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Warning: Thinking Differently May Cause Change – In You.

We have all heard about thinking outside the box, but how do you know when you get there?  If we are to be forward thinking catalyst in our organizations, are we personally going to have to change?  Does this thinking have to be developed? Are there ways we can think deeper, richer, wiser, faster than we do?  Just thinking about these may be useful.

This is an invitation to go on a ‘thinking expedition’.  A termed coined by my mountain climbing mental mentor, Colonel Rolf Smith, who runs the School for Innovators.  He combines aspects of thinking “diffferent” with the experiences with high-pitch rock climbing.  The fears and challenges of climbing the face of a 400-foot rock are not much different than reaching down inside to discover think-ability that you didn’t imagine you had.

What Comes to Mind When Hear the Word ‘Expedition’? 

Journey, discovery, unknown, adventure?  Contrary to common belief, thinking is not a grit your teeth, strain your brain activity.  Thinking is an exploration of new territory, if for nothing else, to consider what is out there different than what you currently think.

A thinking expedition is an awareness of how you think as you move from 1 sigma thinking (normal) into 2 sigma thinking (interesting) all the way to 3 sigma thinking (breakthrough).  The intent of this paper is to pop the lid on how to get there.

Where To Start – Notice “Different”
To think different, you must learn the contrast between how you normally think and what is different than that.  What you think is fine, but how you think is greater.   There is so much more than what we settle for.  So many new things to think about.  Start noticing different.  Start noticing a hillside of flowers is not only a splash of color, but also a hillside of unique color of intricate pedals.  When you are driving to work, move away a two dimensional view out your windshield.  Focus on those things near, then things far.  Your perception jumps to three dimensions. It’s not a big deal, just different.

For those of you who think this sounds weird, that’s Okay.  You may be noticing different.  Consider moving out of normal and into ‘different’.  

Most of us would say “amen brother” to that.  What is amazing is, we continue to measure other people with our personality measuring stick.  Then we get mad when they don’t act according how we would act. The Myers-Briggs typing got it start when Katherine Briggs noticed that some of the young men her daughter, Isabel Briggs Myers, brought home to dinner, were"different".  So the mother daughter team would talk about it around the table.  Later they hit on the idea of using type to put people in more suitable jobs in the Army during World War II.   That began a realization that people must perceive, and process and think differently.

In the Myers-Briggs definition, extroverts process what they want to say as the say it.  What comes out at first is just starter fluid for the thought or intent to develop.  Subsequently the amount of talking is higher than others.  Introverts tend to process their thought on the inside.  They polish it, evaluate it and not much is said until they are ready to give ‘the’ answer.  They have just as much thought as the extrovert, theirs is just in readers digest form.  In fact, if an extrovert wants to know what an introvert thinks; they should ask, then be stone quiet for 20 seconds (yes this is tough for an extrovert) and the introvert will give them their answer.  Knowing that people are different allows for fewer things taken personal (you against me) and allows us to be more open to the value of differences.  So next time you would like to say someone is a “jerk”, replace it with, they are “different”.

Understand the Model of Change
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Change is equal to “Different”.  Different than what you have.  Consider the model of change above: 

1. Results 101: in order for us to get different results, we must do things differently than we currently are doing.  If we continue doing what we always did, we will always get what we always got. This requires an ongoing lifestyle shift (not just a one-time event) in the way we respond and do things.  We become so convinced that this new action is the right way to go, choosing to do anything less would be unnatural. 

2. Before we can do things differently there must be a mindshift in how we think. In order to do things differently, we must first think differently.  This is a mindshift from that the way we routinely think to a different way of viewing and processing things.  How do we get our thinking off autopilot and onto a different track? 

3. Before we can think differently we must think about our thinking.  This is the biggest of all mindshifts. It was once said, I don’t believe because I understand ... I understand because I believe.  It all starts in the thinking about how and why and what we think about.  It is holding off ‘natural’ judgment until we can see a new point of view.  It is not stopping at the obvious and looking one level deeper.  It is the understanding of the “why” of our thinking.  


An Idea Is About Change

An idea is something we haven’t thought of before.  Even if it is “borrowed” from someone else, it is new to us.  It is seed for new change.  The mind changes shape when it stretches in a new direction.  It is the genesis of thinking ‘different’.  People are not short on ideas.  They are short on the skills and permission to consider them.  The best idea catcher around is called blue slips.  They are 4 ¼  x  2 ¾”, (a ream of paper halved vertically and quartered horizontally) just enough size to get a brief thought down.  Sticky notes are a substitute, but they don’t fit in your pocket as well. To get started, when you are at church or at a conference, expect to hear something of personal value.  Be ready, pen in hand, to write it down to catch the thought before it hits the ground.  Listen to what you are thinking.  Write down the first thing that comes to mind.  You have caught a thought.  Go for the next.  Search for connections.  Create your own set of personal proverbs.  Copy other people’s insights (I called it benchmarking is school).  Before long, you will catch your hand writing out the beginning of a thought and your mind finishing it. If you think or hear a concept that might be of use or worth considering, capture it on a blue slip.  Many thoughts are throw-aways, but the more you have the more you keep.  The more you keep the more you absorb. The more you absorb, the more you are free to change.

The Seven Levels of Change and the Thinking That Goes With Them

These come from one of freshest “new” thinkers around, Colonel Rolf Smith of the Office of Strategic Innovation.  He contends there are seven levels of change and corresponding thinking to make them happen.  The higher the level, the greater the mental climb, but the rewards are higher up there too.  You will catch yourself bouncing from one level to the next during a single thought; for they are all part of the same change continuum.  The trick is to exploit your thinking until you have got the most out of it (internal or external results). If we can apply new levels of thinking, we can go well beyond where we are.

Do Things Right

· Follow procedures, Understand standards, Become more efficient

This is the level of thinking that brings forth efficiency.  The ‘know-how’ of thinking.  Follow standard operating procedures.  Get things out of the way of pure uncluttered work.  Use standards to calibrate your thinking, your work.  This is the easiest level of change IF you know which is the “right way”.  I have long been a strong proponent of establishing a visual workplace: taking instruction from the procedure manual and placing it into/next/as close to the action as possible.  The workplace actually speaks how to do it the right way.  Ideally the workplace cues are so intuitive, a new employee is at ease and productive the first day.  

Tip: Think of how to make the right way more intuitive.

Do the Right Things

· Set Priorities, Do What is important first, Use 80:20 Thinking, Become more effective
This is the essence of effectiveness.  This is the ‘know-why’ of thinking.  Understanding the ‘why’ of what you are doing releases you to consider more options.  A learning organization will welcome this level of thinking to test its existing mental model.  Just think, today’s processes and policies were solutions to yesterday’s problems.  Are they keeping up with the current environment?  We have finite resources and limited time, so question, are we doing the right things?

Tip: Keep a clear line of sight to the ultimate goal and continually ask – is this the best way to get there.

Do Things Better
· Think about what you are doing, Think of ways to improve things, Listen to suggestions, Help, coach, mentor others.

Keep a sharp mind as a better way.  Think of a friction-free work environment with zero waste.  How would you get there?  Make it a mental game.  Explore the possibility of ‘better’ and see where it takes you.  If for nothing else, once you determine you cannot think of a better way to drive out variability or use less effort, you made a discovery.  It is probably the best way you can make it.

Tip: Pretend the existing procedures, processes are carved in Jell-O waiting for you discover a better way to accomplish the same thing.

Do Away With Things

· Stop doing what doesn’t count, Eliminate waste, Ask “why”, Become more productive (not more busy)

Things such as equipment, supplies, outdated procedures, build up over time like dust and if you don’t do away with them, they clutter up the real work.  They have to be moved or searched through to get the real work done.  Often they result in work-arounds to get the job done.  Like dusting, this level of thinking never ends.

Tip: Ask, do we need this ‘thing’ and why does it need to be in this place?

Do Things Others Do Best
· Take time to think, read, observe, notice, study, Find best practices elsewhere, Copy!

Those who work in isolation lose out on the rich thinking others have already discovered.  Continually be aware of how others are thinking, doing and see if there is application to you and your area.  Don’t stay in your own field of knowledge.  The US Army discovered a breakthrough in designing smooth ammunition shell casings by observing the Revlon lipstick production line.

Tip: Consider the best of others as seed for you and yours.

Do Things That Haven’t Been Done

· Consider crazy ideas, Try things you think will work, Try new techniques, Ask “why not?”  This certainly is not ordinary.  

Others will look at you with a smirk.  That’s alright.  You are going beyond the bound of normal and into the areas that few think are possible.  They laughed at Noah.  The Wright brothers didn’t get much slack.  Just to venture out in this level of thinking puts you on a level that is different than others.  Sometimes you stumble across these.  At a large cancer center (600, 000 visits a year), one of the strategic goals was to reduce patient wait to under 30 minutes.  How do you measure this effectively across 15 different clinics?  Nursing staff is not known for their fondness to data collection.  The answer – give the patient the data collection and ask to record the point-to-point times.  They don’t mind  logging how well they are being served.  This data was loaded into ACCESS databases. Now each center has wait time, room time, and length of stay time by doctor for evaluation purposes.  Now that is cheap, accurate data collection.  I heard one idea that tops this one.  A management engineering friend at a VA hospital said he talked the psych patients into doing his data entry.

Tip: Think boundlessly.  Don’t allow what exists to restrain you from achieving what doesn’t.

Do Things That Can’t Be Done
· What is impossible for you today, Imagineer a perfect process, Where will it take real’ magic? Wouldn’t it be amazing if...?
Now this level of thinking requires no boundaries.  It is seeing a vision and moving to it before others think it a possibility.  Possibility is only limited by what is not known.  It assumes that what exist dictates what has to be.  The key to this?  Suspend judgment.  

Push the limits of the possible.  Dare to think crazy.  Just think, there is a fine line between genius and insanity.  It happens when you connect two seemingly unconnectable insights.  It is taking analogies such as the laws of physics and stretching them to unique areas of work or life.  They often are born out of a desire to do an impossible thing.  

One of my personal goals was to change the face healthcare through improvement.  Not just in my projects, my hospital, my city, but in the nation.  How can one guy do that?  What if I created a tool chest of electronic performance improvement tools that where so easy to use, so valuable, so cheap that they would be of immense use to any hospital. These could be seed tools that when placed in a knowledge management environment, would grow in use to help managers make change happen fast.  This is available today – just email a request to drohe@pdq.net.  I call it my paperclip idea: so useful, yet so inexpensive someone can’t afford not to employ them.

Tip: Be wacky.  Seek the impossible.  Pretend you have all the support in the world.

The BIG Change, Me Inc.  

I am thoroughly convinced, you can’t go through great change and go unchanged yourself.  If you do, you didn’t go through great change.  As you begin exploring new levels of thinking, you have to change, for you are not the person you were.  The mere fact that you consider taking a new path changes the course of you.  Begin defining what you want to change.  Hold your paradigms, your mindsets, your bias up to new scrutiny.  They don’t have to change, but you have more to work with if you want to change.  The more grounded you get, the more you can do this.  It is not always easy.  Change creates stress, and, stress creates change.  You choose what you want to keep and what you don’t.

The Osborne-Parnes Creative Problem Solving Technique 

I can’t close this piece without sharing the most valuable thinking tool around.  Once you get turned onto this technique, it may revolutionize how you conduct meetings.  How would you like your meetings to be energy-charged?  Where all minds are pushing for a collective goal.  Where the ideas flow at 3 times their natural rate.  Where time is compressed between the problem and the action plan of acceptance.  All this and have fun at the same time.

The technique was born from studying how geniuses think.  Geniuses have almost a childlike curiosity when solving a problem.  In fact, to them it isn’t a problem, it is an exploration to find and answer.  They do two types of thinking.  One is ‘Convergent’ thinking which is fairly easy for us.  It is being deliberate, filtering out the unusable, groom/reconnecting those ideas that may be useful, and then, selecting the best idea that fits the objective.  The other is ‘Divergent’ thinking which we do not do so readily.  This thinking generates lots and lots of ideas.  Some great, some not.  Divergent thoughts are known by zero judgment, powered by the pressure that quantity yields quality.  Set a quota of ideas that is out of reach, seek wild options, combine and build on other ideas.  Everything is possible.  

Exercising both Divergent and Convergent thinking together is like breathing to the brain.  Employing just one, the brain gets exhausted.  With both, the brain grows in energy.

So pretend you have six or so employees who want to fix a problem they have knowledge about.  Equip them with a pad of sticky notes and center around a flip chart.  You are the facilitator and your sole role is to press them through the process.  Speed is the secret to push them beyond judgment and the inhibition of participation.  Tell them at the beginning of the session, quantity will yield quality.  Fun is important; in fact, the zany thoughts spur on breakthrough ideas.  

You, the facilitator, will be pushing them through the session at a pace that is faster than they can handle so challenge them to keep up (people love a challenge).  Tell the people when they are in the divergent, free thinking mode, as an idea pops-up, they write it down on the sticky note (subject and verb form), holler it out for all to hear, then you place it on a flip chart.  Then write down your next one.  During the session keep the momentum up by barking out new paths for ideas to flow: think crazy, impossible, risk-free, whatever churns their thinking. Lead them through these steps to successful steps.

Mess Finding – Divergent: What are the possible challenges opportunities, what keeps us from being successful.  What gets us tangled up?  Give them a quota.  Then, ask them to write down just one more thought.  Some of the best ideas happen after you push beyond your last thought.  Convergent: After you have an exhaustive list, then ask them to isolate the main ones.  They do this walking (important) up to the flipchart and highlighting, grouping, culling, reshaping the mess statement that capsulizes the mess.   Force them, as a team, to pick the most critical mess statement.  Press them for time and participation now. Repeat this pattern for all the “finding” statements below.

Fact finding – Convergent: What is known, what is not known and what has the greatest impact?  This is just a reference for what you know. Again everything is all done via sticky notes.

Problem Finding – Divergent: List all the aspects of the problem related to the mess.  This is the most important of the steps.  In fact a good portion of the session is spent here.  A well-stated and understood problem is half-solved.  Organizations biggest wastes are exhausting their best people solving the wrong problems. Convergent: Using the same procedure as in mess finding, identify the best wording of the central problem.  A good problem statement can start with “how to”.  Ex. How to minimize patient risk when transferring critical care patients to Radiology.  Great groups have great enemies.  This is about when the team realizes they have a common problem.  It is us versus the system and we are going to fix it.

Solution Finding – Divergent: What are the possible solutions?  Are there connections between solutions?   Convergent: Then, which are the solutions we want to expend our resources on?  The ones that will give us the greater gain?

Action/Acceptance Finding – Divergent then Convergent: What are the action steps needed for successful installation?  Who is going to commit to take charge of them being fully developed and completed?  What are the keys to acceptance by those effected?

In this 60-minute session you have traveled from a woe-is-me mess to a set of committable actions.  What a switch from sequential, judgmental, non-mental processing going on in some meetings.  This process was used to kick-start thinking in staff of a nursing unit was known for their dissatisfied physicians and unhappy patients; in fact they didn’t like each other.  With supportive coaching from the manager and accountability transfer to the staff, within three months, this unit had the largest amount of ideas placed into action of the entire hospital.

So what do you think about your thinking?  Do you want to stay with 1 sigma thinking which is normal, go to 2 sigma thinking which is interesting or hit 3 sigma thinking which is breakthrough?  From personal experience, you will only gain by thinking different than your current level.  Go for it!

For Final Reflection 

Here are some personal seed thoughts from a thinking expedition and a piece on thinking:  

1. Consider all ideas as half-baked innovations

2. Sprig your ideas.  They are heartier than pallet grass, because their roots find their own way

3. Do you command respect or demand respect

4. To engage your thinking: start writing and trust the thinking will follow.  Don’t wait for a complete thought

5. A longer talker creates a shorter listener

6. People talk about what is important to them

7. If you are looking for ideas, you will find them

8. Thinking puts shape to a concept or idea

9. Ping-pong a thought with someone until it scores

10. Your mind is like a parachute, it doesn’t work until you open it up

11. The growth of the group is measured by the growth of the individuals

12. Beware: all words are codes

13. One “different” at a time is enough.  Bite-size chunks into the unknown allow for better acceptance

14. Many times it is the small steps that lead us to the great ones

15. Sometimes ideas don’t make sense until you say them (extrovert thinking)

16. You can’t listen to someone else and yourself at the same time

17. A loose idea is one that came out of your head.  A lost idea is one not written down

18. Deliberately think a new thought each day

19. Who would go back to where they were if they liked where they are

20. Value happens when importance takes the lead

21. Great groups have great enemies

22. Say “I don’t know” instead of faking you do

23. There is no such thing as an unimportant day

24. It’s not that I am not listening, I am just hearing differently

25. Your creation is yours

26. You learn what you want to learn

27. The reason I’m a pile person is because if I put it in a special place, I would never know where to find it

28. You are always just one foothold away from making your summit.  At any point you can pull up or pull back

29. We will do for others what we won’t do for ourselves.  Treat yourself as well as others

30. To the degree you can cheer a comrade along, you get to participate in their victory

31. To stretch yourself, disengage your character type and try to be the opposite

32. Invite yourself to do some life-changing thinking

33. Get a list of your favorite questions

34. Think of the freedom you have when you don’t have to be right

35. A mind on autopilot misses out on half the fun

36. Don’t just see the flowers, understand the roots.  Suspend judgment until you see what’s underneath.  Don’t just see the actions, understand the heart.

37. Having your head in the wrong place may be the right way to be “different”

38. Opposite of “Forgetta bout it” could be  “Thinka bout it”

39. It is hard to be mindful if your mind is already full

40. Other people are great material to learn about yourself

41. You are the craftsman of your own thoughts

42. Where experience collides with thinking, great shifts are made

43. Think of time as a completion more than a sequence

44. Not expressing an opinion doesn’t make it less pertinent

45. Expect nothing and be fulfilled

46. It is good to know the difference between you and me.  It is greater to know the difference within me and me

47. The growth of the group is metered by the growth of the individuals

48. Life only stops when you stop

49. Absorb the good, learn from the unpleasant

50. Simple truths are often hard to understand

51. Leaders tear apart what managers try to keep together

52. Don’t miss the moment by keeping the agenda

53. The height of your summit is determined by the depth of your valley

54. Consider yourself the seed of others’ long-term success

55. Change creates stress, stress creates change

56. Practice changing your mind – redecide

57. Thinking gymnastics: thinking what hasn’t been thought

58. Don’t look for a fight; look for a “why”

59. Falling isn’t failing if you grew from it

60. If you want a colorful life, change colors

61. To collect your thoughts, empty your head on paper

62. Half your problem is yourself

63. The shortest distance between two points is fun

64. If you think I’m crazy and I think you’re weird; how much time do you think we spent working on our problem

65. People put people in boxes

66. You don’t have to say much to say much

67. You don’t have to be the best to be the best you can be

68. If you don’t take time to write it down, you won’t have an opportunity to reflect on it

69. You will never do anything you don’t try to do

70. Not succeeding usually is your greater path to success

71. You will go further if you don’t have anything to lose

72. See the cage you are walking around in 

73. If thinking is predictable; it isn’t thinking

74. The best prize is the one most sought for

Thinking

What an immense power seldom used.  Thinking takes what we don’t know, compares it to what we do know and creates a brand new batch of new know.  It takes an idea and leans on it, exploits it, looks at it from every angle without scaffolding and then supplies awesome understanding.  Thinking is its own reward.  Thinking is the gateway to the heart… 

as a man thinks, so is he.

Thinking can be deliberate, random, playful, soulful.  It reaches down into the fabric of the soul and creates something that wasn’t there before.  Thinking can pick you up or tear you down.  Extraordinary people are just ordinary people who do extraordinary thinking.

Thinking reminds us there is still life.  Thinking is the most involuntary of the body reflexes.  If you don’t thinks so, try to stop thinking.  It is the only part of our body that gets tired if it’s not working.  Thinking causes us to understand not just the surface of ‘how’ but see the face of ‘why’.  Thinking can go on an all expense paid vacation anytime it wants.  Thinking can take a rock and turn it into a pet.  And make money at it.

Thinking can be stinking, but the person who dwells there is the loser.  Why waste a mind on things that don’t build up or are unimportant when there is so much more to life.  Thinking is the one thing that is uniquely us.  We don’t like other people to tell us what we are thinking; even if they are right.  Start more sentences with ‘I think’ and fewer offenses will be taken.

Thinking digs deeper to find the solution few dive for.  Thinking is unshackled by words and so it moves at warp speeds.  Thinking is self-developing, for those who know themselves think about their thinking.  They think about the drivers of their behavior, their fears, their fantasies.  Thinking has a big brother named faith.    When these two get together, impossible things happen.

Thinking can always go deeper.  Think about it.
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