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Introduction:
What’s the big idea?


This book is for ideas prospectors – it is a treasure map for the land of inspiration, helping you to discover ideas gold.


Each section offers a different strategy, method or line of approach to idea generation, creative thinking and problem solving. The entries also offer insights into how other people’s great ideas have occurred, and practical projects help you to further explore each strategy.


What is creative thinking?


Creative thinking is the process of generating the ideas that make breakthroughs possible. These breakthroughs can lead to solutions to seemingly irresolvable problems, or can bring completely new things into existence.


Ideas are thoughts, designs, possibilities and plans that are formed through the efforts of the mind. Breakthrough ideas come from a combination of many types of mental effort, including both active and unconscious industry. This book discusses these activities and the conditions, circumstances and environments in which they can be stimulated.


Stellar ideas


Creative thinking can lead to the superstar of breakthrough ideas – an innovation. Innovative ideas lead to totally new products, or new systems, methods or services that radically improve the way that something is currently done.


The joy of ideas


Coming up with a breakthrough idea is one of the most satisfying things that we can do. Encountering a great idea can be equally enjoyable. In both situations there is an epiphany – a moment of sudden revelation. Great ideas cause a reaction, they have the power to hit you in the pit of the stomach, make the hairs on the back of your neck stand up, they can make you crack a smile or spontaneously burst into laughter or tears.


Great ideas are insistent, they excite and stay in the mind, they demand action; they can totally alter how we see things, or they can change the way that we behave.


Put your mind to work


You can use this book as a practical handbook for unleashing creativity. It will guide you through numerous methods of putting your mind to work and help you to find and develop new ideas.





Exercise your imagination


Our imaginations are what provide us with the amazing ability to kaleidoscopically rearrange thoughts, knowledge, dreams, desires and memories into new images and forms – some impossible in the real world. It is in our imaginations that we conjure up the ideas that can solve problems in exciting ways.


British writer W. Somerset Maugham remarked that ‘imagination grows by exercise’. Just as athletes prepare for high jumps, hurdles or sprints by stretching and warming up, it’s important to warm up and exercise the imagination so that it’s nimble, mobile and speedy – ready to take flight or make great leaps.
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Exercising the imagination
An art student plays the Logo Game.






Project


The Logo Game: Working in pairs, with single sheets of paper and coloured marker pens, each player draws the outlines of a familiar logo – for example, the Nike tick, Apple’s bitten apple, McDonald’s Golden Arches or the Olympic rings.


Exchange drawings.


Rotate the drawing you have been presented with. Turn it sideways and upside down. Look from every angle until you spot a potential way of transforming it into something completely different. Play with the shape in your mind. Treat this stage like the game in which you spot and shout out objects fleetingly made by passing clouds.


Working quickly, complete the drawing.


Now repeat with different logos.


The best idea wins. A good idea may provoke smiles or laughter – physical reactions that prove an idea has worth.


The problem is solved through the action of turning the image upside down and looking at it from different angles. However, this game also requires participants to be imaginative – you need to spot possibilities, find and make associations, and break with something that appears fixed. You also have to think quickly, be reactive to challenges and produce numerous ideas. All of these things are keys to having creative ideas, and these are further explored and developed in other sections.
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Be playful


To a child, a simple cardboard box has unlimited possibilities – as a car, plane, house, fort, post box, boat, skyscraper, spaceship, robot costume, etc. A stick or piece of wood is a Star Wars lightsaber, a knight’s sword or a baseball bat. By being playful with any objects, words or materials you are presented with, you can reveal lots of different ideas and alternatives.
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Play fighting
During playtime, found objects can take on any role. Here sticks become knights’ swords.


Go out to play


Rediscover playtime – that period at school when the clock always seemed to run at a different speed. You can become lost in play. It is joyful and carefree; the ordinary rules of daily life are temporarily suspended and the form and scale of objects are overthrown and happily ignored. Designer Ron Arad describes his London studio as ‘a progressive playground’. Though often seen as anarchic or chaotic, the playground is in fact the most creative place in every school. Existing configurations of walls, railings, fences and posts are constantly repurposed to invent games and found objects utilized as tools and play equipment. It is in playgrounds that young people display so many of the skills that are highly prized in creative adults – spontaneity, improvisation, ingenuity, verbal dexterity, invention, enthusiasm, collaboration and teamwork.


Some creative companies and experimental education programmes have learnt a lot from this. They have sidelined computers and instead built work environments with plenty of access to construction and modeling materials so that ideas can swiftly become objects. They set out to create a environment of shared space, and the liberated feeling of playtime in which your role as a participant is simply to mess around freely with a project and toy with ideas.
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Playing with boxes
At playtime, every object offers unlimited possibilities.
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Playtime 1928/29
Artist Josef Albers and his Bauhaus students, creating cardboard constructions through playful experimentation.


For this to be successful you need to be in a playful state of mind and feel that others are valued playmates rather than colleagues. (See also Exercise Your Imagination, page 8, and Change the Room, page 102.)


Put your game face on


The Bauhaus teacher Josef Albers believed that the hands-on gathering of experience though play with materials led to invention and was key training for all types of design work. Bearing this in mind, treat challenges as play rather than work. Put your game face on.


 


‘The worthiest works of all often reflect an artful creativity that looks more like play than work.’


James Ogilvy, author of Living Without a Goal
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Playtime 2015
Through playing with technology and materials, today’s design students discover for themselves new ways in which things can be combined and used.




Project


Using only cardboard boxes, create prototypes of chairs you would be proud to own. No glue and no other materials.


Chair 1 – you can only tear the card.


Chair 2 – you may use scissors.
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Project


Create music with only plastic drinking cups and scissors. Play with the cups to discover as many diff erent types of sound as you can. Play and record a plastic cup symphony.
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Project


Play with words. Play hide and seek – find and collect words hiding within other words.
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Write your manifesto


A manifesto is a public declaration of the beliefs and objectives of an individual or a group. Numerous art movements have used manifestos to announce new and radical intentions.


Many consist of quick-fire bullet points of fighting talk, making a call to arms. The best are battle cries that inspire others to swiftly join up and follow. See those by the Surrealists, Dadaists, De Stijl and the Situationists.


Look also at mottos and mantras – concise statements of intent and conviction. The Eames studio motto was ‘Create the best, for the most, for the least’, and the mantra of the Modernist movement was ‘Form follows function’, while large-lettered banners in the Californian studios of product-development company IDEO prompt staff to ‘Encourage wild ideas’ and ‘Build on the ideas of others’.


Don’t default


Manifestos, mottos and mantras are visible reminders to stick to your guns, not to let your ideas down and not to forget your principles when starting a new challenge. They command you not to default – the desire of the mind to avoid trying something new by returning to something that is usual or standard.
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Tasty stuff
An edible manifesto by design student Tom Mitchell.
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Good Fucking Design Advice
This fabulously foul-mouthed manifesto – which simultaneously inspires and insults – was created by Brian Buirge and Jason Bacher.
See www.goodfuckingdesignadvice.com
 

Keeping it simple
Designer Johnny Firewater’s five-word manifesto.




Creativity = Play.
Don’t play safe!
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Lego manifesto
Design student Laura Martin’s Lego manifesto. (See Be Playful, page 10.)




Project


Come up with a manifesto or motto for yourself. Clarify and state your own creative standpoint. What do you believe in? What are you trying to achieve?
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Explosive stuff
One art student’s call to arms.





Question, question, question


Ruthlessly interrogating a problem will extract information that leads to ideas. Use questions to challenge assumptions – things that seem to be accepted as certain or true. See the problem as a puzzle, and use questions to gather as many pieces as possible by methodically establishing as many facts as you can.


 


‘There is only one stupid question in this world, and that is the question that does not get asked.’


Proverb
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Rod Shaw, Question, question, question …, 2015
See www.nonpareilpress.co.uk
 

Don’t be afraid to ask


The barrier created by thinking ‘I may make a fool of myself if I ask this’ can mean that starting points and new directions for thinking remaining undiscovered. Always ask those questions that seem too obvious, or those you think you’re supposed to know the answers to. When industrial designer Kenneth Grange was briefed to develop new express trains for British Rail in the 1970s, a seemingly naϊve question popped into his head: ‘What exactly are the buffers on a locomotive for?’ Expecting to be told ‘They’re to stop the trains crashing into stations, stupid!’, instead he learnt that they were for shunting carriages – a redundant activity from a bygone era. Liberated from the need to include them, Grange was able design the streamlined trains that went on to revolutionize rail travel in Britain.


The questioning process can be freed up in various ways – for example, by writing down all the things you’re afraid to ask and swapping them with other team members so that you voice the queries of others; by establishing that everyone must ask questions in turn; or by reversing the embarrassment of seeming overly eager by saying ‘Put your hand up if you don’t have a question’. (See also Be Contrary, page 172.)


Use questions to open up a problem


American graphic designer Bob Gill uses questions as a strategy to help him solve design and advertising challenges smartly; his mantra being ‘Defining a unique problem will inspire a unique solution’ (see also Write Your Manifesto, page 16). When asked to design ads for an Italian exhibition coming to England he asked himself, ‘How can I make Italy come to England?’ To create a moving card for a couple he asked, ‘When a couple moves, what do they actually move?’ Gill’s design for a spectacular peace monument in New York was inspired by the question ‘What would peace look like?’ This led to the thought that, if wars ceased, the whole world would be littered with tonnes and tonnes of military scrap metal, which could be combined to form a massive sculpture mounted on a marble plinth.


Thomas Heatherwick’s studio in London uses questions to develop projects, new uses for materials and new working methods. Asking questions such as ‘Can you make a building using only two components?’ and ‘Does a window have to be flat?’ has led to discoveries and outcomes impossible to predict at the time of asking. Most memorably the studio asked ‘How do you let every country in the Olympic Games take part in the making and lighting of the Olympic Cauldron?’ (See also other questioning strategies: Ask ‘What Else Can I Do With This?’, page 58, and Find an Analogy, page 90.)




Project


Develop questioning skills by holding a conversation entirely in questions. Can you answer every question with a question?
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Good Fucking Desiar Advice,
s being youroun worstcriic s o enough.

Believe in your fucking self. Stay up all
fucking night. Work outside of your fucking
habits. Know when to fucking speak up.
Fucking collaborate. Don’t fucking
procrastinate. Get over your fucking self.
Keep fucking learning. Form follows fucking
function. A computer is a Lite-Brite for
bad fucking ideas. Find fucking inspiration
everywhere. Fucking network. Educate
your fucking client. Trust your fucking gut.
Ask for fucking help. Make it fucking
sustainable. Question fucking everything.
Have a fucking concept. Learn to take some
fucking criticism. Make me fucking care.
Use fucking spell check. Do your fucking
research. Sketch more fucking ideas.

The problem contains the fucking solution.
Think about all the fucking possibilities.
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