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			Praise for Evolutionary Ideas

			“Sam Tatam connects theory with practical illustrations to make a case for the vital role of behavioural science in modern innovation. A wonderfully valuable book!”

			—Nir Eyal, author of Hooked and Indistractable

			“A provocative case for the role of behavioural science in contemporary innovation.”

			—Dilip Soman, Canada Research Chair in Behavioural Science and Economics at University of Toronto,  author of The Last Mile

			“This book is fabulous and fascinating, teeming with insights about the psychology of innovation, not least that most innovation is not revolutionary but evolutionary.”

			—Matt Ridley, author of How Innovation Works

			“Evolutionary Ideas is a hothouse of fresh insights, ready to invade your brain and take a life on their own.  Every innovator should read it.”

			—Chiara Varazzani, Lead Behavioural Scientist, OECD

			“A wonderful mix of fresh stories and robust experiments that helps explain the world around us. A must-read for anyone interested in out-innovating their competition.”

			—Richard Shotton, author of The Choice Factory

			“Sam lays out the case for an evolutionary approach to innovation and problem solving in an engaging, accessible and – most importantly – usable way. In short, evolution is a way of thinking about innovation that can be applied to any area of human endeavour and Evolutionary Ideas gives you the tools and strategies to get started, now.”

			—Eaon Pritchard, Brand Strategist and author of Where Did It All Go Wrong? and Shot By Both Sides

			“Why invent a revolutionary solution with so many existing solutions out there, in our society and in nature alike, that can easily evolve to fit the problem? Sam Tatam not only makes a compelling case for using evolutionary ideas, he also packs this book with examples and, more importantly, inspiration for anyone who needs to solve a problem.”

			—Koen Smets, Adjunct Assistant Professor at  Saint Louis University

			“People are always searching for the next revolutionary idea. But, as Sam Tatam shows in this captivating tour of evolutionary ideas, the best ways of generating solutions may be right in front of us. The engaging real-life examples in this book make getting a new dimension to your thinking effortless!”

			—Michael Hallsworth, PhD, Managing Director,  BIT Americas 

			“With the explosion of demand for behaviour change programmes, many of us struggle: we feel we should design behaviour change interventions from scratch. Sam shows why and how to use what already exists. Smart, sharp and very timely. Read this and steal!”

			—Mark Earls, author of HERD and Copy Copy Copy
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			Foreword by Rory Sutherland

			Imagine just for a moment that you’re in a party of 100 people setting off to climb a high and distant mountain. You have no satellite imagery. You have no relief map of the mountain, nor much in the way of information on its shape, other than what you can see at a distance from one side. You certainly don’t know where the gullies are, you don’t know where the rivulets are, the glaciers, the impenetrable cliffs.

			Well, one sensible approach might be something like this: you would all break up into different parties and approach the mountain from different sides. Some of you, perhaps, would try approaching the north face, others might try the south col or the northeast ridge.

			You would then remain in rough contact with each other, occasionally shouting to Bob, “I think there’s a path over here,” or “Jane, I think I might have found a better ascension on the face 200 yards to the west.” Some parties would give up entirely, finding themselves in an impassable bind or facing an unexpected cliff. At which point they would retrace their steps or even return to base camp to start the climb afresh from a new angle, based on what they have seen and heard.

			Eventually, someone will make it to the top.

			And it’s at this point that two things will immediately happen.

			Everybody will remember the name of the person who first made it to the top, and credit him or her with some special power of genius. They will, equally certainly, very quickly forget the other unfortunates who, though their approaches were perhaps no less worthy, had ended up sidetracked, wrong footed or stymied through no fault of their own.

			It may even be that the success of the first person to reach the summit was ultimately dependent on inherited learning from people who had visibly failed, or who had succeeded disproportionately well lower down the mountain, and who had passed on the lower route to the victor before being sidetracked into a crevasse themselves.

			(The British award, the OBE, has often been jokingly said to stand for Other Buggers’ Efforts.)

			But all those failures will be quickly forgotten, with all the focus now on the ultimate victor, and the effective, though not necessarily optimal, series of decisions that led them to succeed first.

			And then the second thing happens.

			Once you’re at the top, of course, with the benefit of altitude and a new perspective, the best route up the mountain is completely obvious to you. Looking down from your new vantage point, the route up presents itself as though it was obvious all along.

			And so you forget about all the wrong turns and the sidetracks. And the misdirected effort. You forget about the wrong turns you yourself made in making it to the top, and even more about the exploratory work done by your fellow climbers who ultimately failed.

			In time, the story becomes rewritten to suggest that the perfect route, now self-evident in retrospect, was the route you took all along. There were no failures, there were no sidetracks, and no one was unexpectedly kiboshed through a sensible but ultimately inescapable turn into an impassable gulley. You, and you alone, made it from the bottom to the top via the only plausible route as a product of your own conscious and deliberate actions and nothing more than that. It was a triumph of reason, nothing else.

			And that is why we always give the evolutionary mechanism far too little credit for its importance.

			It’s the same reason why there are far too few famous Belgians. Or Canadians.

			You see, when a Canadian becomes famous everyone assumes they are an American; when a Belgian becomes famous, everyone assumes they are French or Dutch.

			And whenever evolutionary processes pay off, their spectacular and irreplaceable contribution to success is misattributed in hindsight to acts of intentional design.

			For some reason, perhaps itself a product of evolutionary psychology, it is very difficult to get people to see the world this way.

			Sir John Harington, the Elizabethan courtier and poet (and, for trivia buffs, inventor of the toilet and ancestor of the actor Kit Harington, who played John Snow in Game of Thrones) spotted something of this asymmetry of attribution when he wrote:

			Treason doth never prosper? What’s the reason?

			For if it prosper, none dare call it treason.

			What Harington spotted is that there are very few documented cases of successful treason, because when treason is successful it is always called something else afterwards: for instance it might be rebranded as a war of independence, or a revolution.

			If you have an American to hand, you can even try this experiment for yourself. If you explain that the American War of Independence was a narrow uprising based on grievances confected by a small number of rich, slave-owning plantation owners and other land-hungry men, motivated in large part by greed, and entirely lacking in democratic legitimacy,1 you will be stating a perfectly arguable position (and one where there is even a happy counterfactual, in the shape of Canada, to suggest what might have happened otherwise). Yet, interestingly, you will be met not with any counter-argument, but by a mix of annoyance and complete bemusement. I’m not blaming Americans for this at all – all countries have their own explanatory self-serving narratives constructed after the events they describe, my own more than most. It’s simply revealing how difficult it is to provide alternative explanations once a palatable and believable narrative has taken hold in an individual or group.

			And for some reason the evolutionary narrative, once simplified by one thinker as “Things are the way they are because they got that way,” always loses out to a narrative centred around deliberate, conscious intention and design.

			I think this mixture of narrative bias and survivorship bias explains what we so often get wrong about most human progress. The process in reality involves much more experimentation and failure than we ever like to acknowledge in retrospect.

			Again, once we’ve made some kind of breakthrough, the pathway becomes clear in retrospect as though it was clear all along: hindsight is always 20:20. There is the successful route, and all other routes are rapidly forgotten or disparaged as self-evidently wrong-headed, the names of the people who took them often lost to history.

			Yet successes may not arise from intention at all: often they may be the fortunate survivors of, and the only visible participants in, a random process of variation and selection.

			Is there a parallel universe where, owing to a few quirks of timing, The Beatles ended up being a smaller band than The Kinks? I think it’s entirely plausible that an all-knowing God who happened to be a big Ray Davies fan might engineer such an outcome. Just don’t try arguing that to a Beatles fan. And don’t go to someone involved in planning and strategy and suggest that their successes may sometimes be the unintended consequences of things they never predicted or devised. They really won’t like it.

			Yet understanding this distinction, and the asymmetric way we are inclined to see it, matters a great deal. For if we misunderstand the origins of progress, we will misdirect our efforts in attempting to create more of it.

			[image: ]

			This book is a perfect companion to an earlier book, by Matt Ridley, called How Innovation Works. Ridley is by background a biologist. And he understands that, actually, variation and selection with a mechanism for rewarding success and weeding out failure, or eradicating it as quickly as possible, is a far better mechanism for the advancement and development of technologies than deliberate directed investment, based on certain possibly wrongheaded preconceptions.

			Ridley makes the point that evolutionary processes play a much greater part in advances than we properly acknowledge. And he also explains how this stochastic process, over time, can produce outcomes that planned intent could never obtain. There are mountains climbed by evolution which are unclimbable by other means.

			But what my friend Sam Tatam does in this book is to take it one stage further.

			For one thing, through his study of biomimicry, he makes the point that we can translate evolutionary progress in one sphere of activity into seemingly unrelated areas. Following the system of TRIZ, which is explained in this book, he documents some of the recurring patterns which are found in successful problem solving, and provides a template not for replacing evolutionary processes but for amplifying them and replicating them.

			But he also does something else which I welcome wholeheartedly. He makes the point that the same recurring patterns of evolved intelligence can be found and reproduced in the psychological aspects of innovation just as they are in the technological aspects of innovation.

			Why does this matter? Because just as we tend to downplay in hindsight the role that variation and selection play in the development of any new invention, we also grossly underestimate the role played by marketing, presentation, advertising, persuasion and salesmanship in encouraging people to adopt a new technology in the first place.

			Once we are persuaded to adopt a new technology, we tend to supply reasons of our own as to why we adopted it, and the role of the external persuasion is completely forgotten. In the aftermath of a purchase, we forget that we were sold something, and rebrand it as a choice. It’s that famous Belgian problem all over again.

			To put it another way, do I think it a coincidence that Edison, Jobs, Ford and Musk are spectacular hucksters as much as they are (or were) inventors? No, I do not.

			Now, I would say this, wouldn’t I? I work in advertising, as does the author of this fabulous book. But I think it’s a point worth making, that the role of marketing and advertising – which is also a game of experimentation, variation and selection – is an essential and often ignored handmaiden to innovation.

			Successes in marketing seem obvious in retrospect, but are rarely obvious at the time. It is for this reason that we not only need to experiment more, but also benefit from evolutionary pattern recognition in deciding what to test. Evolution does not repeat itself, but it does rhyme.

			Evolution does not repeat itself, but it does rhyme.

			And here, I think things become particularly interesting, because I think behavioural science, as Sam has spotted, doesn’t always provide you with right answers but it does provide you with sensible – and often unexpected – things to test in the psychological domain.

			I suspect many great technological successes are really marketing successes in disguise. The genius of Uber, for example, lies in the app’s map and its reapplication of an extraordinary psychological insight – that people often care about the uncertainty of waiting far more than about the duration. An engineer would measure the time of a wait – a psychologist would consider the mental state of the person waiting. The map, by solving the uncertainty problem through psychological means, contributes far more to Uber’s success than the technologists behind it would probably like to acknowledge.

			This same discovery had been made years before in train departure information systems. But no one had thought of documenting the finding and applying it to taxis.

			Aided by Sam’s approach, I think that in the next 10 to 20 years advances in psychology may prove to be just as important to the improvement of the human condition as technology is today. And as such, I think, by taking what is a focused but still evolutionary approach, and translating it into the sphere of perception, psychology and phenomenology, the following pages provide us not with a rulebook but a signpost to better directed experimentation – and a faster, more human kind of progress.

			rory sutherland

			London, 2021

			

			
				
					1 Notably the native and enslaved population, who had no say in the revolution, overwhelmingly supported the Crown.

				

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I can still remember when I was first exposed to what I now know as psychology.

			I would have been about nine or ten when I was given a homework project from school. The task was to write a simple how-to guide. Today, I would call this an open brief. Over the following days I can remember other kids confidently returning with elaborate recipes for delicious pancakes, impressive paper aeroplanes and wondrous ant-farms. I, on the other hand, was a bit lost.

			Going home for some inspiration, I asked my parents for some ideas. My dad (an accountant by profession who should really have worked in a more creative field) considered the challenge and gave me what at the time was a confusing response.

			“Why don’t you teach people how to make a crowd?”

			(Head scratch.)

			“How?” I asked.

			“All you need to do is look up,” he said.

			Now I was even more confused. “Well, if you look up, someone behind you will stop to see what you’re looking at. If two people are looking up, next thing you know, there’ll be three…”

			Unlike the other kids, this recipe needed no eggs, no flour or milk. There was no paper or soil. It cost nothing yet had the potential to influence others through this simple appreciation of innate human behaviour.

			It was magic.

			Ever since, I have been interested in these kinds of ideas and how understanding human psychology can conjure up value from virtually nowhere. Today, I’m lucky to make a living in a business where ideas and creativity are our product – and psychology is our core ingredient. By training, I’m an Organisational Psychologist. For a decade I’ve worked at the coal face of applied behavioural science within one of the greatest creative networks on the planet. From Sydney to Silicon Valley, New York to Nigeria, I’ve been fortunate to experience how the combination of behavioural science and creativity can help us address some of the most interesting and challenging problems we all face.

			I decided to write this book to illuminate the vast opportunities the fields of behavioural science and evolutionary psychology offer contemporary innovation. Through this book, my ambition is to help us spend less time developing expensive and high-risk solutions and more time embracing, and imaginatively executing, psychological solutions that have been road tested over time.

			I will share a process that can be learned, yet still applied magically.

			You’re about to embark on a journey to identify patterns of evolved psychological solutions. You will see that, once you know what you’re looking for, these solutions can be consciously redeployed to solve some of the most important challenges you face.

			Through them, you will find a faster, more efficient, and more effective approach to innovate creatively.

			The path we’ll take

			This book is structured in two parts. The first will arm you with the tools required for Evolutionary Ideas and the second will teach you how to generate them.

			In the first part we’ll see that, when faced with novel challenges, despite our tendency to seek radical and revolutionary innovation, better ideas exist in nature. From biology and technology to our evolved psychology, we’ll learn that there are patterns of existing solutions all around us. In fact, many of the world’s greatest innovations are themselves adaptations. We’ll see that the process of creativity can be systematic and that the classification of behavioural science can be our playbook. By asking more powerful questions we’ll learn that we can accelerate innovation through conscious adaptation, breeding new ideas from those that already exist.

			In the second half of the book we will learn how you can apply this thinking to solve five of the most fundamental challenges faced in business, innovation and behaviour change. We’ll explore how evolved psychological solutions can be creatively applied to (1) reinforce trust, (2) aid decision making, (3) trigger action, (4) boost loyalty and (5) improve experiences. We will focus on the process and the raw ingredients of innovation – those that can be transported and utilised elsewhere, not just the specific execution or the scale of the outcome.

			Itself an adaptation

			This book is for problem solvers. While I work in the creative field, it’s not just a book for advertisers or marketing departments (although it’s extremely useful there). Its aim is to provide prompts for people looking to solve old problems in new ways (or indeed, new problems in old ways).

			Some may ask “why another book on behavioural science?” It’s true, much has been written on the subject and this book is, itself, an adaptation. It has been made possible by the many brilliant minds from behavioural science, evolutionary psychology and innovation strategy – authors who have penned their thoughts and research before me. My role has been one of observation and orchestration. 

			In addition, while I have endeavoured to represent the latest research in the field, this is neither a strict piece of academic thinking, nor an exhaustive playbook of psychological solutions for the challenges this book identifies. There will, undoubtedly, be some who read this book and view it as an over-simplification. Others may argue it’s too complex. At different stages of the book, it’s probably both. On some occasions we will willingly approach concepts in an over-simplistic fashion to make their value more pragmatic and creatively applicable.

			My ambition is that Evolutionary Ideas adds to society by providing new ways of thinking about applied behavioural science and the vast opportunity this discipline brings innovation today. This book shares the foundations of a systematic model of psychological innovation, albeit a philosophy more than a mechanical rulebook. My hope is that it provides a starting point to organise this theory in a way which will enable more creative solutions in the future.

			Welcome to Evolutionary Ideas.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In a secret laboratory hidden deep within Silicon Valley, a revolutionary idea is born.

			Nurtured by a small team of rockstar scientists and shrouded in secrecy, it is an innovation with the potential to transform technology and human interaction with it.

			Decades ahead of its time, on 4 April 2012, when the project was first announced, it was heralded as such. 

			Time magazine would go on to declare it product of the year, with everyone from celebrities and CEOs to presidents and global royalty wanting a piece of it. The Simpsons dedicated an entire episode to it and Vogue even gave it a 12-page spread. It was an innovation that captured the imagination.

			This is a story about one of the most highly anticipated technology breakthroughs of all time.

			When first demonstrated publicly, it was revealed as courageously as the innovation itself. Brought to life by sky divers jumping from a zeppelin, roof-top bikers, and abseilers down the side of the Moscone exhibition complex in San Francisco, no expense was spared. On 27 June pre-orders were offered to a select few, and from Spring 2013 it was made available to the public – but even then, not the open market. Enthusiastic shoppers were asked to pledge their case on Twitter to buy it (at a $1,500 price tag, no less). Two years later it was made available to all. Then came the biggest announcement yet.

			As quickly as it arrived, it was going away.

			This is the story of Google Glass. A dream so many believed in, left shattered.

			What went wrong?

			Despite Google’s best attempts to ensure Glass didn’t become a Segway for your face, it was seen as over-hyped and impractical. The public’s disappointment was instantaneous. A wearable computer strapped to a pair of glasses, it was stuck in a strange paradox of celebrities wanting it, and everyday consumers not really understanding why they would ever need it. While it had several clever functions, critics argued none of them worked particularly well – offering little to compete against existing smartphones and watches. Glass was clunky. It was heavy and had terrible battery life.

			And it looked weird.

			The thought of having cameras wrapped around everyone’s faces made people feel uneasy. Society was genuinely afraid of it – it was creepy. The New York Times ran a front-page story questioning whether it might put an end to privacy as we know it. Banks, bars, cinemas and strip clubs(!) soon began to ban it. Before long, Glass’s early adopters, branded Explorers by Google, were relabelled as Glassholes by the public. Google’s requirement to change social etiquette for the product to survive was just too heavy a lift. While there were some technical queries, ultimately it was social trepidation that sealed its fate.

			The promise of Glass was to create technology that worked for us. In the end, it seems you can have the might of Google and all the sky divers in the world, but if there’s a small risk of you live-streaming your next trip to the bathroom, that’s pretty much the end of it.

			In their excitement to revolutionise the industry and create an innovation the world had never seen, Google failed to identify the uniquely human challenge that stood in their way. Although an impressive device, people didn’t really know what to do with it, nor feel comfortable with it once they did. Never truly adopted, it was destined to be an invention in search of a problem.

			Just because it glitters, it isn’t necessarily gold.
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			Google Glass isn’t the first casualty of this sort of revolutionary thinking, and it won’t be the last. While the story of Glass is one of very public disappointment, the unfortunate truth is that this is more common than we would care to think. Harvard Business School professor Clayton Christensen explained that the world of innovation remains “painfully hit and miss.”2 Of the 30,000 new products introduced every year, an estimated 95% flop.3

			We live in a competitive environment. Good ideas, stable businesses and powerful campaigns survive; the bad ones die out. In this selective game of innovation we could reasonably assume that our success would eventually improve over time. Sadly, that improvement remains elusive. The Wall Street Journal4 approximates that three of four start-ups go bust and not only do 70% of organisational transformations fail, Forbes5 tells us this figure is increasing. Despite the efforts of brands, governments and entrepreneurs across the globe, the collateral damage of well-intended revolutionary thinking is astonishing.

			“Radical innovation is what many people seek, for it is the big, spectacular form of change.”

			—Don Norman

			When you first saw the cover of this book, you may be forgiven for having read it as Revolutionary Ideas. Our brains have a habit of seeing what they expect – and with our modern-day culture’s fetish for the radical and novel we end up expecting little else. In life and business, our obsessions are a similar search for the radical and revolutionary. From weight-loss miracles and viral campaigns to the launches of mega-brands and the search for (venture capital) unicorns, we are hungry for novel and game-changing ideas. The field of marketing remains particularly obsessed with the big and the new. It’s believed, almost universally, that radical and revolutionary innovation is what it takes to compete and win.

			But chasing revolutions is high-risk business. We assume organisations underspend on it, but what if leaders are actually doing too much of it? In the pursuit of breakthrough innovations, many businesses adopt the strategy of funding a large selection of innovative projects hoping for a rare success to pay for the remaining failures. In their Harvard Business Review article on the subject, Noubar Afeyan and Gary Pisano describe this as “the shots-on-goal” fallacy.6 That is, the belief that by the laws of probability – or sheer luck – you’ll eventually score.

			For many, when it comes to innovation, it’s as if we’re rolling the dice.

			This book introduces a new way of approaching innovation. But before we get there, to truly embrace the alternative, it’s helpful for us to first unpack our insatiable appetite for the revolutionary. Why is a ‘creationist mindset’ and the allure of the big, novel and radical so strong (particularly when modern corporate culture so openly supports concepts like marginal gains and adaptability)? Why do we continue to be blinded by the prospect of the revolutionary? Underpinning this is a dangerous concoction of our obsession with intention and status, as well as a desire for psychological ‘coherence’ (we’ll learn more about this in a moment), all washed down with a generous serving of optimism – the belief that this time it will be different.

			The lone genius

			From Archimedes and Leonardo da Vinci to Marie Curie and Steve Jobs, history has been taught in terms of legendary visionaries and lone mavericks. Across cultures we continue to celebrate an exclusive trophy cabinet of individuals who have changed our path through their bravery or genius – their ‘moon-shot’ discoveries and inventions single-handedly changing the world.

			Human history, argues biologist and best-selling author Matt Ridley, has a misleading emphasis on planning, direction and design. We have an infatuation with human intentionality and are obsessed by this myth of a lone genius receiving a blinding flash of inspiration or wisdom. We find it hard to imagine it any other way. In the words of Ridley, “A battle is won, so a general must have won it.”7 This expectation of revolutionary outcomes, unlocked by individual mastery and intention, is then expected of organisational leadership.

			Imagine for a moment you’re the CEO of BMW. In such a prestigious role, it’s understandable to perceive your remit as making significant impacts by exposing new and exciting opportunities for growth: the blue sky. Getting involved with something seemingly inconsequential, like optimising the process of signing up for a test drive, may seem below your level of status. But these can actually be the kinds of activities that have the greatest impact on an organisation’s performance. In many cases, the incremental and trivial is delegated to the junior. It’s beneath our dignity.

			In a similar vein, when in a position of leadership, we’re often too ashamed to suggest minor or adapted solutions to challenges, considering them too small or obvious to make a difference. If a leader isn’t making big, bold, radical decisions, are they even a leader at all?

			Bring a knife to a knife fight

			A little while ago I was watching my young daughter (she was two at the time) watering some plants. There were two: a small pot plant and a large one. She had a single watering can. As I watched, she walked up to the small pot and gave it a tiny drop then, without missing a beat, continued to empty the rest of the water into the larger pot. Even at such a young age she had determined that the small plant only needed a little water, and the big plant needed the rest. Sometimes known as a proportionality bias, this pervasive mental short-cut leads us to particularly dangerous territory when it comes to innovation.

			By creating a persistent instinct that solutions need to match the size and shape of their problem, the proportionality bias has wrought havoc across a number of human domains – as documented by psychologists and sociologists.8,9 Throughout human history, individuals have selected cures that are proportionate to the nature of a specific illness. In ancient Chinese medicine, the visually impaired were fed ground bat in the belief that bats had particularly keen vision. It’s also been known for ancient physicians to prescribe the lungs of the fox (known for their endurance) to asthmatics. This proportionality bias has been recognised in the emergence of conspiracy theories (“How is it possible for a lone gunman to assassinate the President?”) and helping us to explain our difficulty comprehending the explosive impact of epidemics (“There’s no way a tiny mosquito could lead to something as devastating as yellow fever!”).

			Here, the inputs simply don’t equal their outputs.

			A fascinating illustration of proportionality has been further identified when observing craps shooters – the famous casino dice game.10 In these scenarios, astonishingly, people tend to roll the dice gently when looking for a low number and more forcefully when hoping for a high one. It seems we have a habit of searching for solutions (the forcefulness of the roll) that feel like they match our desired outcome (a high or low figure).

			The same can be true of innovation. The more surprising, complex, or significant a problem, the bigger and more extravagant we feel the solution needs to be. Big problems need big ideas and new problems need new ideas. When faced with a challenge we’ve never seen before, we feel we also need a solution the world has never seen.

			When it comes to innovation, now we’re not only just rolling the dice, we’re rolling them hard.

			The glass is half full

			A final explanation for our dogged pursuit of the revolutionary is an inherent overconfidence we all share. Be it underestimating our chances of divorce to overestimating career success, the human brain is wired to be unrealistically optimistic. Every year, millions of people flock to Las Vegas, a city filled with vast casinos and hotels built on the spoils of gambling. Even here, with the odds being stacked against us (and the evidence all around us), we believe that we will be the exception. This optimism bias is recognised as one of the most consistent and robust predispositions in psychology.11 From an evolutionary perspective, it makes a lot of sense too. It’s important that we’ve evolved to remain optimistic and engaged with life, even when faced with adversity. Unfortunately, while this positive outlook may help us deal with failure, it doesn’t help us prevent it. On the contrary. Often this overconfidence can lead us to throw caution to the wind and blissfully engage in risky behaviours, like driving without a seatbelt, failing to wear sunscreen, ignoring social distancing policies, or skipping that annual doctor’s appointment… again.

			“The four most expensive words in the English language are, ‘this time it’s different’.”

			—John Templeton, British investor

			Both to our advantage and potential demise, we’re biased to believe that we are luckier than those around us. Where they failed, we will succeed. This same optimistic challenge exists when it comes to the anticipated success of revolutionary ideas and out of the box innovation. The reality is that the prospect of hitting that home run is not so rosy.

			In fact, the revolutionary glass isn’t even half full. It’s virtually empty.

			Jaws in space

			At midnight on 25 May 1979, a category-defining sci-fi-blockbuster was premiered in Seattle.

			Met by critical acclaim, it was a box-office smash, grossing almost $80 million in its first run in the US.12 The film catapulted the careers of its leading cast and spawned the production of comic books, video games and franchise films. To this day it’s considered one of the greatest films of all time, still holding an impressive 97% on famed review website Rotten Tomatoes.

			But what does it take to create such a breakthrough film? How does one approach the origination of such an iconic movie? How do you even sell the concept? Well, as the legend goes, echoed in the book with the very same title, once upon a time its two writers walked into a Hollywood producer’s office to sell the script. Their killer pitch was just three words: “Jaws in Space.”

			This was the original studio pitch for Alien.

			The traditional view of creativity is that it doesn’t follow patterns. We hold the belief that we need to go wild or travel off the grid to generate ideas that have never existed. In fact, we’re so in love with the myth of the revolutionary and creating that iconic “I’ve got it!” moment in a dark garage somewhere, we often misattribute innovation that occurs through adaptation, derivatives and spotting patterns. For example, the technology for James Dyson’s much celebrated bagless vacuums was actually borrowed from large industrial cyclones he noticed at a local sawmill. Inspired by a visit to Swift & Company’s slaughterhouse in Chicago, Henry Ford’s revolutionary assembly line was also just a butcher’s disassembly line in reverse.13 We consider a movie like Alien as one that threw the rules away to start from scratch. That it’s a true revolution. But it’s really just Jaws in Space.

			In almost every category, there are patterns of existing ideas just like this. When you stop to look, the reality is that true revolutions are far rarer than you think. Ironically, one of the most thorough investigations into the genuine scarcity of truly radical ideas was conducted during a particularly revolutionary period of human history, early 20th century Communist USSR.

			In a fascinating analysis, a team of engineers reviewed a staggering 200,000 of the world’s most successful technical patents, categorising them into different degrees of inventiveness and uniqueness. Astonishingly, despite reviewing inventions that had all received legal patents, they found that 95% of the problems that engineers faced had already been solved within their industry. Roughly a third (32%) were deemed to be “obvious solutions,”14 almost half (45%) were considered “small improvements to an existing system,”15 under one-fifth (18%) were categorised as “significantly improving the existing system,”16 and about 5% of innovations were described as solutions “found in science, not in technology.”17 The highest classification of innovation, a selection representing a mere 1% of the patents analysed, were considered true innovations.18

			Even the invention of the lightbulb, the symbolic icon of innovation cementing Thomas Edison as a hero in engineering history, is itself a story of gradual innovation arrived at by multiple inventors. In fact, as Ridley outlines, “twenty-one different people can lay claim to have independently designed or critically improved incandescent light bulbs by the end of the 1870s, mostly independent of each other.”19

			So, armed with a fetish for intention and individual genius, a tendency to seek proportionality and an unrealistically rosy view of our prospects, we set out in a chaotic search of exceptional “eureka!” moments. We roll the dice. The problem is, as we’ve just seen, revolutionary innovation is much rarer than you might think. In fact, in more instances than we would like to admit, looking to address our problems with a creationist mindset means we’ll be running to stand still.

			What’s even worse, when we go out of our way to produce the unprecedented, we lose sight of something far more useful: the answer that has already evolved.

			Evolutionary Ideas

			We tend to think of evolution in terms of biology. For many of us, the word naturally summons images of dinosaurs and apes – millipedes and marsupials. What’s often less considered is the role of evolutionary processes in shaping our culture, our ideas and our innovations. While we might not appreciate it, evolution is all around us. As Ridley argues, it’s “far more common, and far more influential, than most people recognise.”20 

			In competitive environments, only the adapted prevail.

			Over the course of human history, while this is of course true of our biology, it is also true of our psychology. The more our ancestors made decisions that increased their chances of survival, the more likely it was that these underlying mechanisms would be passed on. Over time, our ideas have also evolved based on their success or failure within their environment. As French philosopher Alain (Émile) Chartier writes in Propos d’un Normande, “It is the sea herself who fashions the boats.”21 Bad ideas are sunk and the good ideas sail. Just as homo sapiens didn’t magically appear through the late-night coffee-fuelled genius of a single intelligent designer, innovation is also an evolutionary phenomenon.

			Today, armed with an enhanced understanding of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Revolutionary thinking is an expensive and high-risk strategy.

					Evolutionary ideas offer a more efficient and human-centric approach to innovation.

					There’s a method we can all use.
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