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Preface



“The sun is new each day.”


—Heraclitus of Ephesus, Greek Pre-Socratic Philosopher
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Welcome to A Whack on the Side of the Head. It’s both a fun exploration of the ten mental locks that prevent us from being more creative, and also a practical guide to what we can do to open these locks and exercise our creativity.


I’m excited about this “Glorious Fifth Edition” for several reasons. First, it acknowledges that Whack has been around for well over four decades and in that time has succeeded in finding a wide and diverse audience. For that, I’m truly grateful. (Indeed, over the years it has been used as a primary resource in courses ranging from Creativity, Entrepreneurship, Design Thinking, and Project Management to Engineering, Life Skills Coaching, Psychology, and Art!)


Second, it’s given me an opportunity to add many new stories, exercises, and insights. I believe that Whack continues to be a fun and informative read, and I know you’ll pick up some useful creative thinking strategies in these pages. It’s my hope that this new edition will find a new generation of creative thinkers and innovators—in a variety of fields!


Heraclitus’ words at the beginning of the Preface are as relevant now as they were 2,500 years ago when he wrote them.* They describe a continually changing world with new things coming into existence, and others being relegated to the dust heap. Few among us would deny that creative thinking is a vital survival skill in such an ever-changing world. And fewer still would argue that it’s possible to be successful without the ability to look at things in fresh and different ways.


I’ve been a lifetime student of the creative process. From my college days on through to my professional career as an author, business consultant, conference producer, product developer, and more recently as a toy designer, I’ve been interested in how the mind does its best work. I’ve found that when people are thinking creatively, they:




[image: image] Use humor as a fun way to generate ideas


[image: image] Seek out alternative right answers


[image: image] Are reluctant to conform to the majority viewpoint


[image: image] Believe play is a mental lubricant


[image: image] Experiment with making up their own rules


[image: image] Like to mock pet ideas


[image: image] Are capable of escaping from obsolete ideas


[image: image] Possess the courage to stick their necks out




Many of the ideas presented here come from my experience as a creative thinking consultant. Over the years, I’ve had an opportunity to work with many creative people in a variety of industries and disciplines. This book contains stories, anecdotes, insights, and ideas that came out of these seminars and workshops, as well as my own thoughts about what you can do to be more creative.


Another influence on my thinking is the various “Wise Fools” I’ve encountered throughout my life—either in person or through their works and creations. They have been essential to my having developed an attitude of “thinking something different.”* They’ve often reminded me of the advice of the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky:




“The cleverest person of all, in my opinion, is the person who calls himself a fool at least once a month.”





One way to do this is to exercise your creative abilities.


How to read this book? Front to back works just fine. In putting it together, however, my primary design criterion has been to create a resource that you can dip into anywhere on a regular basis whenever you need a bit of inspiration to “think differently.” Give it a try right now, if you wish! Go to a random page, put your finger down and see what the message is.3


Whether you’re an entrepreneur seeking a competitive edge, an artist or a marketing wiz angling for a different slant on a concept, a student looking for an antidote to some of what you’ve learned in school, a teacher exploring ways to invigorate a curriculum, or an engineer investigating soft thinking approaches, I believe you will find some worthwhile creativity ideas here.


Some of you may be familiar with my products, perhaps one of my other books, or my creativity tools such as the Creative Whack Pack card deck (and apps) and the Ball of Whacks line of manipulative design toys. I hope you’ll find Whack to be of value when you need another point of view. I trust you will enjoy working and playing with the concepts in this book.


I’d like to thank the following people who have made a difference in this book. More recently: Beth deGuzman, Kirsiah Depp, Luria Rittenberg, Diane Miller-Espada, and Elizabeth Connor. And through the years: Rick Wolff, Harvey-Jane Kowal, Brigid Pearson, Nansey Neiman, Stuart Kaplan, Jack Grimes, Bob Metcalfe, Nolan Bushnell, Wiley Caldwell, Lance Shaw, Bob Wieder, Doug King, and Bill Shinker.


Many thanks to George Willett for his illustrations; it was a joy to watch him bring these concepts to life—particularly the quirky and offbeat ones. I also appreciate the drawings made by Mark “Bingo” Barnes.


Most of all, I’d like to thank my family—especially my wife Wendy—for their ideas and encouragement.


Stay curious and be imaginative!


Roger von Oech


February 16, 2024


Woodside, California


Footnotes


1 You’ll find a number of epigrams from the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus sprinkled throughout this work. His enigmatic ideas—such as “You can’t step into the same river twice,” and “Everything flows”—both capture essential creative thinking principles, and also make us think. Indeed, I consider him to be the world’s first “creativity teacher.” For more on Heraclitus, go to here.


2 This will be apparent in the “Don’t Be Foolish” chapter (here), the longest in the book.


3 For more on the technique of using this book as a “spontaneous oracle” divination tool, go to here.
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Mental Sex



Exercise: In my seminars, I like to start the participants off with the following exercise. Take a moment to do it.




1. When was the last time you had a creative idea?




[image: image] This morning


[image: image] Yesterday


[image: image] Last week


[image: image] Last month


[image: image] Last year (or longer ago)




2. What was it?


3. What motivates you to be creative?




The answers I get usually run something like this: “I found a way to troubleshoot a software program”; “I discovered a way to sell a new application to a hard-to-satisfy client”; “I developed a new geometry curriculum”; “I motivated my daughter to do her homework”; or, “I decorated the living room around a different color.”


I once had a participant who told me that he got his last creative idea more than a year prior to our session. I thought to myself, “This must have been some idea to have overshadowed everything else this year,” and asked him what it was. “I found a quicker way home from work,” he replied.


I guess this person wasn’t very motivated. He seemed to be saying, “Everything is fine,” and there’s no reason to deviate from what’s worked in the past. But he made me think: why be creative? Why challenge the rules? Why run the risk of failing and looking foolish?






[image: image]







I can think of two good reasons. The first is change. When things change and new information comes into existence, it’s no longer possible to solve current problems with yesterday’s solutions. Over and over again, people are finding out that what worked five years ago won’t work today. This gives them a choice. They can either bemoan the fact that things aren’t as easy as they used to be, or they can use their creative abilities to find new answers, new solutions, and new ideas.


A second reason for generating ideas is that it’s a lot of fun. Indeed, I like to think of creative thinking as the “sex of our mental lives.” Ideas, like organisms, have a life cycle. They are born, they develop, they reach maturity, and they die. So we need a way to generate new ideas. Creative thinking is that means, and like its biological counterpart, it’s also pleasurable.



What Is Creative Thinking?



Exercise: Let’s suppose that you’re a marketing hot shot. You get a call from the president of a large company and learn that somehow his inventory system has fouled up, and his company now has a $1,000,000 over-supply of ball bearings. Your task is to think of things to do with the ball bearings, using them individually or in combinations. Take a minute to list your ideas.


I once asked advertising legend Carl Ally what made the creative person tick. Ally responded, “The creative person wants to be a know-it-all. He wants to know about all kinds of things: ancient history, nineteenth century mathematics, current manufacturing techniques, what’s new in AI products, flower arranging, and hog futures. He never knows when these ideas might come together to form a new idea. It may happen six minutes later or six years down the road. But the creative person has faith that it will happen.”


I agree. Knowledge is the stuff from which new ideas are made. Nonetheless, knowledge alone won’t make a person creative. I think that we’ve all known people who knew lots of facts and nothing creative happened. Their knowledge just sat in their crania because they didn’t think about what they knew in any new ways. Thus, the real key to being creative lies in what we do with our knowledge.


Creative thinking requires an outlook that allows us to search for ideas and play with our knowledge and experience. With this outlook, we try different approaches, first one, then another, often not getting anywhere. We use crazy, foolish, and impractical ideas as stepping stones to practical new ideas. We break the rules occasionally, and explore for ideas in unusual outside places. And, in the end, our creative outlook enables us to come up with something novel and perhaps even practical.


Speaking of a creative outlook, how did you do with the ball bearing exercise? What ideas did you generate? Here are some possibilities:




[image: image] Use them as level testers.


[image: image] Sew them into a canvas vest and use them as “weight clothing” for athletes-in-training.


[image: image] Make furniture out of them—like bean bag chairs—to be used in public places. Since they’d be heavy, they wouldn’t get stolen.


[image: image] Make jewelry out of them: earrings, bracelets, and necklaces.


[image: image] Use them as confetti at a punk rock concert.


[image: image] Serve them as robot caviar (when your “home robot” is having friends over).


[image: image] Put them on the bottom of uneven curtains and use them as curtain weights.




The point of this exercise is that an idea, concept, or thing—in this case a ball bearing—takes its meaning from the context in which you put it. If you change its context, it will take on a different meaning. For example, transferring a ball bearing from the “things that reduce friction” context to that of “shiny and pretty things” gives us all kinds of jewelry and art ideas. Emphasizing its “mass” characteristics allows us to think of “weight” ideas, such as curtain weights. Thus, changing contexts is a way to discover the possibilities of your resources. Here are some examples of people who used this type of thinking to create new ideas.


The first is the fifteenth century German inventor Johannes Gutenberg. What Gutenberg did was to combine two previously unconnected ideas: the wine press and the coin punch. The purpose of the coin punch was to leave an image on a small area such as a gold coin. The function of the wine press was, and still is, to apply force over a large area to squeeze the juice out of grapes. One day, Gutenberg, perhaps after he’d drunk a goblet or two of wine, asked himself, “What if I took a bunch of these coin punches and put them under the force of the wine press so that they left their image on paper?” The resulting combination was the printing press and movable type.


Navy Commander Grace Hopper had the task of explaining the meaning of a “nanosecond” to some non-technical computer users. (A nanosecond is a billionth of a second, and it’s the basic time interval of a supercomputer’s internal clock.) She wondered:
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“How can I get them to understand the brevity of a nanosecond? Why not look at it as a space problem rather than a time problem? I’ll just use the distance light travels in one billionth of a second.” She pulled out a piece of string thirty centimeters long (11.8 inches) and told her visitors, “Here is one nanosecond.”


In the fourth century BC, a young Greek librarian had the task of designing a more efficient way to order and retrieve the thousands of manuscripts that he had stored away. “How should I order these?” he wondered. “By subject? By author? By color?” Then he thought of the alphabet. His contemporaries thought of it simply as a series of phonetic symbols—alpha, beta, gamma, delta, epsilon (α, β, γ, δ, ε)—that create words when joined together. This librarian decided to de-emphasize the alphabet’s linguistic qualities and emphasize the letters’ order in relation to one another. He put all the documents beginning with gamma after those beginning with beta but in front of those beginning with delta. In the process, he created alphabetization, the primary means for ordering, storing, and retrieving information.


In 1772, the court musicians of Franz Joseph Haydn’s orchestra were mad because their Duke had promised them a vacation, but continually had postponed it. They asked Haydn to talk to the Duke about getting some time off. Haydn thought for a bit, decided to let music do the talking, and wrote the “Farewell Symphony” (No. 45 in F# minor). The performance began with a full orchestra, but as the piece went along, it was scored to need fewer and fewer instruments. As each musician finished his part, he blew out his candle and left the stage. They did this, one by one, until the stage was empty. The Duke got the message and gave them a vacation.
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One day the artist Pablo Picasso went outside his house and found an old bicycle. He looked at it for a little bit, and then removed the seat and the handle bars. Then he welded them together to create the head of a bull.


And then there’s my daughter Athena. On her third birthday, I gave her a small box with sixteen colored cubes in it. She picked it up, shook it, and told me that it was a rattle. She opened it up and said that it was a wallet and the cubes were money. Then she piled the cubes up, and they became a birthday cake.






[image: image]







Each of these examples illustrates the creative mind’s power to transform one thing into another. By changing perspective and playing with our knowledge, we can make the ordinary extraordinary. In this way, wine presses squeeze out information, string is transformed into nanoseconds, labor grievances become symphonies, alphabets order and retrieve data, and bicycle seats turn into bulls’ heads. The Nobel Prize-winning biochemist Albert Szent-Györgyi put it well when he said:




“Discovery consists of looking at the same thing as everyone else and thinking something different.”





Thus, to be more creative, all we need to do is “look at the same thing as everyone else,” and then “think something different.” Human beings have been using their imaginations in this way since the beginning.




[image: image] The first person to look at an oyster and think “food” did this.


[image: image] So did the first person to look at a ship’s sail and think “windmill.”


[image: image] As did the first person to look at sheep intestines and think “guitar strings.”


[image: image] And the first person to look at a perfume vaporizer and think “gasoline carburetor.”


[image: image] And the first person to look at bacterial mold and think “antibiotics.”


[image: image] And the first person to look at Internet search queries and think “advertising medium.”


[image: image] And the first person to look at the “cut-and-paste” features of word-processing software and think “CRISPR genome-editing tool.”


[image: image] And the first person to look at factoring the product of two multi-digit prime numbers and think “encryption security device.”




Do you have this creative power?


Well, if you’ve ever used a pen as a weapon, or a potato as a radio antenna, or a T-shirt as a tourniquet, or dried leaves as toilet paper, then the answer is a resounding “Yes!”



Mental Locks



Why don’t we “think something different” more often? There are several main reasons. First, we don’t need to be creative for most of what we do. For example, it’s not necessary when we’re driving on the freeway, or riding in an elevator, or waiting in line at a grocery store. We’re creatures of habit when it comes to the business of living—everything from doing paperwork to tying our shoes to screening out telephone solicitors. For most of our activities, these routines are indispensable. Without them, we wouldn’t get much accomplished. If you got up this morning and started contemplating the bristles on your toothbrush or questioning the meaning of toast, you wouldn’t make it to work. Staying on routine thought paths enables us to do the many things we need to do without having to think about them.


Another reason we’re not more creative is that we haven’t been taught to be. Much of our educational system is an elaborate game of “guess what the teacher is thinking.” Many of us have learned that the best ideas are in someone else’s head.


There are times, however, when we need to be creative and generate new ways to accomplish our objectives. When this happens, our own belief systems may prevent us from doing so. This is the third reason why we don’t “think something different” more often. Most of us have certain attitudes that lock our thinking into the status quo and keep us thinking “more of the same.” These attitudes are necessary for most of what we do, but they get in the way when we’re trying to be creative.


I call these attitudes “mental locks.” There are ten mental locks in particular that I’ve found to be especially hazardous to our thinking. They are listed on the next page. As you can well imagine, it’s difficult to get your creative juices flowing if you’re always being practical, following the rules, afraid to make mistakes, or under the influence of any of the other mental locks.


1. The Right Answer.


2. That’s Not Logical.


3. Follow the Rules.


4. Be Practical.


5. Play Is Frivolous.


6. That’s Not My Area.


7. Don’t Be Foolish.


8. Avoid Ambiguity.


9. To Err Is Wrong.


10. I’m Not Creative.



Opening Mental Locks



How do we open these mental locks? Let’s turn to the following story for a possible answer.




A creativity teacher invited one of his students over to his house for afternoon tea. They talked for a bit, and then came time for tea. The teacher poured some into the student’s cup. Even after the cup was full, he continued to pour. The cup overflowed and tea spilled out onto the floor.


Finally, the student said: “You must stop pouring; the tea is overflowing—it’s not going into my cup.”


The teacher replied, “That’s very observant. The same is true with you. If you are to receive any of my teachings, you must first empty out what you have in your mental cup.”


Moral: We need the ability to unlearn what we know.





From our examples, we can see that Gutenberg forgot that wine presses only squeeze grapes—the “right answer”; Hopper didn’t realize that everyday package string was “outside the area” of computing; Haydn didn’t understand that equating music and labor grievances was a “foolish” idea; and Picasso broke the “rule” that bicycle seats are only for sitting on.


Without the ability to temporarily forget what we know, our minds remain cluttered with ready-made answers, and we never have an opportunity to ask the questions that lead in new directions. Since the attitudes that create mental locks have all been learned, one key to opening them is to temporarily unlearn them—to empty our mental cup, as it were.






[image: image]







This sounds like a simple technique, but sometimes it’s difficult to apply. Often we have integrated these mental locks so well into our thinking and behavior that we are no longer aware that we’re being guided by them. They have become habits. The danger of habits is that a person can become a “prisoner of familiarity.” The more often we do something in the same way—whether it’s cooking a meal or managing a project—the more difficult it is to do it in any other way. We get stuck in how we already think about things.


Sometimes we need a little help to open the mental locks. Let’s return to our creativity teacher once more.




At another lesson the teacher and the student are discussing a problem. Despite lengthy conversation, the student doesn’t seem to understand the point the teacher is making.


Finally, the teacher picks up a stick and gives him a whack on the side of the head with it. Suddenly, the student begins to grasp the situation and “think something different.”


Moral: Sometimes, nothing short of a whack on the side of the head can dislodge the assumptions that keep us thinking “more of the same.”





Getting Whacked


Like the student, we all need an occasional “whack on the side of the head” to shake us out of routine patterns, to force us to re-think our problems, and to stimulate us to ask the questions that may lead to other right answers.


“Whacks” come in all shapes, sizes, and colors. They have one thing in common, however. They force us—at least for the moment—“to think something different.” Sometimes we’ll get whacked by a problem or a failure. Or perhaps by a joke or a paradox. And sometimes it will be a surprise or an unexpected situation that whacks us. Here are some examples:






[image: image]









♦ It could result from your getting fired from a job, or failing to obtain a performance raise.


♦ It could happen when a teacher tells you that she thinks that you have a special talent in an area you’d never thought much about and assigns a project—due next Friday—to help you develop it.


♦ It could happen when a global pandemic shuts down society, and you have to figure out new ways to earn a living and educate your children.


♦ It might happen when the supplier for a vital subcomponent of your best selling product unexpectedly goes out of business and you’re forced to scramble to find a new source. When the dust has cleared, you discover that the new vendor has products that are superior in quality.


♦ It could come when you recognize a relationship between two things you thought were unconnected such as a spiral galaxy and a spinning ice skater.


♦ It could happen when you break your leg and you realize how much you took your ambulatory habits for granted.


♦ It could be a joke:


Question: What’s the difference between a cat and a comma?


Answer: A cat has its claws at the end of its paws and a comma is the pause at the end of a clause.


♦ It could be a paradox such as artist Paul Gauguin’s statement: “I shut my eyes in order to see.”


♦ It could be a question you never thought about:




[image: image] “If one synchronized swimmer drowns, do the others have to drown too?”


[image: image] “If camels are the ‘ships of the desert,’ why aren’t tugboats the ‘camels of the sea’?”


[image: image] “Which way is clockwise on a digital watch?”


[image: image] “If we call oranges ‘oranges,’ why don’t we call bananas ‘yellows,’ or apples ‘reds’?”






Thus, those ideas or situations that cause us to get off our routine paths and “think something different” are whacks to our thinking.


Sometimes getting a whack on the side of the head can be the best thing to happen to us. It might help us spot a potential problem before it arises. It could help us generate some new ideas. Or, it could help us discover opportunities that weren’t previously apparent.


For example, late in his life, the eminent psychoanalyst and spiritual explorer Carl Jung was asked this question by a friend’s fifteen-year-old daughter: “Herr Professor, you are so wise. Could you please tell me the shortest distance to my life’s goal?” Without a moment’s hesitation, Jung replied:




“The detour.”





The enigmatic ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus had a similiar orientation. As he put it:




“That which opposes produces a benefit.”





A very significant but unheralded example is the search for pepper. Indeed, the spread of Europeans throughout the world after the year 1500 has much to do with the supply of pepper. From the Middle Ages on, pepper was far and away the most important spice traded between Europe and the Far East. That’s because no spice except pepper made heavily salted meat edible, and in Europe no form of preservation other than salting was generally employed. Thus, it was salt and pepper that stood between meat-eating Europeans and starvation.


After the fall of Constantinople in 1453, and especially after 1470, the Ottoman Turks began disrupting the overland trade routes east from the Mediterranean. This caused pepper to be in short supply and prices to skyrocket. As a result, European explorers sailed west and south in search of alternative passages to the Orient. As historian Henry Hobson put it, “The Americas were discovered as a by-product of the search for pepper.”


After the Great Fire of Rome razed most of the city in AD 64 (during Nero’s reign), Roman officials realized they needed to rethink their basic construction methods to prevent future conflagrations. The result was a radically upgraded building code in which the use of wood in beams was discouraged. This change allowed the widespread use of a fairly new building material: pozzolana-enriched concrete. This flexible material freed Roman architects from constraints such as right angles and allowed them to develop new shapes, such as the dome and the vault. The catastrophe of the fire served as a catalyst for architectural change.


The American inventor Thomas Edison serves as another example for the benefits of getting whacked. As a young man, his primary interest was improving the telegraph. He invented the multiplex telegraph, the ticker tape machine (a variation of the telegraph), and other telegraphic innovations. Then, in the early 1870s, the financier Jay Gould bought out the Western Union telegraph system thereby establishing a monopoly over the industry. Edison realized that as long as Gould owned the system, the need to be innovative was reduced.






[image: image]







This whacked him out of his telegraphic routine, and forced him to look for other ways to use his talents. Within a few years, he came up with the light bulb, the power plant, the phonograph, the film projector, and many other inventions. He may have discovered these anyway, but Gould’s whack was certainly a stimulant in getting him to look for other opportunities.


Several years ago, the pool where my Masters swimming team works out was closed for a month of maintenance. During the downtime, the members had to practice with other clubs in the area. When we were reunited a month later, there was a great outpouring of new workout ideas. One person had been with a team that had low rest interval workouts. Another came back with a heartbeat interval workout. Another found a new type of ankle pull-buoy. All these ideas were discovered because we were forced to break our routine.


Here’s another personal whack. On my son’s seventh birthday, our family went out to dinner. Alex ordered salmon. When our dinners arrived, he looked at his plate. Next to the salmon lay a wedge of lemon. “What’s this for?” he asked. I explained that it was used to season the fish. “But,” I warned, “you’d better taste it first.” A moment later, I heard him exclaim, “Yow! That’s the sourest lemon I’ve ever tasted.” Of course, I had meant for him to taste the fish first to see how much lemon juice to put on it. Who’s to say what the right answer is? I’ve never looked at condiments in quite the same way since. Maybe we should taste more lemons to jolt our thinking!


Summary


We don’t need to be creative for most of what we do, but when there is a need to “think something different,” our own attitudes can get in the way. I call these attitudes “mental locks.”


Mental locks can be opened in one of two ways. The first technique is to become aware of them, and then to temporarily forget them when we are trying to generate new ideas. If that doesn’t work, maybe we need a “whack on the side of the head.” That should help dislodge the presuppositions that hold the locks in place.


For the remainder of the book, we’ll examine each of the mental locks and find out what kinds of ideas can be generated by temporarily opening them. We’ll also take a look at some techniques to whack our thinking. Along the way we’ll meet some interesting head-whackers: artists, poets, revolutionaries, magicians, explorers, Wise Fools, and self-trusting innovators.


Let’s Get Rolling!
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Mental Lock #1



The Right Answer






[image: image]








Learning How to Think



“Children enter school as question marks and leave as periods.”


— Neil Postman, Educator


Let’s start off this chapter with a couple of quick exercises. Take a few moments for each one. We’ll discuss them in just a bit.


Exercise: Find a regular star in the pattern below. As you look for it, try to be aware of the search strategies you use.
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Exercise: Five figures are shown below. Select the one that is different from all the others.
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Life can be like a big noisy party with people talking, music playing, and glasses clinking. But even with all of this noise, it’s possible for us to understand the person across from us. Or the one thirty feet away. That’s because our attention is selective—we can tune into certain things and tune out others. It’s all a matter of setting our mental channels.


See for yourself. Take a look around where you’re sitting and find four things that have “red” in them. Go ahead and do it. With a “red” mindset, you’ll find that red jumps right out at you: a red book on a side table, red in the blister on your index finger, red in the tile floor, and so on. Similarly, whenever you learn a new word, you hear it eight times in the next three days. In like fashion, you’ve probably noticed that after you get a new car, you see that make everywhere. That’s because people find what they’re looking for. If we look for beauty, we’ll find beauty. If we look for conspiracies, we’ll find conspiracies.


We are constantly setting and resetting our mental channels. Look at the “star” exercise you just did. What did you tune into? What did you filter out? (If you didn’t locate it, try focusing your efforts in the lower right-hand quadrant; or, as a last resort, go to here.) The point of this exercise is that in order to find something, it’s helpful to have an idea of what you’re looking for. What does “regular” mean? What kind of star did you seek out? A five-pointed one (pentagram)? A six-pointed Star of David? A seven-pointed sheriff’s star? A nine-pointed Enneagram star? A big star or a little one? One composed of both black and white triangles? It’s useful to have thought about some of these things as you engage in your search process. As the American philosopher John Dewey put it:




“A problem well-stated is a problem half-solved.”





This leads to an important question: where do we learn how to set our mental channels? One major source is our formal education. There we learn what’s appropriate and what’s not. We learn many of the questions we use to probe our surroundings. We learn where to search for information, which ideas to pay attention to, and how to think about these ideas. Our educational training gives us many of the concepts we use to order and understand the world.


Speaking of education, how did you do on the five-figure exercise? If you chose figure B, congratulations! You’ve picked the right answer. Figure B is the only one that has all straight lines. Give yourself a big pat on the back!
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Some of you, however, may have chosen figure C because it’s the only one that is asymmetrical. And you’re also right! C is the right answer. A case can also be made for figure A: it’s the only one with no points. Therefore, A is the right answer. What about D? It is the only one that has both a straight line and a curved line. So, D is the right answer too. And E? Among other things, E is the only one that looks like a projection of a non-Euclidean triangle into Euclidean space. It is also the right answer. In other words, they are all right depending on your point of view.


But you won’t find this exercise in school. Much of our educational system is geared toward teaching people to find “the right answer.” By the time the average person finishes college, he or she will have taken over 2,600 tests, quizzes, and exams—many similar to the one you just took. The “right answer” approach becomes deeply ingrained in our thinking. This may be fine for some mathematical problems where there is in fact only one right answer. The difficulty is that most of life doesn’t function this way. Life is ambiguous; there are many right answers—all depending on what you are looking for. But if you think there is only one right answer, then you will stop looking as soon as you find one.


When I was a sophomore in high school, my English teacher put a small chalk dot like the one below on the blackboard.
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She asked the class what it was. A few seconds passed and then someone said, “A chalk dot on the blackboard.” The rest of the class seemed relieved that the obvious had been stated, and no one else had anything more to say. “I’m surprised at you,” the teacher told the class. “I did the same exercise yesterday with a group of kindergartners, and they thought of fifty different things it could be: an owl’s eye, a cigar butt, the top of a telephone pole, a star, a pebble, a squashed bug, a rotten egg, and so on. They had their imaginations in high gear.”
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In the ten-year span between kindergarten and high school, not only had we learned how to find the right answer, we had also lost some of the drive to seek out more than one right answer. We had learned how to be specific, but we had lost a lot of our imaginative power.


An elementary school teacher told me the following story about a colleague who had given her first graders a coloring assignment:




The instructions said: “On this sheet of paper, you will find an outline of a house, flowers, clouds, and sky. Please color each with the appropriate colors.”


One of the students, Patty, put a lot of work into her drawing. When she got it back, she was surprised to find a big black “X” on it. She asked the teacher for an explanation.


“I gave you an ‘X’ because you didn’t follow the instructions. Grass is green, not gray. The sky should be blue, not yellow as you have drawn it. Why didn’t you use the normal colors, Patty?” Patty answered, “Because that’s how it looks to me when I get up early to watch the sunrise.”





The teacher had assumed there was only one right answer.


Seeking out just “one right answer” can have grave consequences on the way we deal with problems. Most people don’t like problems, and when they come across them, they often respond by taking the first way out they can find—even if they solve the wrong problem.
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For example, the bandleader Count Basie once found himself in the following predicament with a nightclub owner. Basie had become frustrated because the club’s piano was always out of tune, and he angrily told the owner, “I’m not coming back until you fix it.” A month later, Basie got a call from the owner saying that everything was fine. When he came back, the piano was still out of tune. “You said you fixed it!” an angry Basie cried out. “I did,” came the reply. “I had the piano painted.” An amusing story, to be sure, but most of us encounter similar situations on at least a weekly basis.


Sufi educator Idries Shah captured the essence of this idea in the following koan-like statement:




“A solved problem is as useful to the human mind as a broken sword on the battlefield.”





Shah understood that broken swords aren’t worthless: they are better than no weapon at all. Similarly, past solutions can also be useful—when applied judiciously. His point, however, is that the human mind’s purpose is to challenge and to probe. Since people often stop looking for solutions once they’ve found one (“the battle is over”), a solved problem can hinder further mental engagement, even though that might be the best course of action.


An idea is like a musical note. In the same way that a musical note can only be understood in relation to other notes (either as a part of a melody or a chord), an idea is best understood in the context of other ideas. If you have only one idea, you don’t have anything to compare it to. You don’t know its strengths or weaknesses. I believe that the French philosopher Émile Chartier hit the nail squarely on the head when he said:




“Nothing is more dangerous than an idea when it’s the only one we have.”





For more effective thinking, we need different points of view. Otherwise, we’ll get stuck looking at the same things and miss seeing things outside our usual focus. Furthermore, if you have only one idea, you have only one course of action open to you, and this is quite risky in a world where flexibility is a requirement for survival.



The Second Right Answer





A leading business school did a study that showed its graduates performed well at first, but in ten years, they were overtaken by a more streetwise, pragmatic group.


The reason according to the professor who ran the study: “We taught them how to solve problems, not recognize opportunities. When opportunity knocked, they usually put out their ‘Do Not Disturb’ signs.”





I once did a series of creativity workshops for the senior staff of a large computer company. The president had called me in because he was concerned about the stagnant thinking environment at the top. It seemed that whenever his subordinates would make a proposal, that’s all they’d make—just one. They wouldn’t offer any alternative ideas. Since they had been trained to look for the right answer, they usually didn’t go beyond the first one they found.


The president knew that it was easier to make good decisions if he had a variety of ideas from which to choose. He was also concerned with how conservative this “one-idea” tendency had made his people’s thinking. If a person were presenting only one idea, he or she would generally propose the “sure thing” rather than take a chance on a less likely off-beat idea. This situation fostered a poor climate for generating innovative ideas. I gave them the following advice:




“Look for the second right answer.”





Often, it is the second (or fourth or tenth) right answer, which, although strange or weird, is precisely what you need to solve a problem in an innovative way.


When you look for more than one right answer, you allow your imagination to open up. For example, what does this figure look like?
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A square? What else? Four hungry circles? Tag-team Pac-Man? Mickey Mouse looking in a mirror? A swimming pool with four spas as entrances? The cube-shaped planet Xardis partially eclipsing four of its moons?


Another example: How do you keep a fish from smelling? Cook it as soon as you catch it. Freeze it. Wrap it in paper. Leave it in the water. Keep a cat around. Burn incense. Cut its nose off. This last answer, “cut its nose off,” plays off of a different meaning of the word “smell.” This bit of cleverness is the result of adopting an ambiguous outlook and discovering that the problem could be interpreted in other ways.
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One technique for finding the second right answer is to change the questions you use to probe a problem. For example, how many times have you heard someone say: “What is the answer?” or “What is the meaning of this?” or “What is the result?” These people are looking for the answer, and the meaning, and the result. And that’s all they’ll find—just one. If you train yourself to ask questions that solicit plural answers like “What are the answers?” or “What are the meanings?” or “What are the results?” you will find that people will think a little more deeply and offer more than one idea. As the two-time Nobel Prize-winning chemist Linus Pauling put it:




“The best way to get a good idea is to get a lot of ideas.”





You may not be able to use all of them, but out of the large number you generate you may find a few that are worthwhile.


Some years back, I asked Alan Kay (the computer scientist who coined the term “personal computer”) what lay at the heart of the innovation process. He replied:




“If you take the smartest people you know and give them a glass of wine so that they’ll really level with you, they will tell you that nineteen out of every twenty ideas they have aren’t any good. But it’s because they generate so many ideas that they’re able to generate a few exceptional ones.”





Sometimes the value of a second right answer is that it shows just how bad the first right answer really is. For example, economist Milton Friedman was driving along in postwar West Germany in the late 1940s and spotted a large group of workers shoveling out a building site.


Curious about this, Friedman asked his German host, “Why don’t you just get a bulldozer and other mechanized equipment to do that job?” His host replied, “Ah, you don’t understand—this provides jobs.” Friedman, quick as always, responded, “Well, in that case, why don’t you just give them some spoons!” By exaggerating his solution to the excavation problem, Friedman highlighted the ridiculousness of the current approach, and in doing so, got those involved to consider other right answers.
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Most human interactions are open to multiple interpretations—all depending on the motivations and perceptions of the people involved. One of the best film treatments of this idea is Rashomon (1950), Akira Kurosawa’s classic psychological thriller set in medieval Japan. The story focuses on the investigation of an apparent murder of a samurai who had been traveling in the forest with his wife. Viewers are then provided with four widely divergent accounts of the incident from the characters involved: a bandit, the samurai’s wife, the dead samurai (told through a medium), and a woodcutter who had been at the scene.
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Each witness has a different interpretation of the “truth,” and what emerges is how contradictory and self-serving each of their versions is. In the end we’re not quite sure whether the samurai’s death was a murder, an accident, a suicide, or simply a dueling fatality. Since the film’s release, the term “Rashomon effect” has entered into our language to describe the phenomenon whereby people have quite different accounts of the same event. Only by considering the situation from more than one perspective do we begin to understand what has happened.


Another good technique for finding more answers is to change the wording in your questions. If an architect looks at an opening between two rooms and thinks, “What type of door should I use to connect these rooms?” that’s what she’ll design—a door. But if she thinks, “What sort of passageway should I put here?” she may design something different like a “hallway,” a “tunnel,” or perhaps a “courtyard.” Different words bring in different assumptions and lead your thinking in different directions.


Here’s how such a strategy can work. Many centuries ago, a curious but deadly plague struck a small village in Lithuania. What was curious about this disease was its grip on its victim; as soon as a person contracted it, he’d go into a deep, almost deathlike coma. Most victims died within a day, though occasionally a hardy soul would miraculously return to health. The problem was that since eighteenth century medical technology wasn’t very advanced, the unafflicted had quite a difficult time telling whether a victim was dead or alive. But since most of the victims were dead, this wasn’t a major problem.
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