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ADVANCE PRAISE




“The non-obvious way fuels breakthrough thinking!”


—TONY ROBBINS, #1 NY Times Bestselling Author







“Any big leaps or innovations in society come from non-obvious thinking. This is a must-read for anyone looking to make these types of leaps for themselves or society.”


—SAL KHAN, Founder & CEO of Khan Academy







“A delightful guide to questioning old assumptions and seeing new possibilities.”


ADAM GRANT, #1 NY Times Bestselling Author of Think Again and Hidden Potential







“In an age of echo chambers and confirmation bias, this book will open your eyes, uncork your brain, and inspire you to think bigger.”


—DANIEL H. PINK, #1 NY Times Bestselling Author of Drive, A Whole New Mind, and The Power of Regret







“Don’t settle for being Captain Obvious! If you have ever wondered how to see, create, and think better and differently, Non-Obvious Thinking is the motivation and handbook you’ve been looking for. And it’s as fun to read as it is actionable!”


—DOLLY CHUGH, NYU Stern Professor & Bestselling Author







“This is an important book. I could start that way—and mean it. But I won’t. How about, ‘This book is a source of cover-to-cover joy. I had fun reading it.’ I had tried five new-to-me things by page 25. ‘Joy’ and ‘fun’ are the words I choose to hang this endorsement on. It is a wonderful book. Play with it, put it down a hundred times, and try something. Bravo!”


—TOM PETERS, #1 Global Bestselling Coauthor of In Search of Excellence







“It’s been said that the obvious isn’t obvious until someone points it out to you, which often hinders our ability to solve complex problems and unlock opportunity. Fortunately, Rohit and Ben provide a means for us to hack our biology and see what’s in plain sight.”


—DR. MARCUS COLLINS, Author of For the Culture







“I have attended several of Ben duPont’s Non-Obvious dinners. I have experienced the enjoyment of bringing some naturally curious individuals together for conversation to explore non-obvious ways of thinking about the world ahead. Discover the possibilities of Non-Obvious thinking.”


—JOHN SCULLEY, Entrepreneur and former CEO of Apple







“The key to success is being able to notice the details in what people don’t say. For anyone looking to improve their ability to connect with others, this fast-paced handbook to improve your intuition will certainly help.”


—ERICA DHAWAN, Author of Digital Body Language







“Rohit and Ben deliver an engaging set of stories relevant to anyone trying to challenge the obvious. It’s instructive and amazingly thought provoking.”


—CHRIS GHEYSENS, Chairman & CEO of Wawa, Inc.







“Perceptive and illuminating!”


—SCOTT OSMAN and JACQUELYN LANE, Cofounders, 100 Coaches Agency







“Sagacious!”


—ADRIAN TENNANT, Winner – Non-Obvious One-Word Book Review Program







“This book is imaginative, creative and, above all, highly interesting. Contrary to its title, it is clearly obvious to me that this is a book to be read and enjoyed.”


—CHARLES ELSON, Edgar S. Woolard Jr. Chair in Corporate Governance at the University of Delaware







“A fascinating, eye-opening read to help you take a longer view of the world. Through riveting stories and quick takeaways, Rohit and Ben brilliantly show us how to open our thinking and truly embrace the non-obvious.”


—DORIE CLARK, Bestselling Author of The Long Game







“This self-help guide goes beyond just being helpful to being downright fun to read. Sometimes eye-opening, sometimes challenging [it is] a short, fascinating, and witty roadmap to finding inventive solutions. Another helpful guide from the wide-ranging Non-Obvious series.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS







“If I had to choose one set of skills to help employees stay off the layoff list and help entrepreneurs grow their business in a wildly uncertain economy, it would be Non-Obvious Thinking. In typical fashion, Rohit brings clarity, punch and utility while teaching the meta skill of the 21st century.”


—PAMELA SLIM, Author, Body of Work and The Widest Net
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The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.


—Sherlock Holmes


The Hound of the Baskervilles by Arthur Conan Doyle












HOW TO SEE WHAT OTHERS MISS NON-OBVIOUS THINKING











Sift /sift/ verb


Examine (something) thoroughly to isolate that which is most important or useful.
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Introduction
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On a Sunday afternoon in Mexico City, eighty thousand spectators gathered in the city’s largest stadium to accidentally witness history. It was the last day of competition in the 1968 Summer Olympics, and the crowd was about to watch the final efforts of the remaining competitors in the high jump.


Two of the three athletes clearly belonged there.


Russian legend Valeriy Brumel was the reigning Olympic champion and favorite to win. Running in a close second was American Ed Caruthers, a world-class athlete who had also been drafted into the NFL. The third and most unlikely finalist was a tall, gangly engineering student named Dick Fosbury, who had showed up that morning for the biggest competition of his life wearing two mismatched shoes.


Despite his awkward appearance, he was the main attraction. The reason was his unusual technique.


Until then, the traditional way to high jump was by using the scissors technique, which involved getting the first leg over the bar, followed by the other. Fosbury, however, had a different approach. His method involved running up to the bar, turning backward, and propelling himself over while his body faced the sky. They called it the “Fosbury Flop.”


[image: A person is performing a high jump, clearing the bar with their back arched. The high jump bar and stands can also be observed in the drawing.]


That day, Fosbury cleared 2.24 meters, setting an Olympic record—enough to win the gold medal. Since that afternoon more than five decades ago, nearly every medalist in the high jump event has used Fosbury’s flop technique. Fosbury won by turning his back on the traditional method and inventing a new way to compete.





The science fiction film Ready Player One takes place in a world where people immerse themselves in a virtual universe to escape the harsh reality of life on a ravaged Earth. Against this backdrop, eccentric genius James Halliday announces a video game contest to find an heir to his trillion-dollar fortune.


Wade Watts is among the many players trying to solve this virtual treasure hunt, beginning with its first task: a seemingly unwinnable car race. For years, no one has come close to completing the challenge. But inspiration strikes our main hero. As the race starts, Wade stalls his car and immediately starts driving in reverse. That unexpected choice unlocks a new path, allowing him to avoid obstacles the others face and win the race.


[image: A person is seated inside a car with an open gull-wing door. Wind lines swirl around the front of the car. The car's wheels and windows can be observed too. The person inside is sitting comfortably with one arm resting on the open side of the car. The lines are smooth and curvy, showing motion.]


Wade conquers that first quest by shifting his perspective and unlocking a road that had been invisible until that moment.





Joy Buolamwini had to wear a white mask to be seen. As an MIT graduate student in computer science working to train social robots on facial recognition, she realized that her dark skin wasn’t recognized by the generic software used by most of these robots. The problem was algorithmic bias built into facial recognition systems, which she described as the “coded gaze.”


Buolamwini’s solution was to start a movement for more inclusive technology. Her organization, the Algorithmic Justice League, has become a gathering point where technologists and citizens can report experiences of algorithmic bias.


[image: A person is holding a mask in front of their face with one hand. The mask has two holes for eyes and the right is opened while the left is closed. Behind the mask, the person's face is shaded with diagonal lines.]


In recognition of her impact, Buolamwini has been named one of the world’s Most Creative People. Her work has influenced new global legislation, inspired the mission of ethics groups within corporations, and was chronicled in the award-winning Netflix documentary Coded Bias.


On the surface, an unexpected Olympic champion, a fictional teenage video gamer, and an invisible computer scientist don’t seem to have much in common. Yet each managed to do one of the most challenging things anyone can do: find a non-obvious solution that others had missed.




Seeing What Others Don’t


Detective stories typically feature a hero solving a case by piecing together a theory from many small observations that only they have made. Like the unaware secondary characters in a good mystery story, we can also get distracted by big things and fail to notice minor details that seem insignificant at first—but turn out to be the clues that ultimately help solve the case.


Fosbury noticed that when his sport moved to using foam mats as landing pads in the high jump event, it offered a chance for athletes to land safely in ways they couldn’t before. His observation led him to develop his famous flop technique … and win the gold medal.


The character Wade Watts solved the key to the virtual car race using his knowledge of James Halliday’s life. He remembered reading a small detail in Halliday’s virtual diary that proved to be the clue to understanding him and making the winning choice to find a different path.


Joy Buolamwini took up the study of algorithmic bias after she experienced the frustration of being ignored by facial recognition software due to the color of her skin while working with robots in a lab. Realizing the real-life consequences of that experience prompted her to do something about it.


These are not examples of geniuses or once-in-a-lifetime talents. Instead, they are both real and imagined stories of people who taught themselves to pay attention to the details overlooked by everyone else. Learning to do this starts with observation, but it takes more than just noticing the details around you.




The goal of this book is to teach you how to overcome blind spots and become a more original thinker.





We call this “non-obvious thinking.” And the search for how to do it has shaped both of our professional lives.







Seeking the Non-Obvious


For Rohit, seeking non-obvious ideas started when he worked at one of the world’s biggest ad agencies. He was part of an unusual task force working to dream up new ways to apply behavioral science to create more persuasive marketing.


[image: A line drawing of a book titled “Non-Obvious Trend Report” with an illustration of a balloon on the cover. The words “Non-Obvious” are written inside the bulb shape.]


This deep work studying human behavior and influence led Rohit to write the “Non-Obvious Trend Report” the following year. The report went viral, reaching more than two hundred thousand professionals, and became the springboard for Rohit’s bestselling series of annual Non-Obvious books about predicting trends that would run for ten years, reaching more than a million readers.


While Rohit was exploring non-obvious ideas through his research and books, Ben was building a deeply engaged community around non-obvious thinking too. For the past twenty years, his annual Non-Obvious Dinner event has brought together a mix of US senators, CEOs, and Nobel Prize laureates alongside entrepreneurs, musicians, and high school students to imagine a better future.




Often the best ideas come from unexpected voices, the non-experts who bring an outsider’s perspective.





At every dinner, participants are challenged to share their most “non-obvious” ideas for changing the world. Each table picks their favorite, and the whole room then decides on the most significant idea of the evening. Some of the winning non-obvious ideas over the past decade have included shifting higher education to a three-year on-campus experience, using “digital exhaust” data to cure cancer, and solving the dilemma of who will take over family businesses when kids leave or seek a different life—the so-called rising “succession crisis”—among small-town businesses.


Whether hosting an unconventional gathering or interviewing researchers on the cutting edge of new technology, our work has individually offered each of us an intimate look at how fascinating minds work. Over the years, we both became obsessed with cataloging what we’ve learned about how some of the world’s smartest and most creative people engage in non-obvious thinking. What mindsets and habits allow them to do what they do? What do they know that others don’t? And, more importantly, can anyone learn to think and see the way they do with some training and practice?


This obsession brought us together to write this book because we believe that anyone can become a non-obvious thinker.







The SIFT Framework


Most bakers know that one of the secrets to making light airy cakes is sifting your dry ingredients. When you sift flour, for example, you eliminate lumps and incorporate air while removing impurities. The benefits of sifting offer a perfect metaphor to describe how you can start to think in more non-obvious ways too. Aside from baking, the word sift has another meaning: to isolate that which is most valuable.


It is this secondary meaning that led us to use the word as a memorable acronym for the method we will teach you in this book. Our goal is to help you become a non-obvious thinker. This starts with using the SIFT method:


[image: A circular shape divided into four curved segments labeled “Space,” “Twist,” “Focus,” and “Insight.“ The word “SIFT” is written above the shape.]




Before you can see what others miss, you must develop the mental flexibility to be open to new ideas.





This process starts with creating more space. Space is the warmup stretch that makes limber, non-obvious thinking possible. In Part I, you will read about proven techniques for creating space, from reinventing your breathing to unearthing your mental biases.


Once you have learned to create more space, in Part II you will learn to uncover insights. Insights go beyond describing the world as we see it on the surface and explain why it is the way it is. Discovering them usually starts by asking better questions.


After you get better at collecting insights, you will need to narrow your attention to the things that matter most. In Part III, you will learn techniques to help you focus. This includes new suggestions to block out the many distractions we all face and see other perspectives unlike your own. To help you do it, we will share techniques to discover patterns, avoid the paradox of choice, and use constraints to improve your thinking.


The final stage in the SIFT framework is what we like to call the twist. This is the moment when you challenge yourself to take your thinking even further. If your mental journey to this point was akin to a high jump, this would be the moment when you raise the bar just a little higher. When you do this, it is not just for your own benefit. The impact of opening your mind to see new perspectives and welcome uncommon thinking may matter much more than any of us realize.
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