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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Why are you picking up this book? Perhaps you’re a young professional, or a seasoned executive, or a busy entrepreneur and are looking for ways to spark some innovative thinking, either within yourself or amongst a group. The creative well has run dry and you’re looking for a boost. Maybe you’re a sales rep and are looking for some new techniques to generate more leads. Or you’re a student with a big paper or project due and just can’t get a grip on where to even start that crazy assignment. Well then, you’ve come to the right place—using Creative Cross-Pollination to spark your innovation can certainly help you, and in a big way. But you’re the more obvious ones. I’m hoping that some of the following people are also out there flipping through this book:

      Doctors: Surgeons researching a new surgical technique or solution? Orthopedists trying to develop a new splint?

      Soldiers: Warfighters who need new field solutions? Officers that need innovative training techniques?

      Actors: Need ideas for developing a character’s traits?

      The Unemployed (or under-employed): Looking to explore new ways to apply your skill set?

      First Responders, Architects, Engineers, Artists, Teachers, Moms . . .

      I could go on and on, but hopefully you get the idea. If you are looking for a creative solution, a new perspective, or have a problem to solve, Creative Cross-Pollination can work for you. If you have a need or have been asked to facilitate a brainstorming session, Creative Cross-Pollination can work for you. If you’re just stuck in a rut and are looking for a way out . . .  Creative Cross-Pollination can work for you.

      Before I get too deep into this book, though, one thing that I’d like to make clear is that I didn’t invent this technique. Mother Nature did. I’m just giving it a name and some prominence. As my first chapter explains, Creative Cross-Pollination has been with the human race since the beginning of time. Not only that, but I would go so far as to say it is a truly innate behavior, not only in humans, but for many sentient species. This means every one of us engages in this technique all the time and probably doesn’t even realize they’re doing it.

      I don’t believe I was aware I was using this concept when working at Imagineering. It wasn’t until later in my career when, as a college instructor, I began to study some of the most talented individuals and respected organizations and explore the creative process and techniques which drove them to the highest levels of success. Amongst all the different techniques, styles, and personalities, the concept of what I’ve come to call Creative Cross-Pollination began to manifest itself over and over again. I found it to be a key and fundamental piece of the “innovation tool kit” that every one of us carries around.

      My goal, then, is to raise your awareness of what Creative Cross-Pollination is and how to harness it as a powerful idea-generating technique. The techniques in this book are just the start. Once you become aware of what Creative Cross-Pollination is and master the basic principles, you’ll find new ways to consciously leverage this skill and apply it to a wide variety of situations.

      Ready to get started? We’ll take a quick look at what Creative Cross-Pollination is, as well as explore what drives your “creative essence.” After that, I’ve got four great techniques you can use to get started generating those new ideas.

      Okay, then—let’s get going.
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Chapter One


          

          
            OF BIRDS AND BEES

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s talk about the birds and the bees. Okay, not that talk—a different talk. Actually, let’s drop the birds and just stick with the bees. Bees are wonderfully efficient and organized creatures. They live in complex social groups, are constantly busy (busy as bees . . .), and are terrific at one of the primary tasks that Mother Nature has laid out for them: cross-pollinating plants.

      Think about a moment in your life when you connected two seemingly unrelated ideas. Maybe you were trying to solve a problem at work and thought about an unrelated hobby that unexpectedly inspired a solution. This is the essence of Creative Cross-Pollination: finding hidden connections that lead to innovation. Bees, for instance, are nature’s experts at such a process. Their work ensures that ecosystems thrive and plants propagate, an interconnection that embodies how different worlds can support one another.

      According to Webster’s New World College Dictionary, cross-pollination is defined as “the transfer of pollen from the anther of one flower to the stigma of another with a different genetic composition, as by insects, or deliberately by a botanist.” That’s a complex scientific definition, but one with which most are familiar. In a broader context, especially or particularly within the business world, cross-pollination can be thought of as “the transfer of characteristics from one context to another with a different intent, either subconsciously or deliberately.” In other words, finding a way to put a square peg in a round hole. Creative Cross-Pollination takes this concept and focuses it a little more. With Creative Cross-Pollination we are looking for a new way to put a square peg in a round hole.

      That “new” part is important. That’s what elevates it to Creative Cross-Pollination. Dr. Teresa Amabile of Harvard Business School says that “A product or response will be judged as creative to the extent that (a) it is both a novel and appropriate, useful, correct, or valuable response to the task at hand, and (b) the task is heuristic rather than algorithmic.”1 This is one of my favorite definitions of creativity, and if you break it down, you’ll see why—it’s really not as academic as it sounds.

      A product or response will be judged as creative to the extent that (a) it is both a novel (new) and appropriate (there is a method to the madness), useful (it has a purpose), correct, or valuable response to the task at hand, and (b) the task is heuristic (taking the “scenic route” to get from point A to point B, allowing your mind to be open to new possibilities and letting your thought process diverge off the original path) rather than algorithmic (getting from point A to point B in a straightforward, linear fashion).

      For something to be creative, then, your thought process must be heuristic—open to new ideas and allowing one to go on a journey of discovery. When we are engaged in Creative Cross-Pollination, we are taking that heuristic journey to find a new and appropriate solution to the task at hand by transferring characteristics from one context to another with a different intent, either subconsciously or deliberately.

      In simpler terms, creativity thrives when there is both novelty and utility, but also when exploration leads us down paths that might not initially seem logical. Think of it as taking a stroll through a forest without a fixed route—you might stumble upon a beautiful clearing or discover a new path that reveals more than what a straightforward road ever could.

      When we are engaged in Creative Cross-Pollination, we are taking that heuristic journey to find a new and appropriate solution to the task at hand by transferring characteristics from one context to another with a different intent, either subconsciously or deliberately.

      Consider the creative minds behind famous innovations. The Wright brothers, for instance, used observations of bird flight to inform their design of the first successful airplane. Leonardo da Vinci studied the natural world meticulously, drawing parallels between bird anatomy and early flying machines. These pioneers didn’t just think within the confines of one discipline; they looked outward at the same thing—birds—and merged ideas from biology, engineering, and art to create something extraordinary.

      Now—let’s take a closer look at Creative Cross-Pollination!

      WHAT IS CREATIVE CROSS-POLLINATION?

      So, what exactly is Creative Cross-Pollination and when did this concept originate? Well, one thing I can tell you is that I’m not going to take credit for coming up with this concept. That’s because Creative Cross-Pollination is an innate method we all have for coming up with new ideas—each one of us does it naturally, whether we know it or not. Given this, Creative Cross-Pollination is probably as old as humankind itself, going all the way back to when our ancestors were still painting on cave walls and discovering fire for the first time.

      Think about it. When our distant cousin Ug wanted to communicate his heroic hunting escapades, he couldn’t just text his tribe back at camp or shoot off an email. He knew he wanted to communicate with nice pictures, maybe even color pictures. But therein was another problem. He could not run down to the nearest store and pick up paints or markers; best I can tell, they weren’t around in Neanderthal days.

      So—how was our friend Ug going to get color pictures on the walls of his cave? My best guess is that he remembered how the berries he ate stained his hands red or blue. Or perhaps he remembered how the clay in his cave town turned his feet burnt orange. We can’t be exactly sure what caused his prehistoric light bulb to illuminate, but we do know that Ug (and many of his kind) did indeed use the things he found in nature to paint on his walls. Berry juice for paint—that’s an ancient form of Creative Cross-Pollination. And ever since then, Creative Cross-Pollination has endured and manifested itself throughout history in many different facets.

      Another flavor of Creative Cross-Pollination would be to think of Edward de Bono’s definition of lateral thinking. Let me back up for a second and explain that de Bono divides thinking into two methods. The first is called “vertical thinking,” which uses processes of logic and could be considered more algorithmic in style. “Lateral thinking” involves disrupting the apparent thought process and arriving at the solution from an unexpected heuristic angle.

      Lateral thinking seeks to solve problems by apparently illogical means and requires individuals to look at things in a different way. Another way to say that would be it requires individuals to look at things in a creative way. Resourcefulness is a great term to describe Creative Cross-Pollination.

      As Imagineers, we often sought solutions to our creative challenges by exploring ideas that would normally be ignored by “logical” thinking. As a matter of fact, if you’ve ever been part of a formal brainstorming session, one of the universal rules is that “no idea is a bad idea.” Everything has merit and could be the seed to finding a solution, no matter how outrageous or improbable it might seem at the time. It’s all about putting as many dots on the table as possible so at some point in the future you might be able to connect them. Steve Jobs, cofounder of Apple Computer, Inc., once said in his now-famous commencement address to Stanford University graduates:

      “. . . You can’t connect the dots looking forward.  You can only connect them looking backwards, so you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future.  You have to trust in something: your gut, destiny, life, karma, whatever.  This approach has never let me down, and it has made all the difference in my life.”

      Creative Cross-Pollination has much to do with trusting that the “dots” you collect throughout your life will somehow connect in the future. It’s often amazing how they do.

      SUMMARY

      This chapter introduces the concept of Creative Cross-Pollination, drawing an analogy to how bees naturally cross-pollinate flowers to promote growth and diversity in nature. In business and personal development, Creative Cross-Pollination is about merging ideas from different areas to create novel solutions. The chapter underscores the importance of embracing new perspectives and explains how creativity requires an openness to exploring unconventional connections. Readers are encouraged to take a heuristic approach, where discovery happens by exploring a “scenic route” of ideas.

      EXERCISES

      Try this now

      Think of a current project or problem you’re working on. Take five minutes to brainstorm at least three unrelated areas that might offer insight or solutions.

      

      Try these soon

      Explore an interest or hobby outside your primary field of study. Write down any connections you observe with your main area of focus.

      Identify a task you often complete in a routine way. List out a few alternative approaches you could try and consider any unexpected insights.

      Create a “mind map” where you link an idea or project with five completely different fields. Draw lines to show how these areas could contribute to a unique solution.

      DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

      
        
          	
        How does the concept of cross-pollination apply to problem-solving in everyday life?
      

      	
        Why is it important to look beyond traditional methods when approaching challenges?
      

      	
        How does heuristic thinking contribute to creativity compared with algorithmic thinking?
      

      	
        Can you identify a real-life example where Creative Cross-Pollination led to a breakthrough?
      

      	
        How does Creative Cross-Pollination impact collaboration among team members from different backgrounds?
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Filing]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            YOUR MENTAL FILING CABINET

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been my experience that creative people tend to be pack rats—physically and mentally. Physically, we’ll collect and hang on to stuff for the longest time. Go into my garage and you’ll find all sorts of trinkets, gizmos, and gadgets . . . most of which have come from other trinkets, gizmos, and gadgets. How many of you have a spouse that’s always asking you to pick up, clean, and, even worse, purge items from around the house? Here’s how it usually goes:

      Her:  What about this? (Holding up something with wires sticking out of it.)

      Me: I can’t throw THAT out.

      Her:  Why not? You probably don’t even know what it is.

      Me:  Yeah—but I want to hang on to it. It will come in handy someday.

      Her: For what?

      Me:  I have no idea. But something.  That’s still some good wire.

      Her: Seriously? It’s just a piece of junk that’s been lying around forever!

      Me: Seriously. I want to keep it.

      

      Of course, if she does succeed in getting me to throw it out, we all know what would happen. The very next week, I’ll begin to fix something or work on a science project with my kids, or need a piece of wire . . . and the aforementioned piece of “junk” that would have been the perfect solution to my problem is now gone. So we keep it, not knowing why or when we will use it . . . but just knowing that someday we will.
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