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To Lydia,


the most curious girl in the world










Preface


The mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled.


—Plutarch


It was a warm summer afternoon on Mykonos, a Greek island known for its picturesque town, gorgeous beaches, and vibrant nightlife. Iraklis Zisimopoulos, my best friend, whom I have known since we were both seven years old, and I were talking about his new hospitality ventures on the island. At one point, he interrupted our conversation, turned to me, and said, “You must be the most annoying person in the world!” I was taken aback by his comment. Puzzled, I asked, “What do you mean?”


“You fire one hundred questions per minute. I can’t stand you!” he replied laughing. “We’re supposed to be having a quiet afternoon, and you act like an investigator. What will you do with all this information, anyway? Will you ever use it?”


“I don’t know,” I replied. “I find what you’re doing quite interesting, but to be honest, it’s doubtful that I’ll use any of what you’re telling me.”


Guilty as charged: I am a curious person, actively engaged in the act of learning and exploring. Perhaps I’m a bit too curious at times. Academics are like children. We share an unwieldy curiosity, but I had never thought of it as a problem, and so the conversation with my friend hit a chord. It bothered me for a while, but when the summer ended and I returned to London in the fall to teach at Bayes Business School, that summer day with my friend became a distant memory.


Throughout my professional life, I have been deeply invested in helping people advance their curiosity into new and better ways to live and create. This goal has served me well in my present roles at Bayes Business School (City, University of London): as professor of innovation and entrepreneurship, associate dean for entrepreneurship, and investment committee member of Bayes Entrepreneurship Fund (the school’s venture capital fund). My passion for curiosity also informs my work as director of Avyssos Advisors Ltd., an innovation management consultancy, and as a business consultant and coach.


My mission is to inspire a movement that awakens purposeful curiosity as the foundation of innovation. I am personally invested in this cause because I am a father and an educator.


During the semester, I noticed that many of my students drifted from topic to topic, wanting to discover more about what they were learning but without the patience to drill down deeply into a specific subject. Their interest seemed superficial at best. My recognition of this tendency reminded me of the summer conversation I had with my old friend. I realized that my students didn’t know how to channel their curiosity in a way that was useful for discovery and ideation. They didn’t keep asking questions about a specific topic; they just moved on to the next thing.


Like many of us, they are distracted by the flood of information we are bombarded with through social media, newsletters, texts, email, and streaming services. They become like butterflies, flitting from flower to flower without landing on one long enough to drink deeply of its nectar.


We are the generation of right now. Instant gratification is expected because of the ease with which we can distract ourselves and the ton of information at our fingertips. We can order both food and romance from the comfort of our sofas. Technology has made us more complacent and draws us to an ever-increasing comfort zone. Streaming entertainment services, food delivery, and dating apps support the ecosystem of convenience.


 


When we dedicate considerable time to investigate, to find answers beyond the first glance, the obvious or expected can be exhilarating and deeply satisfying.


 


The facts back me up: The internet has given us unprecedented access to knowledge that grows, like our curiosity, exponentially each year. There are 2.5 quintillion (a quintillion is a million trillion) bytes of data created each day. Google search queries increase around 10 percent per year. Out of trillions of searches every year, 15 percent of our queries are original, having never been seen by Google before. Around 3.5 billion people carry a smartphone. The average American checks their phone 344 times a day. Most people, on average, spend 3 hours and 19 minutes a day on their phones. In 2020, we spent, on average, 7 hours per day online. In 2020, daily social media usage was 145 minutes per day.


I can be guilty of indulging in social media distraction, too. Like my students, I use my personal technology to go on aimless internet searches about both important and unimportant topics, gaining superficial knowledge before moving on to the next thing. The upside is convenience and novelty. The downside is that we can lose interest in any journey that takes more than a few minutes and a few clicks on our smartphones.


The easy access to ever-growing portals of information has created ideal conditions to satisfy our innate curiosity while at the same time encouraging a superficiality that prevents us from doing deep dives into subjects. Despite the rapid pace of technological advancements and the ease with which we can now find information instantly on our own for many topics, we are not witnessing an equivalent surge in deep curiosity journeys. In fact, the easy access to information and our connectedness seems to have had the opposite result. We have become addicted to breadth over depth, worshipping quick and straightforward answers. We want to know the answers to things even when there is no apparent benefit. In this book, I call this attitude frivolous curiosity. A recent study by Ming Hsu, a neuro-economist from University of California, Berkeley’s Haas School of Business, and his team reported that our brains can overestimate the value of information that makes us feel good but that may not be useful. Don’t get me wrong. In the right amounts, frivolous curiosity can be highly beneficial. It can help us leave the known path and experiment. Learning by chance something today may be helpful tomorrow. It’s not that I am against this approach, but it should not be the norm. Why is going deep with our interest in a given subject or problem becoming more challenging than it was in the past? What is preventing us from channeling our curiosity more deeply and toward a defined purpose?


I decided to discover why this butterfly approach to intellectual exploration was growing and what it might mean for innovation, business, and the future. More importantly, I wanted to learn how we could become more intentional about the benefits of going deeper. This book is the result of that undertaking. It lifts the veil on the way accomplished individuals channel their curiosity to a particular purpose—toward advancing science and human understanding, discovering new lands and opportunities, or reaching a significant goal. This is what I call purposeful curiosity, the kind that gets you off your couch and propels you to solve complex puzzles. It is about immersing yourself into the unknown with clarity, passion, courage, and a positive, enterprising attitude. This kind of curiosity requires effort, patience, and resources and may lead you to exhaustion, but it is also overwhelmingly meaningful, rewarding, transformative, and, often, fun. Purposeful curiosity has tremendous benefits. Curiosity—the urge to know, to see, or to experience—is what motivates information-seeking behavior. This drive has long been associated with positive emotions, lower levels of anxiety, strengthened relationships, achievement, and longevity.


Purposeful curiosity helps steer inquisitiveness toward goals that we care about and that give meaning to everything we do. By solving puzzles along our journey, we often uncover diverse new pathways, surfacing ideas, problems, and solutions that may be loosely related to the mystery and each other. The path to the destination, and even the destination itself, may be unclear. I won’t claim that purposeful curiosity is always fun; it can be, of course, and it can also be difficult and frustrating. But that is where its value is. When we dedicate considerable time to investigate, to find answers beyond the first glance, the obvious or expected can be exhilarating and deeply satisfying. For a space explorer, successfully launching a rocket is an immense and complex challenge. For an Olympic athlete, winning a gold medal means a lifetime of hard work, both physical and mental, but the effort is worth it. For a soprano, hitting the right note is exceptionally difficult. For most of us, devoting sustained attention toward a challenging purpose is an arduous task! Yet, moving beyond your original boundaries of knowledge and skill is its own deeply satisfying reward.


In this fuzzy process, a concentrated effort to overcome obstacles, to eliminate mental resistance with resilience, plays a key role. Masters of purposeful curiosity develop an ability to sustain focus and attention. I have talked with several of these experts for this book. The resulting insights will help put you in their shoes and let you feel their triumphs and tribulations. You will discover the hidden threats to their journeys, the setbacks (even the disasters) they’ve experienced, and how they mitigate all these challenges to successfully reach their destination. Many of us romanticize the idea of embarking on the unknown. Actually, purposeful curiosity is more like waking up every morning, walking into a boxing arena with Mike Tyson, not knowing if you will take him down or if you’ll get punched in the face. Sometimes the work goes smoothly, but more often you will meet frustration that takes grit and determination to survive.


The purposefully curious have learned to overcome setbacks—and learn from them—and leverage them for success. Working through problems without distraction makes us all better able to solve the problems and be more productive. In a world where even stepping away from our devices for a few moments is increasingly difficult, this level of sustained focus is undoubtedly valuable but also achingly challenging. The substantial achievements of my interviewees are the triumphs of purposeful curiosity. They’ve developed strategies to remain resilient and view mishaps as solvable puzzles rather than insurmountable roadblocks. Drawing on their journeys in this book, I bring together actionable, practical strategies and advice that anyone can employ to think like they do. I will repeatedly ask you to stop and think about what this all means for you and your life.


Although not everyone aspires to explore Antarctica, go to Mars, or invent a groundbreaking new product, we all search for meaning and we strive for progress in our daily lives. Purposeful curiosity comes into play in many aspects of life. You might simply be trying to become better at what you do, or you might be preparing for a new job—leaving your current career and pursuing something more fulfilling. Maybe you are trying to see through the noise of fake news or make sense of an information overload. Or you might be trying to commercialize an innovation, improve your health, or teach your children the value of solving a puzzle. No matter what you are doing, you can benefit from thinking like a purposefully curious person. My thesis is that at its core, a curiosity project can bring rich rewards, whatever your purpose. There are exciting mysteries to solve everywhere, but focused exploration is much more inclusive and accessible.


My goal is to make purposeful curiosity the new normal. Consider this book a master class in curiosity. Driven by an internal desire to become much better at it myself and learn anything I can to leverage its transformative power, I started researching everything I possibly could about curiosity. As a field researcher, I dove deep into this topic over the last eight years to uncover its inner workings. I immersed myself in academic studies, articles, and reports having to do with psychology, science, culture, and innovation. I talked to more than sixty people from many walks of life and professions to understand their purposeful curiosity journeys, and I consulted leading experts. Fortunately, success leaves clues. Among them are space and polar explorers, investigative journalists, entrepreneurs, investors, creatives, innovators, engineers, scientists, educators, and athletes (see the appendix for the detailed list of interviews). When I was compiling this list, I searched for people who exhibit a consistently pioneering spirit, who use their curiosity for creative problem-solving.


This book offers the tools to replicate their successful journeys. Each chapter covers a building block:



	1.
	
Uncover your itch to know: We can learn to find an itch and cultivate it. By focusing on a purpose that gets us up in the morning, and with a conviction that everything is understandable, we can transform any possible interest into an insatiable itch that drives our passion and fuels our perseverance.






	2.
	
Go down the rabbit hole: Our curiosity turns into a formal project when we share our excitement with others and allow ourselves to take ownership by investing time, energy, and resources.






	3.
	
Conquer your fears with curiosity: To conquer your fears, first, focus on partly muting the external world. Second, turn your curiosity inward to defeat your inner critic and explore who you are meant to be. Third, reframe your fears into impossible riddles, future regrets, and small experiments. Finally, turn your fear into something that becomes second nature to you.






	4.
	
Become an expert—fast: The best way to learn about our new shiny object is by creating our personalized curriculum and tapping into the knowledge of the community. We must listen and absorb as much as we can.






	5.
	
Ask, “Who’s with me?” You must assemble the dream team. This is about hiring people who fit the CURIOUS acronym: They are collaborative, unabashedly passionate about the subject, resilient, and iconoclastic. They are also interested in outside issues beyond their area of expertise, feel an urgency to act, and seek surprises.






	6.
	
Get ready: To optimize your curiosity journeys, identify all the things that can go wrong and try to mitigate them methodically.






	7.
	
Leap into the unknown: To enhance our curiosity journeys, we must learn to set boundaries and prioritize. We must direct our experiences with all our senses and build a rhythm by breaking down the journey into manageable steps. We may also need to create our own tools if they do not exist. And finally, we must take corrective actions when they are needed.






	8.
	
Develop resilience in the face of adversity: To overcome setbacks and build resilience during our curiosity journeys, we need to remind ourselves of our purpose, reframing each setback as an opportunity to intentionally explore. We should create a strong support network and, fueled by positive emotions like excitement and interest, crack each mystery setback as a detective would.






	9.
	
Turn the ending into your new beginning: Reflecting on our completed curiosity projects, we must ask ourselves one crucial question: “Am I still curious to explore this field?” Depending on our answer, we can take one of two directions. Path A: We are still excited about our chosen field, and we have more shiny objects to explore further. Path B: We feel that we have exhausted this field, and we are keen to exit the current area and branch out to a curiosity journey in a new field.





As I said, reading this book and using its strategies for your own curiosity journey, new business venture, or research project will not make the strategies any easier. But they will become richer, deeper, and more meaningful. Think of this book as a curiosity manifesto and a practical manual designed to help individuals, teams, or organizations channel their curiosity to move ahead in their careers and lives, solve fascinating problems, and innovate. Through the curiosity journeys that I share, I want to change your beliefs about what is possible. I hope that the ambitious and groundbreaking challenges that my interviewees go after and their outstanding achievements will educate, motivate, and inspire a new generation of explorers and dreamers.


Curiosity should become the pursuit of many, not the privilege of the few. My goal is to encourage all of us to be purposefully curious and continue our natural lust for discovery. I want to help inspire a movement that awakens purposeful curiosity as the foundation of greatness and positive impact. I am personally invested in this cause, and I ask you to join me. The world needs us. Are you purposefully curious to find out more? Read on.










One


Uncover Your Itch to Know


The important thing is not to stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reasons for existing.


—Albert Einstein


On November 20, 2020, Rocket Lab, a leading California-based aerospace manufacturer, launched its Electron rocket, a small reusable rocket. The launch was the brainchild of Peter Beck, an engineer from New Zealand and the founder and CEO of Rocket Lab. His longtime vision was to enable a variety of companies to use space travel technology to launch satellites that enhance a wide range of applications. These uses include more accurate weather predictions, high-speed global internet access, the ability to study other planets’ atmospheres for possible life, the eventual transporting of goods, and, for more people—astronauts or not—the ability to experience space. These challenges are typically addressed by government agencies like the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), but Beck felt confident he could tackle them without the cumbersome red tape of government, using the right lean, nimble team. Beck knew that the space industry could be disrupted if there was a cheaper way to get things into orbit. To do so, he had to figure out ways to bring down the cost of his rockets. While NASA’s rockets can cost up to $1.6 billion to launch, each Rocket Lab small-satellite low-orbit (about five hundred kilometers) launch costs about $5 million.


Beck assembled a team of engineers to develop a cost-effective, lightweight rocket he named Electron. At fifty-nine feet (eighteen meters) tall, the little rocket propelled small satellites into orbit. The first Electron rocket was launched in 2017, and Rocket Lab had completed fifteen launches to space by the time the team decided to focus on the “Return to Sender” mission. This mission had two goals: to deploy thirty satellites into a circular orbit for a wide range of clients (commercial firms, academic institutions, research and development organizations, and government agencies) and to complete a guided reentry of Electron’s booster into earth’s atmosphere in one piece. The booster, the lower portion and the most expensive part of the rocket (the so-called first stage), takes the payload from the ground to space. Because the boosters could be recovered in good condition while being subjected to intense pressure and heat when reentering earth’s atmosphere, Rocket Lab could reuse them. This meant that the company could increase its rocket production rate and potential launch frequency and could vastly decrease the cost of getting to orbit.


Before the build could take place, however, Beck spent significant time understanding what he needed to know to meet his goals. Curiosity was a key part of Beck’s work. He had to undergo a great deal of learning and exploration to get on the right path. He told me, “If you don’t understand all the challenges and opportunities around what you’re trying to achieve, then you’ll never reach a solution.”


Beck grew up in Invercargill, New Zealand. When Beck was a boy, his father would take him outside after sunset, where they would gaze at the stars in the sky. This experience led him to a boyhood fascination with space. “The fact that we don’t know that much about what’s up there, I just found that mind-blowing, and that hooked me,” he said. As time went on, his love for space, coupled with a passion for engineering, grew into an obsession and, eventually, a profession. He had a strong preference for building things from scratch rather than acquiring them ready-made off the shelf. Beck especially liked rockets. As a teenager, he became curious as to whether he could build one. He started by reading as much as he could about the subject and then began to experiment with different designs in his garden shed. Finally, at the age of eighteen, he strapped a rocket engine to the back of a custom-made bicycle. Wearing a helmet and a jumpsuit, he climbed on the bike and, leaning his body forward, managed to ride at about a hundred miles an hour.


Instead of attending university, Beck accepted a toolmaking apprenticeship at Fisher & Paykel, an appliance manufacturer, followed by a job at Industrial Research Ltd. (now Callaghan Innovation), an industrial research company. These jobs enabled him to learn while doing, let him hone his engineering skills, and provided him with access to machinery and material. Meanwhile, late at night, he continued to painstakingly work on and further develop his rocket engines. In 2006, Beck decided to take the plunge. He founded Rocket Lab to fulfill his childhood dream of building rockets.


 


Without risks and the discomfort of newness that curiosity enables, there cannot be creative and intellectual breakthroughs.


 


Beck and his team at Rocket Lab managed to bring the costs of rockets down by using carbon composite materials, which are lighter and cheaper than metal. The team also built its engines using a three-dimensional (3D) printer to enable faster trial-and-error rocket development; this approach reduced delays every time a rocket engine blew up when early prototypes were tested. Beck and the team explored alternative site options for their launches and eventually tracked down a remote sheep and cattle farm on New Zealand’s North Island. There they could launch rockets more frequently because of the lack of other air or shipping travel in that region. In August 2019, Beck announced his grand ambition to make the rocket’s booster reusable. Up to that point, boosters were often abandoned after use mainly because they would break up during reentry into the earth’s atmosphere and were therefore rendered useless.


Electron’s liftoff from the Rocket Lab launch complex on New Zealand’s Maˉhia Peninsula at 02:20 UTC on November 20, 2020, was successful. Fifty seconds into the flight, the mission continued normally. Everyone in the mission’s control center was anxious to see whether the booster would successfully reenter the earth’s atmosphere in one piece and in good condition. Successful reentry was not guaranteed in launches thus far. Beck quietly and confidently monitored the mission’s progress on his screens. This was an important milestone for him and Rocket Lab; he had been preparing all his life to solve the mystery of the rocket’s reentry. Approximately two and a half minutes after the launch of the Return to Sender mission, at an altitude of around eighty kilometers, or fifty miles, Electron’s booster separated. Once the engines shut down on the booster, it began its descent. It hit about Mach 2 (around 1,290 miles per hour, or twice the speed of sound) before deploying three types of parachutes to reduce its speed. This was the moment of truth. Rocket Lab technicians recovered the first stage of a rocket intact for the first time, fishing the booster out of the Pacific Ocean. Back at the mission control center, Beck was happy, like a giggling schoolboy. His abundant curiosity and his task-minded work had paid off.


Rocket Lab had already made significant progress toward this goal even before the launch of Return to Sender. The company had guided boosters back to earth in a controlled fashion on two previous missions, but Return to Sender was the first time an Electron first stage came home under a parachute and was recovered after splashdown. “The test was a complete success,” Beck said during a press conference. “We’re really confident now that Electron can become a reusable launch vehicle.” His vision was no longer just theoretical.


Space exploration is at the extreme end of the curiosity spectrum. Individuals like Beck personify the unique and far-reaching capabilities that we have for pushing our curiosity to the outer limits. Such journeys show us what we are all capable of when we engage the power of curiosity. They illustrate that the curious have a deep and persistent desire to know, something I believe all of us can develop and refine with practice.


Why Curiosity Matters


Curiosity has long been the driving force of survival and progress. Across evolutionary time, curious animals were more likely to survive because they understood and adapted to their environments. Throughout history, humans crossed borders and pushed into new territories to find a better place to live, to make a fortune, or simply to discover what was on the other side (sometimes with dire consequences for themselves or the inhabitants). Even during pandemics, we remain curious and continue to decipher complex mysteries. During the summer of 1665, a great plague broke out in London and beyond. Sixty miles away from the city center, the University of Cambridge temporarily closed. As a result, English mathematician Isaac Newton left the university where he had been studying and retreated to his family farm about sixty miles from Cambridge. Isolated in this quiet yet serene environment and without any formal guidance from his professors, Newton used his curiosity to explore his interests uninterrupted. He created new insights in mathematics and physics during this period and began shaping his most famous idea: universal gravitation.


Embracing purposeful curiosity allows us to discover whole new worlds. Without risks and the discomfort of newness, there can be no creative or intellectual breakthroughs. Curiosity is how we evolve, stretch ourselves, and make connections and discoveries that not only enrich our own lives but can change the world. Going outside our comfort zone via purposeful curiosity has a considerable upside. We can discover a whole new world, find our next inspiration, or meet a new thought partner. To push beyond what is known, we must break free from the everyday and ordinary.


 


Unearthing Curiosity Journeys


Curiosity is the spark that ignites a chain reaction; it eventually enabled Beck’s successful design of the Electron rocket. Everything around us—every item that we possess, every book on our shelves, every human connection we make—can be traced back to curiosity. Yet, unlike Beck, many of us struggle to identify a journey to commit to. For Beck, it was rockets from the time he was a small boy, and he applied himself with extreme vigor to his pursuit of excellence. For the rest of us, we are more likely to convince ourselves that we don’t have the time and that even if we did, we wouldn’t know where to start.


So, how do you ignite the spark? First, you need to get yourself into the right mindset. Then you need to look for inspiration. Mindset and inspiration are words we hear bandied about all the time. But we don’t necessarily have a clear idea of what they actually mean, even less so how to achieve the right mindset or where to look for inspiration.


Mindset


To get into the right mindset, you need to make time, get comfortable with entertaining your own thoughts, and activate a sense of wonder. Let’s look at each of these practices in more detail.


Make Time


As I have discussed, the modern world is designed to distract us, fracture our time, and steal our attention. Long working hours and the general noise of life—whether it’s the actual sounds from the environment or the clatter of obligations—that permeates our daily existence have obscured what may be truly important. In this case, curiosity is the single essential puzzle that can motivate you to devote your energy and time to deeply engage with life.


One of the most significant barriers to curiosity is time. Let’s be honest: It’s never about having time; it’s about making time. We have to deliberately set aside the necessary time to be curious about our world. The time we spend on our phones, browsing the internet, or watching TV could instead be used to start considering projects, to identify big problems, to discover our purpose, and to get a toehold on the mountain of understanding. Jólan van der Wiel, the award-winning Dutch designer whose personal fascination with extreme natural phenomena led him to conduct experiments with magnetism to shape and create objects, explained the importance of devoting uninterrupted time to your interest. “You really need time and space to think, to let it come in,” he told me. “I definitely force myself to take an hour or two. . . . You can definitely force yourself to do that.”


Get Comfortable with Entertaining Your Own Thoughts


Once you’ve carved out time, you need to become comfortable within it. This is a really difficult task: How often do we pause time, particularly in the digital world that permeates our daily lives, and reflect on our thoughts? Research shows that pausing like this is challenging. A 2014 study published in Science found that people will go to great lengths to avoid boredom when they are deprived of other stimuli. Social psychology scholars from the University of Virginia and Harvard University asked individuals to put away their belongings, including cell phones and pens, sit alone in a room, and entertain themselves with their own thoughts for fifteen minutes. Should the participants find the task too difficult, they had the option of distracting themselves by pushing a button, which gave them a harmless electrical shock. Across eleven separate studies, most people reported that they didn’t enjoy being left alone to think. Two-thirds of men and a quarter of women would even choose to engage in an unpleasant activity (in this case, to knowingly electrocute themselves) at least once, just to alleviate their boredom.


My students and my seventeen-year-old daughter also fail to see the value in taking time to be entertained by their thoughts. I encourage them to see it as an integral part of purposeful curiosity since it breeds a generative mindset. Auriea Harvey, who over the course of any one day is a 3D artist creating sculptures, a professor of games, and a creator of video games, says she often visits her local cathedral in Ghent, Belgium, to just sit in stillness and engage with her thoughts. “This gets my psyche in order, kind of, and helps with focus and idea generation,” she told me.


Meditation, even the simple kind Harvey engages in, is helpful for problem-solving. When we achieve the ability to be still in silence, we won’t avoid being alone with ourselves—we will relish it and look for opportunities to practice it. Start by sitting down alone in your favorite space, or take a slow walk in a park, or even lie down in bed. Do whatever you can to reduce external stimuli. Although the lack of stimuli may feel uncomfortable initially, when you start to focus on your thoughts, the experience can surface interesting insights.


Activate a Sense of Wonder


If you look back through history, you will discover that many of the world’s most curious minds didn’t have just one single passion. Even if a person is so immersed in what they do, that doesn’t mean they have no other interests in the periphery. We can be curious about more than one field, and multiple interests often lead to important new connections and discoveries. Einstein, the famed physicist, was a violinist and a fan of Mozart sonatas. Da Vinci immersed himself into the fields of mathematics and engineering when he wasn’t painting. Alexander Fleming, the Scottish physician and microbiologist best known for discovering penicillin, was a self-taught artist; he was a member of the Chelsea Arts Club, where he painted watercolors. Fleming also painted miniature houses, ballerinas, and soldiers using microbes.


The curious never feel boxed in by what they do. They may love their day-to-day job, but there are likely to be a few things that they’re keen on trying out. They get comfortable with what they know how to do, but they may want to explore as many new fields as humanly possible.


Several of the people whom I talked with described how reaching out to others in an emerging or rapidly developing area or exposure to the work or ideas of people outside their fields sparked their curiosity and opened up new areas of study. Angelo Vermeulen is one such person. An artist, a biologist, and a space systems researcher, he cofounded Space Ecologies Art and Design, an international transdisciplinary collective of artists, scientists, engineers, and activists. He has been collaborating with the European Space Agency’s MELiSSA (Micro-Ecological Life Support System Alternative) program on biological life support for space for more than a decade. Currently, he works at Delft University of Technology, developing bio-inspired concepts for interstellar exploration, and together with the Leiden-Delft-Erasmus Universities Centre for Sustainability, he has been connecting space technology and horticulture to foster innovation in global food production. “I need this big sense of loosening up, of opening, of making the walls porous all the time,” Vermeulen told me.


Being purposely open to experiences and having an open and active mind leads us to unsolved mysteries and novel answers. You can start by opening up your interests beyond your professional field, taking up new hobbies, or attending talks in subjects that you know little about.


 


When we achieve the ability to be still in silence, we won’t avoid being alone with ourselves—we will relish it and look for opportunities to practice it.


Inspiration


Once you’re in the right mindset, what do you need for inspiration? Inspiration may come from anywhere, but there are some concrete steps to aid your search. Initially, these steps may lead you to areas that do not interest you, but with time and dedication, exploration yields happy surprises and relevant discoveries. To get inspired, the preternaturally curious people I interviewed tend to ask five questions time and again:


•What if?

•Am I sure?

•What’s next?

•Have I looked closely enough?

•Have I looked everywhere?

Let’s ask these questions ourselves and go into a little more detail as we try to understand how they can help us become inspired.


What If?


Curious people use what-if questions to prompt new explorations and open up interesting possibilities. Jon Wiley joined Google in Mountain View, California, in 2006. His job was to lead the product design of Google’s Search through the largest transition in its history: from desktop to mobile. Furthermore, Wiley had to build teams in new domains like augmented and virtual reality, and wearable computing. He drove the vision of ambient computing across Google for several years, with an emphasis on perception and wearable interfaces. Wiley explained to me that focusing on the what-ifs—always wondering, “What if the world were like this?” or “What if the world were like that?” or “What if I do that; what’s going to happen?”—allows him to kick off new explorations and allows his curiosity to run free. “I create my little science fictions,” he said. “I tend to think about just a whole series of different worlds.”


Wiley is not the only one to use future-oriented scenarios to get their curious juices flowing. The last time I led a field trip with my students to Silicon Valley, we spent some time in the Institute for the Future (IFTF) in Palo Alto, California, a nonprofit think tank dedicated to helping people imagine future possibilities to make better decisions. Our guide to the future was Sean Ness, a director at IFTF. “Focus on the future of X,” he told me after the trip. “Explore different scenarios . . . ask questions that are relevant to that scenario: What’s the best thing that could happen? What’s the worst thing that can happen? How would my organization win in this future? What would we need to do to thrive or survive in that future? What kinds of skills do we need to hire? What kind of training do we need to give existing staff? What kinds of laws or regulations need to be changed to make that future happen?”


Mary Katrantzou, the famous London-based fashion designer, similarly noted that she finds the creation of hypothetical scenarios with her team invaluable for meaningfully exploring fascinating new fashion concepts. “Sometimes we look at a certain topic and we put a theoretical scenario in place where the team looks at it from the eyes of a robot, or they look at it from the eyes of someone living a thousand years in the future,” she told me. This scenario-building approach ignites imagination and generates novel ideas.


Am I Sure?


Leading designer Michael Jager is the creative director and principal of Solidarity of Unbridled Labour, based in Burlington, Vermont. Jager, Vermont’s first awarded AIGA Design Fellow, has been creating and collaborating with brands such as Burton Snowboards, Microsoft’s Xbox, Nike, Levi’s, MTV, Virgin, Lululemon Athletica, MasterClass, and Patagonia for more than twenty-five years. His TEDx talk “Saving Curiosity” focuses on how curiosity benefits our ideas, lives, and happiness. Jager warns that curiosity is disappearing and discusses ways to reignite it in our daily lives. He told me that looking at patterns in our area of interest and understanding them is not enough. Jager argued that creating magnetism that pulls people into an idea is all about “breaking pattern.” Breaking pattern is having the confidence to reject or put aside preconceived ideas and assumptions (patterns) and approach new things without judgment.
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