing the old things with more quality may not be the right answer. There may need to be a change in what is being done. Quality programmes can sometimes be misleading because they seem to start with the assumption that what is being done is what should be done and all that is required is to tune up the quality. Doing the old things with better and better quality will not suddenly lead to doing things differently. Nor should we devalue the word quality by making the word cover “all that needs to be done”. Quality means doing what is now being done with better quality.

Another popular programme is “continuous improvement”. It is obvious that from time to time improvement may need some creative input. If something has always been done in the same way, then there may be a need for creative thinking to challenge that way and to suggest a better way of doing things. “Improvement” is one of the major areas of use for creative thinking and I shall be dealing with that later.

The main point is that wherever thinking is needed there is a need for information, for analysis, and for creativity. Concepts and perceptions are a basic part of all thinking that is not simple routine.

MAINTENANCE MANAGEMENT

Although it is rarely expressed, most managers have a “maintenance” attitude. They feel that their job is to keep things going and to solve problems as they arise. It is someone else’s business to worry about products or strategy or financing. Deviations from this maintenance management would be high risk with the possibility of failure.

The success of an organization would depend on market muscle or a strong niche position. Backed up by competent management, this would be enough.

Maintenance management is strongly oriented towards problem solving. When problems arise they have to be solved. If there are no problems then everything is satisfactory.

Unfortunately, in a highly competitive world, maintenance management is no longer the sufficient concept that it might once have been. While you are seeking to maintain your current position your competitors are seeking to get ahead of you.

Even within maintenance management there is a need for creativity to solve the problems that arise from time to time. This is only the “fix-it” side of creativity. Fixing problems as they arise is not usually enough to ensure survival of an organization.

COMPETITION AND SUR/PETITION

Even classic competition itself is becoming part of maintenance management. There is a need to keep up with competitors in terms of price, quality, distribution, and promotion. There is a need for some product differentiation and marketing initiatives.

In the book Sur/petitionfn1 I discuss how competition will no longer be enough in the future and why there will be a need to shift to sur/petition. The word competition means “seeking together”. This means
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