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Introduction



“YOUR JOB IS TO KILL YOUR OWN BUSINESS,” SAID AMAZON CEO Jeff Bezos. “I want you to proceed as if your goal is to put everyone selling physical books out of a job.”1


Bezos was talking to Steve Kessel, leader of a small team of Amazon engineers who’d spent the last few years developing a new e-book reader. Toiling in an old law library in Seattle, surrounded by the very books they hoped to render obsolete, the team had made significant progress.2 But something wasn’t quite right. Their founding vision was beginning to feel small. There was nothing magical about the new device, nothing that really distinguished it from the competition. Then Bezos had an idea…


It’s been more than a decade since Amazon unveiled the first Kindle. In fact, if you’re reading the digital edition of this book, there’s a good chance you purchased it from Amazon and wirelessly downloaded it to either your Kindle or another mobile device that supports MOBI, Amazon’s e-book format. Today, Amazon so thoroughly dominates the market for electronic and print books that you may not remember a time when this wasn’t so. But Amazon’s preeminence was not a historical inevitability. In 2006, Barnes and Noble was the Goliath of book retailers and the e-book was an emerging technology struggling to gain acceptance with publishers and the reading public. And it appeared that Sony, not Amazon, was about to disrupt this industry.


In September of that year, Sony introduced the PRS-500 Portable Reader, a beautifully crafted e-reader that was hailed as “the iPod of the book industry,” “the electronic gadget that could change the way we read.”3 Priced at $350, the Reader was slim and lightweight, and it achieved a feat that no previous e-reader had managed. The device featured an “electronic ink” technology that made e-book viewing as easy on the eyes as a printed book. It also had a brighter screen, longer battery life, and more memory than its competitors. To buy an e-book, you simply selected a title from one of the ten thousand available at Connect.com, Sony’s online bookstore. Then you downloaded it (in Sony’s proprietary BBeB format) by connecting the Reader to your PC with a USB cable.


Compared to every other e-reader in the fledgling market, the Sony Reader was avant-garde. In terms of design, it was a sleek and stylish Porsche among a bunch of jerry-rigged Model Ts.


It was also a massive flop. Within a few years, the Sony Reader was a historical curiosity.


To understand why this happened—and happened so fast—we must look at how Amazon’s development team approached the task of creating the Kindle.


What consumers most wanted was an e-reading experience that approximated print. They also wanted all the advantages of digital media—instant access, ease of search, and storage of multiple books on one device—something like a portable bookstore. But portability was a sore spot with publishers. Having seen how peer-to-peer (P2P) file-sharing services like Napster had disrupted the music business, book publishers were anxious about embracing a technology that might allow customers to pirate their intellectual property with impunity. Then there was the question of profitability. The publishing industry wasn’t quite sure how to make money by selling digital files instead of physical books.


Every e-reader development team faced the same conundrum. On the one hand, they needed a device that would make e-books profitable for publishers and prevent consumers from infringing on intellectual property rights. Unless this was done, publishers would have no incentive to modify their internal processes to make a critical mass of e-books available. On the other hand, consumers wanted not just a pleasant reading experience but a purchasing experience that was convenient, fast, and flexible.


Sony’s fix for the portability problem was to force users to download every title from their PC with a USB cable. However, this was just one of many unproven solutions. And it wasn’t enough to pry publishers away from their venerable business model. Besides, given the inconvenience of the Sony download process, many people simply preferred to keep buying hardcovers and paperbacks from their local bookstores.


At first, the Amazon team planned to build a device that also required consumers to download titles from a PC with a USB cable. But Bezos pushed back: “Here’s my scenario. I’m going to the airport. I need a book to read. I want to enter it into the device and download it right there from my car.”4


To achieve instant downloads, the device would have to be wireless. So Amazon partnered with Qualcomm to build a system called Whispernet, which would give Kindle users free 3G connectivity to download books from anywhere—almost instantly.


Compared to the Sony Reader, the first Kindle was unimpressive. It was larger, heavier, and had an inferior screen. However, it did solve the portability problem for publishers because users could download books only from Amazon. What was clearly a constraint for users was an advantage for publishers because it offered strong antipiracy protection. Amazon’s sophisticated digital rights management system prevented users from sharing their books with friends or other devices, or even from connecting to a printer. At the same time, the purchasing experience itself was much faster and more convenient for users.


Just as important, Amazon solved the profitability problem by (initially) subsidizing e-book sales with profits from the Kindle device. Amazon e-books were a loss leader, but Amazon’s hefty payments to publishers gave them the incentive they needed to crank out hundreds of thousands of Kindle titles.


Sales of the Kindle were explosive. Despite its aesthetic shortcomings and $399 price tag, the entire inventory sold out within six hours of its debut. From there, Amazon took the lead so quickly that every other competitor was left choking in its dust.


Amazon triumphed. And it triumphed with what was, in some respects, a weaker device. But as Bezos observed, “This isn’t a device. It’s a service.”5


While Sony had engineered an incrementally better product, the performance gains were quite conventional because their new offering was itself the product of conventional thinking. Meanwhile, by reconceiving the entire publishing ecosystem, Kindle became the one-stop shop it is today—a mobile store that offers millions of people instant access to millions of affordable e-books. And the Sony Reader remains nothing but a footnote in the history of innovation.


THE BEGINNER’S MIND


ALIEN Thinking is not a story about Bezos, Amazon, or Sony. It’s about the underlying reasons for innovation success (and sometimes failure). It’s a study of what drives successful creativity and innovation, and it presents a model that can enable you to systematically generate one breakthrough solution after another.


Sony designed an elegant device, but Amazon devised a novel solution. It was less a battle of competing technologies than a contest between conventional thinking and original thinking. The orthodox approach works fine much of the time, but when you hit an impasse, it’s often a sign that the solution requires the kind of divergent thinking demonstrated by Bezos.


To find untapped innovation opportunities and come up with radically new ways to tackle problems or aspirations, you need to see the world with fresh eyes and develop a state of mind known as “vuja de.”6 Breakthrough innovators avoid “déjà vu syndrome”—the feeling that we’ve experienced a situation before that tends to encourage incremental changes to old ideas. We argue in this book that all of us can develop new ideas and insights if we have strategies to challenge default assumptions, and if we notice the little curiosities that other people miss. As French novelist Marcel Proust famously observed:




The only true voyage of discovery, the only fountain of Eternal Youth, would be not to visit strange lands but to possess other eyes, to behold the universe through the eyes of another, of a hundred others, to behold the hundred universes that each of them beholds, that each of them is.7





We must think and act as newcomers or outsiders if we want to notice and exploit innovation opportunities that are often sitting right in front of us. But while a growing body of literature offers rich insights into the nature of creativity, to date, there has not been an overarching framework to help individuals and organizations systematically provoke this shift in perspective—to help them step back from everyday routines and habitual behaviors, and steer innovations from early concept development to validated breakthrough solutions.


BREAKTHROUGHS ON DEMAND


What prompted Jeff Bezos to abandon the conventional approach to downloading e-books in favor of the wireless approach? What sparked that leap of imagination, and how can the rest of us mere mortals think more like Bezos?


If we could intentionally duplicate such a leap on a regular basis, we could exponentially increase the ability of individuals and organizations to develop amazing new products, services, and technologies. Such a mechanism might be like bottling a da Vinci or packaging a Steve Jobs—it could put an “innovation genie” at your command.


We have spent the past decade researching pioneering thinkers and change makers in a wide range of professions: entrepreneurs, designers, medics, architects, scientists, chefs, and artists, among others. And our work with corporate clients at the Institute for Management Development (IMD) has ranged from running innovation workshops with social entrepreneurs and NGOs, to supporting family businesses in their efforts to change, to orchestrating massive transformation journeys with hundreds of senior executives in the commercial and government sectors. Through this work, we have identified a recurrent pattern in the way creative solutions evolve and survive. These patterns are captured in our ALIEN thinking framework. This framework is not merely an alternative mindset but also an operational model—an innovative thinking process that promotes the development and delivery of breakthrough solutions on demand. It can be used to come up with novel solutions to any given problem you may be facing in your life or in important aspects of your business.


Although it’s important to understand the habits, strategies, tactics, and processes that support and nurture innovation, the ALIEN framework also organizes these principles into a mechanism that can be deployed again and again. Think of it as a device that helps cultivate original thinking.


ALIEN stands for Attention, Levitation, Imagination, Experimentation, and Navigation. As you’ll see in the next chapter, unconventional thinkers focus their attention closely and with fresh eyes. At various times, they also step back and/or step away from the creative process to gain perspective and enrich their understanding, a process we have dubbed levitation. In addition, unconventional thinkers hone their ability to recognize hard-to-see patterns and to connect seemingly disparate dots. This allows them to imagine unorthodox combinations and to experiment quickly and smartly. Finally, they learn to navigate potentially hostile environments outside and within their organizations. This enables them to safely incubate their ideas and recruit powerful allies, so their ideas aren’t shot down during the embryonic stage. The challenge in every part of this framework is to overcome biases and mental models that can constrain creativity or doom a great idea.


We don’t offer a literal genie or bottled da Vinci. But with the ALIEN framework, we do offer a set of innovation tools that can be applied to any endeavor. No longer do you need to wait for inspiration to strike—if it ever does. You can use the ALIEN model to catalyze original thinking and fast-track your ability to spot patterns and make the right mental connections.


Although our focus is on individual managers and professionals, the ALIEN framework applies equally well to teams and organizations of all kinds and sizes who want to smash the logic of orthodoxy and find novel responses to increasingly complex problems. We find ALIEN thinkers in business, in architecture and design, in the arts and sports, in science and social entrepreneurship. So while the approach we present in this book will often appeal to innovation professionals, it contains valuable insights from, and for, leaders in many walks of life.


What they, and you, have in common is a desire to push through the veil of orthodox thinking to more consistently uncover new solutions to some of the world’s most vexing and intractable problems. We’re ready to show you exactly how the ALIEN thinking model can help you to accomplish just that.















ONE



Discovering the DNA of Originality


IN MAY 2014, BILLY FISCHER GOT A CALL FROM THE WORLD Health Organization (WHO). Fischer, a pulmonologist and critical care physician, was asked to move to Geneva for two months to provide technical expertise on severe viral infections. Thinking he’d spend most of his time poring over technical documents, he agreed. Seventy-two hours later, he flew to Geneva, but when he walked into the WHO office, he learned there’d been a change of plans. The deadliest Ebola epidemic in recorded history had just begun, and WHO officials wanted him to go immediately to Guinea, in West Africa, to help the Doctors Without Borders fighting the disease.


Fischer is the first to admit that he was scared to go. Ebola is a highly contagious disease that causes severe internal bleeding and is very often deadly. The village to which he was traveling had a clinical mortality rate of more than 90 percent. “We were losing,” he said. “They hadn’t had a survivor in months.”1


In addition, Fischer wasn’t sure he was well suited to join the Doctors Without Borders team. Though he did have experience working in resource-constrained environments, he had never treated this particular virus before. Nevertheless, he agreed to go. He had to try to help.


As it turned out, Fischer’s outsider status proved to be a lifesaving asset.


“EXTREMES OF CREATIVITY”


When he arrived at the village in Guinea, Fischer saw that the term resource constrained had acquired a whole new meaning. He had almost none of the tools he normally relied on to diagnose and treat patients, and he couldn’t use others because he had to wear a protective suit that covered him from head to toe. “I didn’t have CT scans. I didn’t have X-rays. I didn’t even have labs. I didn’t use a stethoscope because I couldn’t put it in my ears. I’m reduced to my eyes and to tactile sensation.” He had to pay attention to different symptoms than he normally would have and to think differently. “What I found is, if you do that, you can actually gain a lot.”2


Some treatment facilities were nothing but tents filled with cots for the sick and dying. And some of the equipment they did have wasn’t functioning. “We had these handheld [diagnostic] machines that could give you basic clinical chemistries. You could draw somebody’s blood, put it into the machine, and two minutes later, you had a full report. Problem was: the machines weren’t designed for tropical climates. They were designed for 15°C [59°F] and air-conditioning, with no humidity. The humidity caused a breakdown of the machines. Also, you had to regularly update the software. We’re in a place with limited electricity and almost no internet connectivity, but the machines would stop working if they weren’t updated regularly.”


Instead of updating the software, Fischer and his team changed the dates on the machines to an earlier day and time. This tricked the devices into thinking that it wasn’t time for an update. “We went to extremes of creativity to fool these high-tech things.”


“Another thing we did was figure out how to use bowls of rice to act as a desiccant [dehumidifier] to suck up moisture so the machines wouldn’t break down. We used little dorm refrigerators to keep them cool. We’d keep the refrigerators open and operate the devices inside the refrigerator when we needed them.”3


By turning off his learned responses and instead encouraging his team members to propose off-the-wall solutions to tricky problems like the devices’ malfunctioning, Fischer unleashed their collective ingenuity. As a result, a number of standard work routines were completely revamped. One such routine involved communications between high-risk zones, where cumbersome protective gear was necessary, and low-risk zones, where the suits weren’t required. Because doctors couldn’t quickly move between the zones, and because it was almost impossible to talk with someone while wearing a “space suit,” it was difficult to communicate confidential medical information between the zones. Everything that went into the high-risk zone was supposed to be destroyed. To facilitate better communication, the team came up with the idea of using their iPhones (which could be easily sanitized) to take photos inside the high-risk zone and then wirelessly transmit them to a printer on the low-risk side, about six meters away. It worked!


Ideas like this were often brainstormed during mealtimes, when team members proposed and debated one idea after another until a solution to the latest challenge was devised.


A SHIFT IN ATTENTION


Still, despite the team’s best efforts, patient after patient died in the makeshift quarantine and treatment facilities. Desperately ill patients no longer viewed doctors and nurses as potential saviors but as villains—as harbingers of death. The prognosis for anyone contracting the disease sweeping the village was so dire (90 percent of patients didn’t survive) that families would hide their loved ones from caregivers—and risk contracting the deadly virus themselves—rather than let a medical team take them to the treatment center. Better to die among family and receive a proper funeral than to perish among strangers garbed in ghoulish hazmat suits. This fear threatened to spread the disease even farther and faster.


For decades, the WHO’s approach to an infectious disease had been to focus first on stopping its spread: identify the infected person, isolate that infected person, and track people who had any exposure to that infected person. Taking care of the patients who were already infected was less important. This historical approach to Ebola was no longer working—and Fischer pointed this out.


To their credit, said Fischer, the organization decided to enlist more outsiders—people not constrained by the established paradigm—to combat the epidemic. Along with specialists in infectious diseases, they also recruited people who specialized in critical care (like Fischer). These doctors were given two tasks: (1) learn about the clinical course of the illness to develop better patient care, and (2) produce better patient outcomes by testing new treatment combinations.


Fischer began by persuading his colleagues to shift their focus from containment to observing the progression of the disease. They found that, during the first two to three days of infection, people exhibited nonspecific symptoms, which made it extraordinarily difficult to identify an infected patient. Patients had a fever, headache, weakness, fatigue, and a sore throat, all of which could be attributed to any number of other ailments. After about three to five days, though, the symptoms became unmistakable. People developed nausea, profuse vomiting, and severe diarrhea—sometimes losing more than ten liters of fluid (more than the entire blood volume of a human being).


Fischer noticed that, around the beginning of the second week of infection, either the severe diarrhea led to dehydration that produced multiorgan failure (and then death in most cases), or the patient’s immune system began to control the virus’s replication. If the latter occurred, patients lived.


Although the literature on Ebola contained references to diarrhea, “nobody ever talked about how much diarrhea they had,” said Fischer.




This was probably the most impressive thing that caught our attention, but it was also an opportunity. This was something that we could reverse on the ground. We could replace the volume loss with fluids. And so this became a challenge; this became an interesting experiment for us.


What we ended up doing was, everyone who was confirmed with Ebola received an IV and got aggressive fluid resuscitation. We had to guess on how much electrolytes they were losing—the potassium and magnesium that are in sports drinks, you lose those in your diarrhea—and so we were guessing.… I would basically look at a container of diarrhea, slosh it around, try to figure out how much they’d lost, and then respond to how much potassium I thought they’d lost. And then we gave everyone antibiotics and we gave everyone antimalarial medications.4





With these three simple interventions, the doctors were able to reduce the mortality rate among Ebola sufferers in the village from over 90 percent to less than 50 percent.


“We were astounded,” said Fischer. “This was a critical moment because it showed us that Ebola is not a uniformly fatal disease, but that the supportive care that is a cornerstone of therapy for every other severe viral infection also works on Ebola. It sounds obvious, but it was fundamentally groundbreaking to show that with aggressive supportive care, we could reduce mortality.”5


Within weeks of the changes, the team accomplished its goals. They reduced community resistance to quarantine by inspiring hope instead of fear in the villagers. In turn, this helped halt the transmission of Ebola to other areas of Guinea, as well as the neighboring countries of Liberia and Sierra Leone.


Because Fischer didn’t specialize in the treatment of Ebola, it was easier for him to forgo the traditional quarantine approach and adopt a radically different strategy. His outsider status helped him assess the problem with fresh eyes and with fewer preconceptions of how he ought to deal with the specifics of the crisis.


A VERY DIFFERENT CRISIS


Two years earlier and half a world away, Teresa Hodge had faced a very different crisis. She was sitting at her computer, filling out an application for a work-at-home job, when she encountered a question that sent a jolt of fear through her body. She paused, took a deep breath, and typed, “Yes.”


The screen went blank.


Then a message she’d been dreading appeared on the screen: “We’re sorry, but your response to one of the questions indicates that you are not qualified for this job. Thank you for your time.”


Teresa was saddened, but not surprised or confused. She knew why the process had so abruptly ended. She was one of the millions of US job applicants who are automatically rejected for employment each year when they answer “yes” to the question “Have you ever been convicted of a crime?”6


Although the US accounts for just 5 percent of the world’s population, it houses 25 percent of its prison population. As of 2020, the American criminal justice system holds almost 2.3 million people in 1,833 state prisons, 110 federal prisons, 1,772 juvenile correctional facilities, 3,134 local jails, and 218 immigration detention facilities, as well as military prisons and other facilities.7 Once their sentences have been served, many of these former prisoners find it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to find good jobs.


Eight out of ten employers now run criminal background checks on job candidates, and if someone has an arrest or conviction record, it typically triggers an automatic rejection. Small wonder, then, that of the six hundred thousand plus people who leave prison every year, more than half are still unemployed twelve months later, and 70 percent eventually end up back in prison, according to Hodge. To make matters worse, the high rate of incarceration and unemployment affects not only the former prisoners but also their spouses, children, other family members, and entire communities, locking them into a never-ending cycle of imprisonment, recidivism, and poverty. Hodge dubs this the “invisible life sentence.”8


Ironically, Hodge was in the midst of attacking this systemic problem when her employment application was rejected. She was applying for a job to pay some bills while she laid the foundations for a nonprofit organization called Mission: Launch, which aimed to help people with arrest and conviction records to access loans and start businesses.


After a disgruntled ex-employee made accusations to the government about a company that Hodge had cofounded, she was eventually convicted of mail fraud (a crime she denies) and served a seventy-month sentence at Alderson Federal Prison Camp in West Virginia (a facility that once housed “doyenne of domesticity” Martha Stewart and jazz singer Billie Holiday).


“I never thought that I would find myself incarcerated under any set of circumstances,” said Hodge. “It was just very devastating to me and my family. I was fearful of the women I would encounter. What was shocking, however, was how much I had in common with the women I was incarcerated with. I went from fear to feeling a part of a community of women who were far away from their homes, and many of them, like me, just wanted to get back to their lives.”9


During her incarceration, Hodge was far from idle. She continued to develop her business skills by reading books on entrepreneurship and reviewing business plans for friends and fellow inmates. She also read articles about the plight of inmates like herself. For example, she learned that 25 percent of children in the US had an incarcerated parent, and that three in ten of those children would wind up in prison themselves.


She also had plenty of time to worry.




I sat in prison with a sinking feeling, knowing that technology was transforming the world, while I was left behind. I arrived in prison on January 3, 2007. Six days later, Steve Jobs, the founder of Apple, stood on a stage and presented the device that would change the world. He called it a 3-in-1 product “a widescreen iPod with touch controls, a revolutionary mobile phone, and a breakthrough internet communications device.” He was correct; the device, the first generation iPhone, changed everything. I had the frame-of-mind to know what that meant in my life and what it meant to the future of my ability to work and keep pace with society. Tech advances and a changing society in so many ways means that individuals living with criminal records are facing more-and-more significant financial inclusion barriers.10





In addition to reading, Hodge filled her days by talking with fellow inmates to learn their stories. What were their dreams? What crimes had they committed, and why? What kinds of family backgrounds did they have? One of her key observations was that many of the women who were released quickly ended up back in prison. She wanted to know why. The answers were usually the same: the women had no family, or had unsupportive family, and were unable to find a job after release.


As time passed, Hodge internalized these inmate narratives about crime cycles, inescapable poverty, and the hunger for new opportunities. She came to understand why so many people were coming back to prison. She came to understand that “if you can’t get a job, you can’t get on your feet.”11 (She also realized that she’d been blessed with a very supportive network of friends and family, which made her feel “privileged” for the first time in her life.)


Going to prison was the easy part. Coming home was much harder.


“When lying on my bunk in prison, I dreamt of being able to launch a business; my goal was to empower not only me but so many formerly incarcerated women.”12 So she started thinking: “What will I and others need?” “What are the right services” to help former prisoners “reconnect back to society in a meaningful way?”13


She didn’t wait for release from prison to pursue her dream. She began brainstorming ideas with her daughter, Laurin Leonard, in the prison visitors’ room. By the time Hodge was released in 2012, she was ready to kick her new venture into high gear.


Hodge realized that making a tangible impact on the lives of former prisoners would require pioneering efforts outside of the conventional public policy framework. So she and her daughter created Mission: Launch. As a former entrepreneur, Hodge proposed solutions that focused on business development and entrepreneurship, helping people who couldn’t find suitable jobs turn their skills (e.g., catering) into a business.


This entrepreneurial focus was less a choice than a necessity for people who couldn’t get hired. It was also a creative way of bypassing the problem of reemployment by helping those with arrests or convictions become self-employed. Beyond this reentry strategy, Mission: Launch also teamed with government, the private sector, and community development financial institutions (CDFIs) to champion social-good technology and civic innovation.


In the process, the mother-daughter team did the unprecedented: they connected a diverse group of criminal justice stakeholders (from civil servants and private companies to lawyers, former prisoners, and activists) to rethink criminal justice policies. Mission: Launch sponsored and developed several initiatives—from Fair Chance Employment (enforcing fair-hiring legislation) to Clean Slate DC (sealing criminal records). The organization also initiated a series of two-day collaborative events known as “hackathons” where programmers and data scientists, entrepreneurs, designers, engineers, and policy makers could create fast solutions to the challenge of rebuilding reentry. In 2015, Mission: Launch began a sixteen-week “entrepreneurship boot camp,” and its start-up accelerator won a $50,000 prize from the US Small Business Association, which helped attract matching funds from other foundations and companies.


Hodge became good at cultivating allies and raising the profile of her organization by serving as a frequent panelist and speaker (her speeches include a 2016 TEDx Talk), leveraging her firsthand experience of prison to win support. On the strength of that exposure, she forged a partnership with singer-songwriter John Legend and his FreeAmerica initiative, and another with Bank of America.


A DATA-DRIVEN SOLUTION


Another major turning point for Hodge in 2016 came when she received a request from a community-oriented bank to vet a loan candidate with a criminal record. “They didn’t know how to assess her,” she said.14 For the next three days, Hodge and her daughter searched for existing tools that could help with the assignment. They ended up finding nothing. But instead of giving up, they decided to create a list of factors that a lender should consider before granting or denying a loan to someone with a criminal record. Hodge had a pretty good idea of what was needed, and within a few days, her team had created a framework.


Her team’s analysis revealed that the applicant in question was a credit risk, but it also taught Hodge a valuable lesson. “No one is going to spend three days trying to vet a single person,” she said. “I recognized that it would be just easier to say no. But no one should be a no forever.”15 With that insight, she decided there might be a market for a new technology platform that could perform such an analysis for customers, much the way employers, banks, and others use outside vendors to run credit checks on applicants. Soon their work produced a ripple effect as other community lenders approached her with similar requests, so Hodge persuaded a software engineer to build a financial technology tool that would perform the kind of analysis her team had just done.


The result was R3 Score, a risk assessment tool powered by an algorithm that assessed a person’s criminal history, along with volunteer work, education, credit history, employment experience, and information self-reported by individuals to de-risk decisions for prospective employers, banks, and landlords. R3’s software produced a numeric score that predicted future trends. The scores, which deliberately mimicked the FICO scores credit bureaus use to rate people’s credit histories, ranged from 300 to 850. The higher the number, the less risky the person.


By providing employers, landlords, and financial institutions with a more nuanced, data-driven risk evaluation from a third party, Hodge hoped that she could enable them to make more intelligent decisions about whether someone posed a good credit, housing, and employment risk.16 R3 Score was an alternative to the reports delivered by traditional background companies, which are composed entirely of criminal records. “While it’s important that we discontinue the practice of disqualifying applicants for simply having criminal records, it’s also imperative that HR professionals have access to other criteria they need to determine a candidate’s eligibility,” said Hodge. “Formerly incarcerated people need a way back into the workforce, and HR professionals need a way of weeding them in instead of out of the pile.”17


Beta testing with banks in 2017 confirmed the value of R3 Score, and Hodge and her team also worked with two CDFIs and a start-up to better understand their needs. As of this writing, R3 Score has signed on five contract partners to help fund entrepreneurs with criminal records.


More recently, after the COVID-19 pandemic caused unemployment to skyrocket and reduced the goodwill of businesses, Hodge decided to pivot. Without completely writing off the B2B market, R3 Score has shifted to a B2C model, targeting consumers directly rather than corporations, CDFIs, and other business clients. The goal was to offer a “freemium” model, funded with money raised from philanthropic sources and investors, aimed at delivering ten thousand scores into the hands of customers by the end of 2020.


It’s still early, but R3 Score has the potential to become a real game changer by improving social outcomes for the marginalized—for the millions of people living with criminal histories.


“We shouldn’t be allowing employers to discriminate against millions of Americans, keeping them locked into sentences and mistakes… they did five, ten, fifteen, twenty, thirty years ago,” said Hodge. “We need people who are coming home from prison to have their human capital restored so that they can be good mothers and fathers, good community members, and take care of their families.”18


WHAT’S SO ALIEN ABOUT THIS THINKING?


What separates ALIEN thinkers like Billy Fischer and Teresa Hodge from the rest of us? How did Fischer and his team connect the dots from Ebola’s clinical progression to aggressive fluid resuscitation to improved outcomes and a greater willingness among villagers to submit to quarantine? In retrospect, the strategy seems obvious. But if it was so obvious, why did no one else have these insights?


Why did no one, before Teresa Hodge, think to create a more-nuanced risk assessment tool for people with criminal records? It’s no secret, at least among employers, real estate professionals, and financial institutions, that most people with arrest or conviction records are automatically (and often unfairly) denied the opportunities they need to reintegrate into society.


The answer is that ALIEN thinkers (intuitively or consciously) apply the ALIEN framework, which comprises attention, focusing hard on a particular context or population to understand its dynamics and latent needs; levitation, stepping back to reflect on the situation and make sense of it; imagination, envisioning that which is not and generating avant-garde ideas; experimentation, turning a promising idea into a workable solution that addresses a real need; and navigation, adjusting to the forces that can make or break your solution.


By looking at the cases of Fischer and Hodge, we can tease out three key personality traits of ALIEN thinkers.


Rebels with a Cause


ALIEN thinkers question what others take for granted. For example, Fischer noticed and dared to point out that the existing approach was contributing to the spread of Ebola rather than helping to contain it. Likewise, Hodge challenged the model of traditional background check companies whose reports consisted entirely of arrest and conviction records. But Fischer and Hodge didn’t defy conventions just for the sake of it. They disrupted the established order to tackle causes that matter. ALIEN thinkers are unconventional, but they’re also respectful of the broader purpose that motivates their search for progress. They are committed to the idea of creating meaningful change in business and society. They fully understand the danger of being misperceived as renegades or loose cannons. Both Fischer and Hodge maintained a very clear focus on what they were trying to do and on those they sought to serve.


Curious Integrators


ALIEN thinkers are people-centered, trying to understand what drives others and to make sense of their worlds. Both Fischer and Hodge learned by taking an interest in individual cases and interacting with people who were struggling. But both were also system-minded and able to take into account the larger issues and multiple stakeholders involved. For example, Fischer first tried to make sense of the entire process of patient care before trying to tackle the cycle of Ebola contagion in different ways. And Hodge rethought the whole approach of risk evalutaion vis-à-vis former prison inmates. She then created an easy-to-understand score for ex-inmates—one modeled on the FICO score with which institutions were already familiar and that many were already using to assess candidates for loans and employment.


Ingenious Analysts


ALIEN thinkers combine their creative intelligence with whatever analytic tools they have at their disposal. Even in a resource-constrained environment, Fischer and his team demonstrated considerable creativity, using rice and mini refrigerators to maximize the effectiveness of what little technology they had and extend its performance boundaries in a hostile environment. On a larger scale, Hodge embraced technology to quantify people’s personal and institiutional histories, and to do predictive work. She used technology to augment her innovation capabilities and develop original solutions to the seemingly intractable problems afflicting the American justice system.


WHY NO ONE WANTS TO BE THE ALIEN THINKER


The cases of Fischer and Hodge show how an ALIEN thinker mindset can lead to breakthrough solutions.


In the early 2000s, futurists Edie Weiner and Arnold Brown argued that ridding ourselves of preconceived notions about the existing ways of doing things can free our minds and stretch the boundaries of our perception.19 Overfamiliarity makes it difficult to approach the future in innovative ways. Aliens from another planet would be better at seeing the world from an unbiased perspective. They are not prisoners of the assumptions, prejudices, and recipes that constrain our insights and ingenuity.


The idea of an alien looking at our world without bias was an eye-opener for us, providing the initial spark for this book. To improve our ability to imagine how things can change, we must adjust our lenses to see as an alien would see.


But developing this shift in perspective isn’t easy.


To begin with, there are many psychological barriers to ALIEN thinking: biases that limit our ability to notice things, our creativity, and our willingness to switch course. It’s not always easy to be the alien in the room. Most of us have a natural conformity bias, making it difficult to be the misfit who always has a different outlook on things. Another particularly damaging bias is our tendency to experience more regret when a bad outcome is the result of trying something new than when a bad outcome is the result of sticking to our usual approach.20 In other words, we punish ourselves for introducing innovative ideas that don’t work out—for thinking like aliens.


Finally, even if we do manage to come up with original ideas or potential solutions, we never know how they will be received. Science fiction novels and films have taught us to be wary of aliens—not because they are always bad, but because we never know their intentions. The same distrust extends to ALIEN thinkers. If you can’t assess the probable impact of a new idea, you are likely to treat it and its initiator with suspicion. A fascinating example is the case of James Dyson and his bagless vacuum cleaner. Several manufacturers—including Philips, Electrolux, Black and Decker, and Hoover—turned down the prototype because it threatened their lucrative sales of replacement bags. More telling still was the subsequent remorse of Hoover’s then vice president for Europe: “I do regret not taking the product technology off Dyson. It would have lain on the shelf and not been used.”21


This reaction captures the forceful pull of the status quo. It’s perfectly understandable that organizations seek to protect themselves from novel ideas. No one knows in advance whether an original idea will boost performance or weaken it. But in this case, the implication is that the organization would rather prevent a successful product from coming to market than adopt it if it would disrupt its business model and industry paradigms. The corporate immune system includes a number of forces that mobilize themselves to reject inconvenient ideas and block uncomfortable notions of progress.


Resistance to ALIEN thinking and ALIEN thinkers is ubiquitous. So your dual challenge is learning how to think like an alien without falling prey to the systems of resistance that might hamper your efforts to change.


Our framework helps you do both.


THE ELUSIVENESS OF BREAKTHROUGH SOLUTIONS


The digital advances of the past two decades have enabled a much broader population than ever before to express creative intelligence.22 Unconventional thinkers the world over have unprecedented access to the distributed knowledge, talent, capital, and consumers they need to create a start-up or a movement around a great idea. Innovation has been thoroughly democratized.


And yet breakthrough solutions remain hard to come by. Apart from the internet-driven service disruption, we have not seen spectacular surges of innovation across sectors. Respected economists, including Tyler Cowen and Robert Gordon, have spoken of “innovation stagnation.”23 Leading business thinker Gary Hamel noted that corporations are awash in ideas that fall into two buckets: incremental no-brainers and flaky no-hopers.24 In our work with innovation teams, we see many promising ideas that either perish or end up as superficial, narrow, or skewed solutions.


This lack of progress is surprising given our improved understanding of the innovation process, driven in large part by design thinking and lean start-up methodologies. Terms such as user-centered, ideation, and pivot have become commonplace and have changed the way innovators and organizations think about creating new offerings. Yet for all this guidance, only 43 percent of corporations have what experts consider a well-defined process for innovation, according to the research firm CB Insights.25 And companies are slowly but surely losing confidence in their ability to innovate.


When we talk with entrepreneurs and executives about existing innovation frameworks, their criticisms center on three overlapping issues. The ALIEN framework addresses each issue.


They’re Unrealistic


The still-influential waterfall or stage-gate approaches, for example, are overly linear, showing little regard for the constant zigzagging between activities that may be needed.26 Elmar Mock, the serial entrepreneur who invented the Swatch watch, put it this way in a recent podcast: “The very natural instinct for an innovator is to move in a nonlinear way, to go from concept to know-how back to concept, to re-question your concept, to re-look for new know-how, to change your concept again.”27


Design thinking—with its emphasis on understanding user needs, encouraging divergent thinking, and promoting the iteration of ideas through constant trial and error—offers more flexibility. It recognizes that innovation is nonlinear and that it often evolves through multiple feedback loops. Unfortunately, in design thinking these loops typically follow well-worn paths, from testing back to prototyping, brainstorming, or even redefining the problem, whereas innovation happens in much more haphazard, accidental, and fortuitous ways.


ALIEN thinking, by contrast, offers freedom within a frame. It captures the fluid way that many historical breakthroughs have emerged. It accepts that innovation can start anywhere, follow any pathway, run concurrently, and loop back repeatedly. The only rule is that you must devote time to each of the five ALIEN components for the innovation to succeed.


They’re Incomplete


Existing models don’t fully recognize the digital aspect of innovation or show how technology can augment the influential “human-centric” principles enshrined in design thinking. Digital technology offers many additional ways of gaining empathy by tapping into the end-user’s experience without necessarily going into the field and standing in other people’s shoes. For example, COVID-19 created situations in which close observation of user behavior was either unsafe or unethical. Fortunately, innovators were able to use apps, sensors, and other digital technologies to study user habits and notice interesting patterns of behavior that might have been opaque to the human eye.


The executives with whom we’ve talked also questioned the prevailing emphasis on action and fast iteration (pillars of the lean start-up concept) because it ignores the creative impact of reflection, which is often misconstrued as procrastination. Finally, existing models seldom offer guidance on how one can manage emotions during an innovation journey. ALIEN thinking takes the innovator’s psychology into account. At times, the search for breakthrough solutions creates anxiety, confusion, and discouragement. At other times, every signal is positive and your energy is high. Existing models don’t do much to help innovators navigate this constant swirl of emotions. No wonder so many innovative efforts get derailed.


They’re Misleading


Existing models gloss over the various pitfalls and biases that constrain original thinking, especially in organizational contexts. For example, by insisting on the need to immerse yourself in the world of users, design-thinking approaches neglect (or at least downplay) the role of other stakeholders in the innovation process, as well as the need for creativity in mobilizing their support for a novel solution.


Executives know that to devise ingenious solutions, they have to break paradigms and shift mindsets, but they usually lapse into standard ways of thinking when it comes to delivery. The failed Sony Reader is a case in point. All the creativity that went into developing that sleek solution was undone by a lack of originality in execution. Sony neglected to line up the book publishing industry as an ally—a mistake that Amazon did not make when it launched a technically inferior product that made it easy for users to download e-books.


For your stellar solutions to thrive, you need to approach unconventional partners (as the WHO did when it approached Fischer), identify underutilized channels, and invent new business models.28 You need to invest as much creative energy in introducing and delivering the offering as you do in generating it.


Overall, existing innovation frameworks are too rigid and often difficult to recall in real time. They also ignore the real-world risks of challenging orthodoxy—particularly when you are part of an organization—namely, that you’ll be ignored, ostracized, transferred, or fired.


The ALIEN framework fully recognizes the resourcefulness and ingenuity needed, at what is dismissively dubbed the “implementation” phase, to turn a workable solution into a success.


AN ANTIDOTE TO ORTHODOXY


ALIEN thinking provides a blueprint to escape conformity and to devise truly breakthrough solutions to important problems. There are five strategies that must be considered in turn: attention, levitation, imagination, experimentation, and navigation (ALIEN).


To illustrate the framework, we return to the cases of Billy Fischer and Teresa Hodge.


Attention is the act of focusing hard on a particular context or population to understand its dynamics and latent needs. By listening to villagers’ fears of the Ebola quarantine—the long-established way of handling an outbreak—Billy Fischer came to understand that only better patient outcomes would induce them to enter quarantine (and treatment) instead of avoiding the physicians altogether. In a resource-constrained environment, and hampered by protective clothing, he also learned to pay closer attention to alternative symptoms using his senses of sight and touch. In Hodge’s case, she paid attention to the recidivism among the inmates at her facility and asked them questions about why they had been imprisoned once again. The answers she received from the women triggered her search for a solution.


Levitation is the act of stepping back or “decentering” in order to expand and enrich your understanding. Having gathered insights into the realities of a situation, need, or challenge, you need space to make sense of those findings, work out what they mean, and prime your mind for inspiration. Fischer and his colleagues used their mealtimes to step back and gain perspective, which is why many of their best ideas were generated during breakfast, lunch, and dinner discussions. Hodge reflected on the stories her fellow prisoners told her about their lives, and also read articles about the underlying causes fueling the cycle of imprisonment and poverty among the inmates and their families. She pondered ways to break the vicious cycle until she came to understand that what ex-inmates needed most was access to opportunities—employment, housing, and financial opportunities that were often closed to them because of their criminal histories.


Imagination is the act of envisioning that which is not and then generating avant-garde ideas. Though often shrouded in mystery, imagination is essentially the result of making creative connections between existing concepts—joining the dots in new and interesting ways. Fischer imagined a quarantine unit that offered genuine hope rather than the prospect of death in isolation, and he drew inspiration from therapies that worked for other types of severe viral infections. For her part, Hodge imagined a nonprofit that would work with financial institutions and community organizations to help formerly incarcerated people access loans and start their own businesses.


Experimentation is the act of turning a promising idea into a workable solution that addresses a real need. Fischer experimented with untried combinations of aggressive rehydration, antibiotics, and antimalarial medication. And he tried giving plasma from Ebola survivors to patients fighting the disease in an attempt to boost their immune systems.29 Hodge’s efforts to vet a single loan candidate caused her to realize that there might be a market for a technology platform that would perform such analyses, prompting her to get a software engineer to build the financial technology analysis tool that became R3 Score.


Navigation is the act of adjusting to forces that can make or break your solution. Your belief in the solution (and overfamiliarity with the context) can lead you to underestimate the effort needed to mobilize supporters and steer past obstacles. Fischer had to persuade the authorities at the World Health Organization to change the protocols for dealing with Ebola. And he encouraged exchange of best practices with other NGOs in the region: “There was sharing back and forth. At one point we showed them what we were doing with our refrigerator. We would talk about different strategies that we were using to get around difficulties.”30 Hodge worked diligently to recruit individuals and organizations that would support the work of Mission: Launch and R3 Score, participating in conferences, demo days, hackathons, and other events to raise awareness of problems and her proposed solutions. Instead of trying to fight entrenched systems head-on, she often went around systems to help ex-offenders better help themselves through self-employment.


Unconventional thinkers need a simple, shared, and overarching framework for developing breakthrough solutions. They need guidance to escape the various psychological barriers that constrain their creativity, to leverage the digital tools that can boost their intelligence throughout the process, and to avoid getting shot down as they begin to think and act in truly original ways that threaten the standard (and safe) way of doing things. It is to address these challenges that we developed the ALIEN thinking model. The five components are presented in a sequence that makes intuitive sense, but many successful inventions unfold in unpredictable ways, and you can actually proceed in any order, leveraging each component to enrich any phase of your process.


The framework covers familiar themes—like paying attention to the world we live in, boosting your imagination, and experimenting intelligently. None of these are particularly revolutionary on their own. It’s how they are implemented that changes everything. ALIEN thinkers think differently and are able to find effective, original solutions to almost any problem they face.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS




[image: image] ALIEN thinkers, such as Billy Fischer and Teresa Hodge, are rebels with a cause. In addition to questioning what others take for granted, ALIEN thinkers are:


[image: image] Curious integrators, trying to understand what drives others and to make sense of their worlds


[image: image] Ingenious analysts, combining their creative intelligence with the analytic tools at their disposal


[image: image] Although an ALIEN mindset can lead to breakthrough solutions, developing this state of mind isn’t easy. There are many psychological barriers to ALIEN thinking—biases that limit your ability to notice things, your creativity, and your willingness to switch course.


[image: image] As illustrated by the case of James Dyson and his bagless vacuum cleaner, ALIEN thinkers and ideas are often regarded with mistrust by people with a stake in the status quo.


[image: image] Despite the digitally enabled democratization of innovation during the last two decades, breakthrough solutions remain elusive, in part because existing innovation frameworks tend to be unrealistic, incomplete, misleading, or a combination of the three.


[image: image] An antidote to orthodox thinking, the ALIEN framework consists of five strategies: attention, levitation, imagination, experimentation, and navigation (ALIEN).





QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF




1. In your circles, who would you describe as an ALIEN thinker and why?


2. Can you recall a simple innovation framework without going online?


3. What’s your typical gut reaction when you encounter original new ideas?
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