














Praise for
Business Beyond the Box


“A fabulous resource for leaders and managers who want to create genuine
transformation in their organizations.”
Professor Gareth Morgan, CEO of Imaginization Inc.


“At a time when initiative, enterprise and originality are vital, managers too
easily get trapped inside two stifling boxes – organisational norms and
personal inhibitions. John O’Keeffe shows brilliantly how breaking out of the
personal box cracks the organisational confines to achieve corporate and
career breakthroughs – and repeat them.”
Robert Heller


“A lively, easy-flowing book that will force you to repeatedly ask the question
‘where is an opportunity for beyond the box thinking in my own business’? If
you come up with just one good idea, the time you will spend on this book
will be paid for many times over.”
Sumantra Ghoshal, Professor of Strategic Leadership, London Business School


“It’s rare to find a book that combines new insights and hands-on practicality.
John O’Keeffe does it remarkably well in his Business Beyond the Box.
I recommend it.”
Michael J. Kami, Consultant in strategic management, USA


“Business Beyond the Box is required reading for all our ideas people. Positive,
uplifting, credible and accessible. Great Sunday night reading … made me
want to run into work!”
Kevin Roberts, CEO of Saatchi and Saatchi


“Wow! Easy reading, focused with a touch of brilliance. If you want to
liberate yourself from the tyranny of incrementalism this is a must. It will
definitely help you deliver outstanding results.”
Dennis Malamatinas, CEO of Burger King Corporation


“Move over, Edward de Bono – here comes a new thinking person’s expert
on the art of thinking. What’s more, he’s a fully paid-up businessman.


There have been many books on creating a culture of change, but none so
precise on how to shift the mental habits that stop us using that 99.9 per cent
of our organic PCs. And the author personally offers a money-back guarantee
if his strategies don’t work for your organisation. The book begins to shift the
reader’s perceptions and mindset, provoking the realisation of how much
potentially creative time and brainpower is wasted in the average managerial
day. (Meetings and memos will not be so blindly tolerated after reading this
book.) O’Keeffe’s main purpose is to shove his readers out of the safe ‘box’ of
incrementalist improvement into the wild blue yonder, where risks are taken
but great advances can be made. His principal tool for this is what he calls
‘triangular thinking’, a variant on Edward de Bono’s ‘lateral thinking’ but
disciplined by three imperatives using both left and right-brain thinking:


• Picturing the desired step-change in the business


• Building know-how (he is good on the distinction between knowledge and information)


• Using creative thinking.


He offers evidence to show how firms have been transformed by looking at
things differently – trainers booming as a leisure accessory once marketers
stopped thinking of them in a purely sporting context; watches becoming
part of popular fashion (the Swatch phenomenon that saved the Swiss
watch industry).”
Choice of the Month, Director


“This book works with you, not against you: try out an idea every day and
see the difference … O’Keeffe transmits his sense of commitment to the eight
strategies in such a way that his enthusiasm leaps off the page. As you read,
you know that all the ideas are achievable, not off the wall or outrageous, and
would not need hard-sell techniques to be implemented.”
Ruth Sacks, Strategy
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Foreword



The exact expressions of this book’s concepts have resulted from several years of practicing what I preach and preaching what I practice. So my thanks cover several stages of evolution.


For giving me the inspiration to write, thanks to Steven Covey who taught me third-party teaching: that the way to get brilliant at something is to commit to subsequently teach it to others.


For stretching me further, thank you to Karen O’Donnell of Management Centre Europe, for persuading me to take days off on vacation and present the concepts on the same platform as the likes of Peter Drucker, Michael Porter, Gary Hamel and Sumantra Ghoshal. There’s nothing like competition to sharpen one’s focus.


For finding the time to put it down in writing, while simultaneously pursuing a line management career with Procter & Gamble, some special thanks: to slow room services in the world’s hotels on nights away from home; to passengers next to me on flights who tolerated an anti-social neighbor; to air-traffic control and the airlines for all the delays; and to time zones and jet lag that often kept me awake at 3 in the morning.


In finalizing the book I’m very grateful to Sally Lansdell who has taken my timber and with deft touches helped turn it into polished wood. But mostly to Nick Brealey, my publisher, who has pushed, stimulated and challenged me to make the good better, the clear more vivid and the provocative even more relevant.


My last words of thanks go to my family. My children, Tim, Sam and Kelly, have gleefully mocked my worst thoughts and helped mold my best ideas. Jeannie, my wife and best friend, has given me sustained encouragement over the years and helped give me the resolve to keep at it, which is worth so much to any writer but not least to one with a day job. Without her support this book simply wouldn’t have happened.


John O’Keeffe
April 1998




Let’s admit it. Corporations around the world are reaching the limits of incrementalism. Squeezing another penny out of costs, getting a product to market a few weeks earlier, responding to customers’ enquiries a little bit faster, ratcheting quality up one more notch, capturing another point of market share – those are the obsessions of managers today. But pursuing incremental improvements, while rivals reinvent the industry, is like fiddling while Rome burns.


Gary Hamel, Strategy as Revolution





1 Business Beyond the Box



This book will help you achieve breakthrough results in whatever you do. It will give you the secrets of operating beyond the box of conventional thinking habits and mindsets.


But Business Beyond the Box is far more than just ‘thinking out of the box’. It is far more than creative thinking. Business Beyond the Box is about both applying your mind and achieving breakthrough, step-change business results.


This book is about developing the ability to create a flow of ideas that will bring about a step-change in actual results – not impractical, blue-sky ideas that don’t work, but step-change ideas that bring step-change results. These can be great ideas that result in step-change products, step-change ways of marketing, step-change ways to serve customers, step-change ways to make money, step-change improvements to any part of an operation.


This book is about you and your organization’s ability to innovate, rather than administrate; challenge the status quo, rather than accept it; to look at what can be, rather than what is; to play with boundaries, rather than play within boundaries.


The book is a step-change in itself. It takes the major strategic thrusts of key management thinkers and practitioners, like the ones at the beginning of each chapter, and transforms them into eight practical strategies on which everyone can take action day to day.


The eight thinking strategies outlined in this book can be put into practice by any manager to achieve step-change results in his or her area. You don’t have to wait for the whole organization to ‘convert’ – whoever you are, at whatever level, you can start reaping rich rewards by applying these strategies within your own sphere of influence.


Get beyond the box of incrementalism


The box of incrementalism – aiming only for minor improvements on past performance – is formed by satisfaction with the status quo, by self-imposed limitations you hardly realize are there, and by a habit of seeking only modest changes to whatever you have.


The rate of change is now so high that incrementalism will not work, let alone maximize your potential. Individuals and organizations could previously gain a competitive edge by developing a slightly better way of doing things. Indeed, things were static for so long that the change did not need to be that big to have an impact.


Now it is different. We need to get out of our boxes just to find some way of coping with the changes taking place around our business, let alone to develop a competitive edge for the future. Staying comfortably in the ‘box of incrementalism’ will lead to failure. It’s like being faced with a galeforce wind. If you aim to take a small step forward you will probably end up by going backwards. You need to take a big step into the teeth of the gale merely to hold your position.


The past should be a springboard. Too many organizations use it as a sofa. Does your organization use it more like a springboard or more like a sofa?


Business-as-usual is no longer a strategy for success – the usual is no longer usual. It rapidly becomes out of date. And the rate of change offers opportunities for competition to exploit, if you fail to do so. But organizations and people get stuck in the box of incrementalism because of the fear of upsetting an operation that has worked well in the past, even though that past will not be repeated in the future.


Under an incrementalist approach you set out to be just a little better than you are – and that is a self-imposed limit to how much better you can be. If you adopt incrementalism you accept your current situation, you will be satisfied with only a small improvement over the status quo. But when tomorrow is so different to today, incrementalism may not even bring any improvement. In contrast, by following the strategies in this book you will be able to break out of the box of incrementalism, change your restrictive thought processes and adopt new mindsets that will bring step-change, breakthrough results.
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This books seeks a breakthrough in effectiveness for managers. Many traditional books and articles give detailed case histories of businesses which have achieved step-changes rather than settling for modest improvements on traditional methods. So the management theories and commentaries tend to focus on how, for example, CNN achieved a breakthrough on news delivery; Direct Line achieved a breakthrough in insurance; SAP achieved a breakthrough in data exchange; Dell Computers achieved a breakthrough in computer delivery; Federal Express achieved a breakthrough in parcel delivery; Calloway achieved a breakthrough in golf equipment; Honda outstripped Volkswagen; Glaxo beat Upjohn; CNN won over CBS; Canon overtook Xerox; British Airways beat Pan Am.


And similar books document the breakthroughs achieved by the Body Shop, Walmart, Benetton, Nike, Sony and Netscape. And we also learn about the ‘innovation culture’ at companies like 3M or Hallmark.


All these tend to be stories of breakthroughs in the organizations’ principal products or services. However, in practice, the focus on breakthrough rather than incrementalism can be applied successfully to a wider range of business parameters – with huge beneficial effects on the bottom line. For example, you might develop breakthrough ways to double prices, halve a cost, achieve a step-change in sales growth, triple line-speeds, make a process obsolete or transform the entire organization.


And case histories tend to be after-the-fact observations – that’s easy. The key trick is to generate before-the-fact changes in habits and thinking strategies that will lead to breakthrough results.


Moreover, brilliant step-change results can come from each and every manager adopting new thinking strategies. But for the vast majority of managers and organizations, the literature isn’t practical enough. It is aimed too much at the occasional boardroom big play. The focus is on mega-deals or mega-transformations that only senior managers can carry out – like divestitures, acquisitions or reengineering – or those that require setting up a major change program, sending everyone on training courses or bringing in a team of consultants.


Business Beyond the Box is a breakthrough book because the strategies it outlines are surprisingly effective at getting step-change results from relatively easy changes that most people can make. It aims to answer the question: ‘What can I do now to achieve breakthrough results in my business area?’


Breakthrough results, relatively easily


The techniques in this book work for three reasons:


Monday morning do-able


These techniques are user friendly. The book provides many simple examples, tips and exercises to bring the methods to life. They will be quickly transmitted through the organization because they are practical, amusing and stimulating. Each and every person in the organization can use them.


Too many programs and techniques require a wholesale conversion from one approach to another – they are all or nothing. This book is different. Not all of it has to be applied to everything from day one. You’ll find that even 5 or 10 percent of the techniques applied 20 or 30 percent of the time can, and will, dramatically change your results.


View this book as a handbook for your cranial computer to be used by everyone from the chairman to the first-level manager. And to help spread the techniques there is some ‘software’ at the back of the book to help put the thinking strategies into operation.


Direct to results


These strategies focus each individual’s thinking and energies directly on how to get breakthrough results. This contrasts with many of today’s activities where our thinking and energy are taken up with activities like teambuilding, skill training, motivation, empowerment or reward systems.


All of these are helpful, but are essentially tangential in their contribution to step-change results. A significant change in one of these tangential areas may still yield only a small improvement in bottom-line results. Indeed, even with a major improvement in such an area, it is often difficult to see its effect on the bottom line.


By contrast, a sustained focus on breakthrough results will develop different changes. How can we double the profit, double sales, halve the cost, halve the time to market, double the output etc.?


Proven in practice


The proof of the pudding is in the eating. The strategies come straight from the horse’s mouth of a practicing senior line executive in a major multinational company.


In my 25 years with Procter & Gamble I’ve had a variety of line jobs, from Europe to the Middle East to the Far East to the US. In a relatively short space of time I’ve taken losing businesses and turned them round; achieved step-change in market share; taken businesses with a satisfactory level of performance and supercharged them; and transformed business portfolios.


The theme of whatever success I’ve achieved has not been better management, better administration or incremental improvements. The theme of my success has been getting organizations to cut loose from the limited mindsets of the present and the past and adopt new mind-sets to bring breakthrough success in the future.


This book is about helping you to follow this process for yourself. The methods were put into operation last week and the week before, and they will still be put into practice next week and the week after. These are not theoretical models, derived from analysis by a business school or consultant. Indeed, these techniques take the broad, theoretical models and bring them down to the practical action that each and every individual can take to help get breakthrough results.


Business beyond the box in the real world


What is your real world like now? If you are a member of a large organization, your day is likely to be a cobweb of handling in-trays or e-mails, writing reports or memos, a series of formal and informal meetings with one other person or in a group or team, visits to suppliers, plants, customers, buyers and other parts of your organization.


You will be operating a cobweb of processes full of budgets, measures and targets, perhaps weekly, monthly and yearly. You’ll have agendas and project lists, reviews and presentations. Your diary may well be full. You will be busy, with your days filled up with similar activities to last year and the year before.


You’ll have hopes of recognition of your work and your results, and hopes of salary increases or promotion. Your success is probably measured by how well you manage this cobweb of processes to produce incrementally better results than before and better results than others with whom you are competing.


The good news is that you don’t necessarily need to change the cobweb of processes to achieve discontinuous results – results that achieve a step-change beyond the box – just change some habits within the cobweb.


Most of your time and talent in the cobweb are currently destined to produce only incrementally better results. Simply decide from now on to spend only 50 percent of your time on incremental activities and to invest the remaining 50 percent in applying the methods and strategies for breakthrough results.


So, in a meeting, spend only half the time on making sure that this month’s and this year’s activities are in place, ensuring that you are on track and debating relatively minor improvements to the current state. And in the remaining half of the time focus on the techniques for achieving step-change, breakthrough results. The same applies to business reviews, report writing, visits, presentations and so on.


How important is business beyond the box?


Imagine the establishment of an independent ‘Business Beyond the Box Institute’ whose primary function is to grant companies a rating, in much the same way as banks and financial institutes allocate credit ratings.


Clearly, every company would want a high ‘business beyond the box’ rating. And investors would prefer to buy the stocks and shares of these companies with high ratings and their stock or share price would rise proportionately.


The techniques in this book are designed to help you get a high ‘business beyond the box’ rating. How far you are able to go beyond the box will define your ability to succeed in the future through gaining a competitive edge.


That’s how important it is.


THE EIGHT THINKING STRATEGIES
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2 The Eight Thinking Strategies



The major challenge for leaders in the twenty-first century will be how to release the brain power of their organizations.


Warren Bennis


How can you get the breakthrough results you need? The answer lies in eight new thinking strategies for yourself and others around you, with tools and techniques that anyone can use in support of them.


Business Beyond the Box takes a bottom-line approach. It is about applying your mind to achieve real, step-change results.


Your mind is a brilliant personal cranial computer but most people don’t know how to operate it. Indeed, other than using their mind to plough through lots of analytical thinking, most people don’t have a clue what else to do with it. The only other strategy than analytical thinking that gets used is a vague form of something called brainstorming, which often ends up as some sideshow frivolity that is rarely practical in practice.


Using your cranial computer only for analytical thinking is the equivalent of having the most powerful laptop computer and just using it for wordprocessing. And letting the only other alternative strategy be brainstorming or wild creative thinking is the equivalent of using the most powerful laptop for an elementary electronic game.


Instead, Business Beyond the Box provides you with eight proven, everyday thinking strategies to get the most out of your cranial computer and achieve step-change, breakthrough business results. These are software programs for your cranial computer.


The strategies can be deployed like pyramid selling. Announce them to your immediate team, subordinates or contacts one a day this week; get them to do the same to their subordinates next week. Pretty soon the strategies are being widely used.


Incrementalism is supported by several specific habits and practices. Step-change, breakthrough results come from different, corresponding habits. If we are to go beyond the box and win, we’ll need to weaken each of the habits supporting incrementalism and replace them with habits that generate breakthrough.


The key habits of incrementalism and step-change are as follows:
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Changing each habit to the one that supports step-change rather than the one that supports incrementalism leads to the eight thinking strategies. In this book, we allocate a chapter to each strategy:


The eight thinking strategies






	





	Picture a step-change

	vs

	Happy doing a bit better





	Build knowhow

	vs

	Drown in information





	Use creative thinking

	vs

	Logic alone





	Act in the action zone

	vs

	Act without thinking





	Become a whole-brained

	vs

	Half-brained organization





	Choose powerful

	vs

	Limited mindsets





	Hats, maps and thinking pads

	vs

	Meetings and memos





	Recharge yourself, get on fire

	vs

	Ever harder, longer







The eight strategies form an ‘arrow of breakthrough’. The first three form the arrowhead and the next five form the strands of the shaft.
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The arrowhead needs to have three sharp points to be effective; two only won’t work. It is the first three strategies, working synergistically, which produce the power for breakthrough. At the same time, an arrowhead on its own isn’t enough and you need a good strong shaft, provided by the other five strategies.


TriΔngular thinking


The arrowhead is the key part of the arrow, without which it won’t break through. The three points of the arrowhead are the key to great results and together form a concept of triΔngular thinking. They refer to a focus on three things:


[image: Image] Step-change goals


[image: Image] Knowhow


[image: Image] Creative thinking.


These should not be viewed as separate, independent activities, but as three elements of triΔngular thinking that work together to get a significantly better result than any one alone. Remove any one of the three and you may do well, but you won’t achieve breakthrough results.


As an analogy, view the elements of triΔngular thinking in the same way as the three elements needed for fire – oxygen, fuel and heat. One on its own isn’t enough, nor are two: you need all three. Take any one away and you put the fire out.
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It’s the same with breakthrough results. You need all three elements of triΔngular thinking together to go beyond the box: picturing a step-change, building knowhow and using creative thinking.


Too many individuals and organizations try to get breakthrough results by using only one of these elements at any time.


A focus on step-change goals alone isn’t enough. It may cause the organization to feel stretched and stressed – and it is probably already stretched and stressed enough through the downsizing of the 1990s and the pace of change. Alternatively, the goals may be left as pipedreams. Either way, a focus on step-change goals alone isn’t sufficient to generate great action steps and results.


A focus on knowhow alone also doesn’t work. This leads to organizations becoming like universities. Too many will follow the ‘learning organization’ out of the window and spend too much time and effort, particularly in staff functions, developing knowledge that isn’t really focused on getting results but on knowledge for its own sake. Indeed, in many organizations this will be used inappropriately to justify the importance, or even the existence, of particular departments.


Similarly, a focus on creative thinking alone doesn’t work. It becomes sideshow entertainment rather than mainstream business. It becomes thought of only as brainstorming, creativity courses or off-site seances that aren’t linked to the real world of business.


Step-change goals alone = Pipedream
Knowledge alone = University
Creative thinking alone = Entertainment


The secret is to focus on these three elements together: picturing step-change goals; searching for and building the specific knowledge that will help; and using creative thinking to generate action steps to hit those goals.


It is easy to get creative thinking from those with no knowledge, the young and inexperienced ones in the organization. But these ideas tend to go nowhere because of that very lack of knowledge.


Similarly, it is easy to get those with knowledge thinking only logically. That is the way most middle managers attempt to maintain the status quo, and it will result in incrementalism at best.


The beginnings of business beyond the box come when you get people with knowledge thinking creatively. That is the start of powerful action steps.


It also begins to solve the problem that most organizations face of striking a balance between keeping managers continually in a job to develop expertise and knowledge and making a change, even if the newcomer has no knowledge, in order to get the benefit of a fresh mindset. Being able to get fresh mindsets in people who already have expertise and knowledge is likely to yield the potential for breakthrough results.









	





	Easy, weak

	People with no knowledge, thinking creatively





	Easy, weak

	People with knowledge, thinking only logically





	Breakthrough

	People with knowledge, thinking creatively, towards a big step-change goal










This approach to achieving breakthrough results forms triΔngular thinking.


Several years ago, Edward de Bono moved us on from vertical thinking to lateral thinking. TriΔngular thinking is the next stage.


Vertical thinking has always had the limitation of seeming ‘tunnel-visioned’, of keeping our thinking in a restricted channel that was likely at best to bring incremental improvements, but not breakthrough.


Lateral thinking moved us on from the restrictions of vertical thinking. It got us ‘out of the box’, and helped us think ‘differently’. It helped us invent and consider new options to solve problems. And occasionally, by great happenstance, it helped produce breakthrough results when we happened to hit on a piece of lateral thinking that ‘worked’.


However, there have been several limitations in putting lateral thinking to work in the business environment. It has often seemed directionless. Lateral can mean go anywhere, and often did. Sometimes people got it mixed up with ‘the crazier the better’. Lateral is often interpreted as simply ‘avoidance of vertical’ and can end up in loose ideas that aren’t usable.


TriΔngular thinking helps overcome this. By starting out with ‘picturing step-change’, the thinking process has a real focus and direction. By insisting on building knowhow at the same time, there is a very good chance that the action steps and ideas you come up with will be practical and usable.


The three arrowhead strategies


The first three arrowhead strategies can be divided into two alternative thinking systems that will generate completely different action steps and results. On the one side are the three elements we are aiming for, which form a system to achieve breakthrough results. On the other side there are the three things that keep you in the box of incrementalism – happy doing a bit better; using selective information to reinforce it; and using unremitting logic alone to justify it and explain why doing anything more is completely unrealistic.






	





	Breakthrough

	Incrementalism





	Picture a step-change

	Happy doing a bit better





	Build knowhow

	Drown in information





	Use creative thinking

	Logic alone







An example in action


Consider a global brand which is sold in many different countries. Take one particular country in which the brand is growing and its market share for the last three years has been 8 percent, 9 percent and 10 percent. What should be its share target for next year?


Incrementalism


Under the system of incrementalism, the country organization would probably think of 11 percent share as next year’s achievement. With that in mind, they might even suggest something slightly lower for the budget target, say 10.5 percent, in order to promise something they are pretty sure they could achieve. After all, they would say, success is achieving your targets, so negotiating for a 10.5 percent target makes sense.


The individual and organization would then seek selective information to help justify why that target is right. They would find some things that helped the brand in the base period that won’t be available next year. They would also select information on some things that are likely to happen next year, such as predicted competitive activity, that make continued growth more difficult.


They would then use unremitting logic to justify why 10.5 percent is the right share target. And they would use logic alone to come up with some sort of action steps to achieve it, similar to those that have been in place before.


If challenged to do better, say to aim for 11 percent, the incremental organization would defend the 10.5 percent and focus on all the logical reasons why doing better was just not possible next year. The whole organization’s energies and thought processes will be focused on a range of achievement next year between 0.5 percent and 11 percent, compared to 10 percent this year.


TriΔngular thinking for breakthrough results


Under this approach, the country organization would not look back at its own history for a target for next year. It would look outwards at other countries in which the brand is sold and ask: ‘What is the highest market share achieved anywhere else in the world on this brand?’ It would probably find countries with over a 30 percent market share.


Managers would then seek to find out how that country got its 30 percent share. What exactly did the organization there do? They would ‘go to the horse’s mouth’, to people who were actually in the business at the time of building the 30 percent share, to get their knowhow. They would not just restrict themselves to asking questions of the current position holders. They would then use creative thinking to reapply what they had learnt, adapt it as necessary for their situation and also come up with creative ideas for getting their own business to a 30 percent share. They may not all be practical and they may take time to work, but this approach will result in the organization considering substantial changes.


These two thinking systems are distinctly different and will produce different action steps – and different results.



How high is the bar?



A very simple model can be used to understand the triΔngular thinking system for breakthrough results using the three key arrowhead strategies. Moreover, it is memorable and fun and can help transmit the idea to others.


Looking at the picture below, how would an individual, or an organization, normally decide how high to set the bar?
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The first question is logical and seeks the information: ‘How high did I clear last time?’ Based on that, you would set the bar just a little bit higher.
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You would then try to get over the slightly higher height. If you succeed, you will feel very good indeed. You’ve jumped higher than you ever have before: a personal best to celebrate.


You would then repeat the process and try for a slightly higher height. If you succeed, you again feel very good. You’ve set a new personal record.


Using this system, you could achieve record results. Indeed, as a minimum, you might even achieve the world record by a person of your surname, of your age, jumping on Thursdays.
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