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How to get and grow new ideas – and make them work

· Would you like your firm to WOW your clients and competitors with your innovativeness?
· Would you like to find new ways to improve quality and service, to which others buy in?

· Would you like to develop creative solutions and new ways to solve real challenges?

· Would you like people around you to be more creative and open-minded?

· Would you like to promote trust, understanding and collaboration in your workgroup? 

Wishing for the impossible; using various tools to gain fresh perspectives; creating a climate where people feel safe to express new, even way-out, thoughts; listening for ideas in what others say; speaking for easy listening; and developing intriguing ideas into possible solutions – these are the techniques that FASSET members learned in the Innovation and Creativity workshops which were country-wide in November and December 2009.  

Ground rules and tools
The half-day workshops were tailor-made to meet the needs of finance professionals, and were facilitated by Truida Prekel and Lu-Marie Sobey of SynNovation Solutions.  The sessions were very practical and participants learn the “rules and tools” for effective innovation by means of exercises in which they applied quick, effective tools to tasks in their own work environment.  Both individuals and firms can use these tools to find new ways to address “sticky” problems, improve quality and performance, ensure competitive advantage, and create new growth opportunities.  Participants had fun while learning to free their imagination to develop their own winning solutions.

The workshops equipped participants with skills, tools and insights that will enable them to unlock their own creativity and that of others. By working on individual problems, delegates learned how to take novel ideas through into action plans, enabling them to enhance both strategies and operations in their own and in their clients’ firms. 

Individuals in finance, science and academia are usually highly skilled in analytical problem solving. However, problems that require new ways of doing things are mostly solved more effectively by first using creative thinking skills, then using analytical skills to select ideas and work on implementation. Participants practically learnt how important it is to make time for thinking in new ways, and the return of investment they can get from spending 10 to 15 minutes using these tools, before selecting on a solution from several options. 

The approach is mainly based on the Synectics approach, developed in Boston in the late 1950’s, and used successfully world-wide for 50 years.  It has been derived from observing how innovative people work in the real world.  SynNovation has adapted this approach and used it in Southern Africa in the past 14 years.  Here are some of the key concepts. 
Gaining fresh perspectives
Problems are often best solved by groups of people who provide different perspectives, and suggest a wide range of possible solutions.  Persons close to a task can be like someone in a hole: the more they grapple with the problem, the deeper they dig themselves into the hole, the more aware they are of what “doesn’t work”.  Outsiders are valuable resources (outside the hole) who can see new solutions and possibilities (passing a rope-ladder into the hole).  So for creative problem-solving, outside experts, clients or people from other departments can provide invaluable fresh approaches and insights.  
Creating a supportive climate
In many workgroups, people are competitive, and shoot down one another’s ideas.  In fact, challenging others’ ideas is part of business culture in many organizations. Some people believe this to be the best way to “test” how good an idea is:  “If you can’t shoot it down, it must be a good idea”.  However, this often results in more energy and time going into point-scoring and protecting turf, than into problem-solving.  In the workshops, participants learn to credit one another’s ideas and build on them, using ground-rules that promote co-operation and mutual support.  In this open climate, people produce many rich new ideas.  Most people take the new way of working back to work, as it is both enjoyable and effective.  

Assuming positive intent
A secretary phoned me after her company’s managers had attended a workshop we had facilitated:  “What have you done to the guys?”  “What’s wrong?”  “No, what’s right! They’re no longer shouting at each other – they’re talking to each other!”  In the workshop, they had discovered new ways of relating and working together.  A ground-rule that helps to build trust is “Assume positive intent”.  Usually we don’t know whether others mean what they say or do positively, or negatively.  Unsure, particularly if we are coming up with new or untested ideas or if others have criticised us or our work, we easily become defensive and counter-attack, or shoot down the other person’s next ideas.  So the relationship spirals downwards.  If we assume others’ intention is positive (give them the benefit of doubt), the effect on us, and our response, becomes positive.  Thus we build co-operative relationships.  Although this may seem a bit optimistic or naïve, it is amazingly effective.  We have seen it work, even with known “difficult” persons, or in situations where there were high conflict levels.

Being open-minded
Most people were brought up to be critical of others’ – and their own – ideas.  To become creative, we must learn to play with ideas.  Even ridiculous, illegal, impossible suggestions can be used as stepping-stones to other ideas, combined, improved and developed until they are practical, do-able solutions.  Often the ideas that lead to a real break-through start out as way-out, “silly” or “crazy” ideas.

Innovative problem-solving has three main stages: 
· Idea Generation – open-minded listing of many thoughts, associations and beginning ideas that could suggest starting points for possible solutions.

· Selection – selecting boldly from suggestions, based on intrigue or promise rather than feasibility – exploring the most creative ideas that could produce valuable break-throughs if we can find a way to make them work.  Selecting on feasibility, as often happens after brainstorming sessions, defeats the purpose.  If an idea is immediately feasible, it is unlikely to be new.

· Idea Development – the group helps the “task-owner” to overcome concerns and obstacles, to make “intriguing” ideas feasible.  The benefit of the group having worked with the task-owner to develop and refine the selected idea/s is that they also have ownership of the solutions, and work together eagerly to implement them – even if their own ideas were not chosen from the many ideas that emerged from the first stage.

Turning ideas into action
All too often, traditional brain-storming or “creativity work” is fun, but does not lead to tangible results.  However, this approach helps to ensure that promising ideas, that can make a real difference, are turned into action plans, with responsibilities and deadlines allocated, thus ensuring implementation of innovations that lead to bottom-line benefits. 
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