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Dedication
This book is dedicated to the memory of George Prince, leader, innovator, experimenter, thinker.
Synectics would not be here, fifty years later, but for his powerful discoveries about how we think, behave, and create together. His legacy is everywhere; it permeates this book and also the work of many thousands of individuals and firms throughout the world who continue to apply the principles he discovered and incorporated into the foundation of Synectics teachings.
His legacy lives on in each of us as we make a difference in the world.
In Memoriam
It seems appropriate in this book celebrating 50 years of Synectics, to acknowledge the contributions to the body of knowledge of those who are no longer with us. Those we know of are:
Bill Gordon
George Prince
Carl Marden
Josephine Fuller
Jeff Mauzy
Janis Petersen
Bill Boggs
Rich Gabriel
Bernd Rohrbach
Jan Boom
Bill Cope
Gil Cottrell
Des van Ginkel
We apologize for any omissions from the list.
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About the Book
Editors’ introduction
This book celebrates the first 50 years of Synectics, a body of knowledge first described by W.J.J. Gordon in his book SYNECTICS, The Development of Creative Capacity (New York 1960, Harper and Row). In 1960 Gordon and his colleagues George Prince, Dick Sperry and Carl Marden also set up a company, Synectics Inc., to focus on the discoveries they had been making about the process of invention as they worked together in The Invention Design Group of the old-established Arthur D. Little consulting company.
In the subsequent 50 years, the Synectics body of knowledge has taken on a life of its own, as staff members and clients began to use it in a wide variety of ways and applications that took it far beyond its origins in creativity and invention in the business world. A Bibliography of books and articles about Synectics is available on the Synectics Education Initiative website www.synecticsei.org
This book is a collection of stories and articles by current and former staff members, clients and other associates, grouped loosely by subject matter and linked where necessary by some explanatory narrative from the editors. Some of the material has been taken from Syniverse, an internal Synectics newsletter (from 1999 to 2001) which incorporated some historical material as well as stories from current activities. We have also had the benefit of an internal Synectics video (from 1981) of George Prince chatting to staff about the origins and early experiences of the business. George was an enthusiastic supporter of the concept of the book and although in failing health, was able to contribute a few short stories before his death in June 2009. We see the book partly as a memorial to George and his work.
The Book is divided into the following sections:
The Synectics Body of Knowledge – a description of the many facets of Synectics, written mainly for newcomers to the subject.
Synectics in Business – examples of the work done for business clients over the 50 years (mainly the years up to about 2003 to avoid infringing client confidentiality about current and recent work).
Synectics in the Community – although Synectics is a business, its staff were strongly motivated and encouraged to use the methods on pro bono work in the community and some of the applications are described here.
Synectics in Education – training clients in the use of the Synectics methods was an integral part of the business model and the extension of the approach to schools and universities seemed a logical step. Attempts to do so in the U.S., U.K. and South Africa are described.
Synectics in Personal Experience – Synectics has had a major impact on the personal lives of many people (the comment “Synectics changed my life” is frequently heard). Some examples are given here.
Synectics in the Future – Synectics by its nature has always evolved and changed and some of the current practitioners describe the direction of travel today.
As editors, we have tried to allow the contributors to speak with their own voices. We have not attempted to impose any standard style, format or language; for example, the choice of British or American spelling has been left to the authors. A brief biography of the author is provided at the end of their first contribution
It is a book for dipping into selectively, rather than for reading from beginning to end, as the layout style suggests.
We hope that both existing members of the Synectics community and newcomers will find the book entertaining and enjoyable. Our thanks to all the contributors and to the staff at Synecticsworld for their support
Connie Williams, Vincent Nolan
Editors
••••••••••••
Vincent Nolan is the retired Chairman of Synectics Europe. He brought Synectics to the U.K. in 1971 as a licensee of Synectics Inc. and in 1984 merged his business with Synectics Inc. and became a Director of the international corporation. Since retiring, he has been active in Synectics Education Initiative, of which he is a Trustee. He is the author of Open to Change (MCB Publications, 1981) and The Innovators Handbook (Sphere Books, 1989); co-author, with (Martin Brooks) of The Changemakers Toolkit (Changemaker Publications); editor of Creative Education (Synectics Education Initiative, 2000) and co-editor (with Gerard Darby) of Reinventing Education (Synectics Education Initiative 2005)
Constance (“Connie”) Williams is Synecticsworld’s Chief Knowledge Officer, responsible for leading “Innovation on Innovation” – building and codifying knowledge that advances innovation processes to build competitive advantage for our clients. For the past few years she has led the Synecticsworld practice areas in Consumer and Customer Insight and New Product Development. Connie is a marketing veteran who previously served in a number of senior marketing positions at Heublein/IDV (now Diageo PLC) and, earlier in her career, at a major New York-based global advertising agency. Connie applies her consulting expertise in creative consumer discovery to eliciting new and profound Insights for client applications in developing new products, marketing strategy and brand communication.
••••••••••••
...in the beginning
Rick Harriman

Synectics, quite fittingly given that the word means the joining together of diverse elements, was not started by an individual entrepreneur but by a diverse team. Dick Sperry was a researcher. Bill Gordon lectured in psychology at Harvard. George Prince had been a creative director of an advertising and marketing agency. Carl Marden, brilliant with his hands, could build anything – he was the quintessential prototype maker.
When they met, Bill and George were both exploring creativity through different dimensions of psychology – Bill being very interested in the power of psychological states such as detachment and deferment. George was trying to determine how to stimulate creativity by proper use of repressed thought. George was a bridge to the practical world where Dick and Carl’s strengths came into play.
Bill, known by many as Wild Bill Gordon was frequently on the edge (…some would say often over the edge) bringing a risk taking approach to breaking with the past. In current parlance he was great at breaking connections. After he left Synectics, Inc he did some terrific work on the use of analogies in education with materials around making the strange familiar and making the familiar strange – e.g. helping kids wrestle with what is heavier, a rock or a broken heart?
As a group they were breaking new ground (Fortune magazine labeled the use of Synectics as ‘invention by the madness method’) with Bill and George leading the way. Bill and George separated fairly early on with George staying at Synectics Inc. to continue to lead the development of the body of knowledge. He not only helped make advances on the strategies of creative thinking, he was the lead force in the development of deep insights into climate. In particular he observed behaviors that seemed small, almost inconsequential, and began to see how powerful they were in shaping how well individuals and teams performed in developing creative solutions. Virtually constantly he explored new angles, new possibilities and left a legacy of exploration which has inspired all those who share new insights and applications later in this book.
••••••••••••
Rick Harriman is a Senior Fellow at Synecticsworld. Prior to assuming his current role he was CEO and Managing Partner of Synecticsworld for several decades. He is a patent holder and author of a number of articles and book chapters on creativity in business. He recently co-authored Creativity, Inc.: Building an Inventive Organization, published by The Harvard Business School Press. Rick lectures on creativity and innovation at universities in North America and Europe and co-teaches Innovation in Science and Engineering at Harvard University.
••••••••••••
The Synectics Body of Knowledge
Vincent Nolan
The Special Characteristics of Synectics
Vincent Nolan
What Makes Synectics Special: The Process or the People?
John Alexander
Connie Williams
A Visual Overview of the Synectics Invention Model
Connie Williams and Vincent Nolan, from a contrbution by Heinz Prekel
Academic Support for Synectics
Dr. Thelma Leaffer
What is Synectics?
Vincent Nolan
According to Gordon “The word ‘Synectics’, from the Greek, means the joining together of different and apparently irrelevant elements. Synectics theory applies to the integration of diverse individuals into problem-stating problem-solving groups”.
The word itself was probably suggested by Gordon’s friend Donald Gifford (Professor of English and American Studies at Williams College and an authority on James Joyce) with whom Gordon had been discussing creativity as far back as 1943. Certainly the word has a literary, academic flavour to it and was not well suited to a business environment. When George Prince designed the first company letter heading, he put INVENTION RESEARCH at the top in large letters and Synectics Inc. in small letters at the bottom. In 1981, he described the name as “our first big mistake”, adding “but we’re stuck with it!”
Gordon believed that diversity of background and psychological type was the key factor in creating successful groups; in setting up groups for clients, he devoted great attention to recruiting the optimum mix of members, recommending interviews of 8 to 10 hours for each candidate (See Gordon, Synectics 1960, pp. 57 to 75).
“The Gordon group ...was, and is, phenomenally successful” according to William Wilson of Kimberly Clark. “Bill Gordon was trying to observe people while they were being creative and analyze and record what goes on. ...He wanted to do for creativity what the scientific method did for science”.
That was in 1960. 50 years on, it is now thought that any group contains sufficient diversity to get successful results, provided the process encourages them to use the full range of their knowledge and experience (however limited their expertise in any particular area). However, Gordon’s emphasis on diversity was prophetic: one of the outstanding characteristics of Synectics is the wide diversity of people who are attracted by the methods and the wide variety of applications in which the techniques are effective (as this book illustrates). There is also a particular application – the resolution of conflict – where Synectics ability to bring together diverse (and conflicting) interests has a unique value for creating outcomes which satisfy all parties.
Today the company states:
“Our founders, George Prince and Bill Gordon, studied and recorded thousands of hours of innovation sessions, asking themselves the question ‘what is really going on between the people in the group to help them create and implement successfully?’ The answers to these questions became the internationally famous Synecticsworld Creative-Problem-Solving Methodology and spawned a rich Body of Knowledge about how human beings work collaboratively to invent and innovate. Over the years our research on innovation and the human factors that are its critical components has continued”.
The references to the ‘study and recording of thousands of hours of innovation sessions’ provides the key to the wider applicability of Synectics, beyond innovation. The research has produced fundamental discoveries about human interaction at work, particularly in the areas of communication, human relations and teamwork. They apply to the running of productive meetings generally. The Synectics skills have also been used successfully in Education, other public service sectors (e.g. the Boston Crime Reduction Project) and personal and family therapy.
After retiring from the Synectics business, George Prince combined the insights of Synectics with the experience of his wife, marital psychotherapist Kathleen Logan-Prince, to develop the MindFree Programme, which helped individuals improve their ways of managing themselves (see Your Life is a Series of Meetings. 2002, 1st Books Library). A chapter on MindFree (by Paul Cormier) is included in this book.
The strong emphasis on research and experimentation means that Synectics is a constantly evolving and developing body of knowledge, which makes it difficult to pin down in a definitive statement. Perhaps there are multiple answers to the question “What is Synectics?”, for example, it is
• The process of innovation, articulated in the form of practical tools and application models
• The science of meetings, where meetings are defined as any interaction between two or more people to produce practical results
• A set of process tools derived from video analysis of the methods used successfully in a variety of situations. The tools may be used in a specific sequence (as in the original Invention Model) or individually according to the needs of the situation, resulting in a variety of meeting models and techniques for enhancing personal effectiveness
The world, particularly the business world and also academia, likes to be able to pigeon-hole phenomena into familiar boxes, e.g. creative problem-solving, organisation development, teamwork, conflict resolution, learning and education skills. Anything that claims to contribute in all these categories tends to be viewed with suspicion (‘snake oil’) particularly if it has an odd-sounding name.
The following chapters relate Synectics to other Creative Problem-solving Systems (CPS), the category to which it is usually assigned, and go on to examine the other dimensions which takes Synectics far beyond a mere CPS system.
Synectics as a Creative Problem Solving (CPS) System
Vincent Nolan

Synectics is usually classified as a Creative Problem-Solving (CPS) Technique along with Brainstorming and Lateral Thinking, So what does Synectics, as a CPS technique, have in common with Brainstorming and the others? And how does it differ?
An independent answer to that question is provided by Dr. John Martin of the Open University in the UK. In his notes for the Creative Management module of their MBA Course in 1997, he wrote: “In practice, different schools of creativity training borrow from one another. The more elaborate forms of creative problem-solving, such as the Buffalo CPS method (basically brainstorming), incorporate quite a number of features found in Synectics. However there is still a discernible split between the ‘psychological’ approaches such as Synectics that emphasize metaphor, imagery, emotion, energy etc. and ‘procedural’ approaches that concentrate on private listings, round robins etc. Of course practitioners can combine these techniques, but there is often a discernible bias towards one or other end of the spectrum”.
Brainstorming was the original Creative Problem-solving Technique, developed in the 1930s by Alex Osborn (the O of the advertising agency BBDO) and further developed by Professor Sidney Parnes of the Buffalo Institute. The Osborn-Parnes model is the most widely practised form of brainstorming, though the word has become a generic term for any attempt to generate new ideas in an environment of suspending judgement. It may include elements of other techniques, such as de Bono’s Lateral Thinking.
George Prince described Brainstorming as “the great breakthrough in creativity techniques; it demonstrated for the first time how much the fear of critical judgement inhibits the expression of ideas”. Even so, in brainstorming sessions (and in the Osborn-Parnes model) participants remain relatively inhibited and try to produce ‘good’ ideas, by ‘correctly’ understanding the problem and filtering out any ideas that might be considered absurd (‘good’ and ‘correct’ are clearly judgemental words).
Synectics widens and deepens the process of suspending judgement in a variety of ways
• It extends suspending judgement to the description of the problem, accepting the Problem Owner’s perception without challenge or questioning
• It encourages alternative perceptions of the problem to be expressed (as ‘springboards’) again without challenge
• It encourages participants to ‘listen for ideas’ by paying attention to apparently irrelevant thoughts and images, to be used as clues to new ideas
• It actively encourages absurd ideas (reflecting Einstein’s saying “unless at first an idea is absurd, there is no hope for it”)
• It uses Excursions to reproduce the phenomenon of getting a new idea from nowhere (‘idea while shaving’, ‘sleeping on it’)
In these ways, Synectics uses the period of suspending judgement to open up the topic to a much wider range of ideas and approaches than conventional brainstorming. It encourages the process of connection-making, “making the familiar strange and making the strange familiar” (Gordon) or “bisociation”, Arthur Koestler’s term for the bringing together of two things that had not previously been associated (which he saw as the essence of creativity). Edward de Bono’s term Lateral Thinking is a much more elegant label than either bisociation or indeed Synectics.
The ‘Springboards’ generated by Synectics are intended to be new starting points for exploration of the problem rather than finished new solutions (though new solutions may be thrown up occasionally). It follows that the process of selecting avenues to explore cannot be a logical or analytical choice, because there is no knowledge of where they will lead; it has to be an intuitive choice by the Problem Owner, based on newness and appeal (a choice which requires courage on the part of the Problem Owner). Contrast this with selection in brainstorming, where the initial ideas are screened into ‘good ‘and ‘bad’, resulting in a short list of good ideas, which are unlikely to be new – they are considered to be good because they are known to work! Hence the disappointment often expressed with brainstorming: “we generated a lot of ideas, but didn’t get anything new”.
Alternatively the ideas are clustered into groups, a process which may satisfy the logical mind but is unnecessary and risks stifling any genuinely new thoughts by ‘putting new wine in old bottles’. Its popularity is probably a reflection of the discomfort many people feel with the uncertainty of the creative process.
At this stage, Synectics adds a dimension that is entirely missing from brainstorming, the process of Idea Development, which takes new approaches which are not yet practical and develops them into feasible courses of action (Possible Solutions) that the Problem Owner commits to implement. The key to this process of incubation is the reintroduction of judgement in a way that preserves the emotionally safe climate achieved earlier by suspending judgement.
The judgements are made by the Problem Owner alone (unless they invite the opinions of others)
• the Problem Owner is required to check their understanding of the idea before evaluating it. Few would quarrel with, the principle ‘understand before evaluating’, but it is usually ignored because understanding is assumed rather than checked out. When it is checked out, as often as not it proves to be wrong or incomplete
• the Problem Owner must first specify all the positive features of the idea (including possible positives), giving the idea the benefit of the doubt
• if the idea is not yet a Possible Solution, they then identify its most important shortcoming as the target for improvement (not as a negative; e.g. “we need to find a way to reduce the cost” rather than “too expensive”) More ideas are produced to achieve the necessary improvement and the process continues until the Problem Owner either has a new solution, or abandons that avenue for an alternative springboard.
The end product of a Synectics session is new courses of action that will be implemented because they have been chosen by the person who will implement them. The end point of a brainstorming session is usually selected ideas that are not new. They may be new to the Problem Owner; the process has been used to transfer known solutions from someone who knows them to someone who does not, a useful achievement but hardly ‘creative’.
Brainstorming is relatively easy to practise – just suspend judgement – and “the define-generate-select-develop logic ….maps much more easily onto logical methods found in operations research or computer systems analysis” (John Martin op. cit.). It is therefore less of a challenge to the prevailing business culture than Synectics.
Synectics, however, is more than a superior Creative Problem Solving technique; it is an Invention technique, which results in new action i.e. innovation and experiment, rather than simply new ideas. In addition, Synectics embodies a range of methods (described by George Prince as Creative Behaviour) that create the supportive Climate that underpins both Creative Thinking and Creative Action. The three dimensions of Synectics may be summarised as follows:
• Creative Thinking – techniques to generate new ideas
• Creative Action – the implementation of new ideas, i.e. experiment and innovation
• Creative Behaviour – the behavioural skills that are required to create the supportive climate that is essential for both Creative Thinking and Creative Behaviour.
Of these, Creative Thinking includes and transcends Brainstorming; Creative Action and Creative Behaviour are largely missing from it. The integration of these three components is seen as the Secret of Innovation, as shown in Fig. 3.
The Creative Behaviour dimension is the key to the wider application of Synectics, beyond the creativity/invention application. As such it warrants a section of the book, The Behavioural Dimension of Synectics – in its own right.
The Special Characteristics of Synectics
Vincent Nolan

In my view, there are four elements that, individually and collectively, make Synectics special. They are:
The Client/Problem Owner concept
Metaphorical Process (including Excursions)
Constructive Evaluation/Idea Development (Itemised Response)
The Research and Development base
Individually, they are not all unique to Synectics, but taken together they provide a uniquely powerful combination.

1 The Client/Problem Owner Concept
The concept was not invented by Synectics; it came from Carl Rogers’ ‘person-centred therapy’ as George Prince acknowledges in The Practice of Creativity. At a stroke, it solves the “Not Invented Here” problem, the reluctance of people to adopt a new idea when they haven’t been involved in its invention. In the Synectics process, it is the Client who describes the problem, selects the avenues to be pursued, evaluates the developing ideas, specifies the direction for improvement and decides when an idea is sufficiently developed to be worth implementing. As a result, Synectics solutions come with the commitment of the person who has to make it happen. The other members in the problem-solving group are resources; their role is to suspend judgement and contribute ideas and information in response to the direction of the Client. Their opinions are not relevant unless the Client asks for them
The principle has wider implications; it eliminates unsolicited ideas and second opinions (which can waste a lot of time and energy in working groups). It is the key to the Synectics resolution of conflict, by requiring each protagonist to make judgements only from the perspective of their own area of responsibility – a “mind your own business” principle.
•••••••••••
Defining Roles: George Prince
I was working with a group and was assisted by Bill Gordon. I asked him to run the meeting so I could do some thinking about the group, and what we would do to get them operating together.
Shortly after we started, Bill had an idea and gave it to the group. As he wrote it up. I was a bit shocked, as it was the custom for the leader not to give ideas.
At the next break I took Bill aside and explained that the leader had too much power and would discourage the team members.
Bill could not control himself. Next time, he gave the crayon to another member of the group, presented his idea and then took back the leadership.
But that did lead to our defining the roles of everyone at the meeting.
••••••••••••
2 Excursions and Metaphorical Process
Excursions and metaphor are at the heart of the creative process. They provide specific mechanisms to facilitate thinking ‘laterally’, ‘outside the box’ and ‘bisociation’ (Arthur Koestler’s word for connecting two thoughts that have not been connected before). As John Philipp reminds us, Koestler pointed out that bisociation is also the process that creates humour, hence the close relationship of the ‘Ah Ha’ of discovery and the ‘Ha Ha’ of humour. One side effect of this relationship is the sheer enjoyability of Synectics sessions; the level of laughter seems to correlate with the probability of a breakthrough. And, in George Prince’s words, “groups always work better after an excursion; it has lowered barriers in people’s minds and between people”. Consequently, excursions are a major factor in creating the special climate of a Synectics meeting.

•••••••••••
Excursion: George Prince
Bill Gordon introduced Excursion in the first meeting we had. He explained connection-making and then took us on an excursion to demonstrate. The rules of Excursion are straightforward. Put the problem out of your mind, then concentrate on the Excursion. You will be aware of the problem anyway. Get into the excursion as completely as you are able. Unexpected connections happen!
••••••••••••
3 Idea Development and Constructive Feedback (Itemised Response)
Itemised Response is a deceptively simple mechanism for constructive feedback which makes it possible to develop embryonic ideas into feasible solutions, by specifying their attractive features and using their principal shortcoming to invite improvements or replacements (very similar to the process of development engineering described by James Dyson in his account of his invention of the cyclone vacuum cleaner). As with so much else in Synectics, Itemised Response provides benefits in many other situations where it is important for feedback to be experienced as constructive, e.g. in appraisals/reviews, coaching and teaching of any kind. It is also applied to the evaluation of experiences to ensure that learning results from them. It supports experimental action (“No such thing as a failed experiment”) because the experiment has provided new knowledge, whatever the outcome. The conventional viewpoint is “we tried that and it didn’t work – therefore forget it”. The Synectics view is “it must have been an attractive idea to get to the point of trial; let’s see if we can retain the attractive features while changing the idea to overcome the reason for ‘failure’”. In this way, the experiment is used as a step on a learning curve.
•••••••••••
Itemized Response: George Prince
We had a very close relationship with Lever Brothers Research Division. Their building and offices were in New Jersey, not very far from New York. We worked with the British arm and the Research Division. I trained several groups, and visited them regularly. Frank Healy, the director was a fan of Synectics. He was watching as one of his Synectics groups worked on a problem. I was one of the group.
We developed a very good idea and as evaluation time came, I said “let’s be careful.” And I said to Frank, “This evaluation part is a problem because good ideas often get killed.”
Frank said, “I think I might be able to help you here.”
He went on to say “My original boss had an effective way of taking the sting out of any correction he had to do with any of us. He would pull you aside and talk about how much he thought of you…all positive. When you were feeling good, he would bring up the correction.
I leapt on the idea and we worked it over until we had Itemized Response.
It has been a powerful addition to our process.
••••••••••••
4 The Research and Development base
The decision by the founders in the Invention Design Group of Arthur D. Little to tape-record their meetings triggered a systematic approach to human behaviour at work, which to the best of my knowledge remains unique. It is analogous to the use of observation and measurement (using the stop-watch) by the founders of work study, or in a different field, F. M. Alexander’s use of the mirror to study physical posture and movement to establish Alexander Technique.
Professor John Dewey wrote of Alexander’s work “it meets all the requirements of strictest scientific method ….applied in a field in which it has never been used before ….a record of long-continued, patient and unwearied experimentation and observation in which every inference is extended, tested, corrected by further more searching experiments”. The words could equally be applied to Synectics, which had the additional advantage of videotape recording as a research tool.
The discoveries that make the process effective are at a new level of detail that is highly specific. George Prince was fond of quoting William Blake:
“He that would do good to another must do it in minute particulars
General good is the plea of the scoundrel, hypocrite and flatterer
For all art and science cannot exist but in minutely organised particulars” (my italics)
Synectics can be seen as the minutely organised particulars of methods of thinking, acting and behaving in a work environment.
Each of these characteristics is powerful in its own right. They are also key ingredients in the Synectics ‘cocktail’ which can be mixed in many different ways to meet the needs of the individual situation.
Individual chapters later in this book develop these characteristics more fully; they also run as threads through many of the case studies and applications of Synectics in other fields.
•••••••••••
George Prince recalls how the research process originated:
If Synectics had a trophy room to display happenings and models that triggered thinking that improved our process, the central item on display would be an ancient Ampico tape recorder.
Shortly before our group left Arthur D. Little, we were running a problem solving meeting and we were interrupted by a member of another group. He was carrying a large Ampico tape recorder. It was broken and we had the reputation for fixing broken mechanical devices. This reputation was “earned” by the genius of Carl Marden who could build anything one could describe.
Carl quickly had the old Ampico in pieces and put back together in working order. It was put on the table in our session room to keep it safe until we could return it.
The next day we were working on a very difficult problem and my partner, Bill Gordon, said, “Let’s tape ourselves, we might learn something.”
When we played the tape at the end of that meeting we were shocked at the number of rude actions that followed. Our behavior was not unusual, but listening once removed, made the rude, everyday give and take stand out as destructive. The shocking thing was that without the replay the destructive behavior was not ‘visible’.
Of course, it was visible, but in the usual atmosphere of a free-flowing meeting, our attention was not on behavior.
We put tape recorders in all our session rooms and focused full attention on the atmosphere and the behaviors that formed it. As closed circuit TV became available, we shifted to that to make visible the behaviors that so influence collaboration, innovation and problem solving.
••••••••••••
What Makes Synectics Special: The Process or the People?
John Alexander

In the late sixties and early seventies there was no other consulting service like Synectics. Most client companies who hired consultants were looking for content experts and specialists; people with background knowledge and experience who could be brought in as a resource to solve a problem – design consultants, engineers, accountants and ad agencies.
At one level what is special about Synectics is the process-only approach. At another level it is the facilitators who deliver the services, all the while reinventing the process and developing their personal skills and acuity in an appropriate manner.
The quality of the people running the courses, the facilitators, was outstanding in the way they enabled clients to learn and solve problems, helping them to get old thinking out of the way, changing behavior in order that others could contribute ideas. To me it was always the sensitivity of the people managing the process. We now have third and fourth generations of facilitators and I assume that quality still exists. However, the ideas we so energetically promoted are now more widely understood and accepted. The specialness may not be so clearly apparent.
In September of 1974 I joined a five day course on creative problem solving, teamwork and communication skills. I joined a group of six or seven people from an assortment of organizations. We sat around in a half circle with three or four flip charts in front of us, a video camera in the corner, a monitor and recorder in the room next door.
We were provided with an overview of what the course would cover and were then given a problem to solve: invent a circular saw blade, something that would fit a hand held Black and Decker electric saw. The blade had to cut wood but not flesh and could not increase the retail price by more than 10%. We got started on the problem and an early comment was “well, if cuts wood it must cut flesh” and we spent the next forty minutes working on guards and electronic cut out switches. We never solved the problem because our brains would not accept the challenge. Who ever heard of a saw that would cut wood but not flesh? In fact, there was a prototype solution that was demonstrated to us. That really got our attention.
We spent the following two hours analyzing snippets of the recorded meeting. We covered how ideas were generated, communications within the group, positive and negative behavior that encouraged or discouraged the generation of ideas, how we see pictures in our minds and the extent to which we use those images or discard them.
I was totally fascinated and as the course progressed we were introduced to various concepts concerned with distinctions between process and content, roles and responsibilities in a meeting, the difference between problems, solutions and problem ownership. By the end of the week my mind was completely blown and my life was changed. We had gone from logic and deductive thinking to flights of fantasy and back again.
One particular problem introduced by one of the participants was concerned with how the company he worked for could fix components to a new kind of substrate. I remember us getting into a really funny discussion about gay fishermen in high heels with fish net stockings hauling their catch onto the beach. To my amazement the person who had presented the problem became electrified, because the crazy discussion had given him a new insight about how to solve the problem. It involved turning part of the manufacturing process upside down. Don’t ask me what the exact connection was, I just remember the energy in the room and the excitement, All stimulated by talking about something absurd and distant from the problem. I was amazed.
That Thursday afternoon changed the course of my life and influenced me in so many ways. For the next twenty years the process provided me with the opportunity to meet many interesting people, to travel, be challenged, to help others, and obtain personal recognition and immense satisfaction from my work. That makes it very special to me.
Synectics is special in so many ways. I think the people who were drawn to the company and became facilitators were at the heart of the matter. A good facilitator had to have an ability to set aside his or her own view, develop good skills of observation and be sensitive to individual coherency. Facilitators had to be really open-minded, patient and generous in nature. Most of all a facilitator had to trust the process: that if clients observed certain ground rules they would find answers to the problems, opportunities and challenges they were dealing with and, at the same time, have fun. The motto was “if it is not fun it is not worth doing”.
With our clients we explored new worlds. We learned about psychotherapy, gestalt therapy, transactional analysis, meditation, yoga, non-verbal behavior (Rudolf Laban/Lamb/Ramsden) and neuro linguistic programming. At that time new discoveries were being made about brain function and the difference between the left and right side activities. John Holt had published How Children Fail, Betty Edwards published Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain. We became fascinated with the work of Tim Galwey (The Inner Game of Tennis and Coaching Skills) and Tony Buzan (Mind Mapping). George Prince ran courses for kids and for seniors. As we were carrying out a multitude of thought and behavior experiments, (two examples from Ned Preble are described on the next page) we stretched the process, invented techniques and thought exercises on the fly, got confused, de-confused and learned.
We experienced the change in organization culture, the development of cross functional teamwork, organization development, the transformation of Personnel to Human Resources. We worked on the invention of new products, processes and strategy. We ran courses on teamwork, project management, visioning, just in time manufacturing and total quality. We experimented with various course structures, problem solving transactions (TA), connection making, visioning, facilitator training, open-minded communications and innovative teamwork. I did a fire walk and learned that if we can imagine it, even though it challenges deeply held ideas, we can make it happen. Change in the world begins with belief and a picture in our mind’s eye.
Our committed clients grew with us and we grew with them. The young middle managers who were interested in our ideas, process and way of working were promoted. They changed jobs, worked for new organizations, managed larger budgets and involved us in more strategic corporate wide change programs.
All this ensuing growth came from a chance action of putting a tape recorder in a meeting room. The founders are what is special about Synectics, They had an insight and an idea whose time had come and an interest in personal change and growth. I will forever be appreciative of them. They are not famous, have not received any Nobel prizes or written bestselling books. However, their contribution is very special both to me at a personal level and to the world, which for the most part, has no idea who they are or the value of their original insights.
•••••••••••
Community Theater as a Presentation Medium Ned Preble
In the course of a 12 month assignment aimed at helping a premier international oil field services company to develop a vision for the next decade, senior management directed us to report back on a particular date and to do anything we wanted in the presentation, except that we could not use Power Point. So after some creative thinking our 24 person team, from around the world, decided to risk it and agreed to make the “Presentation” using the medium of community theater. So we engaged three people from this field, integrated them into the project and put together a play. On the day of the Presentation the top seven people from the company were ushered into the theatre in Houston with no idea what they were going to hear and see. Over the next 90 minutes there was a full play with about 10 acts depicting the results of our findings. This allowed the “actors”, all young high-potential middle level managers, to communicate the full truth about the project. The messages were well received, with laughter and hard questions. And at the end the executive group asked the Project Team to prepare to do it again, tape it and send it out to the organization world wide.
Being Outside The Box Ned Preble
Harry Barrett and I were getting ready to work with about 35 young, smart and upcoming people at one company. The workshop was in Paris. The topic was Workplace 21 – i.e. how will people change they way they work in the 21st century, given all the political, technical, sociological etc changes going on. So Harry and I got to the hotel early to prepare. It was the Hilton on Avenue du Suffren near the Eiffel tower. The hotel had set up a room on the top floor, windows all around, with a beautiful view of the Eiffel Tower. There were 6 rows of about eight chairs each set up in a little “box” in the middle of the big conference room. Normally, we would have rearranged the seating in a less formal pattern. I was the “captain” and Harry said – “Let’s leave it like that”. So we did. Then we planned some other things.
There was a ledge, barely walking size that went around the whole conference room on the OUTSIDE - totally open to the air, street etc. I think a rail, I sure hope so. We found a microphone that worked from outside. Harry went outside with his cigarettes and the microphone. We closed the full length curtains. He could not see inside, nor me see him. The participants all came in and dutifully sat down. I was at the head of the group with a little lectern. Then all of a sudden this voice fills the room via the speaker system—“ . . . what’s it like in there .. . . . kind of stuffy sitting in rows . . . . what are you going to talk about .. . . .” Then I’d interject something about creative thinking and taking mental risks and in the meantime there would be some more words from Harry like “ . . . . it sure is fun out here, sun, stimulating scenery . . I can smoke and see the Eiffel Tower etc etc.” This went on for about 5-7 minutes – it seemed like a day or two to me as I stood up front. They were all looking around, looking at me, just kind of wondering. Then they started to move the chairs around and set up a different kind of format. In the midst of it all Harry opened one of the slider doors and came in from behind the full length curtain that had been covering everything. So – we got off to a VERY FAST start in terms of new thinking and breaking the rules. To this day (and that was over 12 years ago) when I see people from that session they still talk about the kick off.
••••••••••••
John Alexander joined Synectics in 1974 where for nearly twenty years he helped shape client services and the organization in Europe. Since relocating to the USA in 1992 he has reinvented himself a number of times. He currently describes himself as an experienced facilitator, entrepreneur, real estate investor and imaginer. His main interest is to be in and around boats and is currently involved in the creation of a community sailing club. Other experiences include working in street markets as a teenager, owning three consumer products stores in London, organizing and running three month overland camping trips across Europe to India, Nepal and the West Coast of Africa, hiking in the Himalayas and as a Ski Guide for the Ski Club of Great Britain
Ned Preble is founding Partner of Kiron Consulting. He leads the strategic and operational planning of the firm. His work focuses on helping clients create, develop and implement innovative solutions to complex business challenges. In addition, he manages several key accounts and leads the firms’ business development effort.
Ned began his consulting career in 1981 after five years work as an internal consultant at General Foods Corporation and four years as an Associate Dean at Connecticut College. He spent 19 years at Synectics Inc., becoming a Managing Partner. He established a successful West Coast business for Synectics before returning to Cambridge to manage operations there.
••••••••••••
Metaphorce
Connie Williams
“But the greatest thing by far is to be a master of the metaphor.” Aristotle
The Simon and Garfunkel song, A Bridge Over Troubled Water, was released in 1970, combining elements of folk music, rock and lovely poetry. When I think of metaphor, that’s what I think of: a “bridge over”. There is simply no more powerful thinking or communication device available to mankind. The metaphor helps create new ideas and share them with others in ways that take an unfamiliar idea and make it more familiar and understandable – getting us to solid ground over deep water. The power of metaphors is in the way that they change the subject by bringing new thinking and ideas, extending and changing the way that a person thinks about something.
William Gordon, one of Synectics co- founders, was a champion of the idea of using metaphorical and analogical thinking as a tool to help develop creative new thinking about possible solutions. In his writing, he identifies four types of metaphor: personal analogy, direct analogy, symbolic analogy, and fantasy analogy.
• In personal analogy, one identifies with one element in a problem—a pathologist might identify himself or herself with a virus or white blood cell, temporarily becoming the virus or the cell.
• In direct analogy, one finds an existing analogue for the problem (or some part of it). Gordon uses the example of Brunel solving the problem of underwater construction by watching a shipworm tunnel into a timber, and of Alexander Graham Bell inventing the telephone receiver on the model of the human ear.
• In symbolic analogy an imaginary analogue of the problem is created. For example, a vision of a snake swallowing its own tail gave the Dutch physicist Kekule a key insight into the benzene molecule.
• In fantasy analogy, the problem-solver projects an image of an ideal solution, and then returns to the problem in light of the solution. Gordon tells about a Synectics group faced with the problem of inventing a vapor proof closure for a space suit. One participant fantasized trained insects performing the closure on orders, and this possibility generated a productive train of thought, leading to a real solution.
George Prince said they used Bill’s conviction that metaphor was the key to all new learning to help create the “Excursion”, a way to get new thinking about problems and solutions, especially when one is “stuck”. As he described it “I hardly knew what a metaphor was, but took his word for it. We invented various forms of Excursion, and I am sure that all of you have invented some of your own.”
Today we use metaphor extensively in our work with clients. While it continues to be a critical tool in creative problem solving, many other applications are regular parts of our techniques. One of the most important is using metaphor to help identify the ‘problem’ as much as to creatively develop a ‘solution’.
Much of our work at Synectics now involves gaining insight from consumers and customers to help our clients understand the hidden needs and wants they can help solve to achieve growth. So, in our iPower5™ Insight practice we use metaphor extensively. First, we set up the conditions under which consumers and customers can talk to us about their lives – expressing their satisfactions and their frustrations, trying to understand where there are opportunities to solve some of the unexpressed needs and wants. These are areas where “they don’t know what they don’t know” – you can’t ask about something if you don’t have the kind of language to express what doesn’t exist. Metaphor, simile, analogy – whatever you call it – are all very useful here. “What is (something) like?” – asking them to express needs in terms of ‘other worlds’. “What would that (end state) look like (visual expression) if it was achieved?” We encourage rich language inputs when talking to potential customers to give the raw materials to figure out those potential needs. Further, we use Code Cracking™, a process that was developed to help interpret what consumers and customers were really saying that was difficult to express.
As I remember, George Prince described Code Cracking to me as an answer to a problem that his client, Nestles, expressed. “We are doing focus groups but not getting very much out of it….pat answers, no really new information.” Code Cracking was designed to get under the surface level of the words and images that someone might use to describe a situation or issue and get to the emotions, memories and associations below the surface. It uses intuition and guessing more than analysis – so that working with metaphors is particularly useful. Metaphors work by bringing multiple sets of comparisons or connections over – from the familiar – to ascribe to the new. So, working with metaphors that customers use to describe something that is difficult to explain is particularly useful. George Lakoff says, in his seminal book “Metaphors We Live By” that our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act is fundamentally metaphorical in nature. That’s why metaphors are so useful to understand how people think about things.

Working with a battery company, we sent some of the managers out to observe and interview battery consumers who were very price and not very brand conscious. One of the inputs that the managers brought back was a consumer describing their digital camera as “eating batteries”. Now obviously the cameras did not literally eat batteries, so that is a metaphor – but metaphors are so common in our language we often don’t recognize them as the conversations whiz by. The reaction of the battery managers was that the camera guys had a problem, but when we applied some Code Cracking techniques to this and other inputs we learned some new perspectives about the battery business. The consumers believed that devices like digital cameras were the analogue of a hungry teenager. You simply could not fill them up – instead you might as well keep feeding them the cheap (if unwholesome) “fast food” (cheap batteries) vs. a fancy steakhouse dinner (expensive branded batteries). The consumer perceived batteries as cheap nutrition or energy for the camera and other devices. It was a new way of thinking about why the value battery consumer was not choosing the brand name alternative.
Metaphor is even useful in helping understand new abstract ideas – in communicating with consumers about a particular innovation that they have no experience with. A metaphor helps present an unfamiliar idea in a more familiar way – using the power of apperception. This is how human beings are believed to learn new things. It can be critical to presenting a breakthrough product or service idea to the customer.
The battery client took that learning (with other perspectives) and decided to speak back to the consumer in the same metaphorical construct. They repackaged a languishing, poorly understood battery package that was made for digital camera type devices and made it look more like an energy bar – a food/energy source. Sales took off.
Metaphor is also useful in looking at a problem in a new way to see a fresh insight. We often ask clients to think about the way consumers and customers express their experiences and develop a metaphor for it. With a food service packaging company, we looked at some of the images and expressions that food and beverage managers used to describe their experiences with “to go” packaging. We asked the client group to see a new pattern or combination in the data points. Many of those images and expressions had to do with make up, clothing and self expression – far away from take away food. We helped the client see that boring old take out packaging had a lot of parallels to the fashion industry – it was all about presentation. The restaurateur wanted to present their take out customers with a beautiful presentation – just as they would experience in the restaurant! The insight led to the creation of a new line of both functional and beautiful packaging to take out meals. Fashion for food!
Metaphors are the basic viewing lenses that help human beings structure thought and behavior. Metaphorical thinking constitutes our conceptual understanding of reality and helps unify divergent meanings into coherent patterns. Using them creatively helps us unlock new ways of helping understand the needs of people – and helping businesses and organizations meet those needs in new and powerful ways.
•••••••••••
METAPHOR in ACTION: TEAM BUILDING ON THE WATER
Ned Preble
A cross functional product team at a multi-national pharmaceutical company was encountering some conflict that was hurting its productivity. Classic solutions did not work. So we looked for a metaphor to help communicate the key factors that needed to be improved. We settled on sailboat racing, specifically the America Cup Challenge races. Then we took it a step further – we literally went to Newport, Rhode Island, USA, the early worldwide capital of America Cup Racing. After some orientation and safety briefings we broke the team into two, boarded two 12 meter yachts (with a Captain and one professional crew/boat, who were there to train and advise the new sailors) and proceeded to have five races, with a debrief after each, while connected together in the Harbor. My most vivid memory was of the junior person who was “skippering-away” with no consideration for the input from the rest of the crew. She lost the race badly. And she went from a “problem-child” on the team to one of its most productive members over the next year.
••••••••••••
A Visual Overview of the Synectics Invention Model
Adapted by Vincent Nolan and Connie Williams
from a contribution by Heinz Prekel, SynNovation SA

Figure 1: Cycling Worlds: Operational vs. Innovation Thinking Modes
Paradoxically, organizations thrive by repeating what they do well, but they can only survive in the long term by adapting to the changing environment. The two types of activities, running an efficient operation and innovating in areas such as strategy, processes and new products require different ways of thinking and behaving – operational thinking vs. innovation thinking modes. As Synectics co-founder Bill Gordon said, “The ultimate solutions to problems are rational; the process of thinking of them is not.”
Figure 2: The Spectrum of Thinking
The developmental cycle of the innovation mode requires creative thinking to produce new ideas and processes, which need to be tested and developed before they can be moved into the organization’s routine activities of the operational world. The originality of the creative thinking is enhanced by Synectics use of its Spectrum of Thinking, especially metaphor and apparent irrelevance, and the Excursion technique, which allows one to get away from the problem, generate new associative material and connect back to the issue, with fresh ideas.
The Keys to Success: Climate, Thinking, Action
The Synectics approach relies on bringing the 3 keys of Climate, Thinking and Action together. Foremost is a supportive Climate, which is made up of the behaviors we use to work with others, to give and receive ideas and to build the trust environment for speculative ideas to be offered. Thinking requires pushing our idea boundaries out using the Spectrum of Thinking and Developmental Thinking which takes promising but speculative ideas and builds feasibility into them. Synectics emphasis on Developmental Thinking is a key differentiating feature compared to brainstorming and other creative problem solving techniques. Finally, there is a set of Action steps which move the process along with an emphasis on creative problem solving to get to actionable execution.
Figure 3: Climate, Thinking and Action
Figure 4: The Person in the Pit
The Synectics ‘Client Centered’ Approach
Synectics starts by identifying a Problem Owner (or Client) who has both the motivation and the power to implement any new solution. By giving this person the key responsibility to select new approaches and decide when they are sufficiently robust and attractive to implement, Synectics ensures that action, not just ideas, are the end product
At the outset, the Problem Owner is like a person in a pit, needing the help of others (resources) to find a way out of it. The resources’ role is to offer approaches that are new to the Problem Owner. They are encouraged to maintain their distance from the Problem Owner’s perception of the situation, rather than try to understand the problem by asking questions (which might take them into the pit themselves!).
Listening to the Problem Owner’s Briefing
Human beings listen both to others as well as to the voices inside their heads, making internal connections with things that we hear and then attending back to the speaker in a back and forth fashion. Instead of fighting the inclination to this back and forth tension, Synectics transformed this natural phenomenon into a way of making new connections.
Figure 5: In-Out Listening
So, in a Synectics meeting, the resources are asked to ‘listen to associate’ on a split pad by capturing their own thoughts and images that are prompted by what they are hearing from the Problem Owner. They note them as triggers for their contributions, no matter how absurd or random the connections might be. In fact experience has demonstrated that the more random and absurd, the more potential for a breakthrough idea. Of course, sharing those absurd ideas requires a pretty supportive Climate.
Figure 6: In-Out Listening and Note-taking
Figure 7: Process Diamond
The Creative Problem Solving Process
As a summary, the process starts with the task, with the client using an action verb such as Develop, Devise, or Create. A small amount of background information is shared and the resources and the Problem Owner explore new ideas and one or more are selected for development and then a possible solution is developed.
Generating Springboards
In the exploration phase, the resources are encouraged to speculate about alternative ways of looking at the problem, generating wishes and approximately relevant ideas, known by the umbrella term ‘springboards’. Springboards are beginning thoughts/ideas/ opinions/ issues or fragments of ideas on how to approach the problem starting with “I wish … or How to …” The Problem Owner is also encouraged to speculate.

Figure 8: Springboards
The purpose of the Springboards is to open up the topic to new approaches by speculating, associating, or generating apparently irrelevant material and making connections from it to the problem – thinking laterally rather than logically.
Selection of Springboards for Development
Springboards (as the metaphor implies) are taking off points for further exploration. They are not intended to be instant new solutions (though these may arise occasionally, like a hole-in-one at golf). The selection of which springboards to explore is an intuitive choice by the Problem Owner, based on newness and appeal/intrigue, not feasibility. It is not a critical choice – different springboards can lead to the same solution. If a particular springboard leads to a dead end, it is abandoned in favor of another one.

Figure 9: Springboard Selection Criteria
Idea development
The process for moving from a chosen springboard to a new solution with a commitment to action by the Problem Owner is one of the unique features of Synectics. It is directed by the Problem Owner alone (unless he/she explicitly seeks the opinion of others). The rest of the group continue to suspend judgment and offer actionable ideas (rather than goals and wishes) in response to the moving target set by the Problem Owner’s evaluation of interim ideas.
The Developmental Thinking Process
The Problem Owner explains their choice of springboard, specifying why it is attractive and what is needed to move it towards a Possible Solution. The resources generate ideas to meet that need. From a short list of ideas, the Problem Owner selects the one they like best, paraphrases it to check understanding and then specifies all its positive aspects. If it is not yet a solution, the Problem Owner then expresses what they need to overcome the shortcomings of the existing idea or a need for a different kind of idea. It is a journey of exploration to push an idea over the “threshold of acceptability” – not perfect but strong enough to make it a true possible solution. Each time the Problem Owner evaluates an idea, they provide an insight into how their thinking is evolving.

Figure 10: Developmental Thinking

Figure 11: Idea Development
Gaining Support and Commitment
If the Problem Owner needs or wants the support and commitment of colleagues, he submits the Possible Solution to a Group Evaluation, using the same protocol as before. Each member of the group specifies the positives they see in it and any concerns they have in their area of responsibility. Often new plusses emerge in this process which enhances commitment to the idea. They are not normally asked to express second opinions, i.e. “would you do this if you were me?”.
The person expressing the concern in their area of responsibility becomes Problem Owner for the generation of ideas to overcome that concern. If it cannot be overcome, the original Problem Owner will resume the search for a solution which has the plusses of the original idea without the consequential problem for their colleague.
Action Planning
When a possible solution is reached, then an action plan is developed to take the idea forward, with details of tasks, responsibilities and dates. A model of the process Summary is shown below

Figure 12: Process Summary
Creating the Climate for Creativity
The aim of the Synectics procedures is to create a climate in which ideas and the people who generate them are protected from treatment they experience as critical or negative – thereby releasing more energy for productive activity. The benefits of a supportive culture and climate extend beyond the invention environment to work in general. They are explored in more detail in the following section of the book.
Academic Support for Synectics

Context
Synectics research was carried out in a business context and the research methods were empirical rather than academic. The findings, published in Gordon’s and Prince’s books, were directed towards business, rather than academic readers. As a result there was a danger that the knowledge would pass under the academic radar.
Dr, Thelma Leaffer, who worked as a psychological consultant to George Prince in 1978 and 1979 and again in 1993, decided to present positive academic research support for two of George’s Synectics techniques – whole brain exercises and wishing. She wrote two papers for the Journal of Creative Behavior on Wishing and Right Brain/Left Brain Co-operation
The articles put the Synectics findings in the context of wider psychological and cultural research. We do not have space to reproduce the articles in full, but include extracts here to illustrate the way in which the articles underpin the Synectics findings. With the permission of the Journal, the full articles may be viewed on the website www.synecticsei.org
Wishing: a Universal Phenomenon
Dr. Thelma Leaffer
Cross-cultural observations suggest that wishing is inhibited in some Indo-European cultures such as ours. Several factors seem to play a crucial role. The emphasis on doubt and uncertainty of fulfillment that is communicated by wish statements in some languages might discourage frequent use of them.
Practical people have trouble tolerating wishing, according to George Prince, co-founder of Synectics, Inc. (1973). I have found this to be as true for a Dutchman as it is for an American. The Dutch have a proverb which reflects a universal cynicism towards wishing. “Met wensen aileen, komt men er niet.” The English equivalent of this is: “If wishes were horses, then beggars might ride.”
In examining cultural attitudes toward wishing, one is impressed with some striking similarities. Adult intolerance of wishes appears to be widespread in many cultures. However, this intolerance appears to be manifested more toward explicit wishes than implicit wishes. This distinction is as much conceptual as it is linguistic.
Explicit wishes are statements that include the verb “to wish.” Implicit wishes imply a wish and do not contain the verb “to wish.” Explicit wishes can be a well-formed, analytical type such as: “I wish I could take a vacation,” or a grammaticalized, reduced cliche such as, “Wish you were here.” In a number of languages, the reduced cliche is actually more common than the analytical type. Examples of implicit wishes are: “It would be great if I could take a vacation.” and, “If I could only take a vacation....” The latter example contains only the subordinate clause of a conditional statement in which the consequences are not stated. This synthetic form, sometimes referred to as the optative, plays a crucial role in a Freudian interpretation of dreams and will be discussed later.
The positive attitude which a number of Americans manifest toward wishing might be legacies from our American Indian forefathers, as well as the pioneer spirit of the early American settlers. Another source for the positive attitude toward wishing might be the contribution of the richly, diverse ethnic groups that have settled in the United States.
There is an essential difference in psychological emphasis between American English explicit wishes and those of the Romance languages. In American English explicit wish· statements, the emphasis is positive and focuses on infinite possibilities for fulfillment. The emphasis in the Romance languages, on the other hand, is pessimistic and focuses on doubt and uncertainty of fulfillment. To native speakers of the Romance languages, the doubt and uncertainty are automatically communicated by the use of the subjunctive which is required when verbs of wishing are used.
It is of some interest to point out that the French subjunctive, perhaps due to its complexity, perhaps due to its pessimism. is disappearing from everyday conversation and is being replaced by the conditional. This phenomenon has contributed directly to the replacement of explicit wishes by implicit wishes in French and other Romance languages. A similar phenomenon is occurring in British English and Dutch.
Linguistically speaking, it is far simpler to produce explicit wishes in American English than it is to produce them in the Romance languages. In the former, the verb of the subordinate clause of the wish remains constant across subjects. This is not true of French and other Romance languages. In these languages, to express an explicit wish or desire requires using the subjunctive mood. This entails the use of a complex verb structure in which the verb of the subordinate clause must agree in number and gender with the subject of that clause. Irregular verbs. of which there are many have irregular subjunctives. Thus the subjunctive makes heavy demands on the human memory.
In some ethnic cultures. wishing is linked to superstitions. This is true of the Russian culture. A recent incident involving the celebrated Russian ballet star. Mikhail Baryshnykov and a TV reporter highlights this point. It also illustrates some cross-cultural differences in the understanding of explicit wishes. Baryshnykov responded with a rather unusual remark to a question about his state of happiness. He said. “Nye dai bog chtoby bylo luchshe.” Literally, it means: “Let God not make it better.” Baryshnykov translated it into English as: “wish that it wouldn’t be better.” He qualified his remark by saying that he didn’t think that he could take it (the happiness) if things got better.
According to Freud (1959), wishes have several functions in dreams. These are: to inspire dreams, to transform thoughts of dreams into perceptual images and to overcome inhibition from self-censorship. The linguistic mechanism for transforming dream thoughts into perceptual images is a shift from the dreamer’s conditional (implicit) wish “If only....” to his or her (positive) assertion “It is...” It seems somewhat more plausible to suggest that the psycholinguistic movement in dreams progresses from the dreamer’s implicit wish. “If only...” to a sensory image. and then possibly to an explanation which is stated as a positive assertion. It is important to probe why Freud selected an incomplete, implicit wish structure over a complete, explicit wish structure as the linguistic shift mechanism in dreams. There is a suggestion that incompleteness and inexplicitness are better mechanisms than completeness and explicitness in accelerating the movement from thoughts to sensory images.
Freud’s experience as an analyst provided him with the insight that in children any wish left over from waking life is sufficient to elicit a dream, which emerges as a short, connected and ingenious experience. Children’s dreams are less complex than most adult dreams. All of them are simple and undisguised wish-fulfillments which the dreamers all believe. Unlike adults, children have not yet acquired the mature faculty of distinguishing fantasy from reality. Most adults have learned to distinguish the two and for them wishes and dreams are only make·believe.
For Freud (1964), daydreams are as much wish-fulfillments as nightdreams are. He finds some similarities between the creative writer and the daydreamer and between the literary creation and the daydream. Wishing plays an important role in both the daydream and the creative process. For the creative writer, a strong, unfulfilled wish in the present awakens a memory of an earlier, fulfilled, childhood wish. The two combine to produce a fulfilled, adult wish of the future in the creative work. In this way, the present, past and future combine through the process of wishing.
Concerning the creative power of children’s wishes and dreams, it might be healthy if we adults could recreate some of the spontaneity and excitement of childhood wishes. However, we can go overboard with this. In over-romanticising the creative power of infantile wishes, we may be neglecting a very valuable, untapped catalyst and mechanism for imaging. This is the unfulfilled adult wish associated with both nightdreams and daydreams. Efforts that aim at increasing adult creative potential should really tap the total developmental bank of wishes including these adult wishes. With all their complexity, incompleteness and confusion, adult wishes and dreams can be a rich reservoir for adult creativity during waking states.
Prince (1973), co·founder of Synectics, Inc. and an inventor, was one of the first to recognize the important contribution of wishing to creative development. Within the past decade, he has probably made the most significant individual impact on shaping a more positive attitude toward wishing within the Synectics group process and in other forms of creativity and problem·solving. Drawing upon his rich experience as an inventor and creative problem solver, Prince quotes Carl Sandburg who said: “Nothing unless first a dream.” Then he points out that Sandburg might have said: “No thing unless first a wish”. For me, both statements are logically connected within a Freudian framework of dream analysis or an analysis of literary creativity.
Wishing plays an important role in the Synectics group problem·solving process. Prince asserts that it frees thinkers from the constraints and censorship of practicality. It provides a temporary freedom from reality and gives license to the wisher to think and feel without concerns about practicality. In these respects, wishing plays a function that is similar to the function it plays in nightdreams.
Prince (1973) maintains that the activity of wishing enables one to explore many possibilities that are not tapped when one is constantly realistic and precise. One example of the impact of wishing which he gives is that of the young daughter of the founder of Polaroid. She wished that she would not have to wait to see her pictures developed. This wish was the catalyst for the development of the Polaroid instant camera. As emphasized by Prince, if more people would consciously use wishing as a thinking tool, they would become deeper learners and better problem solvers.

To conclude, the cross-cultural data on wishing suggest some support for modifications of Whorf’s hypothesis (1964) that people see the world through the structure of their Ianguage. One extension of this is that cultural attitudes toward wishing are shaped, in part, by the simplicity and inventiveness of the mechanism for expressing wishes which also influence their frequency of occurrence. Conversely, positive cultural attitudes, in turn, can shape the inventiveness of the mechanism for expressing wishes as well as their frequency of occurrence. Freud has shown some similarities between the function of wishes in dreams and their function in waking, creative states.
Prince has tapped this similarity and utilized it in a creative problem-solving process. Clearly, more research is needed on defining the role of wishing in creativity on mechanisms for expressing wishes and on cross·cultural differences in attitudes towards wishing.
•••••••••••
Author’s 2010 update
Since the 1970’s, in addition to George Prince, Vincent Nolan, as Chairman of Synectics Ltd. in the UK, has been instrumental in further developing the technique of wishing within a Synectics framework, particularly when combined with the Client/Problem Owner concept. He has distinguished between ‘Powerful Wishing’ and ‘Powerless Wishing’– it’s powerful when I have power and willingness to act, not otherwise. Nolan implemented the “Wish I could find a way” concept as the essential starting point for the Client-centered invention process in circumstances in which the verb that follows implies action by the Client.
When he presented Synectics to large audiences in an experiential way, he would start by asking everyone to complete the sentence “I wish I could find a (better) way to…” and use these wishes as topics for exercises in pairs, small groups or working alone.
••••••••••••
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Left Brain – Right Brain: Domination or Cooperation
Dr. Thelma Leaffer
This article is an attempt to highlight the importance of left brain/right brain interaction for the development of creativity. The highlights are drawn from many research studies performed by a number of researchers as well as the personal observations of the author. Once the importance of this interaction of the brain hemispheres is established a number of adult exercises used at Synectics, Inc. workshops are put forward as methods to develop the interaction.
As a human development researcher and educator, one of my main goals has been to provide my students with tools and a framework that will facilitate interaction between the left and right hemispheres of the brain. To put it more precisely, my goal has been to facilitate interaction between the verbal and analytic abilities ascribed to the left hemisphere and the nonverbal and creative abilities ascribed to the right hemisphere in many right-handed people.
My hope has been that this will facilitate increased consciousness, creativity, aesthetic appreciation and pleasure and will lead, ultimately, to integration of functions of the mind. This paper has several objectives. It attempts to highlight the importance of hemispheric interaction in creativity and other aspects of human development, to underscore attempts to overdevelop one side of the brain to the neglect of the other, and to describe some adult exercises which I have implemented to facilitate interaction between the two hemispheres of the brain.
Other mind researchers and educators such as Ornstein (1972) and Ommaya (1978) have recognized the importance of facilitating hemispheric interaction in human development. Ornstein sees this interaction as the basis for most of the major religions and philosophies of the world. He draws a sharp analogy between the hemispheric interaction involved in most creative processes and the building of a house.
At first, one might envision a gestalt of a finished house. However, this image can be completed only by a slow pace, by linear methods and by plans and contracts, and then by the actual, sequential, piece-by-piece construction.
Ommaya maintains that creativity can be enhanced by methods which encourage hemispheric interaction and can be blocked by practices which isolate or overdevelop either hemisphere separately. I support his view. Ommaya sees the apparent rivalry between the left and right hemispheres as the inevitable consequence of educational methods which favor the verbal mechanism, the left hemisphere, over the nonverbal mechanism, the right hemisphere, in many righthanded people.
These biases, which have been characteristic of American education for many years, have contributed, perhaps, to an overdevelopment of language and analytic abilities and an underdevelopment of imaging, artistic and intuitive abilities. During the past decade, a number of educators have reacted against these perceived biases and attempted to promote the development of the right brain as compensation. Some have even attempted to encourage the development of the right brain in isolation or to the neglect of the left brain (Watzlawick, 1978). For me, this tendency is as inappropriate as the tendency to overdevelop the left brain. It would seem preferable to promote the importance of developing both brains.
Training efforts such as those undertaken by Synectics, Inc. of Cambridge, Massachusetts are a step in the direction of facilitating this interaction. They use mental excursions that combine imaging and language metaphor processes in a pleasurable manner to increase creative and problem-solving abilities for a large number of people.
The Synectics exercises, some of which I have implemented myself, reflect the research findings of George Prince (1978), co-founder of Synectics, Inc. He has found that educational efforts which encourage cooperation between right and left hemispheres have demonstrated remarkable benefit for the subjects.
I would like to re-emphasize that educational efforts that attempt to overdevelop one side of the brain to the neglect of the other can produce an imbalance in individuals and in society. Interaction involving both hemispheres of the brain plays an important role in human development. The importance of this interaction has been documented by studies with both brain-damaged and normal subjects. Hemispheric interaction contributes to a higher level of consciousness to heightened aesthetic appreciation and creativity and to integration of the mind. As these are important lifetime goals for most adults, mental activities that facilitate this interaction should be both encouraged and promoted.
••••••••••••
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Dr. Thelma Leaffer served as a special projects consultant to Synectics, Inc. from 1978 to 1979 and again in 1993. Since 1979, she has been teaching Synectics techniques for team building and creative problem-solving and facilitating client seminars in the Northeast and the Greater Washington, DC Area. She has integrated some of the Synectics group process techniques with other techniques from positive psychology, social networking, analogic thinking, mental rehearsal visualization and personal storytelling. She served as a visiting professor at The Rutgers Graduate School of Management, where she introduced the Synectics group process problemsolving method to MBA students and faculty.
In the 80’s and 90’s, she explored the feasibility of combining techniques from the Synectics method with techniques from an analogic problem-solving process invented by the Russian scientist Henry Altshuler.
In the latter part of the 90’s, she applied her integrated group process approach to pilot Internet training projects funded by NIH, to enable baby boomers and senior citizens to assume an active role in their healthcare and improve communication with their doctors and nurses. Recently, she adapted her integrated creative problem solving process for post-graduate seminars she developed in Cambridge for use with foreign post-doctoral students and visiting scholars from MIT and Harvard.
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The Synectics Climate
Vincent Nolan
The behavioural dimension of Synectics arises from the video research identifying the positive and negative aspects of specific behaviours in different situations. The cumulative effect of adopting the positive behaviours creates a ‘climate’ that encourages people to reduce the defensive posture that they may have developed from negative experiences in other situations. As a result, energy they previously used to protect themselves from emotional pain is freed up to be applied to the task in hand. The effect is illustrated in the Climate graph below:

George Prince drew up charts of Positive and Negative Behaviors, which illustrate that some behaviors that are regarded as normal and acceptable in our culture generally can be negative in the working environment, particularly when creativity is required. An example is asking questions: the research shows that many questions have a hidden agenda, or are suspected of having one, as a result of which the person questioned may respond in a guarded or defensive way. Synectics encourages the questioner to declare their purpose – ‘what’s behind the question’ – so the agenda is no longer hidden and the purpose of the question can be addressed. Similarly, argument and debate are considered normal and healthy, but tend to create an adversarial climate. They can be replaced with a constructive exploration of the difference, often resulting in mutually acceptable (win-win) outcomes rather than the win-lose of debate.
George’s charts (re-presented by Synecticsworld) are shown below.
Smile and the World Smiles with You
Dr David Walker

A few years ago, as Managing Partner of Synectics Europe, I was agonising over the topics to include in an upcoming team meeting. I decided to call George Prince for inspiration and quiz him on some of his more recent work. In the course of the conversation (my last with George) I asked him what he considered to be his most important discovery of all time. He told me that it was what has become known in the Synectics methodology as the discount revenge & cooperation cycles.
Given the scale of George’s many other discoveries I was quite surprised he picked this apparently minor element of the body of knowledge. I have reflected on it greatly since that conversation and in the years since then have come to understand that the implications of this particular discovery are far more profound than simply helping improve team creativity and innovation.
Understanding the basics
Alongside much of the original Synectics research, discount / revenge and cooperation cycles were discovered through analysing recordings of diverse teams of people working together to create new ideas and solve problems. Group dynamics can be pretty complex, but the whole topic is much simpler if we consider that there are only three possibilities for communication within groups:
1 An offer – somebody offers a piece of information, an idea, an instruction etc
2 A rejection – the offer is disregarded or rejected by the people in the group in one way or another
3 An acceptance – the offer is accepted by people in the group in one way or another
This is all pretty straightforward when it is considered as a snapshot in time – an idea is offered, someone rejects it. The interesting bit comes when we consider that teams and indeed life in general do not operate as a snapshot. Groups and life are dynamic.
The discount revenge cycle works like this: someone offers an idea, it gets rejected, the originator of the idea gets upset and waits for their opportunity to get revenge, the moment the rejecter offers a new idea then the originator rejects it. This process goes on, catches fire within the group and before you know it everyone is fighting instead of problem-solving – the basic downward spiral. I would invite anyone who doubts that such mechanisms operate to watch a few groups of people work together. Over the years I have watched thousands of hours of workshops and training programs and it is very clear to me they are always present, often subtle, are many and varied in their form and can often continue between two protagonists over multiple meetings.
The opposite is the cooperation cycle. This is where offers or ideas are always treated respectfully, they are accepted or credited by other members of the group. Everyone is happy and the energy of the group is directed towards doing useful work. Without getting too esoteric, it has been clear to me over the years that once upward spirals are set up, energy just flows and it can be remarkably easy to succeed. It’s is pretty easy to see that this is a preferable way for teams to work together if you want to get the job done.
So far so good, but the interesting question is how to create cooperation cycles rather than discount revenge cycles?
From Downward to Upward Spirals
Whilst logic tells us very quickly that cooperation cycles are preferable, not only in problem-solving groups but more broadly in life, there is a problem. We are not logical, rational beings. The latest estimates suggest that we share something like 95% of our DNA with Chimpanzees and much of our behaviour is driven by emotional and animal impulses. It is our emotional responses that create discount revenge cycles and I believe most downward spirals in life.
In Synectics trained groups the issue is handled directly in two ways (there are other indirect ways which I will return to later). The first is to reduce the possibility of a downward spiral starting in the first place. We raise people’s awareness of the issue and teach people to accept or credit all contributions. The second is intended to break the cycles before they really set in. The idea is similar to the principle of forgiveness taught in many of the world’s philosophies and religions. We teach people to “assume positive intent”. We make the assumption (whether true or not) that any discount or disregard people might have for an opinion has a positive intention. In some cases this will require saintly behaviour, but because we are likely to have slightly more control over our own emotions than those of others, it is the only effective known antidote that can break a downward spiral.

Although they are not traditionally related to managing these cycles, there are three other elements I believe to be crucial in understanding how to guard against downward spirals. The first is sorting the basics out – people need to be well rested and fed, work in a nice environment, etc., if we want them to behave positively and at their most human. Secondly, turning around a downward spiral often needs an intervention from the outside. Downward spirals can become locked with powerful emotions and seem to suck energy out of people and groups. Once you are in one it can be very difficult to get out of it. In creative problem-solving this “outside intervention” often comes in the form of a facilitator who is able to stand outside, raise awareness and inject enough enthusiasm into the group to help people turn their negativity round. Finally, and this is also very basic, you need a blueprint to get the outcome you want, otherwise the emotional dynamics will set the direction for you.
So in summary there are five clues to transforming the dynamics from downward to upward spirals:
1 Build awareness of the dynamics
2 Accept limits of your control and therefore forgive / assume positive intent
3 Sort the basics out (working environment, health, rest and wellness etc)
4 Apply a temporary intervention (facilitator, a temporary energy boost of some sort eg a break, a vacation, additional resources, a loan)
5 Have a blueprint / plan to get where you want to (direct the dynamics, don’t be directed by them)
So there you have the basics of discount revenge and cooperation cycles.
The wider implications
Few people working in the field of innovation would doubt the importance of these phenomena in achieving results in creativity, problem-solving and innovation. Managing the emotional climate of innovation teams or entire organisations is critical to success. But, perhaps even more importantly, similar mechanisms operate in multiple other fields in business and in everyday life and this is where I believe there is still much to be gained by applying our knowledge of how to manage the dynamics and transform destructive cycles into productive ones.
Smile and the world smiles with you
Individual happiness is perhaps the most generic application, but one familiar to most people! Anybody who has experienced a “bad day” will probably recognise the dynamics of the downward spiral.
Let’s say your day starts out badly, through a misunderstanding you have an argument with a partner or one of your children. Because of this you are running a little late, you hastily pack up your laptop and briefcase and drive into the office. You try to make up time on the way and in the process run a red light and get flashed by a traffic camera. You get to the office and, without saying good morning to anyone, announce that you are not to be disturbed under any circumstances because you have an urgent presentation to prepare. You open your laptop to find that it has crashed because you didn’t shut it down properly when you left the house. Twenty minutes later you get to work on the presentation, but already in a bad mood, it takes twice as long to knock the presentation into shape. Running late for your meeting you race out of the office waving off your secretary who is desperately trying to tell you something. For some reason the traffic is unusually heavy today and resigned to being late, you are just about to call the person you are meeting to make your excuses when you notice the message from your secretary which says the meeting has been cancelled. Already stuck in a traffic jam it takes you an hour and a half to get back to the office.
Most of us will have experienced a scenario similar to this at one time or another. The power of the downward spiral on days like this is pretty self evident, but perhaps even more powerful are the subsidiary cycles that have been kicked off. For example, additional discount revenge cycles will probably have been initiated with your secretary, your partner, other people in the traffic jam, the teller you will swear at when you go to pay the red light fine – the list goes on. So we can quickly see that these cycles work on both the short term (in creating the dynamics of the day) and in a longer term, potentially undermining our long-term happiness and success.
So can the clues for transforming discount revenge cycles in problem-solving groups outlined above be applied to this and other scenarios? I believe they can and in the interests of brevity I have outlined the basics of this thinking in the table below.

The above is only really the beginnings – a cursory exploration of the application of the dynamics of discount revenge/cooperation to one other context. In addition, within the limits of this paper I have not been able to adequately explore the energetics of the cooperation cycle which I believe unlock further secrets to making life easier and more successful. My research suggests that the single application outlined here is just the tip of the iceberg. The understanding and interventions can be applied to a whole host of other situations including such diverse challenges as succeeding at sales, turning around ailing businesses and understanding and managing addictions. It is in this broader application that I believe George saw the potential for his discovery and why I believe the implications to be profound.
••••••••••••
David Walker is CEO of Happen Ltd – the international consultancy devoted to improving innovation success rates. David has 20 years experience at the leading edge of innovation and consumer marketing, publishing widely in the area and frequently speaking at conferences. He was formerly Managing Director of Synectics European and International business and prior to that leader of the Brand Planning Team at Coca-Cola.
David is a first class honours graduate and has a PhD in Consumer Behaviour from Cranfield School of Management. Outside work his interests have ranged from rebuilding old Land Rovers to D-Jing.
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Creating an Idea-friendly, Energising Climate
Truida Prekel

It is widely accepted that a positive climate and supportive behaviours are essential to promote creativity and innovation in organisations, to make people feel safe enough to offer novel ideas, without fearing rejection or ridicule. Yet this is easier said than done. Fifty years ago – after audio-taping and analysing their own invention sessions – Synectics discovered those “positive behaviours” that promote not only creativity and innovation, but also participation, collaboration and commitment. They also identified the “negative behaviours” that get in the way of new ideas, collaborative innovation and performance. (See Figs)
There are many reasons why most companies find it difficult to make the positive behaviours a way of life:
• In many organisations – in business, government and even academia – authoritarian, hierarchical and highly analytical approaches have been a way of life for many decades, and they often give people on various levels a sense of security and place.
• Many managers have learnt or read about the benefits of participative management and more people-oriented approaches, and sincerely want to change – but find it hard to change old habits, and may fear a loss of power or control if they “let go” of the old ways.
• Many people – particularly managers, academics and professionals – believe they prove their ability and intelligence, and they contribute to insight, by challenging or questioning almost any statements or ideas put forward by others – “I am just playing devil’s advocate”. Such questions may be very useful in analytical problem solving, investigations and in diagnosis. However, most people do not realise that – in situations requiring creativity – questions could stop the flow of ideas, make people defensive, and create a climate in which people feel it is very risky to suggest new ideas.
• Much of our education and professional training – whether in accounting, engineering, business, science, philosophy or whatever – is strongly based on facts, logic, structure and analytical approaches. The kind of open-mindedness, flexibility, informality and tolerance of ambiguity – even playfulness – needed for creativity is seldom encouraged.
A deep-seated barrier in most individuals is that people get anxious and defensive if they feel that others treat them with disrespect or “put them down”. They then almost unconsciously revert to negative behaviours, either by counter-attacking or by withdrawing. (See articles in which Synectics founder George Prince described how they discovered the “discount-revenge” cycle, defensiveness, the importance of “assuming positive intent” and “how emotional field affects performance” in www.georgemprince.com.)
Business leaders world-wide – and especially in South Africa – face dramatic changes. It has become clear that the leadership models of the past no longer suffice to guide us and our organisations through the challenges of our times. We still value the benefits and strengths of many of the approaches contained in past management models – managers certainly still need various skills, structures and disciplines to ensure tasks are done, and are done well. However, we also need to broaden and adapt our approach to leadership to incorporate a wider repertoire of styles to cope with the demands and the people of the future.
In the past, leadership styles generally tended to be individualistic, rational, competitive, hierarchical, strongly power- and goal-oriented, focussed, and generally forceful and directive. In order to steer organisations through the many changes and challenges in the environment, leaders need to be more concerned about others, flexible, adaptable, intuitive, innovative, open-minded, aware of “the big picture” – more thoughtful and responsive.
Also, workforces have become more diverse, and more aware of their rights. This requires the “leader as master” to also become a “leader as colleague”. Many managers have already adopted a more open, egalitarian and participative style. They realise they need to be more collaborative, supportive and aware of relationships and feelings. These insights are essential if leaders want to ensure that people on all levels are committed to the long-term success of the organisation. This broader spectrum of attributes and behaviours empowers both leaders and their followers to function more effectively. And the positive behaviours identified by Synectics are a very valuable tool to help leaders and others to move from the negative effects of traditional, hierarchical, authoritarian behaviours, to establish a climate that promotes collaborative innovation and performance.
Internationally, there are many examples of leaders who have achieved success in their companies by introducing new, more participative, flexible approaches: Richard Branson of Virgin, Anita Roddick of Body Shop, and the “maverick” Brazilian entrepreneur Ricardo Semler. At the same time they, and their firms, are known for being very innovative. Exceptional political and church leaders like Nelson Mandela and Archbishop Desmond Tutu are also examples of the power of positive behaviours based on respect, recognition and relatedness – often described in Africa as the ‘Ubuntu culture’, and related to emotional and social intelligence.
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, and some believe it 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. Synectics have developed ways to train people in the positive behaviours. In our 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 have fun while producing rich new ideas. Usually, people take this new way of working back to work (and home), as it is both enjoyable and very productive. At the same time, the positive behaviours and groundrules are a powerful way to turn around conflicts.
Some Cases
A secretary phoned me after an engineering company’s managers had attended a strategy 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, we easily become defensive and counter-attack, shoot down the other person’s next idea; or we withdraw. This way the relationship spirals downwards. If we assume others’ intention is positive (give them the benefit of doubt), the effect on us, and thus our response, can become positive. Thus we build co-operative relationships. Although this may seem a bit optimistic or naïve, it is an amazingly effective approach. We have applied it often, even with known “difficult” persons, or in situations where there were very high conflict levels – and it works. (In the above example, when we met the engineers in a follow-up, they told us they had made posters of “assume positive intent” to put on their walls, to remind one another, and others they work with!)
The HR manager in a food factory had been exposed to the Synectics “positive and negative behaviours”, during a facilitated session, and had read the George Prince paper about the impact of “field” on performance. They had three problems in the plant that he decided to try to address using these principles.
1 There were two key supervisors whose performance was poor. Mr. HR shared the Prince article and the diagrams of positive and negative behaviours with the factory manager. He suggested that the factory manager did an experiment – consciously treating Supervisor A with positive behaviours, while treating Supervisor B as he had always treated both of them. In just over a week, A’s performance had improved so much, that the factory manager decided to treat both in the “new” way. Now B’s performance also improved, so much so that the factory manager now tries to use this approach where he can – with lastingly improved results.
2 There were four people in Quality Control who had to check pallets of product. There were problems with both the volume that they handled, and their letting through products with quality problems – which could lead to costly rejects and loss of reputation. The company was considering appointing two more staff members. Mr. HR and the factory manager decided to empower these people by letting them make their own suggestions on how they could improve performance, and by using positive behaviours with them. Their throughput improved so much that it was not necessary to appoint the extra staff members, and the error rates reduced by a factor of 10. The staff members were so proud and happy with their new way of working that they did not even ask for an increase – but the company gave them a bonus for their improved performance.
3 There was a confrontational situation with the trade union. Mr. HR went into a meeting that he expected to be very difficult. He started the meeting by explaining the ground-rule “assume positive intent” – saying he would assume that they were all trying to help to solve the problem, and would assume positive intent with whatever they said. He asked them to do the same with him. He was amazed at how positive the outcome of the meeting was.
Mr HR was not a skilled facilitator – he had only experienced a one-day facilitated session in which the groundrules and principles were explained. Yet he was able to put the principles to use immediately. He attended a 2-day training course soon afterwards, to gain a deeper understanding of the process!
•••••••••••
Creative problem-solving, innovation and change management are Truida’s main areas of practice. She and her associates mainly use the SynNovation approach, based on the Synectics process, which they have adapted and combined with other approaches to provide a Total Innovation Programme (TIP). The TIP addresses strategic and operational issues both innovatively and practically – while also building a positive climate and skills that promote creativity and collaboration. She uses this process as an innovation catalyst, to energise staff as they develop novel products and strategies, in change, transformation and conflict management, and to promote collaborative problem-solving and eager implementation of shared action plans.
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The Soul of Synectics
Ruth Nolan

Perhaps it is taboo to name it so, but you know what I mean. I want to talk about the thread of passion that draws those fellow travellers who know the mystery that opens through the work of Synectics, and for reasons other than fortune-making, have persevered to bring this work into the world, sometimes against incredible odds. I particularly wish to honour Vincent Nolan, my father, who pioneered Synectics in the UK. I was around to see the birth of the first company, Abraxas, and a long and difficult birth it was. Plagued in its infancy by a shortage of financial backing and punishing licensing requirements, external and internal calamity conspired to thwart progress. (Selling a completely revolutionary model was made almost impossible by Industry’s response to the three day week, brought about by the Heath government’s response to miners and the consequent strikes and picketing.) Not to mention the American origins and the name “Synectics” itself which raised all kinds of prejudice.
In response to the calamities, the office was brought into the home and friends thought they had dialled the wrong number when I faked being the Abraxas receptionist with my “Abraxas Management Research. Good afternoon, can I help you?” answer to any call. Such home offices are common these days, but this was in 1974 and computers were not yet common office equipment. The cyclical power cuts, due to the strikes, interrupted work as the heating, electric typewriters, Dictaphones and lights all failed simultaneously, and there was no gas ring to make tea for the unscheduled break. Staff came to work equipped with hats, scarves, gloves and thermos and grumbled into their overcoats.
Then there were teething pains with the new offices in Euston. Flood water drenched the ground floor just after the new carpets were installed and the desks wouldn’t fit the narrow staircase and had to be hauled in through the windows. Somehow, despite all the mayhem, Dad relentlessly ploughed on, often working 12 hour days seven days a week. Mark Victor Hansen (Creator of Chicken Soup for the Soul books) says:
... “your life isn’t meaningful or important unless your purpose is way bigger than you are. One of my goals is to inspire people to be all that they can be and, hopefully, be a good example and teach some useful, interesting principles. Perhaps I can be the key that turns on the engine in their life, and then they can take their car where they want.”
Maybe Dad didn’t consciously have such a large intention, but I believe it must have been there, driving him forwards through all the difficulties, including the creation of SEI, and now this book, continuing his work through the bringing together of diverse forces, inspiring collaboration and creative endeavour. I know from speaking with those who have been inspired, that Dad has been the key turning on numerous engines.
But what is the essence of Synectics that so inspires the faithful? Why does another dimension seem to enter the room when people collaborate creatively? Could it be that the Synectics Process, in undoing years of conditioning, gives us an experience of “Being” in a non analytical, non-judgemental way that phenomenologists call “horizontalising” or “description” and the Buddhists call “Mindfulness”.
John O’ Donohue(1), the former priest, now author and philosopher, speaks of his work with the community as a priest, as undoing “the false netting that was crippling their souls.” This false netting is a product of looking through the lens created by our education and social conditioning that claims the dominance of the rational mind, and holds the imaginative and creative (right brain) functions to be inferior, thus robbing the world of its luminosity.
The experience made possible in Synectics is the up-welling of creative forces recognised as sacred by the ancients and named for a goddess, no less than the Muse herself in all her many guises. A-muse-ment, playfulness, novelty and inspiration. In the east, the Tao, or the Way symbolised by the balance of yin and yang, the opposites each containing the seed of the other. The kernel of all religion carries the same truth in its mystical doctrines, Sufism, Zen .... Although imprisoned by layers of misinterpretation designed to obfuscate the truth and keep people compliant, the wild, chaotic, spontaneous, effervescence that rushes in when the creative is liberated is full of life force and healing. Christianity called it the devil and it has been feared along with a “pathological fear of the feminine” (O’ Donohue), in its most extreme form giving rise to the Puritan’s rejection of colour, dance, rhythm and poetry.
“The Jungian psychologists say that the centre of the masculine creativity is actually the anima and I really believe that when you do begin to awaken to creativity, the feminine comes alive in you in a very special way” (John O’ Donohue.)
The Muse, like Mother Nature, has many faces, and inspiration can be as gentle as a wafting breeze or as dangerous, intoxicating and turbulent as a storm. But within the structure of processes like Synectics, we see her playful, inspirational and joyful face and once such sweet nectar is tasted, the soul yearns for more. Knowing the truth of the experience we become inspired to reach out and share it with the world. For the world needs the transformative power of creativity now as a vehicle to re-enchant the world, to ensoul the world and find the way forwards to an imaginative and wholesome humanity.
... “you’ve got to have a purpose and a passion, a mission that’s bigger than you are. Then you’ve got to call out the team because the team that works together achieves more (MVH)”
So here’s to the late George Prince, Dad and all of us fellow travellers with passion and determination who hold the keys in the chain reaction of a quiet, peaceful and extraordinary revolution.
•••••••••••
Ruth Nolan is a Creative Arts Therapist with a Masters degree from MIECAT (Melbourne Institute of Experiential Creative and Arts Therapy) now living near Kempsey in Australia. She has worked with families of problem alcohol and other drug users and with victims of domestic violence. She currently facilitates Creative Arts Therapy group work for mothers with young children, develops community through facilitating singing workshops and is a counsellor in private practice. She is the mother of three grown up children working in structural engineering, journalism and television.
••••••••••••
1 Spiritual Wisdom from the Celtic World John O’Donohue, London, 1997, Bantam Press.
Assessing the Climate for Creativity and Innovation
Truida Prekel
In 2009, we were asked by FASSET (the South African Financial Sector Skills, Education and Training Authority) to develop and present 20 half-day workshops for FASSET members country-wide, to develop awareness of innovation and creativity skills.
When training, we usually use an experiential approach to let people experience and discover the effects of various behaviours, using video observation and feedback. For this experiential learning to have lasting effect, we need two days. In the FASSET workshops, we had only half a day for all the content, including some skill-learning. So we had to find another way to let participants tap into their own experience to become aware of the effects of different behaviours on creativity and innovation.
The Swedish researcher Göran Ekvall has developed a methodology to quantify the climate and show how it affects the levels of creativity. There are strong similarities between the factors that score low in terms of promoting creativity on the Ekvall matrix, and the negative behaviours in the Synectics model – while the factors that score high for promoting creativity relate closely to the Synectics positive behaviours. Ekvall identified 10 key dimensions, or factors that could make a climate less or more receptive to innovation. He showed how conditions in terms of these – varying from low to high – affect creative behaviour. For example “Mood, playfulness” could range from being “Serious and Stern” in the left of the matrix, to being “Happy and Humorous” on the right of the matrix; and “Dynamism” can vary from “Boringly slow” to “Excitedly busy”. (See chart below.)
We used an adapted version of an Ekvall questionnaire to let participants draw on their own experience of a “creative climate”. Participants, in small groups of 6 to 8, each completed the climate matrix. They then compared similarities and differences in their own experience and that of others in their groups – and discussed how they believed these affected creativity and innovation in their firms, first in small groups and then in plenary.
Although this was not designed as a research project, we collected the forms and have analysed and compared the perceptions of the participants. We show in the chart above, a summary of the individual profiles that participants completed. As expected, there were wide variances in the views – ratings varied from 1 and 2 on the left, to 9 and 10 on the right, so a simple “average” would not be meaningful. In the Figure we show graphical representations of the statistical results for the entire group. We show both the outliers at the ends of each triangle (in blue), and the means at the apexes (the red line).
Participants’ who had profiles predominantly on the right, experienced an environment that was stimulating, exciting and encouraged participation and innovation – with the opposite applying to people who had rated far to the left in most of the dimensions. Often, people higher up in the hierarchy had profiles predominantly on the right, reflecting greater autonomy; while many junior staff members had profiles further to the left, feeling more constrained. One individual, who scored all items 1 and 2, had a poignant comment on the form: “HELP!”
In the financial sector, where work is largely determined by prescribed procedures, professional principles, policies, legislation and error-avoidance, and work volumes tend to be very high, it is not surprising that responses on which several people had lower scores include “Rule-bound”, “Failure punished”, “Little off-task play/idea time”, “Serious and stern”, “Cautious safe decisions” and “Detail and committee bound”. Here there were several scores of 1 & 2, and the mean was 6 or lower. However, in all the dimensions, there were also high scores, and for “Challenge – enjoyable”, ”Independent”, “Trust” and “People listen helpfully” the means were 7. So the “creative behaviours” are possible in this industry.
Participants said they had found the insights they gained into their own and others’ behaviour from both the Ekvall exercise and discussions on the Synectics positive and negative behaviours very valuable. It helped them to realise how they could work both individually and with others to create a climate that will foster innovation. It would be valuable to use the Ekvall matrix to measure the change in climate in an organization, both before and after Synectics training – an assignment for the future, perhaps!
Synectics in Business
George Prince
A Pioneering Approach: Creating with Consumers – Vincent Nolan
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Creative Culture Program
Early Experiences:
Stories from George Prince
Kelsey Hayes/Ford:

“Because men and women are different, car wheels don’t leak any more”
We were working on a project for Kelsey Hayes, a large company in Detroit. They were manufacturers of steel car wheels upon which tubeless tyres fit. One of the bosses called up a member of the team we were working with in Cambridge. He came back looking awful and said something like “We are losing the Ford account’’. All five of the team were aghast. The company made a number of different products for different companies, but Ford was a big one.
They had had trouble with undetected “leakers”, so they had started 100 percent inspection, but it was further necessary to power-spray the weld area of the wheels with dye and inspect with black light. The leakers were detected, but at a considerable cost.
Even so, some of the rims were shipped with minute undetected holes. Ford put them on their new cars and parked them in the new car lot. They were parked very close to each other. When a leaker let the tyre go flat, the tilting car damaged the finish on itself and the car next to it.
Ford was screaming bloody murder. And Kelsey Hayes were going crazy trying to find and plug the leaks. But no luck. The boss said drop the work you are doing in Cambridge and figure out how to spot and fix leakers. There is a truck-load of rims on the way to you. It will arrive tomorrow morning. ‘’INVENT SOLUTION!! Or don’t come home” (or words to that effect!)
The rims arrived and we began to work on the problem of detecting these minute leaks quickly and inexpensively during final stages of production. It took two days, as I remember it. The back history was mostly about adhesive sprays. The participating group considered 3 options: 1) How to make leakers identify themselves? 2) How to prevent leakers in the first place? 3) How to make leakers cure themselves? While the second option is clearly the most desired solution of all and was not neglected, we were influenced by the need for immediate action and so we set to work on option 3.
Using metaphors from the world of psychology to determine examples of healing oneself, we worked from forgetting, prejudices, ambitions, feeling maligned, paradoxes, the exhilaration of speeding, and the excitement of sex through to the difference between sexes, before we came back to the original problem. The participants made a connection with dyes speeding to the scene of the leak and filling the hole with lead. Further discussion about “applying love” to the problem led to the suggestion of using two different dyes – boy-girl type. It triggered off the decisive solution to create a two-component epoxy, both thin as dye. One is sprayed on the outside of the wheel, the other on the inside. At the hole, the two sprays meet and ‘fall in love’, forming a leak-proof bond.
Their idea solved the problem until they found the cause of the holes. They were really triumphant. The left for home carrying rims incorporating the solution! This was implemented on the production lines with full automation and resulted in substantial savings. The company told me at the time that it was an absolute lifesaver for them.
Instapak
We were hired by a furniture company (possibly Filenes, the Boston department store) to invent a wrapping system that would allow them to ship china, fragile things etc,
Dick Sperry (one of the Synectics founders) was working on it and was on the track of a foam. The furniture company got excited about Dick’s progress and hired him to spend full time and do other things for them.
When Dick had it working, they formed a new company, Instapak.
Instapak is still in business as part of the Sealed Air Corporation (makers of bubblewrap), which acquired the company in 1977. The following paragraph comes from a history of Sealed Air Corporation:
“The most important development of 1977 was the acquisition of Instapak Corporation, producers of a revolutionary “foam-in-place” cushioning system. The foam-in-place process, initially conceived in the 1950s by engineers at Lockheed Corporation, involves surrounding a product with urethane in a liquid form that would then quickly expand into a semi-rigid foam. The idea was finally made practical in 1969 by inventor Richard Sperry (whose grandfather, Elmer Sperry, invented the gyroscope). Instapak was made a division of Sealed Air, and it quickly became one of the company’s most important products, generating almost as great a share of total sales as Bubble Wrap by the end of the decade.”
There is a story of an early problem of the spray guns getting jammed. The founders invented a short term solution of supplying two guns and a gun cleaning service until the problem was solved by redesign – an ingenious way of dealing with a temporary difficulty and part of the ‘can do’ mentality that Synectics engenders.
Union Carbide
We had trained a number of people from Union Carbide, but the director of research was questioning whether the training was really effective. We asked him to identify a difficult current problem and select an appropriate group of six non-Synectics trained people as Team A, and a second Team B made up of people who had Synectics training.
The problem they were given concerned a new combination fertilizer and weed killer. To be effective, the fields needed to be treated in spring, before being planted. It was too late to demonstrate it for the coming season and they needed ideas for persuading farmers to use it for the following season. Both teams were given several days to develop a marketing program.
Team A developed a sound, conventional approach using laboratory generated photographic evidence and printed descriptions of its efficacy.
Team B developed a program that included the above and in addition, a home demonstration kit for the farmer’s wife. It included a two part window box, attractive and unusual flower seeds, and instructions for using soil from active growing fields. In one part she would use the new product to fertilize, and in the other, her husband’s usual fertilizer. In a few weeks, she would have a persuasive demonstration of efficacy.
The exercise must have worked because the research director became an ardent supporter of Synectics
General Motors
When we first started Synectics, we claimed that we could invent anything. And then we met General Motors, who said that they could market anything! So we asked them what product they’d like us to come up with. Even though we told them to be as wild as possible, in the end they were quite limited in their thinking.
Finally, they told us that if we could invent a device that changed a varying speed into a constant speed for all components in the car air conditioners, they’d save a lot of money. We went away and returned with a model of the device they had asked for. They told us they wanted an outside opinion and so hired Arthur D Little.
After that the only thing we heard from them for a long time was silence. So we approached them and offered them their money back. They jumped at the offer, but then we told them that we had another buyer, Eaton Motors, for the idea we had given them. That got them thinking and they asked us to let them sell it to Eaton Motors.
That was fine by us and so we put the two companies in touch with each other. A little later, Eaton called us and said they hadn’t heard anything from GM. It seemed to us that GM didn’t want to sell the concept, didn’t want their money back and didn’t want to do anything with it.
We called them up to ask why and they told us in hushed tones that if Eaton Motors took the concept and made it big, and if it came to be known that General Motors had sold it to them, there’d be trouble.
That’s when we understood the ‘Not Invented Here’ complex and resolved to have the client in the room at the heart of the invention process
Harvard Graduate School of Architecture: A ‘Controlled Experiment’
The Dean of the Harvard Graduate School of Architecture wanted to see whether Synectics training would increase the effectiveness of his students in landscape architecture. He divided his class of eighteen students into two teams of nine, making them as even in talent as he could. Synectics trained one team, while the other went through the usual training in problem solving and invention. Both teams were given the same several acre site and asked to design the landscape around the three buildings that were to be constructed.
It is the practice in such schools to invite various external professionals to act as a ‘jury’ to evaluate the students’ work. In this case, each team presented their final designs and the jury gave such one-sided approval to the Synectics trained team that the other team protested that the experiment would have an unfair and serious effect on their individual academic standings.
The Dean assured them comparison would not be ‘held against’ them and they would also get the Synectics training the next semester.
Xerox Learning Systems
In the 1960s, we were in conversations with Xerox Learning Systems, attempting to persuade them to license Synectics problem solving procedures as part of one of their courses. The four managers present at the meeting with us were of the opinion that their present problem solving system was satisfactory and that they did not need Synectics.
We told them that we had analyzed their procedure and we had found some problems with it. To demonstrate this, we suggested that they use their system to solve a problem. We would tape record the session and take them through our analysis. They could then decide whether or not Synectics might be useful to them.
They called in two more of their staff to make a group of six, and tackled the problem of a loss-proof stopper for the wide mouthed thermos flask. (No strings, chains, or hinges were acceptable because marketing tests showed them to be unpopular.)
After their session, we reviewed the tape with them identifying actions that tended to block idea-getting. In ten minutes, they asked us to stop and hired us to redesign their procedures. Later, Xerox hired Synectics to develop their Managing for Motivation programme.
IBM Typewriters
The Marketing VP of IBM wanted to train a creative team. He included engineers and sales people. The Manager of the typewriter division was ‘asked’ to send five of his engineers for the week’s Synectics training. He was reluctant to spare five of his people for a week, but was directed to do as requested.
The Monday the five returned from the training, he summoned them to his office and asked them to prove how creative they had become, “For years we have been troubled by untreated typewriter keys getting mixed with those that are heat treated. The raw keys wear out quickly and we get complaints. As you know they all look the same. Solve it.”
The group went back to a meeting room and held a session. By the end of the day they had developed a concept and tested it. During the heat treating process, the keys are given a tiny shot of radioactivity. At inspection time the keys are tested with a Geiger counter. Non-radioactive keys are discarded.
The manager professed to be pleased, but he never got over his adversarial attitude toward the group. I believe – a case which illustrates the long term effect of discounts. The manager felt discounted by the way he was forced to send his five engineers on the course.
Singer Sewing Machine: The Safe Circular Saw Blade
Singer Sewing Machine wanted to test Synectics invention capabilities before setting up a Synectics Group internally (as they did in those early days). The test they set Synectics was to invent a blade for a circular saw that would be safe enough for a 10 year old child to use, yet still cut wood effectively. It had to fit existing saws as a replacement blade and not add more than 10 per cent to the cost. Synectics came up with a solution; George Prince recalled running it over his thigh in a demonstration to Singer’s Research Director. They got the business.
This was one of the early Synectics inventions which were not marketed by the clients who had commissioned them – in this case because it was set as a test exercise. These solutions became available as tasks that could be given to groups to work on in Synectics Training Courses. They were used for the initial Teamwork Experiment, which was videotaped and analysed with the group to make them aware of the processes involved in a creative meeting. Or, as George used to say (quoting Bob Christian of Xerox Learning Systems) “establish the learning deficit”. Another was the Thermos Bottle Closure, which is described in Practice of Creativity; it had the disadvantage that anyone who had read the book before the course could know the solution, but that did not deter George from using it. “If you already know a solution, set it aside and invent another one”, he would tell the group.
The circular saw problem had the advantage of being new to all the course participants; it also seemed daunting at first sight. Nevertheless, about one group in 10 would come up with a solution, often from a different starting idea. Nearly all the groups came up with the same starting ideas, but most rejected them because they were not instant solutions.
John Alexander recalls an experience with the engineering Department of a large international electrical company:
“We gave two groups of engineers the safe saw problem to work on. Both groups spent the entire time complaining about the ‘impossible’ problem that must be a trap or set-up of some kind. (“Anything that cuts wood must cut flesh” was a common comment). They failed to produce a single idea.
When we told them the solution, they said “that will never work – what’s more, we’ll prove it doesn’t work by getting our Apprentice Shop to make one and test it”. They made it and it worked.
They then made a video to go with the model; it first showed the saw being pressed into a side of beef and then onto a person’s hand. It was shown a couple of times once in slow motion with frame stops to show what was happening.
I did make a video of the saw on my hand; I could not resist the idea but remember feeling very nervous. It did not cut me, just made a red mark and did not hurt. I also made a video of me cutting a piece of wood. It did make deep cuts and somewhat proved itself.
The conclusion was the concept worked and needed more development. The metal needed some experimentation to find the right tempering.”
After a while, we stopped using these problems on the grounds that they were ‘puzzles’ for which there existed a known solution, rather than genuine problems owned by anyone in the group. Although they served their purpose as vehicle to illustrate the processes that happened in an invention meeting, we decided it would be preferable to use the current problems the group members had brought with them. It avoided giving the group a sense that they were being tested and the feeling of disappointment that they had ‘failed’ the test.
The solution? A blade with a smooth, blunt perimeter, with keyhole shaped holes cut into it just inside the perimeter and linked to it with slits in the metal. When the blade was pressed against something solid, like wood, the slits moved aside to expose the ‘teeth’; they returned to the original shape immediately afterwards. Against a yielding surface, the teeth were not exposed – in effect, the blade had an integral guard which could not be removed by the operator.
Later Inventions
When Prince and Gordon went their separate ways in the mid 60s, Prince decided that the company needed to get out of the direct inventing business, for economic reasons. The cost of the physical facilities – workshops, laboratories, etc – to build prototypes was prohibitive and it made more sense for clients to use their own. The Synectics service became one of facilitating invention sessions and training clients’ staff to run their own sessions. As a result, Synectics Inc. tended to lose direct touch with the ultimate outcome of their work; they were also restricted from publicizing results by considerations of client confidentiality – clients keep quiet about new products and breakthroughs till they are ready to launch them.
There also seems to have been a shift away from heavy industries towards consumer goods companies and some of the work done for them is described in the Marketing chapter and also the chapter about Unilever
Some of the following cases were reported in the Syniverse internal Newsletter in 1999 – 2000; others were recalled by members of Synectics staff or copied from the Synecticsworld website, www.synecticsworld.com
New York Telephone Co: Vandal-proof payphones
Extracts from this invention session, facilitated by Kate Reilly, were used in the McGraw Hill training video, Problem-Solving: the Synectics Approach in the late 70s.
At the time, pay-phones were an important part of the telephone company’s service to its customers and a significant source of revenue. Phones out of service through vandalism were a source of annoyance and inconvenience to customers; they deprived the company of revenue and were expensive to repair.
The group generated some wishful and imaginative springboards:
• wish the phone was like a fire hydrant – nobody vandalises them
• wish the phone could strike back when attacked, hit the perpetrator with a spray of skunk oil
• wish the phone could be made indestructible
The concept of an indestructible phone appealed to the client, so the facilitator used it for an excursion, asking the group to look for examples of ‘indestructibility’ from the worlds of Politics and the Wild West, chosen because of their distance from the problem. The examples generated included the relationship between a cowboy and his horse, the stone pillars in the Western Desert, bank robbers holding up a bank (from the Wild West), the making and breaking of campaign promises (“chicken in every pot”) and politicians speaking out of both sides of their mouth!
As the group began to make connections between these disparate concepts and the problem of making the phone indestructible, the idea emerged of making the phone part of the side of a building (like cash machines, which were just being introduced at the time). The phone would be integral with the building, with no appendages, because the speaker and earpiece were built in. An optional plug-in earpiece could provide greater privacy.
When it came to evaluation of the idea, the client felt it satisfied the criterion of being ‘vandal-proof’ and expressed concern about the cost of replacing the entire estate with it and also the perception of the phones as ‘vandal phones’. These were dealt with by deciding to use them only for new installations and replacements for vandalized phones; they would be described as ‘the phone of the future, always ready when the user needed them’.
According to Sandra Weintraub,[1]” today we rarely see a public telephone that has not been implanted into its surroundings”. She adds “while it seemed like a breakthrough idea then, all new discoveries in retrospect seem obvious”.
••••••••••••
Sunquest Information Systems
The company are the world’s largest buyer/installer of hospital information systems, and deal in the software that allows integration of medical data to be transferred between various hospital departments.The problem they brought to Synectics was that it took them an average of 53 weeks to install software to execute an order. This not only slows down cash flow, but it also creates a log jam in the sales pipeline. The task was how to reduce the installation time by 15% (9 weeks) down to 44 weeks.
We pulled together the core team of people who were involved in the actual installation as well as those from other departments. To introduce them to the innovation process, we trained the Sunquest team in Synectics, for a day and half, and also used metaphors from the movie Apollo 13 as excursion material.
“Forget everything you know” we said, “We’re not going to start with what you do now. We’re going to start with nothing. Let’s pretend we have no implementation process and we have to create one.” Now, this can be a very liberating approach because then they’re not steeped in the old way – which tends to get a marginal rather than a quantum kind of improvement.
At the back end of the process, after we mapped the ‘to be’ (the ideal) we went back and mapped the ‘as is’ to determine where the gaps were and then problem-solved them. Which resulted in the ‘to be’ needing to be somewhat modified. But at the end of it all, the Sunquest team created a process that resulted in bringing down the installation time to 32 weeks, including a buffer of 4 weeks!
••••••••••••
Automobile parts in Austria
Reducing personnel costs in the production process of the automobile industry is life and death in terms of a competitive advantage. Therefore it was a challenging task to work with 20 experts on ‘How to reduce the time required for polishing welds when assembling car body parts by 50%.’
On the third day of our session we suggested a ‘career excursion’. One of the participants who came from the nearby Technical University, got the role of an Arab Sheikh and described his daily adventures very vividly.
When the time came to force fit back to the task, he suddenly jumped to his feet and declared proudly, “All of you can stop working on other solutions. I’ve got it! We do hot and cold weld at the same time!”
I asked how he got the idea and he told us his story: “As a Sheikh, I watched the stars in the black night of the Sahara before going to sleep. I remembered what scientists had told me about the universe, with the earth being a ball where the other part was being warmed by the sun while I shivered in the cold.”
The breakthrough idea was implemented and was able to reduce specific time for follow-up polishing treatment by 60%.
••••••••••••
Siemens
In 1999, the late Jo Fuller wrote in Syniverse:
We often work with clients and never hear about their later successes! This clipping from The Times, London reminded me of the session I ran, over a year ago.
A fuller version of the story is as follows:
Siemens/Webwasher AG: Surfer’s Salvation
Siemens is a corporate giant. It is Europe’s largest engineering conglomerate with international headquarters in Berlin and Munich and 480,000 employees working in six major business divisions that span the sectors of Industry, Energy and Healthcare. So when Siemens’ employees complained that they had difficulties doing their job because web advertising was both distracting and time-consuming, the global giant knew that it needed to act decisively. Innovative Software developer Roland Cuny was the hero who stepped forward to create a software program that would simplify navigation on the web, not only for Siemens employees but for all users.
Synecticsworld conducted a two-day training workshop and a two-day invention session for 20 Siemens staff in preparation for the next phase, which would cover several major topic areas. Said Mr. Cuny of the process,
“Synecticsworld told us that crazy ideas are the ones that generate the most revenue. That’s absolutely true.”
Less than a year after the last workshop, Mr. Cuny’s team launched Webwasher, an innovative internet filtering software program that was accepted with huge enthusiasm by the global internet community. Now used by more than 3 million web surfers, PC World, North America’s most widely-read computer business magazine reported on the success of the Synecticsworld-led development effort,
“Webwasher Classic filters unwanted ads, crushes cookies, and prevents companies from profiling your surfing habits. You can eliminate pop-up windows, banner ads, and the new, larger ‘skyscrapers’ and ‘rectangles’ that increase the time it takes to view Web pages. You’re even protected from Web bugs, invisible graphics hidden in documents that trigger the sending of messages to third parties.”
Backed by venture capital from Siemens, Mr. Cuny and his Webwasher team founded an independent company to market the ground-breaking software. Today, companies and individuals continue to use Webwasher to save bandwidth by blocking non-relevant content that would otherwise clog company networks and distract employees.
An innovative solution to a new technology challenge. Nothing usual for Synecticsworld or Siemens, a company that, on average, generates 38 inventions and 23 patent applications per workday.
••••••••••••
Union Carbide – The Impossible, Made Possible
It was in 1919 that George Curme, an American industrial chemist, filed the first patent for commercial preparation of ethylene, the predecessor of polyethylene.
Nearly a hundred years into the future, Union Carbide, one of the oldest chemical and polymer companies, now possesses some of the industry’s most advanced process and catalyst technologies, operates some of the most cost-efficient, large-scale production facilities in the world, and employs over 3,800 people. So when this innovative and successful company needed to invent new ways to make the production of polyethylene even more cost-effective, it knew that turning to Synecticsworld exemplified exactly the courageous thinking that had earned Union Carbide the position of industry leader.
The traditional way to create polyethylene – a thermoplastic produced in quantities of 60 million tons worldwide per year – was to operate two reactors in a series of processes that led to the final product, which most of us use everyday in the form of white grocery shopping bags.
Union Carbide recognized that the challenge was to define a process that would allow two catalysts to work in the same reactor at the same time under the same conditions – a seemingly impossible task.
The conventional approach would have dictated that the company assign a team of their scientists to work on the problem over a period of months, but instead, Synecticsworld brought together scientists and engineers with varied and unique backgrounds for two days of invention and idea development. Custom exercises and activities helped the Synecticsworld-led team approach the problem from different perspectives.
The project was a huge success, with a commercial scale demonstration of the new technology in less than two years. The test results, which exceeded all expectations, convinced the licensee to expand with another Union Carbide licensed plant instead of a competitor, since the technology required 50% less in investment capital. The Net Present Value of the license, a formula used in analyzing the profitability of an investment or project, was approximately $50 million.
Additionally, the technology that the Synecticsworld-led team helped create was also of significant value in negotiating the settlement of a stubborn patent infringement issue.
••••••••••••
CertainTeed
ShingleRoofing products seemed like a saturated market, yet millions of people don’t know whether the roof of their home will survive this year’s round of devastating hurricanes.
But CertainTeed didn’t have a hurricane-resistant roofing shingle in mind when it first contacted Synecticsworld. The building materials manufacturer simply wanted help developing a breakthrough-roofing product..
Pennsylvania-based CertainTeed is North America’s leading manufacturer of building materials, including roofing, siding, insulation and windows. Begun in 1904 by a young entrepreneur in Illinois, the company today has approximately 9,000 employees and 70 manufacturing facilities throughout the United States.
Responding to CertainTeed’s challenge, Synecticsworld brought together architects, installers and homeowners and asked them to work with a cross-function team from CertainTeed. In sessions led by Synecticsworld, the group generated a host of fresh insights and potential product ideas.
Just one of the products that sprang from those sessions was the Hatteras Shingle, a slate shingle that carries a 40-year warranty. Manufactured to survive the merciless onslaught of Mother Nature, Hatteras roofing shingles are guaranteed to withstand 110 mph winds and are both algae-resistant and a breeze to install.
The commercially successful Hatteras Shingles were chosen to grace three buildings at John Brown University as part of its massive Cathedral Group Project.
“The shingles were pretty brittle on the Arts and Engineering buildings, and we had some wind damage on the Cathedral of the Ozarks… they were all ready for replacement,” says Everett Easley, the University’s Project Manager.
The University chose Hatteras Shingles because of their vibrant color enhanced durability. The four-decade warranty didn’t hurt either.
The shingles look great.” says Easley
••••••••••••
British Airways: Traveling in Comfort and Style
Business passengers need a good night’s sleep. That simple truth is what led British Airways (BA) to develop the industry’s first flat bed.
Global carrier British Airways needed an answer to their question, “How do we differentiate BA’s premium offerings?” Unfortunately the first consulting company BA hired, a firm that relied on traditional methodology, was unable to provide a satisfactory answer. British Airways, long a company known for its bold innovation, then turned to Synecticsworld.
The petrol-rich country of Dubai was the backdrop for a major event organized by Synecticsworld for BA, which brought together a range of business and first-class customers. The meeting revealed that the customer’s desires included ‘re-energization’, ‘comfort’, and ‘well-being’. But one of the key things BA’s customers wanted when on long-haul flights was the ability to have a good night’s sleep.
BA listened, but was concerned that more comfortable seats would mean significantly fewer seats and fewer seats would impact both costs and revenue. It was Synecticsworld’s community of creative catalysts working with British Airway’s most valuable resource – their own staff – who provided the answer to balancing customers’ desires and continued profitability and a solution that was... sardine cans!
Using the small fish’s afterlife sleeping arrangement for inspiration, British Airway’s research and development experts were able to design a seat configuration that resulted in no loss of seating capacity. That design solution, arrived at with the help of the Synecticsworld-led insight session, changed the face of business travel and launched an in-flight improvement revolution.
Although British Airway’s innovative seating configuration was soon copied by Pacific Airlines, Virgin, Singapore and a host of other carriers, it was their unique new armchair style seat, which transforms into a 6-foot, fully flat bed, that ensured British Airway’s continued leadership and success in providing their passengers with the level of comfort they have come to expect from the UK’s national airline. British Airways continued to build on that Synecticsworld-led success story by recently introducing sophisticated entertainment options, personal lockers, 10-inch flat screens and personal privacy to their customers.
Flying a fleet of 147 planes to 147 destinations, British Airways remains an industry leader in passenger comfort.
••••••••••••
1 Sandra Weintraub “The Hidden Intelligence: innovation through intuition” Butterworth-Heinemann Woburn Ma 1998
Synectics in Marketing
Context

The application of Synectics techniques to marketing opportunities is at the heart of Synectics work over its history. Whether it was working with consumer packaged goods with some of the most recognizable names such as Colgate, Unilever, Kimberly Clark, Gillette or Coca Cola, or business to business situations, the skills, approaches and models have been applied extensively to marketing opportunities over the years.
The development of the next generation of the Body of Knowledge around consumer and customer insight has propelled this even farther ahead, with the development of Synectics proprietary iPower5™ Insight Model. Although many companies and researchers talk about the value of insight, Synectics pioneered the creation of a replicable process that can be taught with powerful insights created by and with client teams. Insight is defined as real motivation – what the consumer or customer wants or needs or believes that can be capitalized on for growth, not just good information or data. It is no longer the province of agencies, researchers, outside consultants or a magical process that waits in a dark room for the light bulb to come on.
The creation of this insight model is consistent with our heritage and continuing legacy – making creative work operational through specific approaches, so that it can be accomplished with the application of specific thinking, climate and actions. It builds on academic theories, observation and action research to make insight something that is available and accessible with the appropriate inputs and skills. Furthermore, because it discovers unarticulated motivation, it becomes the focus for invention of all sorts of applications, from new product and service development to brand positioning, organizational change and even business process innovation.
1 A Pioneering Approach: Creating with Consumers
Vincent Nolan
George Prince was a director of an advertising agency (in Rochester, N.Y.) when he first heard of Gordon’s work in the Invention Unit at Arthur D. Little. He was attracted by the challenge of applying creativity to the development of physical products for the large corporations which dominated U.S. industry at the time. From conversations with him many years later, I have the impression he shared Gordon’s view that these companies “constitute the laboratories where new (Synectics) insights are tested in a functional environment”; they provided a much more demanding one than the world of advertising, where translation of a creative idea into practice required little more than the craft skills of graphics and copy-writing.
At that time, advertising agencies with their Creative Departments were unique in business in claiming to deliver ‘creativity’. It was believed they were able to attract artists and writers because of the informal environment they offered – ‘beards and sandals’ as opposed to the ‘suits’ of the account managers who dealt directly with the clients and the clients themselves. It was also a time when it was thought that only a very small minority of adults (2% according to one study) were highly creative. Synectics discovery that everyone could be creative tends to conflict with the agencies’ raison d’etre! So marketing and advertising of fast-moving consumer goods (fmcgs) was not an obvious direction of development for the company in the early years.
Nevertheless, by 1970 they were running a joint program with the Gene Reilly Group, an early qualitative research agency, in which Synectics facilitated creative sessions with consumers, with the brand manager as client, while the researchers observed through a one-way mirror and interpreted the underlying significance of what the consumers were saying. This approach flew in the face of the deeply held belief in the marketing world that consumers were not creative and also the reluctance of most brand managers to engage with individual consumers. Prince believed that they produced better quality information than conventional focus groups, because the consumers were more deeply engaged doing something more purposeful than simply providing information. They also produced valuable ideas.
Even though the sessions were a success and the approach was reported favourably in the professional marketing press in the US, the program did not take off at that time. In the UK a distinguished researcher, having read about it, decided to experiment with the approach (without any training in the special Synectics techniques). Unsurprisingly, his sessions were not a success, from which he concluded that conventional wisdom was correct – consumers were not creative. He published an article on his findings in the prestigious Journal of the Market Research Society, thereby setting conventional wisdom in stone!
Subsequent history has proved that Synectics was on the right track, though ahead of its time. Gradually, in subsequent decades, Synectics worked increasingly with FMCG companies like Gillette, Coca-Cola and Unilever. Today, ‘co-creation’ with consumers has become a common practice in the industry and the FMCG sector provides a significant part of Synectics business, as is illustrated by the cases described in this chapter and also in the separate chapter on Unilever.
2 The iPower5™ Insight Process
Connie Williams
By far the most important development in the Synectics Body of Knowledge over the past 15 years has been the iPower5™ Insight process (iP5). This process builds on the basic foundations of Synectics – the intersection of the behaviors that support a positive climate, the creative thinking approaches that open up new possibilities and actions and processes that help take raw ideas to truly fresh concepts. It helps clients discover the deeply held but unarticulated needs and wants – the motivators of behavior – of consumers, customers, employees and stakeholders.
The Synecticsworld iPower5™ framework is designed to systematize the process of developing breakthrough product, service and other business applications. This process, as with Synectics discoveries that support creative teamwork and collaborative innovation, extends the Synectics legacy of making creativity operational, to making insight a replicable and powerful foundation for all types of Innovation initiatives.

The origins of Synectics iP5 process began with a phone call from Diageo in 1997. “We are working on a major initiative called the Diageo Way of Brand Building (DWBB). We are working on how to train our managers in an approach to real consumer insight. We know it is a creative process as much as an analytical process – but we don’t know how to teach our people to do it. We know you at Synectics are known for developing ways of training people and companies in creative processes. Can you help us?”
I was relatively new to Synectics and had previously been a client while working for Heublein for nearly 15 years. Heublein became part of Diageo through an acquisition – so I knew the company and realized this opportunity was significant. But where to start? So, I began by talking to long time Synectors about Insight – what did we already know? Rick Harriman, Pam Webb Moore, Jan Peterson, Claire Sokoloff, even George Prince (who was retired but always willing to offer his help on any issue) generously offered their thoughts and ideas. George and Pam both talked about Code Cracking™, the technique that had originally been developed for Nestles in the 70’s, when they wanted to get more out their focus groups. Code Cracking™ turned out to be a critical piece of the mix.
But there was something missing. That missing link was filled in by studying what the academics said about insight – the theory of how the mind gets insight – and figuring out how to take that theory, combine it with Synectics existing Body of Knowledge and build a replicable process. The source for that link was through the publications of Robert Sternberg (whom Claire called “the Titan” of Cognitive Psychology). By studying Sternberg’s writings on insight, and applying what was called “Three Process Theory”, we were able to build a process that created the conditions under which real insight was likely to occur. A small team of us, including Jan, Claire, Pam and myself started working with different design approaches, to include Three Process Theory in our approach: (1) “Selective Combination” which is pattern making and seeing new combinations of data, (2) “Selective Encoding”, which is seeing something that was irrelevant become relevant, so looking for what is hidden to us, and (3) “Selective Comparison”, seeing a new connection with something we already know, so using metaphors became a critical component.
We first developed a kind of a crude process that used the spectrum of thinking to force fit bits of data; we also created a little system that used interesting inputs in data about consumers, designing and producing some different colors of laminated cards that could be wiped on and off. The card system evolved to writing on different colors and sizes of index cards to become a way of allowing the different bits of data to be manipulated in the 3 ways that make up the Three Process Theory of Insight and to help facilitate the ability to put the puzzle pieces together in new combinations.
We did the design work for Diageo and worked with them in a couple of iP5™ workshops, but the first significant consumer-based insight work was done on a small project for long time client, Colgate, who was willing to be experimental with Synectics in using this new process to develop insights in oral care. One of the big AHa’s or insights that emerged from that work was that consumers believed that the mouth was the ‘gateway’ to health. This was a significant finding, one that got to a profound but virtually unarticulated belief. Colgate used that input and other research work to ultimately connect their oral care brands with overall health, beyond just dental hygiene.
Once we had some early success with insight, we realized it would be valuable to extend the work into our European office in London so that we could build on our successes and better serve global clients. David Walker and Brian Smyth, along with Harry Barrett, had participated in the initial workshop with Diageo in Dublin so had some knowledge of the emerging process.
I made a trip to London to talk with Roger Neill and David about making iPower5™ Insight a key piece of the Synectics offerings. Roger, who was head of the Europe office at that time, was reluctant at first, owing to the language. As he rightly pointed out, insight is something every focus group moderator and researcher promises, it’s a term that is thrown around indiscriminately as a substitute for good information – and that was not what we meant. What we had discovered was the ability to get to deep motivation, true empathy for the needs and wants of consumers and customers. So, that was an impetus to work to define and refine our insight process in ways that gave dimension and gravitas to what we were helping clients accomplish. David Walker used his extensive knowledge of consumer behavior to help bring many invaluable refinements to the process as well as ways of explaining the approach to prospective clients and it became an important part of the offerings on both sides of the pond.
Over the past 14 years, we have worked with many clients on insight issues and used iP5™ Insight in the majority of our invention work – whether in the creation of new products, services or other areas. Elements of the iP5™ approach have been applied to other Synectics work in strategy, business process improvement and organizational change. We have trained teams in the iP5™ Insight process at some of the largest consumer packaged goods companies, e.g. Coca Cola, Kraft, Burger King, We have used the process in many other contexts, from many different business-to-business and business-to-consumer industries and functions – insurance, banking and financial services, media, industrial products and transportation.
We trained over 19 business teams (around 450 people) all over the world for Gillette with a customized approach we created called ASTRA, to help them be more “consumer-centric”. I like to think that the impact that was made from that work contributed in some small way to positioning Gillette for a record-setting price, when Procter & Gamble acquired Gillette in 2005. Gillette ultimately recommended our iP5™ Insight training program to P&G as one of their ‘two best’ training programs. This led to another significant post acquisition project in shave care that was a showcase for illustrating the power of putting the abilities of the two companies together. A number of the iP5™ inspired new products from that initiative are now flowing to the marketplace, such as Gillette Thermal Care – a pre-shaving self heating facial application, which came from an insight focused on men’s beliefs about the therapeutic properties of heat and cold.
What is most rewarding about working with iP5™ Insight with clients is the transformation that happens when we help them get to a real insight and the engagement and commitment to that insight’s veracity and power. You see a real, visceral reaction – one that is beyond an intellectual or analytical finding because they have seen something in their minds’ eye and felt it in their physical self – something that is new to them, a genuine discovery.
While working with the health insurance provider, WellPoint, on a project that explored insights with an uninsured population that had the income to purchase health insurance but chose not to do so, the project started with the client team believing that the consumer was not making rational choices, that they were essentially irresponsible. In working through the process, there was a profound transformation in the way the team saw those consumers. The clients realized that these uninsured consumers were actually making good choices for their own belief system. They believed that the hassle of health insurance was not worth the benefits. This profound transformation in how the client group viewed the consumer helped them see that they needed to figure out much more radical new ways of simplifying their offerings and services to make it much easier to do business with WellPoint and make health care more valuable to them.
I have come to believe that nearly all Synectics offerings can and should involve an aspect of iP5™ Insight. Learning the motivations of consumers, customers, employees and other stakeholders is the secret sauce that enables new, breakthrough ideas to be developed even more meaningfully than before.
3 Dixie Foodservice Gets Out of the (Styrofoam) Box
Dixie had been a long time client of Synectics, including its predecessor companies such as James River and Fort James; Dixie Foodservice was one of North America’s largest and oldest manufacturers of cups and other disposable packaging for the food-service industry. Jo Fuller had trained literally of hundreds of people there. In her frequent contacts with the company, she discovered that they were struggling – struggling to find new sources of profitability in their food service packaging area. It was a mature business with little differentiation other than price (consisting of disposable containers and other packaging for restaurant and other food-service operators). So, Dixie brought in Synectics (Jo Fuller and Connie Williams) in 2002 to help them look for new-product opportunities through the iPower5™ Insight process.
The project started with skepticism. Many of the Dixie team members had been in their business for years, some even for decades. (Dixie itself had been in business since 1908.) What great new insights into customer needs could possibly be discovered that would lead to breakthrough new products?
Synectics helped Dixie assemble a cross-functional team that included participants from marketing, sales, market research, promotion and finance. Synectics then trained the Dixie team members in approaches for enhancing their creativity and in depth interview techniques. Synectics tapped the fertile imaginations of Dixie Foodservice employees by giving them new tools for unearthing hard-to-discern but profound and untapped customer needs. After gaining these skills, the Dixie team facilitated six “creative discovery” sessions in three U.S. regions with professional food service customers from the casual dining, lodging, hospital, convenience store, quick-service and other key food-service segments. They had food and beverage managers creating visual collages and answering creative types of questions about the role that disposables played in their food operations.
Some of the inputs were really fascinating, such as images of cosmetics and lipstick – which were not the expectations of a very price competitive commodity business perspective that Dixie expected. Synectics then held an “insight” session with the Dixie team in which they identified and developed a core set of fundamental customer needs. Instead of asking for pure price and convenience products, the nugget inputs led to some surprising discoveries.
The images of cosmetics and fashion pointed to an interesting perspective – the restaurateurs looked at “take out” packaging as “sex appeal” for their food presentation. That led to an insight on how the restaurateur wanted to transfer the magic of the dining experience to the take home dining situation. In all, the session led to eight new insights on the so-called “to-go” segment. (Dixie estimated that 52% of prepared meals were made to go, and annual sales of takeout food at $161 billion.) These eight insights served as guideposts for new products and marketing ideas.
At a subsequent Invention session of 35 people, Synectics helped the Dixie team translate those eight insights into new product ideas. In all, the Dixie people created nearly 40 concepts. Today, about 30 have been fully developed, with five launched in 2003 and others following in the pipeline. Less than six months after launch, sales of the new products were running two to five times initial projections.
“We have enough ideas to keep us busy for at least a couple of years,” said Joe Pounder, Dixie Foodservice vice president of R&D. “Our initiative with Synectics formed the core of our product development activity for all of 2002.” Leone Stangle, a business communications manager added: “Perhaps the biggest payoff was the creation of the customer insights. We have returned to these eight insights on almost every project since then.”
4 Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines – The ‘5 Ladies’.
When Royal Caribbean Cruises decided that they needed a better-designed stateroom they asked Synectics to help them create not just a different look but a radical new standard in stateroom design based on insights and guest-inspired creativity. They wanted to create a new stateroom design that would bring a smile to their passengers’ faces and a “Wow!” to their lips. The conventional approach that the cruise line could have taken would have been to assign the challenge to an architectural design firm but as Kuki, a Cruise Director, wrote in a popular industry guide, “The challenge is that ship planning and construction can take 3 to 5 years, requiring a vision of the final product long before the ship is unveiled. The vision can also change, depending on which innovations other competitors come up with.”
The innovative cruise line decided to choose the bold over the conventional approach. Melinda Lehman led the project by designing an innovative customer input methodology that Synectics named the ‘5 Ladies’, using elements of the iPower5™ Insight process. The collaborative technique selected potential guests, each with different levels of cruise experience and understanding, to work closely with the cruise line’s key personnel, including architects, brand sponsors, shipyard representatives, and ship designers. The design was centered around creative immersion of the ‘5 Ladies’ in various types of “small, comfortable spaces” where they interacted while being observed by the cruise line team. That innovative immersion process, which also included the ladies’ feedback about what made the spaces work for them, allowed the cruise line’s team to obtain penetrating inferences about the needs and wants of the target consumer, in turn facilitating an accelerated, interactive insight and invention prototype design process.
Synectics facilitated Insight and Invention in Miami and during a 24 hour cruise from San Juan to St. Maarten. Together, they researched design trends, conducted shipboard interviews and even travelled to Finland to view a stateroom prototype, all to build their knowledge base about what worked and what did not. A week was spent in Turku, Finland for consumer enhancement and refinement (where the 5 Ladies and Synectics got to see how the design team turned the ideas into reality – which included a tour of the shipyard and stateroom simulation exercises).
What the Synectics innovation sessions revealed was that cruise ship guests wanted more than additional decks, a wider selection of restaurants, and high-tech fitness facilities. They wanted intelligent functionality in their staterooms, clothes hooks, storage, more pillows, natural decor – namely, the amenities of home. The Synectics-led team got results well ahead of schedule, successfully creating a stateroom design that has become the envy of every other cruise ship company. Writing about the ship’s recent launch, Wallace Immen, a columnist at the Globe and Mail, described the Oasis of the Sea as “the next step in the evolution of the cruise ship-as-a-destination.”
The cruise line’s design steering committee was so impressed with the results of the ‘5 Ladies’ project that it launched its own ‘5 Sailors’ project to redesign crew quarters using the skills learned from Synectics.
5 Creation of the Republic of Cuervo
Connie Williams
‘One of the most unique marketing programs ever’ author/futurist Watts Wacker called The Republic of Cuervo in one of his marketing books. It is an example of facilitated innovation work with a long time client where the Synectics Body of Knowledge was a true piece of the living culture. The Republic of Cuervo was created in a Synectics session by having all of the pieces of Climate, Thinking and Actions come together to create and to develop a powerful, breakthrough idea.
Jose Cuervo Tequila was a small, unique spirit brand from Mexico which began to be actively promoted into Southwest markets in California and Texas in the 60’s and 70’s. As it developed more active marketing initiatives it literally “grew up” through a synergistic marketing partner of the emerging sport of “2-man” beach volleyball. They grew in parallel as a small boutique product and a small boutique sport, helping each other. Cuervo was beach volleyball’s major sponsor in 1978 when the legendary Ron Van Hagen was the star, as they both begun their launch into the ‘big time’. Along the way both volleyball and Cuervo became big successes.
By 1995, as other big companies started promoting beach volleyball (such as the beer companies in the U.S.) with big pocketbooks, the marketing partnership began to lose its uniqueness and power. The brand had to find a new way to bring uniqueness and differentiation in a powerful way to their marketing program. The Cuervo Brand group really knew their consumer well, and this example illustrates the power of a great insight, along with a bold way of capitalizing on that insight. The Insight was about freedom and independence. But not in the way that this is a universal kind of insight….the JC consumer saw themselves as a true free spirit, and wanted to “do their own thing” without worrying about rules and conventions and the status quo. So, how do you activate an insight about freedom? Well, you wish for a new country, where you can have your own rules and pursue your own dreams. Out of this totally absurd idea, “I wish we had our own country”, the Republic of Cuervo was born. Yes, it’s an actual island that the brand leased. Actually down in the Caribbean, not even in Mexico where tequila comes from. It’s just a little spit of a cay.
So if you were evaluating this idea in conventional ways, would you say….but how many Cuervo consumers could actually fit on this island? This kind of reach is pretty limiting. We can’t send all the Cuervo consumers down there to hear our marketing message. Using Synectics principles under the guidance of facilitator Pam Webb, the client was able to courageously select that absurd idea and develop it into a powerful, yet feasible concept. Synectics developmental thinking process helped the Cuervo team realize that the Republic could be both a real place as well as a metaphorical place. As its Declaration of Independence says, “wherever friends gather for a good time, Cuervo Nation exists”. It’s a state of mind more than an actual state or country. Of course, you can still have some fun with the metaphor….create your own flag, mob the United Nations seeking entry as a new republic as a publicity stunt, or even petition the Olympic Committee to allow the Republic of Cuervo to send in a beach volleyball team to the next Olympics! (Beach volleyball actually did recently become an Olympic sport.) Bars became Republic of Cuervo embassies; consumers had their own passports. Cuervo then launched the marketing campaign globally and spread its culture around the world with nationalistic zeal.
The results are impressive. In the U.S., which was one of the most developed markets when this campaign started, the brand grew in double digits year on year for over 10 years. It has now been executed as a marketing program, all over the world, and it has run for over 15 years. It was accomplished by that intersection of Synectics principles – Climate, Thinking and Process. The secret was having the right climate – to both offer and listen to a new, absurd idea, the creative thinking to push out the idea and the right Insight, developmental thinking and innovation process to make it happen in the marketplace.
6 Wrigley Deprives Consumers
Wrigley Canada was considering whether to bring Orbit gum or another new gum into Canada. Would Synectics help them figure out the potential and optimal positioning for New Oral Care Products in the confectionary category? Wrigley needed to figure out and prioritize relevant consumer (unmet) needs among target of young and active adults 18-29 and then develop Insights to best position oral care benefits in most relevant way.
Synectics designed an iPower5™ Insight project, exploring the issue from immersion to generating powerful insights, the creation of new concepts and conducting both qualitative consumer labs for concept refinement and quantitative concept screen.
In designing the project, Melinda Lehman and her team took a really unusual approach. They designed a Deprivation Study where consumers spent 3 days without brushing their teeth! They could have as much gum, the “test product” as they wanted. They were given an Ipod to record live thoughts about their experience plus a proprietary web site with Synectics Flying Table software to generate descriptions of thoughts, wishes, etc. online. Following being deprived of their toothbrushes for 3 days, they then had 2 days where they were able to brush teeth and have ”test product” gum as they chose. They were then invited to a creative discovery session to share their experiences and provide reactions to concepts for the “test product” they used.
The Insight phase was where the big breakthrough happened. Using Synectics iPower5™ Insight process, the inputs were opened up and explored for Aha’s to synthesize into a number of unarticulated needs and wants. Key insights were developed on how much breath influences social interaction, to a greater degree than previously recognized. It was a key driver of time spent (or not) with other people, including family members, friends and even events such as shopping and work. The state of your mouth influences how you feel and the mood you project. In essence one drops out if they don’t feel ready for interaction. Furthermore, consumers want “to be the author of their own first impression”. They want to control how they present themselves. This insight was used to create a number of powerful new positioning platforms. The leading platforms were centered around “healthy mouth” and “whiter/cleaner mouth” and the team then developed new gum concepts that explored a range of oral care product benefits including whitening, mouth moistening, freshening between brushings, cavity prevention and cavity reduction. Results were very strong for the “author positioning” in concept testing.
Synectics in Selling:
The Problem Solving/Selling Connection
Eric Baron

Many Synectics principles are applicable to other aspects of our lives, both personally and professionally. For example, many managers who are familiar with these principles apply them regularly through activities like coaching their people, providing performance appraisals and even relating uncomfortable news.
Other business activities such as strategic planning, hiring and training new employees and enhancing morale can utilize Synectics concepts. And many people use what they learned through Synectics to build personal relationships, parent effectively, and find balance in their lives.
But… of all the different professional applications of Synectics, the one that stands out is how the skills, models, techniques and approaches can be applied to the sales process. Many successful sales professionals, both consciously and unconsciously, apply Synectics-derived concepts every day of their professional lives.
The sales process is a problem solving process. For this reason, successful salespeople tend to be outstanding problem solvers and good problem solvers can be very effective salespeople.
The same skills and behaviors that drive success in the selling role are what good problem solvers continually demonstrate. Think about it. To be a successful sales professional, you need to listen effectively, be quick on your feet, take risks as necessary, and accept rejection. Those are the hallmarks of what makes a good problem solver.
Successful salespeople consistently demonstrate tenacity, curiosity, flexibility, and – yes, creativity, as do their problem solving counterparts. Interpersonal skills like empathy, sensitivity, and even likeability are traits we find in both accomplished salespeople and excellent problem solvers. Many people never dreamed they would end up in sales, yet find themselves doing just that. In many cases, these people were good problem solvers and found that they could be extremely proficient in the selling role.
But the connection between problem solving and selling drives deeper than individual characteristics. The problem solving process and the sales process have parallel qualities; understanding the connection will serve a professional well.
Simplified, the Synectics problem solving model would look something like this:

The steps are simple and straightforward. First, we Position the Meeting by making sure the group is both comfortable and aware of logistics and ground rules. At this time, the task is introduced and the problem owner (client) is identified. Fundamentally, this is what needs to be done to get the meeting off to a good start.
As we Analyze the Problem, we replicate the Synectics approach by asking key questions (e.g., background, why it’s a problem, why it’s a problem for the key individual, previous thinking, desired outcomes, etc.). During this time, the client speaks the majority of the time and the group listens to make connections; they will offer contributions and perspectives later in the meeting.
Then it’s time for the fun part – Generate Alternatives. At this stage, the group can offer ideas, springboards, beginning ideas, absurd ideas, perspectives, insights – whatever. This is Synectics 101. Hopefully, evaluation is suspended, listening is intense and lots of building and crediting transpires.

At some inevitable point, ideas will need to be developed and Evaluate Selected Ideas kicks in. The client selects the ideas that he or she is most intrigued with and, by utilizing the itemized response or similar methodology, works to transform the idea into a solution with help from the group.
If all goes well, we culminate with the final phase, State Solution – this means the idea has been developed to a point that it’s new (or has an element of newness), is feasible and has the commitment of the client to the point that specific next steps are developed.
A useful action plan specifically suggests that the client knows what needs to be done, who will do what and by when and is prepared to move forward.
The rationale for introducing this simple version of the problem solving model is to demonstrate how similar it is to the Consultative Selling process:
Position the Meeting in selling means the salesperson does what is necessary to get the meeting with the client(s) off to a good start. He puts the client at ease, conducts the necessary introductions, confirms the agenda, establishes a time contract, and quite simply makes sure everyone is ready to participate in the meeting.
Next, the successful sales professional invests significant time up front in Analyzing the Client’s Situation. A key tenet of consultative selling suggests that until the salesperson truly understands the client’s needs, problems, issues, goals, objectives and concerns, she hasn’t earned the right to offer recommendations. It is critical to ask the appropriate questions and actively listen to drive a true understanding of the client and better analyze his or her situation. One of the few facts in selling is the correlation between the number of questions asked and the number of sales closed.
Nine times out of ten, the part of the sales process that salespeople like best and are most comfortable practicing is Offering Recommendations. This is when they explain how their products, services, and ideas can and will satisfactorily address previously agreed-upon client needs.
Of course, people tend to reject new ideas and, similarly, clients reject most recommendations as they are introduced. A sales professional must comfortably know how to Resolve the Issues. Rather than becoming defensive or aggressive, a salesperson can encourage the client to elaborate about their concerns, so he or she can reframe, address them and, ultimately, resolve them.
If all goes well, the final step in consultative selling is Reaching Closure, or simply put, closing the deal. If the salesperson is successful and reaches agreement with the client, he gains commitment and develops a specific action plan that outlines who will do what moving forward.
As you study the consultative selling model, you will no doubt notice how similar it is to the simplified problem solving model. Taken side by side, it becomes even clearer.
Whether problem solving or selling, you will always need to get off to a good start and ensure that everyone is comfortable and on the same page. As a result, both approaches begin with positioning.

Phase Two is critical; there needs to be analysis work early in the process. Synectics suggests less time here; consultative selling encourages more. In both cases, the key person (the client) is doing most of the talking so the group can listen and acquire information needed to move forward and attack the task at hand.
Traditionally, Phase Three is most fun part of each process. Participants in problem solving meetings love to offer ideas and perspectives; salespeople are most comfortable when discussing their products and services. This is when they get to talk, and if they are willing to wait and demonstrate some patience, they will be more effective in both scenarios.
Phase Four is the hard part. Turning an idea into a solution requires discipline, tenacity and resolve. But the results can be awesome. Resolving issues requires the same type of approach. The sales professional who uses his or her problem solving skills is much more likely to successfully manage any resistance they encounter. Both are iterative processes; while not always linear, the repetition and adherence to process yields long-term dividends that far surpass a standard haphazard brainstorm session or sales encounter.
Finally, we want any problem solving meeting to conclude with a solution and action plan, and we want to conclude the sales process with commitment and next steps. These results are dividends of Synectics principles and can make anybody a much more effective salesperson.
Roles and Responsibilities
As introduced earlier, one of the key drivers of what makes a successful meeting is the management of process. In an ideal scenario, a facilitator assumes that role, thereby freeing the group to devote their energy to content – the “what” of the meeting; process is the “how.”
In simplest terms, the roles in a problem solving meeting can be divided as follows:

The sales call is a unique meeting where the focus is different than in a typical problem solving meeting. When either fails, it is usually due to how little attention process management receives.
The most successful salespeople understand this and take responsibility for managing their meetings. By controlling a call without coming across as controlling, they make sure that the meeting stays on track and everyone participates, digressions are minimized, time contracts are honored, and that if conflict arises it is resolved effectively.
These process issues, which include treating the customer as the problem owner or “client” and using resources effectively enable sales calls to be more productive, efficient, focused, and – perhaps most critically to differentiating oneself, innovative.
Questioning
Base connections between problem solving and selling focus on two key communication skills – questioning and listening. The listening piece is easy to wrap our minds around; the better we listen, the more connections we make, the better job we do. The relationship between questioning and how it drives success in problem solving and selling is not so immediately apparent.
In Synectics sessions, we – rather counter intuitively – encourage people to ask fewer questions; oftentimes, questions have ideas behind them and, too often, responses may result in a lost idea. Participants can feel frustrated because they don’t know as much as they’d like to about a problem. This increases speculation and more innovative ideas.
At first glance, this can seem contrary to traditional selling skills. Salespeople are encouraged to ask many questions and research has shown that there is a direct correlation between the number of questions a sales professional asks and the amount of success a sales professional enjoys.

That having been said, there are three similarities between selling and problem solving when it comes to questioning that are helpful to remember.
1 How people ask questions has a major impact on the response.
Synectics teaches us to explain why we are asking questions to avoid putting people on the defensive. To drive success, salespeople can utilize the same skill. Frequently, salespeople ask questions that are perceived as manipulative (e.g.… “if I could show you a way…”).
Straightforward, non-manipulative questioning is as valuable a life skill for salespeople as it is for problem solvers.
2 Asking too many questions can inhibit thinking.
Knowing too much about a problem can detract from the ability to be creative. Salespeople can never know as much about their customer’s business as the customer. The naïveté they bring to sales calls can make them outstanding resources who can approach problems very differently. Salespeople can differentiate themselves by not having all the facts and offering beginning ideas.
3 Early on in any problem solving meeting, the problem owner or “client” does most of the talking.
A facilitator asks a series of key questions to kick off problem solving, and a thoughtful salesperson will begin every sales call by asking his or her customer questions to learn their needs. In both scenarios, the key person does most of the talking – if that happens, the likelihood of success increases dramatically. Understanding when and how to ask questions is critical for both salespeople and their problem solving counterparts.
Managing Resistance
The final comparison we draw between problem solving and selling falls under the headline of managing resistance. One of the most exciting and challenging parts of the creative problem solving process is transforming ideas into solutions. Synectics suggests that when you are in the idea development phase, you are more likely to be successful if you transform concerns about an idea into invitations; i.e., “the price is too high” sounds like a deal breaker, while “let’s explore what we can do to lower the cost’’ or “let’s see if we can get our budget increased” are invitations that keep the idea alive and encourage the group to develop alternatives to eventually reach solution.
The successful salesperson knows that most objections in sales are really unfulfilled needs and learns to manage their own personal response. Upon learning how to transform an objection like “we had a bad experience with this in the past” into a need like “it sounds like you need to feel comfortable that what happened in the past won’t happen this time,” the likelihood of resolving the objection is dramatically increased. The first example is an objection; the second is an objective.
Reframing objections into needs when we are selling is akin to turning concerns into invitations when we are problem solving. More often than not, a skilled problem solver will figure out a way to move past the concern just as a talented salesperson will determine how to resolve an objection. In both cases, they move closer to accomplishing their goal – generating solutions to the task at hand.
Other derivative similarities exist, such as the way we make suggestions, how we use our resources, the importance of climate, the importance of making connections, and the impact of building on each others’ ideas. The bottom line remains. If you are a good problem solver, you can be successful at sales. After all, the sales process is a problem solving process.
Some Examples
Example 1: Internal Situation
Synectics principles can be applied both internally and externally by sales professionals. A sales team devoted significant time to conducting problem solving meetings at each of their quarterly sales meetings. Their approach was to take three hours to work on problems that three team members of the team brought to the meeting. Each person played the role of “Client” for one hour. The objective was for the team to help him or her resolve a key sales problem. Since the team was comprised of 12 people, each person had his or her hour once a year.
One salesperson became extremely frustrated that he could not get a meeting with a senior manager at one of his key prospective accounts. Despite having tried everything he could think of, the person simply wouldn’t return his phone calls.
As the group generated springboards and ideas, little appeared new. The facilitator then asked everyone to offer absurd ideas. And as usually happens, the energy picked up and ideas were suddenly flying. One idea caught the fancy of the problem owner – “why don’t you just stop by his house unannounced for brunch on a Sunday morning…?”
Once the idea was selected, the group, with the facilitator’s guidance, helped transform an absurd idea into a novel idea and eventually a solution. The salesperson liked the idea of spending time with the prospect in a non-work situation. The group suggested that the salesperson research what charities he was involved in, which ultimately provided a way to meet him off line.
The salesperson learned that his prospect was active in the March of Dimes. With that in mind, he signed up as a volunteer for that year’s Walk against Birth Defects. You probably guessed the results – he met the prospect at the Walk, got to know him, eventually joined the Board of March of Dimes and yes, eventually became one of his suppliers.
Whenever groups get together, if the climate is healthy and they are willing to speculate, ideas will emerge and new exciting solutions to difficult problems will result.
Example 2: External Situation
It’s a bit different to do this externally, but we have heard many stories about salespeople transforming sales calls into problem solving opportunities. One we heard not too long ago involved a Financial Advisor working with a wealthy prospect.
The problem was that the prospect had the bulk of his investments managed by his brother-in-law. He wasn’t thrilled with the job his wife’s brother was doing for him, but he saw no way to get the money out of his hands without creating tension in the family. (Sound familiar? This is something to avoid.)
The Financial Advisor loved using Synectics principles and asked the prospect if he was open to some problem solving. As it turns out, he was amenable and the two of them conducted a one-on-one problem solving meeting.
One of the springboards that developed was the notion of investing a significant percentage of his portfolio in an instrument that the brother-in-law simply couldn’t handle. This led to the idea of a somewhat complicated real estate trust that may have seemed like a conservative investment that was beyond the relative’s capability, but was also a one year commitment. So the money would not be tied up long term. The client decided to go in that direction, got the money into the Financial Advisor’s company, made a few bucks on the deal, and a year later rolled it over into more typical investments. Most importantly, he was able to do this without causing too much consternation within the family. A win/win resulted from some serious hard-nosed, creative problem solving…
••••••••••••
Eric Baron is the Founder of The Baron Group, a Westport, Connecticut based sales process training and consulting firm. They have been providing sales and sales management training and consulting services to major corporations around the world since 1981. Eric spent five years at Synectics and left as Vice President of Business Development and Marketing. While at Synectics he became fascinated by the similarities between problem solving and selling and decided to devote his career to teaching these principles to salespeople and sales managers.
Eric is a highly regarded keynote speaker and is often invited to national sales meetings to share his perspectives. His first book, Selling Is a Team Sport, was a business best seller. He is an adjunct professor at Columbia Business School and in 2008 won the prestigious Dean’s Teaching Excellence Award.
••••••••••••
Synectics in Conflict Resolution
Context
Vincent Nolan
There is a close connection between invention skills (Synectics) and the resolution of conflict, though it may not be immediately obvious. Synectics works by creating a climate of co-operation and generating many alternative options. With these forces at work, it is often (not always) possible to produce creative consensus, i.e. win-win solutions, which all parties to the conflict can support with enthusiasm (as opposed to compromises where each party makes some concessions).
There are some pre-conditions which must apply for this to be possible, the most important of which is that all parties must want to resolve the conflict. If any of them have a vested interest in continuing the conflict or is intent on destroying or fatally weakening the other, there is no value in attempting to invent a win-win solution. It is also necessary that at some level they share common objectives: in a business, for example the success and prosperity of the company. Careful planning, through individual in-depth interviews with the parties, is necessary to ensure that the pre-conditions exist.
I have described the process in some detail in Creativity: the Antidote to the Argument Culture [1].
Another perspective is provided by Karen Cobbett (in Syniverse 2000)
I recently read a quote that perfectly bridges Synectics and conflict resolution:
“In a world of finite men, conflict is inevitably associated with creativity.”
Conflict is a natural outgrowth of change, an indicator that some part of a relationship is incomplete, a necessary component of progress, and a catalyst for improvement. Therefore, our challenge is to incorporate conflict management theories, techniques and language to help our clients gain better access to the creativity that often results from conflict and change.
Basic techniques for managing conflicts include reflective listening, assertion skills, awareness of behaviors, heightened tolerance, issue management, cooperation, and collaboration. All of which overlap with Synectics. Other related techniques include, paraphrasing, assuming value, open-mindedness, appreciating the non-verbal components of communicatio, and crediting and acknowledging.
The benefits of awareness of conflict resolution skills include:
• an improved ability to set the best climate for creativity and innovation,
• increased group problem-solving skills,
• relaxed self-censors to further expand the floodgates of creativity and innovation,
• more creativity and innovation cultivated from the energy of conflict,
• a higher probability of innovation because of higher levels of group buy-in,
• an augmentation to team-building, especially in protracted projects.
The following cases describe some of the opportunities Synectics has had to demonstrate its effectiveness in this context.
••••••••••••
Industrial Relations in Chile
Brian Smyth
Alejandro Travesany, from a U.S. mining company with a base in Chile, attended a Synectics course in the U.S. and was, like so many others, enamoured with it. He subsequently asked Eduardo Saleh, who had a training Company if he would be interested in running courses in Chile. Eduardo contacted Synectics and, of course, they contacted me in view of my previous experience in Chile. I worked in Chile and helped set up Synectics Chile (now Maybe Chile). I worked with several Companies there; one of them was a Chilean copper mining company south of Santiago called Mina El Teniente, a division of the State owned copper mining company, Codelco. In those days, Chile virtually depended on copper and it still plays a huge part in the Chilean economy.
I ran the usual ITP type courses for mostly middle managers in El Teniente. Alejandro was our main client and I told him once of my experience with Trade Unions in Premier Periclase Ltd. in Ireland. They had had very big Industrial Relations problems the previous year in El Teniente and had had a very serious strike. He asked me if I believed I could do something and, to cut a long story short I worked with both sides of negotiators and trained both of them in creativity and in conflict management, communicating and relationship building skills. I was successful in gaining the trust of both sides and I remember the Union inviting me to facilitate a strategy session for their own side which I did. We got both sides together and successfully developed new relationships of trust between them.
As a result of that, Alejandro, as leader of the negotiating side on the part of management , proposed to the Unions that they would not wait for the date for the new round of pay talks to commence but instead begin a kind of mock process to see what would happen. The ideas was that they would enter into negotiations but as a kind of game. If it did not work out then nothing would be lost as they could simply commence the real negotiations around the closing date for the new talks. But this was not necessary! Because of the new climate, they actually reached an agreement!
Alejandro sent me a copy of a newspaper article that reported the success of this new round of negotiations and thanked me for what I had done.
There are some really striking aspects to this:
1 Because a strike was avoided in El Teniente, the risk of Codelco closing down was avoided. This literally saved many millions of dollars daily.
2 All of this happened in the period after the military dictatorship, during which many trade unionists had been tortured, banished and, in some cases killed.
I would add that we are never in control, nor ultimately responsible for breakthroughs like this! We are never more than facilitators, humble servants of truth and meaning and beauty.
••••••••••••
Consensus Building in an Advertising Group
John Philipp
We were working with one of the Big Eight advertising firms. They had decided they needed a new hook/theme for their work and decided it would all be about “great creative.” They would only do great work.
Then they realized for this positioning to work they needed a definition of “great creative” they could all agree to. We were hired to run a three-day session in Chicago with their nine Creative Directors.
It was a tough three days and we had to invent some process along the way but the job got done: full agreement, including guiding principles and measures and values, plus a clever 3-D triangular desk icon to remind everyone.
Some weeks later I was called by the secretary to the Chairman of agency who asked if I would arrange to meet with him next time I was in New York. I walked into his office, huge with a view of all Manhattan. He stood up, a tall, fit, Texan with white wavy hair. Imposing is the only word to describe him. OK, intimidating!
He walked over, shook my hand and said, “When I was told someone had gotten my nine creative directors to agree to anything, I said to myself, this is a guy I have to meet.”
That started a long-term relationship with the agency, one of the few we worked with on their internal affairs.
••••••••••••
The Vienna Institute: A Joint Project of Six International Governmental Organisations
Vincent Nolan
In 1992, a former client in a financial service company called to seek help with a joint working party he was involved in as a member of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, which had been formed to provide capital for the former Iron Curtain countries. The Austrian Government had donated a training centre in Vienna for training East European managers in Western techniques. A Working Party was formed with two representatives from each of the European Commission, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, OECD, The Bank for International Settlements and the European Bank.
They had successfully completed Phase 1 of the project, to move their existing training courses into the Institute. In July 1992, an acrimonious meeting had ended in a stalemate over Phase 2, the design of a common training program for officials from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. They realised they needed external help and asked Synectics to facilitate the meetings to follow.
We conducted planning meetings in Washington, Brussels, Paris, Geneva and London. It became clear that while there was deep distrust between some of the bodies, there was sufficient common ground about their objectives to provide a reasonable probability of success. A two and a half day workshop was set up with the dual objective of developing the common curriculum and building trust and co-operation between the organizations.
Early in the workshop, my colleague John Alexander divided the group into four groups of 3, gave them a pile of magazines and asked them to produce a collage which reflected their aspirations for the Institute. (One participant objected that the exercise was ‘childish’; he was asked to suspend judgement and give it a go). When the groups presented their finished collages, it became clear that, as one said “we are all saying the same thing”. That evening the participants were asked to write an imaginary article celebrating the success of the Institute five years hence. When they read out their articles to the full group the next morning, there was further realization that they did indeed share common objectives.
These metaphorical and wishful techniques had eliminated the mistrust and made it easy to work out the content needs of the program and agree on the way to implement it with the full co-operation of all involved. It had taken a day less than scheduled to achieve the objectives of creating a strategic vision, building trust and teamwork, and designing an agreed program. Later, Jasmine Dale worked with the group to consolidate the previous work and the results were then approved by the steering committee.
A consultant to one of the organizations, a former Vice President of one of the others, phoned to say “With all my experience I would have said it was impossible to get this group of people to agree on anything!” The participants’ reactions were summed up by Annon Golan of the World Bank, “We couldn’t have achieved 30 per cent of this without Synectics.”
••••••••••••
Premier Periclase Ltd. (Division of Cement Roadstone Holdings)
Brian Smyth
Premier Periclase Limited is a division of Cement Roadstone Holdings, the large Irish multinational corporation. It produces magnesia for use in the manufacture of bricks for lining high temperature kilns and furnaces through a highly technical process using limestone, sea water and fresh water.
Perhaps the best way to begin to describe or to describe our work with Premier Periclase is through the words of a person who played a key role in the success of our work with the Company, Terry Gallacher, the Operations Director.
Many years later Terry recalls his experience during that time:
“On a number of occasions during forty years in Operations I have had Management Consultants parachuted in onto myself and my colleagues by senior management or Head Office.
All these consultants had one thing in common. They had the answer(s). That they had not a clue about our business and that their operatives had little or no actual management experience was irrelevant. They had the answers irrespective of the questions.
There was one exception, Brian Smyth, then of Synectics Ireland and now of Maybe International.
Brian was brought in as we needed a root and branch rewrite of our agreements with the five unionised sections within Operations. The agreements dated from the late seventies but more reflected attitudes from the fifties and sixties and these attitudes were entrenched (c.f. the film I’m All Right Jack, with Peter Sellers). Brian was then Synectics man on the ground. At his first meeting with the management/supervisory group Brian stated that he did not have the answers but firmly believed that we did and he saw his job as helping us to find them. This did not receive universal approval. Management Consultants may have been snake oil salesmen in the experience of some, but at least you got the snake oil. This guy was selling the emperor’s new clothes!
With the help of Brian’s unwavering belief, persistence and facilitation skills, we transformed the working agreements. It was neither easy nor quick, but the changes to work practices were fundamental and lasting, as were the changes in individual relationships between the management/supervisors and the employee representatives.
If you want the answers handed to you on a plate and believe that is the least your money deserves, do not hire Brian. If on the other hand you want to achieve lasting meaningful change then work with Brian. To plagiarise “He does exactly what he says on the tin”.
Terence Gallacher, BSc, MIMM, Former Operations Director
••••••••••••
What Terry describes was indeed a major achievement in terms of new agreements, improved work practices, better relationships and so on but at a deeper level what happened was a fundamental change in the culture in the Company. Once again, this was not a culture imposed from the outside but the bringing to life of a culture, a way of thinking and doing things that was already present, albeit in latent form, in the people and in the Company. As a result I worked with the Senior Management Team, a group of 5 directors to help them fashion and shape the strategy for the Company.
As part of this we began what we called The Senior Management Forum – a group of managers comprising the 5 directors and managers from the next level of management who would meet every 2 or 3 months to look at the overall direction of the Company. This got rid of the usual damaging gap that most times separates top management from the rest of the organisation. While it was not intended to be a decision making group in fact most times decisions were made and these decisions were in fact better ones from the involvement of other managers, many of whom were more ‘in touch’ with what was happening throughout the Company than the Directors.
Another part of the culture change was built around Coaching and coaching principles. Synectics were pioneering Coaching in those days and the managers in Premier Periclase warmly welcomed and put to good use the rich principles of Coaching based on the Inner Game philosophy[2].
Premier Periclase has come through difficult times mostly from cut-price competition from China, but it has survived and the current M.D. and others managers still talk of the invaluable contribution Synectics made to the Company, the effects of which remain strong and valuable to this day.
••••••••••••
Pay Negotiations in the U.K.
Vincent Nolan
The late 70s/early 80s in the UK were a period of high inflation followed by a major recession. One of our clients in the printing industry was facing potential industrial action owing to the breakdown of pay negotiations. They recognized that the union claim for a 19% increase was not unreasonable in the light of recent inflation, but the company could not afford more than 4%. They asked Synectics to help.
We set up a two day workshop for a group of four management and four union representatives. As they arrived, I mentally decided that the grizzled elderly man must be the Father of the Chapel (as the chief shop steward was called in the printing industry) and the bright energetic young man was probably the Works Manager. I was completely wrong! The opposite was the case.
As we began to explore possible ways of bridging the gap, it emerged that the company felt they could afford more if they could achieve improvements in productivity which required union agreement to changes in working practices. The union agreed to explore these possibilities and even suggested others; in each case the group were able to agree a value for the change and a corresponding increase in the pay offer.
By the end of the session, the gap had been reduced from 15 percentage points to 4. The union decided that it still needed to take industrial action to satisfy their members, but did so at a minimum, token level. More importantly, they asked the company to fund training of the union representatives in the methods we had been using, so they could conduct negotiations in this way in the future. The company, of course, agreed.
Shortly afterwards, the company was acquired by a large international company and we lost touch with them, but the experience convinced me that Synectics has a great deal to offer in industrial relations, provided both parties have a genuine desire to reach a settlement.
••••••••••••
1 In Creativity and Cultural Diversity, edited by Marilyn Fryer, 2004 Leeds The Creativity Centre Educational Trust
2 The Inner Game of Tennis by Timothy Gallwey
••••••••••••
Brian Smyth has over 20 years experience helping organisations in different parts of the world to achieve new levels of performance and success. Most of these organisations were large global companies in North and South America, Asia and in different countries in Europe. Others were non-profit organisations or smaller businesses both in Ireland and overseas.Brian is a founder member and director of Maybe International, which is a company that believes that much more is possible than we really think.
In his previous life he worked for NASA in South America and subsequently spent a number of years in General Motors as Personnel Manager, Production Manager and Managing Director. He also managed the Irish office of Synectics Corporation for a number of years before founding Maybe International. He has used sport as a means of getting across to people in organisations how little of their real potential they are achieving. He spent a number of years applying this philosophy, his skills and his unique coaching approach to his local and famous football team Meath, with considerable success.
John Philipp is an independent consultant and a Synecticsworld Community Partner. With 35 years of creative and strategic planning work, John has been serving clients in financial services, packaged goods, high technology, banking and entertainment industries.
John was a senior partner at Synecticsworld for 25 years and considered by many a “dean” of various principles and practices developed there. John has worked on complex strategic planning problems in a variety of industries. He has also assisted clients in exploiting opportunities in new product innovation, cultural change and organizational development in many Fortune 500 companies. John earned his B.A. at Harvard University and was an MBA degree candidate at NYU.
Currently John also writes a weekly humor column for the Marinscope newspaper group and has won a number of humor and memoir writing awards.
••••••••••••
Synectics in Training and Coaching
Context
Vincent Nolan
Sharing their discoveries with others was an integral part of the Synectics business from its early origins in the late 50s and 60s. Initially it took the form of setting up Synectics groups in client companies as test beds to prove the validity of the methods. Gordon describes the elaborate process he used to select suitable members for each group to achieve the diversity of expertise and psychological types that he thought was necessary (W.J.J. Gordon 1960 Synectics Harper and Row, pp.57-75)
According to Prince, the training given to these groups amounted to little more than a requirement for them to spend a week a month working with the Synectics team for a year. They were told to observe what the Synectics team were doing for a while and then join in. They were then expected to return to their companies and apply the methods to their company’s invention needs. They achieved enough success to keep the Synectics business alive and establish its reputation
After Gordon and Prince went their separate ways in 1965, Prince developed more sophisticated methods of training, suitable to any candidates rather than specially selected elites. It was accompanied by a realisation that creativity was not the preserve of a few privileged individuals, but a skill that anyone could acquire (or perhaps ‘recover’) given suitable training.
Peter Bergson recalls “In November ‘67, I was invited as a fill-in to join the five-day Open Course, the introductory session aimed primarily for corporate managers and a sprinkling of us non-profit types (teachers, ministers, social workers, etc.). The course was taught by George and Burrell Payne. We followed the format which, to a significant degree, was the one that evolved into the 5 day Basic Course: we started with the Teamwork Experiment, reviewed tape and learned the basics of “process consciousness” (i.e., attending to the process of a meeting rather than the content).
George was his usual remarkably gentle self as he led us to see how destructive normal behavior is and how its normality makes it not our fault – but still, we had the power to change ourselves and behave more creatively. For the rest of the week, we worked through the series of problems that each of the various group members had brought to the course, each day featured some instruction e.g., the role of the leader, the expert (later, “Client”), participant and coach. Some of the best learning moments occurred when we sat out in the living room and watched our group on the monitor as they attempted to implement the new process skills. George would point out what was happening, how it was useful or not, what might be more effective, etc. Occasionally he would interrupt the group and attempt to correct their course if he thought they had sunk too far below the waterline”
Under the guidance of Earl Rose, who joined in 1969, the course was codified so that others in addition to George could be trained to deliver it. A 5 day Advanced Course for those who wanted to develop their skills further was added to the 5 day Basic Course.
The design of the courses was unique (at the time) in several respects:
This combination of factors made the training uniquely powerful and relatively expensive. When it was first introduced in the UK in 1973, it received an award for the best new Management Training course on the strength of participant’s evaluations.
It attracted the interest of Xerox Learning Systems, who commissioned from Synectics Inc. the design of a management training programme which was marketed by them as Managing for Motivation. In the 1970s, Exxon Chemical wanted a shortened programme which could be delivered by their own internal trainers; Synectics developed for them the 3 day Innovative Teamwork Programme and a training programme for the Exxon trainers, consisting of a mix of tutorial work and co-teaching.
The 3 day ITP became Synectics standard offering in the 80s and 90s as businesses became increasingly reluctant to invest a full week in training. The Programme is described in The Innovators Handbook, pp. 305-307. A further reduction from 3 to 2 days has been made in the last decade and the Programme was re-named ITW.
While feedback from Synectics training was almost entirely positive and clients continued to have more people trained, it was difficult to know what the long term effects of the training were. The two cases described below provide some evidence.
Chase Manhattan Bank
The program undertaken for Chase Manhattan Bank in the 80s was Synectics largest scale training intervention at the time. The impact on the company is described in the Press Release from the period reproduced below.

But at Chase Manhattan Bank in New York, change is taking on many new forms, thanks in part to innovation management and training conducted with the assistance of Synectics®, Inc.
“Our goal is to become the premier customer service bank in New York.” said Michael S. Cassidy, Senior Vice President for Metropolitan Community Banking at Chase. “Using the Synectics process, we’ve discovered that the way to achieve that goal is to give our branch managers more autonomy, because they know the communities they serve better than anyone at corporate headquarters.
What this amounts to, in essence, is a change in the whole corporate culture at Chase: from a “transaction-oriented” culture that competed mainly on the basis of rates, to a people-oriented culture that competes on the basis of service.
Among the many manifestations of this change are:
• Hiring at the Chinatown Branch of employees who speak at least two of the major Chinese languages, and redecoration of the Branch in red and gold – the Chinese colors for luck and good fortune.
• Sponsorship by the Harlem Branch of numerous neighbourhood cultural activities, including the World Double Dutch Rope Jumping Championship.
• Use of the Soho Branch to display the artwork of neighbourhood painters, and to premier new additions to Chase’s corporate art collection – one of the largest in the world
• Establishment of special “deposit sights” for donations of food and clothing to the homeless in Manhattan, where that has become a particularly pressing issue.
• Institution of a dedicated mortgage service on Staten Island, where there is a boom in home ownership.
• Increased automation on banking platforms through-out the Chase system, to cut down on waiting time and the tedious process of filling out forms and applications.
Although Chase Manhattan is not the only major hank starting to emphasize service, the comprehensiveness and style of Chase’s change, guided in part by Synectics, is unique.
“Other banks.” said Cassidy, “arc putting more on technology and gimmicks. We have a huge network of ATMS too; but by putting our emphasis on people, we’re trying to reconstruct what we used to have: the atmosphere of a small town bank.”
“ Synectics training has been central to Chase’s corporate change efforts. Close to 1000 employees on all levels have now gone through Synectics courses in innovative teamwork and new service development. The training has served a dual purpose: to educate employees about the need for customer service, and to give them the creative and innovative tools to accomplish it.
A perfect example of that is the use of videotape to record teller interactions, an idea that grew out of Synectics sessions. Tellers are able to review the tapes and analyze for positive feedback and systems that work, in much the same way that football players use game films to study certain offenses and defences. “Synectics has really helped Chase to get input and involvement from those people whom the culture change program affects most,” noted Ronald Koprowski, Chase’s Human Resources Executive.
The idea of employee involvement has taken on rather dramatic proportions at one of Chase’s regional groups, Chase NBW, in Westchester, NY. Early in 1985, Chase NBW President Steve Gamer brought 40 senior and middle managers to Synectics with a very specific task in mind: find ways to become the best bank in the marketplace by the end of 1987. As if that weren’t ambitious enough, it was complicated by the activities associated with the integration of NBW and Chase, which had occurred in August 1984.
The group came up with some 20 project assignments, and shortly thereafter Chase NBW’s Nancy Hartford was trained as a Synectics “facilitator,” so that she could involve other employees as well.
“We turned the organization upside down and started a new process,” said Hartford. “By asking tellers, clerks and accountants to come up with new ideas, we fostered a true commitment to the program. And the managers are excited because they can see some results very quickly.
One of the results they have seen is the acquisition of new business. At a follow-up Synectics session run in Montauk, NY by Gamer and Hartford for senior and middle managers and their spouses last October, many new ideas were born – including the ideas to offer incentives for rounding up new business.
After viewing the film “Passion for Excellence,” which highlights the unique (and somewhat bizarre) customer service efforts of entrepreneurs Frank Perdue (poultry company) and Stew Leonard (food store:), Gamer promised to give a Perdue Chicken in a Stew Leonard hag to anyone who brought a major new client to Chase NBW. As further incentive, Gamer has promised to hula down Mamaroneck Avenue in White Plains if the bank meets all its business goals by the end of 1986. “The incentives plan is off-beat, but it’s symbolic of our commitment to innovative change”, said Hartford.
In November 1985, Chase NBW’s Montauk “alumni” instituted other programs to promote better customer service, including a “Customer Recognition Week,” during which senior citizens were hired to serve coffee and catered food to customers in NBW branches – thanking them for their patience during the integration period.
To date, almost half of Chase NBW’s employees have gone through Synectics training – so Gamer and Hartford expect that many more innovative changes are in store. That is true throughout the Chase system. Change is now the order of the day, and as more and more of the employees use Synectics to develop innovative customer service ideas it will become the order of tomorrow, too.
••••••••••••
IBM
In March 2010, the Synecticsworld office received ‘out of the blue’ the following e-mail:
“I really want nothing from this contact except to express my thanks and admiration for your firm. While with IBM in the mid 1980’s I attended your sessions and worked with some of your people. At that time I was head of IBM’s US Customer Executive Program. Synectics helped us in many ways. My son, a resident of Needham, happened to be in Fl. over the weekend and I asked him if your firm was still in business. This Monday he located your website, ergo my comments. In my entire life I never received training or education which had such a lasting effect and valuable consequences to both my business and my post business years which are now in retirement. Much of this happened 28 or so years ago but the taste remains just as sweet. Continued good fortune for your company; a genuinely innovative enterprise!”
John A. Dawson (IBM Retiree)
We asked Mr. Dawson to enlarge on his experiences – here is his response
Synectics in IBM’s Customer CEO and Executive Education Program
John A. Dawson
IBM had for years invested in both employee training and customer exposure to their products, in some cases pre-dating World War II. With the dawning of the computer age in the late 50’s and 60’s, IBM President, Thomas J. Watson Jr., created a small and specialized education program at its largest manufacturing complex in Poughkeepsie, N.Y. Called the CX Program, its audience was narrowly defined and was to be for senior customer executives only. Content included direct explanatory material and “hands on” exposure using large scale computers. The idea was to eliminate the “mystique” surrounding these new tools in a setting which would allow them privacy and a learning pace suited to their needs and desires.
In the late 70’s the CX Program found that executive interest in information processing related matters had dramatically increased. The computer industry itself had also changed dramatically. The personal computer was just starting to climb out of the crib. Executives had new concerns ranging from technology deployment options, to organizational considerations, to application opportunities. Our program was not providing the answers to their satisfaction.
As the newest and most senior of three individuals given responsibility for CX development, I spent a good part of the year scouring material and visiting diverse entities for possible innovative ideas and techniques for a revamped program. Some came from within IBM; others were sought in visiting selected premier customers around the US. Non-traditional input was sought from organizations as diverse as DARPA, (Dept. of the Army Advanced Research Projects Agency), some electronics vendor conferences in California, literature searches generated by the IBM Poughkeepsie Library, and tutorial work with AMA’s Business Planning under guru Merritt Kastens. Aware of what we were trying to accomplish, our Division’s Personnel Department recommended the Synectics Consulting firm to us.
Status of Computer and I/S Planning in 1977
Comprehensive information planning in the 70’s was primitive, if done formally at all. Business Plans were tightly held and not normally available to managers of the computer function. IBM had an enterprise-wide analysis procedure called Business Systems Planning, which was a valuable tool for understanding a firm’s overall operations, but did little to generate innovative responses or redirection of what already existed. Academe would not seriously begin to pick up on this portion of their education mission for five or more years. It seemed to be worth trying to exploit this void.
My First Contact with Synectics
I attended a pair of week long open classes in Cambridge. Synectics exclusive, twenty year body of experience-tested knowledge, their repeatable and learnable problem solving structure, and their decidedly imaginative way of stimulating pursuit of solutions, impressed me greatly. They seemed to be state-of-the-art in this world of ideas, teamwork and purposeful creativity as far as I could tell.
I learned by both doing and observing their class setup and their “tell” and “information generation” techniques. The instructors were first class. This was not merely saying that “planning is good for you”. This was the messy, seemingly discordant, and/or irrelevant, but fun actions and verbalizations necessary to actually generate ideas and ultimately potential plans. They used a chalk board style of communication, captured much of what was said on multiple flip charts, offered video play back capability where necessary to illustrate their point, had a unique vocabulary and structured methodology to make it happen. Disciples of Synectics will recall, “in and out listening”, “making the strange familiar and the familiar strange”, “ how to, and I wish springboards”, “mental excursions to other worlds for increasing idea richness,” etc., all while they stressed the mantra that every idea has some value and let’s go positively from there..
Strengthening and Re-Inventing the Poughkeepsie Role
I brought what I learned back to my job and I studied and practiced using the Synectics problem solving material on a small team of my colleagues. We worked first on the “problem” of our own program’s rejuvenation and re-direction. Concurrently, Jack Mahoney, the third member of my small group took responsibility for installing an advanced and experimental color graphics driven TV based system which came from an IBM Finance Industry effort. The system was at least 6 years ahead of its time and it proved to be of high interest when we created an imaginative data base for it, showing our client’s S & P data in simulated real time. It could justifiably be called an early electronically-supported trading system – the type which so captured Wall Street’s attention some years later. This turned out to be a fascinating technology exposure and learning lab. It gave us some credibility for our next and more uncharted steps.
The presence of senior customer management on our premises, providing us access to their business problems and plans, was a privilege and an opportunity not to be taken lightly, and we did not do so. Our springboard generation on “How to Provide a Business Plan-Technology Plan Interaction With Customers” resulted in our designing a multi-year development program, which would take shape as follows.
• Events would be called Executive Strategy Sessions, ESS’s for short.
• Events were for single management teams
• Events were to be held in Poughkeepsie only.
• Expectations would be understated .
• Advance meetings required between customer sponsor and session leader
• Business Plan dialogue management initially limited to senior instructors
• Business Objectives to be openly Decomposed, Primary to Sub-Sub Level
• Session modules would use “chalk board” techniques as a foundation tactic.
• IBM field sale’s personnel could observe but not participate in the process.
• “Band of Brothers” instructor mindset and staff bonds were vital for success.
First Uses and Practice in Developing New Content Modules
We used Synectics techniques in identifying new module requirements from our own staff. Modules were like products to us and excursions provided rich ideas as we addressed the “requirements” or front end component of each new module development project. Major new modules were
Business Planning Decomposition
Information System Perspective
Application Development
Telecommunications
Physics For Executives.
We created workshop sessions on the color graphics/mapping system and installed a business simulation game. It all made for a more interesting experience for the executive teams, as they received a good exposure to the field and some user possibilities. Some of these modules were so effective that customers tried to buy them – MCI wanted our Telecommunications session and a major software provider sought our Applications Development module. A large number of customers found value with the Objectives Decompositioning Portion of our Planning Process.
Practicing our newly learned Synectics techniques on ourselves and in our internal content development process gave us experience and ultimately confidence when it came to exercising the planning methodology for real. To fully grasp the impact of the Synectics instruction and body of knowledge took time, practice and some exhausting, trial by error, floor experiences.
Even now I doubt if my skill level ever got beyond close to second base. While working with our staff, I re-attended classes in Cambridge as did my fellow co-senior CX development colleague, Ken Jacobs, a physicist by training, who would share responsibility for many of the new incorporations we put into the program’s construction.
The CX/Strategy Session Instructors
The ten person teaching staff consisted of experienced IBM professionals.
All had prior field sales experience and had enjoyed considerable success. Half of them would be fulfilling 2-3 year rotational assignments before returning to the first and second levels of management jobs. The other portion of the staff were older individuals who already had some line and staff experience. They also had a slightly irreverent and quasi-professorial interest in their work and where it could lead.. Their tenure was more permanent in nature, sometimes lasting a decade or more.
All were well educated, half having engineering or advanced business degrees. And they had a yen for what the CX Program offered, including a high degree of individual authority, a stimulating and unique work environment, and a sense of shared excellence and camaraderie which lasted for years even after individuals went on to other jobs, or in rare case, other companies.
Those who excelled at it, and in particular those leaders of the strategy sessions, were rewarded with new job classifications, virtually unlimited travel and personal education budgets, and considerably higher than normal IBM salaries.
Who Used The IBM Executive Strategy Sessions
Over the course of the year our group would conduct 35-40 sessions.
The participating organizations represented a roll call of large American companies and government enterprises. The users were CEO or COO lead teams of 9 to 15 executives. They normally stayed at IBM’s Homestead House as guests of our company. This expense, while significant, was relatively small compared to the salaries and time being expended by the participants.
Session Conductor Confidence or Lack of It
Conducting sessions of this nature is challenging. Most of the time we faced audiences who were smarter, more experienced, had more at stake, were better paid, etc. than we were. But confidence in the Synectics-based methodology and an “on your feet ability” to manage the planning dialogue was an uncommon skill set. Comparatively few individuals are repeatedly involved in disciplines such as these, so there was some exclusivity to it all.
Writing the above paragraph reminds me of an incident which occurred when we used a non CX guest instructor to present a specific topic relative to where the session seemed to be taking us. The guest was less than prepared for the expectations of our client.. The CEO, a former Marine, signaled me to step with him outside of the classroom. In reference to the “guest” he said,” I never let subordinates wing it.” I wish I could tell you that I responded with, “neither do I”, but I did not. I called an immediate coffee break and followed that with a different subject and activity.
Synectics training was a major component in my ability and desire to avoid having to “wing it” in an ESS.
Only rarely, if ever, did we fail to accomplish our minimum goal of creating new and strong bonds between our companies’ sales people and high level contacts within the client enterprise. We prompted some major management actions such as:
• recognition of and the establishment of the first satellite data network in a U.S. retail chain
• the creation of local area networks within executives homes well before they became common place in the marketplace
• the decision by a major bank to locate its credit card operation in a western state
• the creation of an entirely new paraprofessional department for a mid western organization, to support title search engagements economically.
And there were numerous cases where the groundwork was laid for substantial future orders for IBM products.
IBM in the 1990’s
Dramatic reductions in semi-conductor costs, the rapid proliferation of personal computers, and deregulation of the communications industry, all caused great upheaval to IBM’s world wide business model. Its reliance on large scale computer hardware and associated profits was challenged. Ultimately this forced the revamping of its worldwide business. As part of that process, IBM humanely down sized by approximately 150,000 employees from its 400,000 employee population. Today IBM again seems to be as profitable, successful, and loaded with high quality people, as it had been in the past.
I chose to take advantage of one of the company’s early retirement offers in 1990 and moved to Boca Raton, Florida. In a more modest and personal way, I still employ the Synectics techniques I learned so many years ago.
The quest to improve human problem solving techniques would seem to me to be unending. Synectics offered me their unique concepts and I have not found them equaled elsewhere, in either print or in practice.
Mr. Dawson is now retired and lives in Florida following a 32 year career at IBM. During the late 70’s and 1980’s he served as Manager, Developer, Consultant /Teacher in IBM’s Customer Executive and Chief Executive Officer Programs.
••••••••••••
Synectics and Coaching
Vincent Nolan
When George Prince came across Timothy Gallwey’s Inner Game Of Tennis, he was so excited by the parallels he saw between Gallwey’s coaching methods and the Synectics training philosophy that he bought copies of the book for each member of the Synectics staff. In 1980 he organized, as an experiment, a joint Synectics/Inner Game training course, which I attended. It consisted of mornings in the Synectics office and afternoons on the tennis court, followed by discussion of the implications of the experiences.
The experiment was not followed up, but one of the Inner Game associates in the UK, Martin Brooks, joined Synectics shortly afterwards and a ‘coaching’ approach became a more explicit component of Synectics training. In subsequent years, coaching modules were integrated into some Synectics training programs, for example the EXCITE! Teacher training program in the UK.
Brian Smyth of Synectics Ireland became a leading exponent of coaching in Synectics; below he describes his application of coaching techniques to his hobby, Gaelic football.
••••••••••••
Synectics scores in Irish football
Brian Smyth
One of my passions in life is football. Not the game commonly known as soccer. Nor even the American version. In Ireland, we have our own brand called Gaelic football, a game that has played and continues to play a big part in the culture and history of our country. In Ireland the annual Gaelic football national championship is the most important sporting event in the country.
A keen footballer myself, I have always followed the fortunes of the county team I come from, County Meath. Traditionally a good side, they were going through a rough patch in 1996; beaten by 10 points by Dublin in the previous provincial final. It was then that the team management came to me for help. They knew I was with Synectics and had some idea of our unique way of working and what I did.
That help consisted of three different kinds of intervention:
1 Individuals’ mental coaching to clarify thinking and overcome fears
2 Assisting the 3 member management team
3 Working with the players as a whole team
We went on that year to win the provincial final, avenging the previous year’s defeat by Dublin and then continued on to win the All Ireland Championship. An amazing achievement by a very young team.
Over the years, my role has been to facilitate managers’ and team meetings. I help them make decisions, select the team, plan in advance for games and at half time in the game, help them identify what is going right and what needs changing. Working with the players as a group, I get their minds ready for a game. We plan and envision what’s going to happen, and then afterwards, we work with videotapes to review the game gone by, learning from what we did and where we can improve.
Our team continues to fare well. In 1997 we reached the provincial final again but were beaten after 3 players were suspended. In 1998 we lost in the provincial final after our captain was sent off the field and our star player was injured. This year, we’ve won the provincial final and we play the All Ireland final in the last week of September.
I don’t claim total credit for this success – we have a charismatic manager, a great management team and wonderful, committed young players. I merely try to bring the best out of them all. So far so good.
••••••••••••
••••••••••••
UNILEVER: A Synectics Client over Five Decades
History
Vincent Nolan
Unilever provides an interesting example of a major multinational corporation which has worked with Synectics all over the world, on a variety of topics and functions over the entire period covered by this book. Moreover, it is a European based corporation, rather than an American one, though the origins of the association were of course in the US.
In the 1960s, the Lever Bros. Research Laboratories in Edgewater, NJ, were strong supporters of Synectics. George Prince wrote: “We had a very close relationship with Lever Brothers Research Division. I trained several groups, and visited them regularly. Frank Healy, the director, was a fan of Synectics.” George credits Healy with inspiring the Itemised Response technique for constructive evaluation of ideas. Healy was able to persuade the corporate Research Director, Dr. John Collingwood, to bring George and Cavas Ghobai to the UK in 1968, to run a course for 16 people, mainly from the Research Division, but also including some marketing people,
The course made a big impact on the participants (two of whom I worked with in later years) and resulted in a Synectics department – complete with Synectics room equipped with flip charts and informal seating – being set up at the main UK laboratories in Port Sunlight. However, Dr. Collingwood did not attend the course himself and appeared not to fully understand some of the core principles. He also decided that Unilever was now self-sufficient and did not need further input from Synectics Inc.; the people who had been trained could train others in the classic ‘cascade’ system.
The consequences were unfortunate. The Unilever trainees did not have the depth of understanding of Synectics to train others effectively and the group were cut off from advances being made by Synectics in the US. A diluted form of Synectics became the norm and was found to be ineffective, resulting it being largely discredited. Dr. Peter Ellington, the first manager of the Synectics unit, said to me in the early 80s that he “still bore the scars of trying to run sessions for scientists who had been directed by Dr.Collingwood to have a Synectics session because their projects did not seem to making much progress!” A sure-fire recipe for failure: an unwilling Problem Owner, motivated to ‘prove’ that what he was already doing is the best way forward, can easily sabotage any session!
Despite the scars, when Ellington was appointed Director of the Isleworth (Middlesex) Laboratory, he began to send his senior executives on Synectics courses and they began to use the techniques again. In the later 80s, when Richard Duggan (another graduate of the 1968 course, who was known as Mr. Synectics in Unilever) was appointed to run the Port Sunlight laboratory, with a remit to “turn 500 scientists into 500 inventors”, he turned to Synectics for help. He also reconvened the ‘Class of 68’ and invited George Prince over to share with them his latest research; about half the original class chose to attend – others had already retired.
Richard subsequently became an Industrial Adviser to the Innovation Unit at the Government Department for Trade and Industry and invited me to run Synectics courses for them. After he had retired from Unilever, he became an independent creativity consultant and asked me to run joint brainstorming/Synectics courses with him for scientists in Phillips and the Defence Research Evaluation Agency.
By the 1990s, Unilever had become substantial users of Synectics worldwide. In 2000, two editions of the internal Synectics newsletter were devoted to Unilever cases, some of which are included below; there are more on the Synecticsworld website.
••••••••••••
Creative Culture Program
When Unilever wanted to unlock their consumer’s deepest desires and, at the same time, implement a company-wide culture of creativity and innovation, they asked for Synectics help. Aware that consumers tend to reveal only what they think an interviewer wants to hear, Synectics designed a sustainable Creative Culture Program to unlock the honest desires of consumers.
Still operating with great success at Unilever Research Laboratories and Innovation Centers worldwide, the Creative Culture Program is a series of three day-long, creative technique workshops, built around working creatively with consumers. Each workshop is preceded by a Creative Teamwork session, where participants not only learn basic Synectics skills and tools but gain valuable insights that help them work creatively in a team environment. The workshops focus on:
• Facilitating Consumer Creativity: showing participants how to plan, design, and facilitate creative sessions for consumers and managers.
• Consumer Interaction Skills: enabling participants to uncover and understand the psyche of their consumers at a deep level and on a one-to-one basis, so as to uncover their deeply held beliefs, desires and needs; also to develop and refine current product and marketing ideas with them creatively.
• Innovation Master Class: strengthens senior managers’ own creativity skills while enabling the managers to develop new techniques for supporting innovation and teamwork among the people reporting to them.
After a pilot project in Brazil, Synectics trained teams in Argentina, Brazil, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Thailand, UK and USA, among others.
In April 2000, Jane Turner of Unilever, who helped spearhead this program, spoke about the experience till then:
“Some years ago, we put in a Stage of Innovation process for managing innovation which is a framework based on a classic funnel with gates, to systemise the way we manage projects. But we needed a mechanism to ‘feed the funnel’ with ideas, and so we approached Synectics for help.
“Synectics designed for us, a creative culture program around creativity techniques to help us as a way of working on our projects, as a way we interact with consumers and, basically, in everything we do.
“I firmly believe that if we get into consumers’ fantasies and dreams, rather than focus on what they ask for, we can do something big. Gaining skills to get beyond the frontage of what consumers think you want them to say and into their wildest dreams, is the future.
“1,300 have been trained in Synectics and it’s very noticeable, especially among some of our portfolio managers. You can really see the difference.
“What’s been really pleasing has been the ‘virus effect’. When we started the program there was a great demand for it. And when participants go back to work after a Synectics workshop, they talk to their colleagues about their experience, and before you know it, there’s a queue. You can really see the virus spreading. Of the original 25 who went on the pilot courses, every one of them has been responsible for spreading the ‘virus’. That’s the best way to implement a program like this through the entire organisation – to make it an organic growth rather than something that is forced down the ranks.
“The results of the program have been very noticeable. I find Synectics really effective in the area of culture change, and building skills to connect better with our consumers.”
••••••••••••
Synectics sceptics convert
From The Bridge, house journal of Unilever Research Laboratories, Port Sunlight
Argentina IC colleagues were impressed with the Synectics approach at a recent meeting with the Healthy Fibre team. The team, Hair, has had so much success with Synectics techniques it is now using them in every aspect of its work.
“Initially, many of us were rather sceptical about the Synectics approach,” admits John Hill. “But we became converts after we all attended the course at the end of 1999, and saw how effective the techniques were in practice.”
Team Leader Paul Cornwall explains: “Simply put, Synectics techniques are a set of creative teamworking tools. They address issues such as what is the most effective way to plan and structure a meeting so ideas are explored and developed more effectively than traditional brainstorming, and how to create the right environment so that everyone in the group feels comfortable to put ideas and opinions forward.
“Scientists are often great cynics, pouring cold water onto new ideas. Using these techniques has transformed what were often ineffective and frustrating team meetings into really productive ones. Confident members of the team feel free to put forward any idea, however potentially obvious or ridiculous it may first appear.”
Although many teams in the Lab use the techniques for solving specific problems, Healthy Fibre now uses them in every team meeting. “The introduction of creative teamworking has been a great success,” says Paul. “Team meetings are now very much more enjoyable, inclusive and productive.”
••••••••••••
“Mind-blowingly fantastic” says Germany chief
Lever Fabergé Deutschland’s marketing director, Roger Kirman, recognised a need in his team to think outside the box and have a more creative culture. He wanted the general behaviour in the team to be more open and leave the ’frame’ open for longer.
He approached Synectics to help instill a more creative atmosphere and to give them the process skills to manage Synectics style events, workshops, meetings, etc.
Synectics Europe organised a four-day creative culture workshop in Hamburg in July 2000 to train the team in Creative Teamwork, Facilitating Consumer Creativity and Consumer Interaction Skills. The participants were primarily from the marketing team, and also included some from the market research department who saw the session as a new and intriguing way of dealing with qualitative research. They truly valued the facilitative way of managing consumers.
One of the major areas of focus in the work with consumers was ‘brand explosion’ for the Dove brand and ways of communicating it. Consumers were asked to look at Dove beyond just a soap. With its brand values of gentleness and spiritually woman-oriented, how could it be extended into a face-care product?
The consumers generated several possibilities and worked many of the concepts to a significant degree of detail. The Dove team was really pleased with many insights that they did not have before. It was a big step for Dove to go into this new area of face-care, but early reports are that the trials are going very well.
Describing the experience of the whole session, Roger wrote to Synectics:
“Great. Mind-blowingly fantastic. I’m a fan. I have a big crusading zeal on Synectics and how it can GENUINELY contribute to Cultural Change.”
••••••••••••
Van den Bergh Foods/Unilever Looking into the Future
Van den Bergh Foods, a major UK-based food products company with annual revenue of more than $1 billion, wanted to better understand its key markets and learn how to approach them through future product offerings, packaging, and marketing campaigns. Knowing that the conventional approach was not going to generate the powerful ideas that they would need, Van den Bergh instead turned to Synectics for help.
Designing a program that included a workshop, Synectics brought together twelve consumers to work with a cross-functional Van den Bergh team. The consumers were first familiarized with the Synectics skills and provided with an increased understanding of the products and the technology behind them before the team:
Began working directly with the consumers in one-to-one and small group sessions to gain a greater understanding of their perceptions
Heard the consumers’ constructive evaluation of the proposed new model
Began developing the consumers’ ideas
During the workshop itself, the client team was able to formulate a significantly enhanced model, which they then developed further with the consumers. As a result, the successful program revealed to Van den Bergh how to:
Work with their consumers to discover new ways of approaching their target markets
Increase the company’s competitiveness further and lead in a particular category
Better understand the market and increase the model’s value in managing their brands in the future
The Synectics program gave Van den Bergh Foods a critical tool in the form of a new, useful way of looking at its market and market opportunities; a much deeper understanding of customer needs; and, a great starting point for developing an innovative strategy.
“The Synectics program succeeded in giving us a way of looking into the future which filled the gaps in our model and is going to help us develop the market. It also highlighted areas in which to look for further innovation,” said Frans van Rongen, Van den Bergh Foods.
••••••••••••
Laundry Innovation – The Top Clean Team
Synectics worked with the Unilever team to not only help the company re-invent their laundry products category, but also to build an innovation funnel that Unilever employees throughout the world could connect with to champion ideas.
The Synectics-led Unilever team, made up of 42 representatives from 11 countries, worked for two-and-a-half days.
On Day One they:
• Learned Synectics tools and techniques
• Began generating initial ideas
• Explored consumer segments
• Exposed some of their individual, consumer-related stereotypes
On Day Two:
• The main group broke up into eight smaller groups and visited the homes of consumers while the Synectics team floated between the locations providing facilitation and coaching where necessary.
• The group combined the insights they had just developed with the starting ideas from the previous day.
• The afternoon was spent on idea development and using creativity as a means of enriching the concepts.
Day Three brought new consumers into the process and used their insights and perspectives to build the existing ideas into even better ones. The groups had an opportunity to take the feedback from consumers and work-up the concepts once more before sharing the ideas in a marketplace with the entire group.
What emerged was a highly energetic, charged group who had collaboratively developed an innovation funnel of new and exciting insight-based ideas. And were prepared to drive selected concepts in their individual markets.
After the workshops, the Synectics-led team presented their work at two separate meetings, one with Unilever marketing managers and directors, and the other with laundry category executives.
“Both meetings went very well and our approach to innovation and the ideas themselves were enthusiastically endorsed... hope you are helping others realize their work dreams,” affirmed Toffael Rashid, Unilever.
••••••••••••
Lipton Ice: Ice Tea in Winter? Are You Nuts!
On any given summer day, Lipton had no trouble persuading people to satisfy their thirst with a tall glass of sparkling Lipton Ice. Their challenge was finding a way to get people to drink the cold, but refreshing, drink when the winds of winter were howling and the temperature outside nipped at the fingers and toes. Positioned as a sporty, self-confident, non-conformist brand, wildly popular Lipton Ice Tea had never been marketed as an ‘all-weather’ product.
Faced with such a monumental challenge, the conventional approach would have been for Lipton to conduct market research to find new ways to position its popular but seasonal product, but instead, Lipton turned to Synectics, a decidedly more courageous path but one that they knew would produce a more innovative solution.
Synectics facilitated a session of Lipton Ice management and marketing people to generate creative ideas for de-seasonalizing the product. Using Synectics creative thinking tools to broaden the task, the team began by asking the following questions:
• How can we credibly convince consumers that Lipton Ice is refreshing in the winter?
• How do we make use of existing channels, which include sales, retail, and media events?
• What is the best way to build an effective, year-round marketing program?
The Synectics-led team also introduced the valuable lessons learned from Lipton’s small but successful snowboarding event, ‘Lipton Ice Mountain Madness’. Using Synectics insight-led innovation, the team quickly recognized that the ‘Mountain Madness’ event represented a powerful idea and decided to make ‘Mountain Madness’ the central theme of all communication during the de-seasonalizing campaign. Synectics then helped the group develop the initial ideas and create a plan for action.
The Lipton Ice Mountain Madness campaign that emerged from the workshop was extensive and hugely successful. Encompassing print, radio, in-store displays, events and several internet sites, the innovative ideas generated by the Synectics-led team helped Lipton achieve ‘hot sales’ in the middle of winter’s icy grip.
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In the early 90s, Synectics worked with the City of Boston to help bring down the growing crime rate. A survey in Boston and related feedback had revealed that city managers didn’t have adequate management skills to run the city. Citizens too, were not satisfied with what Boston offered them. So the then mayor, Raymond Flynn, brought together a group of people including city workers and volunteers from big industry players in the city, to form the Boston Management Consortium.
The task was how to make Boston be seen as a world class city. And the related issues included city infrastructure, water supplies, transport, etc. Safety emerged as a major issue, and the wish was to do something about crime beyond just the usual police style. People were unhappy with profiling techniques used by the police, which had a strong bias against people of color.
I was invited to join the consortium as a representative of Synectics and I got involved with 4 different projects. In one, I ran a weekend session with young people of color to train them to be facilitators and how to work with conflict – to bring it to the fore, instead of trying to suppress it, so that unresolved issues remained on the table for all to see and deal with.
At that time, the press had acknowledged the fact that police brutality was rampant in the city. A civilian task force, that we were asked to assist with, looked at police management techniques. When results showed that our efforts had resulted in a significant drop in crime rates, we were asked to talk to councils in New Orleans and Atlanta so that they could replicate our processes there.
Collaborative process empowers Task Force with new tools
Synectics worked with the City of Boston, in the early 1990s, to solve problems around tackling crime reduction in non-traditional ways. The City had tried various methods to combat crime and violence, to make the neighbourhoods safe, but they had all failed.
Recognizing the failure, then Mayor Raymond Flynn decided to try a different approach. With the help of the Boston Management Consortium (BMC), he gathered 27 of the city’s senior managers into a task force dedicated to drugs, violence and public safety. Members included the head of the Police Anti-Drug Unit and the City Hospital’s Anti-Violence program, as well as street workers who work with gang members.
The BMC asked Synectics to help the task force with new ways of generating ideas and problem -solving. Using Synectics tools and techniques such as springboards, connection making, excursions, itemized response and others, the task force learned how to generate completely new ideas, select and evaluate them, overcome concerns and refine the ideas until they were new and feasible. These ideas engendered commitment, next steps and champions who would be responsible for them, and were collected into an action plan.
To include more people into the process, all the city department heads were assembled, and the task force acted as group leaders as they presented their suggestions to 60 city officials, who added their own ideas. Later, the mayor and his task force invited 150 city managers, community leaders, representatives of youth groups, religious groups, gang members, city councillors, police officers and housing project tenant leaders for a two-day summit, to give further input into the plan.
Synectics led the session and strong participation and skilful facilitation contributed to the group creating a 55-point plan that everyone was happy with. It focused on strengthening family, economic development and law enforcement The draft was presented to Boston neighborhoods for their feedback.
Mayor Flynn finally announced Boston’s Safe Neighborhood Plan. It soon became a model used across the USA. The unprecedented feature of the plan – an open facilitation process – was unheard of in the political arena. There was honest participation by senior city management, who listened to each other and to the people they served. By following up with regular meetings and using their newly learned techniques, the task force continued to establish creative solutions to many of Boston’s most pressing problems.
Synectics Helps Introduce Community Policing to Boston
Following the success with the Safe Neighborhoods Plan, the Boston Management Consortium (BMC) again asked Synectics to work with the City of Boston, to help the Boston Police Department introduce a more public-focused style of working. In the early 1990s, confidence in the Boston police force was at an all time low. Mayor Raymond Flynn responded by forming the blue ribbon Boston Department Management Review Committee, chaired by James St Clair. He gave them the task of reviewing “…the basic management systems and practices of the Boston police to ensure that they are consistent with the accepted standards of a modern urban police department.”
Once more, Synectics was called in by the Boston Management Consortium to assist the committee with its task and so we ran a series of retreats and focus groups. Our gentle and unobtrusive approach worked with the police department, because once they understood our process, they were very comfortable with the style and appreciative of the support.
After an intensive investigation, the committee delivered its findings and made 34 recommendations for change to the mayor, who agreed to adopt 30 of them. The police department undertook a massive paradigm shift to a neighbourhood oriented policing model, to change the operating strategy and style of policing in Boston.
The department also completed a comprehensive review of its training curriculum; began to infuse the philosophy of community policing throughout its curriculum; implemented a specific community policing training program; and increased emphasis on the in-service training that the committee found to be lacking. Most importantly, in Sept. 1992, the department established neighbourhood programs in several neighbourhoods in the city
Synectics factor ‘critical’ in reducing Boston crime
From Barbara Salisbury
The City of Boston crime reduction project was very important because it came at a time when confidence in the police was very low. There were a series of articles in the Boston Globe on the appalling state of the police. So the mayor at the time, Raymond Flynn, formed a blue ribbon committee chaired by James St Clair which became known as the St. Clair commission. The commission also included various other prominent citizens who weren’t in the police force.
The commission did a study that lasted 6 months. They met with community groups to candidly discuss their experiences and attitudes towards the police. Marvin facilitated many of these groups especially in the minority community. Marvin’s work was absolutely critical because through his facilitation skills, we were able to get straightforward views from the groups. He created a real atmosphere of trust.
Barbara is Admin Dean at the Kennedy School of Govt., Harvard. She has spent 20 years in government. including six as Director, Commonwealth of Massachusetts and was on the mayor’s Blue Ribbon Committee.
Crime rates reach 30-year low as success is replicated in New York and beyond
As early as 1993, figures revealed that Boston’s radical new methods of fighting crime were working. Overall crime rates were down 23%. Other cities like New Orleans and Atlanta asked the people who were involved in putting together the Boston plans to make presentations to their respective city councils so that they too could replicate the process that was proving so successful for Boston.
In 1994, the then newly elected mayor of New York, hired away Boston’s police chief Bill Bratton to be his police commissioner. Bratton took with him to his new post, ideas about cutting crime, making neighborhoods safe, using computer technology and many others that he had used in Boston. In 1999, The Boston Globe attributed New York’s dramatic decline in crime rate (annual murders dropped from more than 2000 in 1994 to 629 in 1998) to the ideas that Bratton put into policy. Even as recently as 1999, Brooklyn proved that other parts of America are still looking to the ‘Boston Plan’ to bring down crime rates.
Excerpts from The National Journal January 16, 1999
“Through a series of innovations, Boston has a crime rate that has dropped more than any other city’s in the country, and it is now seen as a national model for fighting crime...
“Even New York City’s much-touted drop in its murder rate is second to Boston’s quiet success…
“Boston developed a focused deterrence and prevention plan…
“The overall drop in crime since 1989 is six times greater in Boston than it is in the entire United States for the same period. In 1998, Boston had only 35 murders the fewest in almost four decades and a plunge of 77 percent since 1990…
“Boston was one of the first cities to focus on the problem of rising juvenile crime and the easy access young people had to guns...
“What makes Boston’s achievement particularly astounding and different from New York City’s is that citizen complaints against Boston police officers have dropped significantly…
Key Players Comment on the ‘Safe Neighborhoods Plan’ for the City of Boston
Mayor Raymond L Flynn
“We aren’t just fighting gang violence, we are working to win back our youth and invest them in their own future, in our city, and in America”.
Dr Bob Krim, Executive Director, Boston Management Consortium
“The contributions that Synectics motivated have helped Boston to be creative in approaching the issues of gangs, violence, and making City Hall more customer-oriented.”
Frank Jones, Task Force Leader
“The plan wasn’t created by the task force or the administration. It was created by the people from the grassroots communities who ultimately came up with ideas about how to address this problem”.
Charles Hynes, District Attorney, Brooklyn
“A lot of good things have come out of Boston. With the Boston Plan in place here, ‘significant changes’ in Brooklyn will be evident within three months.”
Boston Management Consortium Award for Marvin Smith, Synectics Inc
In 1993, the Boston Management Consortium (BMC) awarded Marvin Smith a corporate service award, recognizing his outstanding contribution to development of the City of Boston, particularly in the area of crime reduction.
Speaking on the occasion, Bob Krim of the BMC said, “The two winners of the award are both champions of their respective firms that make this public-private partnership (the BMC) work. The contributions they motivate have helped Boston to be creative in approaching the issues of gangs, violence, and making City Hall more customer oriented. (The other winner of the award was Walter Wells of the Gillette Company.)
Marvin Smith was an Organizational Development practitioner who joined Synectics Inc. in 1973, after careers with Westinghouse Electric, Polaroid and General Electric. He was director of training from 1974 and grew to be a team leader, partner and consultative facilitator who could deliver all services offered by Synectics. He left Synectics Inc. in 2007 to run his own practice called Deliberate Synergy which helps individuals and groups take advantage of opportunities and leave behind the frustration that comes from low performance, low morale and overburdened leadership.
Reflections on the Boston Crime Reduction Program,
20 years on
Marvin Smith

20 years after the event (and 10 years after the above material appeared in Syniverse), I look back on the project with mixed feelings. Yes, it was a resounding success in terms of
• reduced crime rates
• the transfer of the solutions we invented for Boston to New York and other cities, where they were also successful
• improved public perception of the police
• public recognition for myself and other key players.
Who could ask for more from a largely pro-bono project, undertaken by busy people with demanding commercial objectives to meet in their ‘day jobs’? We did what we were asked to do. And yet….I find myself reflecting on what might have been achieved (or what still might be) given adequate and sustained funding to address not just the symptoms but the underlying causes of crime in our big cities
In addition to the measurable results described in the article, I have some abiding impressions of the positive spirit of the project:
• An image of 17 year old girl, who had been taught the basics of Synectics facilitation, telling the talkative political dignitary to hold on while she heard from another dignitary who hadn’t spoken yet.
• An empathetic community member suggesting that the Chief of Police rotate policemen out of the community to give them a mental break from the constant tension of being in the heat and turmoil of the community. “Let them direct traffic in Wellesley for a week”.
• Deliberate Synergy, in which the whole can be more productive than the sum of the parts, can emerge with Synectics training:
• The majority of youth take pride and celebrate when they are given a meaningful task –young people can learn at an alarmingly fast pace.
• The growing crime rate attracted fear, to which the Mayor of Boston, community leadership and pro bono sponsorship responded
• People didn’t want black-on-black crime to continue and whenever violence, guns and death enter the picture, innocent by-standers or passers-by could be impacted.
However, a number of things never quite got addressed:
• Inadequate jobs in the vicinity: a young brother told me if he ‘had a decent job he would not be selling drugs and carrying a gun’. I asked him what would a good job look like, and he said “something regular that paid at least $10/hour”. I said “$10/hour?” He said “yeah, then I could get rid of this gun and live a little longer”.
• The ineffective management of drug traffic: it took a long time to understand that simply arresting people was not going to get the job done. Changing the money stream from welfare and drugs to meaningful work and self esteem was where the real innovation needed to focus..
• The ineffectiveness of hand gun management. In the short term collecting guns was a tactic which had some positive impact; however, it was not long lasting. Guns are not made in the community, so where are they coming from and who is benefiting? We need to cut off the source; it might be objected that that would take the guns away from law abiding citizens who want the option to carry a hand gun – but these are Uzis!
• Keeping the law at bay contributed to the supply of all kinds of guns. Another teenager told me that “buying a guns was as easy a buying a pack of gum”. So the sluggishness in gun management enabled these weapons to be available to almost anyone with money to buy.
• The Program was cut as soon as it was deemed successful and self sustaining, so the funding could be directed somewhere else. What wasn’t realized was that maintaining the neighborhood is like maintaining a good relationship, whether it is a marriage or a fine automobile; you have to keep feeding and nurturing it.
Following the money on a number of the key components of crime will give you clues on how to stop it:
Who is making the big money from:
• Drugs
• Hand guns
• Poor and inadequate housing
• Federal funding that doesn’t flow freely down to the needy, will not produce constructive results. ‘Trickle down’ doesn’t yield much if it goes through the greedy. The blinding glimpse of the obvious is: ‘money that never gets to the needy gets logged jammed at the top’.
Unfortunately these are things that we never covered.
In hindsight, I wish we had set up a series of innovations that ran up and down this value chain that followed the money flow and applied innovation at the critical intersections. It’s the joints that produce movement. Disrupt a knee and the body is impaired, disrupt the supply of drugs and sobriety will break out, and the need for gun ownership will be lessened and the capacity to harm others will be reduced.
Summary
I believe solving the issue of crime is possible; however, it will need the breakdown of a lot of other dependent factors that support life styles and conditions that the ‘crime benefactors’ will fight hard to maintain.
Dutch Police Use Synectics to Change Attitudes
Arun Prabhu
in conversation with Emma Luten

In the 1990s, when the entire police force in Holland was reorganized, Rotterdam District Chief Gaap Hollebrand asked Synectics to help his team with ‘attitude training’ so that they would be kinder and more open to the public. Whereas before there were City Police (for towns with more than 30,000 population) and National Police (for towns with less than 30,000 population), the two would now be merged into one Dutch Police Force, divided into 16-17 regions. The objective was to have a more organized and efficient police force.
The first step was to work with the management team, training them in basic Synectics techniques. After that, the team dealt with issues outside their offices and areas they’d like to change: safety, crime, communications with the neighborhood, involving the neighborhood community with police projects, etc. For too long they had been busy managing inside their cubicles. They now wanted to work with a view to having an external effect on the community at large.
We then rolled out a series of Innovative Team Workshops with a culture change program for the whole group divided into 18 smaller teams. As an additional task, each team had to further develop one of the 18 items that arose from the management sessions, including creating action plans, making decisions and allocating budgets for implementation.
The next phase in the program was to work with different teams on internal processes, and by the end of two years, we had helped change the Rotterdam District Police’s internal organization and their way of working. The big change was that from an internal point of view, they started working with an external effect objective. Consequently, the Rotterdam District Police were nominated (among 5 others) for the Dutch Quality Prize, making them the first police force in Holland to be nominated for a national symbol of recognition that is usually reserved for commercial organizations.
… and change public perception towards them
Around the same time, Synectics helped the Dutch Police make their long-running slogan, “The Police are your friends,” actually believable among the Dutch public. “Policemen are seen as people who punish others and so they behave in a manner that keeps up that image. I want all policemen trained in Synectics so that they change their attitude to the public” Chief Wiarda, of the Utrecht Police in the Netherlands told us when he approached Synectics for help in creating a positive image of the police among the public.
We began with training Dutch policemen in basic Synectics tools and techniques. Participants loved it. They were very enthusiastic and willing to experiment. They were a nice group of people to work with and they had a lot of fun. Separately, Synectics also conducted a strategic planning and visioning session for Wiarda and his team, to plan for the future. The results soon began to show. The Dutch public started believing that their police force were there to help them.
Wiarda then realized that what he really wanted was for us to run ‘train the trainer’ sessions for them, and so from a team of six, two policemen were selected to be Synectics trained trainers. Unfortunately, this proved to be a tougher job than the previous assignment, and Wiarda terminated the program before they had completed the course. After a lull of two years, Wiarda approached Synectics again, and since then, we have conducted sessions for different sections of the Dutch Police. Most recently, we trained the police department of Western Holland (south of Amsterdam) in basic Synectics.
Bringing together diverse forces
Sandy Dunlop
This story is an example of work done by former Synectics staff and those they train. It is a classic case of ‘bringing together diverse forces’ by applying core Synectics principles –
• Separation of Process and Content
• Suspending judgement
• Fair shares of Air time
• Understand before evaluating
• In/out (associative) listening
• Finding value in ideas
And combining them with other bodies of knowledge – in this case mythology and specifically the Hero’s Journey as a metaphor for the innovation process
Summary
In 1998, Dr Mary Redmond, head of Irish Hospice, Deputy Governor of the Bank of Ireland and a prominent employment lawyer, wanted to pull together the Voluntary and Community Sector in Ireland. The Sector had a Turnover of circa e 5 billion, but was very fragmented. Any attempts to pull it together had foundered because the initiators had been deemed only to be interested to further their own organisations. They were always ‘shot down’ and then became disillusioned.
We suggested a purely “process” approach – essentially to offer no “content” solution of any shape or form but to act as neutral ‘traffic controllers’. We spoke of ‘round table’ in the King Arthur style where everyone met as equals. And storytelling and guides/facilitators and then, of course the importance of process. All the ‘mythic‘ language worked very well including the ‘ dead hero‘ syndrome.
The idea was to get 200 or so people together and work at a round tables of 8 to 10 people with a facilitator. With the help of Jasmine Dale, we trained 20 facilitators. The idea then was to maintain momentum with a structure of events set up along the Seeding, First Fruits and Harvest ritual with cross-functional project teams working in between events until the organisation took more shape
It was not all plain sailing! We still got the ‘ dead hero’ effect with the abuse we had to take prior to the event when anxieties were highest among the new facilitators. Some participants in the training took out their frustrations on the ‘trainer as a punchbag’. The trainers had to call on their ‘teflon factor’ to brush off the abuse. However, by day two the objectors had been won over.
We had Mary McAleese, Ireland’s President, attend the Harvest Session. We tried hard to have her join a table on the same status as everyone else. “All were alike at the breaking of bread at Arthur’s table”. Unfortunately, presidential protocol over-ruled us and she did the presidential walk around. It was disruptive and added nothing that we had not already got. Years later we were to get a Government Minister, Eamon Ryan, sitting at round tables like everyone else at a big event on National Broadband.
The outcome was the creation of The Wheel, a collaborative organization. It has gone from strength to strength and recently celebrated its 10th anniversary. It is now a national network of several thousands, including almost 900 member organisations. It is a major force for Advocacy and Leadership in the sector with a full time staff of 7.
The Wheel is now seen as a significant national success for the Voluntary sector.
The Wheel
How it operates

1 The Democratic Idea
The main organisational idea that inspires the workings of the Wheel is Democracy. Everyone in the Western world will be familiar with democracy. It is, after all, the cornerstone of our political system. This familiar ‘democracy’ is what might be called Representative Democracy. We choose Representatives, through an election and they then ‘represent’ us in the government. If we don’t like what they do, or what the party they are attached to does, we will not re-elect them.
This is not the type of Democracy on which the Wheel is organised.
The Wheel uses another style of Democracy that is called ‘Direct Democracy’. Here the executive is spread very widely. It is literally everyone who is involved. The Executive of the Wheel is the meeting. If two hundred people attend they are the Executive, if one thousand attend they are the Executive. This style of Democracy is based on a model used by the classical Greek culture of 4th / 5th Century B.C. during one of the most creative cultures as well as one of the longest periods of popular self-government in human history.
In order to ensure this approach works, the Wheel uses a team of professional facilitators (in Greece – Kerux). This expertise is a vital ingredient in ensuring that the Wheel not only runs meetings that are efficient and leave participants with a ‘feel good’ outcome, but that these ‘gatherings’ also get results and that the conclusions reached at the meeting lead to concrete results.
Everything described below outlines the ingredients that are in place to ensure that this approach is set up to succeed. In some ways this is a big ‘social experiment’. We are all very familiar with hierarchy and other control systems. Because the Wheel is not going this route and is trying an approach not used in the full sense for over 2,000 years, this is innovative and new. But the term experiment is unfortunate because what is at stake is too important not to work.
Whether it works or not is of course dependent on the energy and commitment of everyone who chooses to participate. So far the response and involvement has surprised all. It absolutely needs to continue.
2 The Administration
The decision making and policy making authority of the Wheel is vested in the large group as outlined above. In addition to the ‘large group’, there is an Administrative Core Group whose role is essentially as its name implies, Administrative. It’s role is to see that the decisions of the large group are carried out.
In practice, a very large part of the work of ‘The Administration’ has been to prepare for the large meetings, to carry out the wishes of the group, to set up projects to implement the decisions, to ensure these were well managed and co-ordinated and to raise financial support for the ‘Events’ that are held. Inevitably, there is a considerable amount of work simply informing people as to what the Wheel is doing and how it is doing it.
3 The Events
At the centre of the Wheel, the hub as it were, is the Events at which the Voluntary and Community Sector gather to agree as to what the key issues are and to take the necessary decisions. There are certain critical components that ensure that the Events are successful:
The Round Table
The typical large Conference involves a series of presentations from so-called experts. Particpants are largely passive except for some space for questions and answers. The format is essentially “show and tell”.
The format for the wheel Conference is based on the Celtic idea of the Round Table. As a medieval commentator points out, everyone met as an equal
Arthur made the Round Table …. It was ordained of Arthur that when his fair fellowship sat to meat their chairs should be high alike, their service equal, and none before or after his comrade. Thus no man could boast that he was exalted above his fellow, for all alike were gathered round the board, and none was alien at the breaking of Arthur’s bread. (Wace, Roman de Brut)
Also evident at the Round Table was time for story-telling. The value of ‘story’ is that it is perhaps the only way one person can share an ‘experience’ they have with another. Story-telling in the right atmosphere can both be inspirational as well as a real sense of community.
The Facilitator
At each one of the Round Tables is a trained facilitator whose role it is to ensure their table is efficiently run. The overall event is also run by experienced faciliators.
The facilitator is esssentially neutral and is responsible for the process (‘how’ the table works) as distinct from the content (‘what’ the table discusses) The essential task is to get a good result in a short time from a diverse group of people who have probably never met before.
The Greeks recognised the powr of this neutral role. They called the role Kerux (Kerukes plural). The Kerukes had a special status at the Ecclesia and were under the protection of the messenger god Hermes. They had the power to send a message on behalf of the people but never to negotiate.
Creative Process
One of the key elements that ensure these large conferences are successful is that a creative process is used. The way to get creativity is to structure the ‘process’ and set up a number of behavioural ground rules that help release the ideas of participants. These ground rules for creativity include:
• Suspend Judgement to get Ideas
• Understand before Evaluating
• Share the Air time
These simple principles are suggested and applied by the facilitators. They, and other techniques are very effective at creating an excellent climate for outstanding performance of the Round Tables.
4 The Decision Process and Information Technology
In order to get decisions from a large group there needs to be efficient mechanisms for decision making and voting on issues. The facilitated process is a large part of making this happen.
In addition, information technology and the internet makes possible types of participative decision making that were last possible 2,500 years ago in one city, Athens. Essentially, the internet and simple computer technology makes it possible for people all over Ireland to vote on key decisions quickly and efficiently.
One of the key Wheel projects is designed to connect the voluntary and community sector digitally. Very cost effective computer / boxes ensure that the whole community can be part of decision processes, even though they are unable to attend a particular event.
This is an echo of the ideas that Ross Perot was championing for the American political system in the last two US elections. Essentially, technology makes possible a direct involvement in decision-making that effectively empowers a whole disparate diverse community.
5 The Projects and the Hero Journey
In order to ensure that the Wheel delivers on more than just the ‘feel good’ of a successful event it is necessary to set up projects that lead to concrete achievements. In the case of the Wheel, five projects have been established built around volunteers from the Dublin and Ennis events.
The type of people who deliver on ‘new’ ideas would in mythical tales be called Heroes. They go out on a limb to tackle big issues, take on impossible tasks. Studies have shown they are 15% of the population. They are unlike the majority, the Warrior type, who are also very important but whose preference is to work within existing structures and hierarchies. A great leader, a King/Queen in mythology will skillfully integrate these two vital types, the Hero and the Warrior.
Mythology is very relevant in spelling out what typically happens to the Hero type. The model is the Heroic Journey. The Hero will typically respond to a ‘call to adventure’ and leave the Homeground (the Known and Established). The hero finds guides before tackling demons/ dragons (the inner fears or how things ‘should’ be done). After a long journey of tests and trials, the hero finds the Reward, that which will help the community/organisation/world. Then begins the Return Journey.
This is invariably tougher than the withdrawal stage of the Journey. The hero very often will find the established world makes it very tough. World Mythology and modern innovation stories are full of ‘dead hero’ stories. Organisations and cultures are very hard on their innovators – not many make it back alive!
It is vital that the Wheel recognises this ancient (and modern) wisdom and acts to protect its champions of projects. The hero Journey Model is offered as a way of being aware of the issues.

6 The Rituals of Change
One way of protecting the Heroes as well as ensuring the Wheel keeps up the momentum is again offered by the Rituals of the Greek and Celtic World. Their concern was for fertility in the widest sense of the word. They meant fertility in an agricultural and community sense. We might mean it in the sense of fertility as giving birth to the new.
How these cultures managed change was through meeting as an entire community three or four times a year to address that which was ultimately vital to them. They set up an integrated set of Rituals of Change (see Figure 2 below).
These were a Seeding Event to get things started, plant seeds (new ideas) , a First Fruits Event to see what’s growing and what is not, a Harvest and Celebration Event to enjoy the results as a community. Then, as winter comes round it was a time of letting go of the past (Death) and rebirth of the new.
They recognised the inevitable cycle of birth, growth and decay. Their rituals were about building on this reality and continually re-inventing themselves, year on year. The Wheel will need to do the same thing.
••••••••••••
Sandy Dunlop, joined Synectics in 1979 and set up the Dublin office, which became Synectics Ireland, in 1983. He left Synectics to form Alexander Dunlop Ltd. in 1994. He is the author of Business Heroes (1997 Oxford Capstone Publishing Ltd).
Jasmine Dale (Synectics 1983-1995) was responsible for training the facilitators for the first Conference
MASS General Hospital Experiment
Peter Bergson

In the spring of 1970, George Prince arranged an experiment (to George, everything was an experiment) with a leading psychiatrist at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston. The doctor had previously participated in a version of the Synectics Open Basic Program and became convinced of the potential value of the Synectics process in everyday life. More specifically, he felt certain that learning the process and its tools for self-management would be of great value to patients engaged in psychotherapy. He suspected that the practicality of the approach would reinforce and perhaps even increase the effectiveness of the therapy. Lastly, he thought that taking the Synectics course might be an effective stop-gap method of supporting those who were waiting to begin therapy – sometimes waiting more than a year to be assigned a therapist through the hospital clinic.
George and the good doctor thus agreed for Synectics to conduct a ten-week evening program (the participants were either employed or attending college), during which a researcher from the hospital would observe the process and, assuming positive results, would learn to teach the course herself. George was to be the initial instructor despite his reluctance to work nights after a full day at the office.
As luck would have it – for both of us – my employment at Synectics resumed after a two-year hiatus to teach in a Montessori School just as the Mass General course got underway. Literally the first week I was back, George asked me to take it over beginning with Session #2. Knowing that my primary interest in Synectics was just such non-commercial applications, my positive response was a foregone conclusion.
Each of the eight participants had only positive things to say about their experience, the most universal comment being along the lines of feeling greater empowerment and a more positive self-image. The following three examples, in my mind, demonstrate the power of the process and the correctness of the psychiatrist’s initial assumptions about its value.
First there was Sarah (whose real name is something else), an exceptionally soft-spoken and highly anxious young woman in her early ‘20s, I presume. Sarah’s most noticeable physical feature was her amazingly long, straight hair, which fell all the way down her back to the bottom of her spine. When the group members identified various “problems” that could be used as the basis for their practice meetings during the course, Sarah offered up the challenge of personal hygiene given her long hair. It seemed that she was reluctant to shower regularly because doing so meant committing to over an hour of drying her thick, rich hair – time that she felt she didn’t have to spend.
While this may seem like almost a trivial concern to most people, for Sarah it was the source of much agony. She reported having spent hundreds of hours agonizing over her dilemma and, embarrassing as it was for her to admit it, she really didn’t see how she could resolve this predicament. However, she was more than game to accept the group’s help in finding a Possible Solution, and the group went about the task of helping her with all of the seriousness of surgeon repairing a leaky heart valve. Numerous How-to’s were offered up and recorded, some of which merely provided emotional support while others included fantasy solutions (How to cut your hair and get a wig; How to get your hair to dry itself while you’re sleeping).
Perhaps nothing underscores the value of emotional support that one receives as the Client in a Synectics session more than the simplicity of Sarah’s ultimate final solution. Shortly after the thought, “How to get a shower cap” was voiced by a team member, one could literally see the scales fall from Sarah’s eyes. “A shower cap! Of course!! Then my hair won’t get wet at all, so I won’t have to spend any time drying it! That’s a Possible Solution!” She started to cry, and then everyone else in the group began to tear up. For the rest of the evening, Sarah was on Cloud Nine, and the rest of the group – including the instructor and researcher – were feeling pretty good as well.
The second anecdote pertains to a somewhat older woman, this one in her late-thirties or early forties, who ran a travel agency with the backing of a silent partner. Although this fairly new business was promising in its growth, and its founder – the member of our group – was as hard-working and dedicated an entrepreneur as one could find, it was not sustainable at the time without the financial backing of the other partner – and he was about to pull the plug and invest his money elsewhere. The timing of this predicament couldn’t have been better for our purposes – it was announced to her several weeks after the group had begun their Synectics training and had developed some facility with the process.
In fact, “Paula” had already built up so much confidence in the group that when her partner walked in and laid this bomb in her lap, her first response was to call George up and ask if we could help. George’s response was to call the researcher, whose name is Carol Goldfarb, and me to see if we would convene an emergency meeting of the team to help Paula create a new path forward. All of the team members were excited by the opportunity, and all but one were able to make an impromptu session on the new friend’s behalf.
The net result of the meeting for Paula included forty-three Possible Solutions! Forty-two of them were ways that she could drive more customers to her door, or activate more business from existing customers, or expand her services to give her an advantage over other agents. It was an impressive list; however, No. 43 was the most impressive of all: it called for her to type up her list of 42 and take them to her banker as collateral for a new business loan. Paula and the whole group were convinced that, armed with such a solid plan and exhibiting her incredible sense of energy, enthusiasm and perseverance, she was a lock on getting the money she needed to replace what her former partner was pulling out.
The very next day, George received yet another call from Paula. It was to tell him that Possible Solution #43, backed by P.S. 1–42 had done the trick, and that Paula had secured her loan. She was still in business, only this time unhampered by negativity and the anti-creative attitude of her former partner. Paula was in seventh heaven, and for the first time felt supported in her passion and confident that she could invent her way out of any predicament after surviving this particular affair. At the next regularly scheduled meeting for her Synectics group, she brought boxes of goodies and some soda as a way to celebrate and say Thanks.
But that’s not the end of this story. The third anecdote stemming from the Mass General group relates to Paula’s session and a young male participant who had been the most reticent of the team all along. ”Joel” rarely spoke, and even when he did, it was in such soft-spoken tones that one could barely hear his words let alone follow his thinking. It was in Paula’s meeting, however, that lightning struck for him. About mid-way through the How-to portion of the meeting, Joel stood up, stretched and excused himself as he exited the session room. He was gone for about fifteen minutes, although he wasn’t really missed all that much due to his normally low level of participation. When he returned – about three-quarters of the way into the meeting – he exhibited a level of excitement and energy that we had never seen in him before.
As Joel was welcomed back into the meeting, he asked for the space to share an idea that he thought might contribute to Paula’s cause. He was right – his idea did come to be built into a Possible Solution – but only because, while he was out of the room, he was able to make a telephone call to assess its feasibility with another friend. Once assured of the validity of his idea, Joel was able to present it with clarity and excitement, and he felt great about it. Later, in the post-meeting review, when the group gave and received their Itemized Responses to the process of the meeting, Joel confided that he had just scored a major breakthrough. “For a long time prior to the meeting – more than a year”, Joel explained, “I have been paranoid about talking on the phone. In fact, I haven’t used a phone at all during that whole time. When I got my idea tonight, I really wanted to help Paula, so I pushed through my fear and called my friend for his input. Now that I’ve had this success, I can see how I don’t need to be afraid of the ‘phone anymore. This is such a huge weight off my back!”
The group’s response was, of course, exactly what one would imagine: Hugs and High Fives all around as the individual confidences fed, and continued to be fed by, the group confidence in their newfound ability to negotiate the world. Not unlike the more regular groups, at the conclusion of their course, the members of the Mass General team were becoming convinced that they could now take on any problem, anytime, anywhere. I’m certain that subsequent experiences with the non-Synectics-trained world leveled their unbridled enthusiasm over time, and yet I am equally convinced that at the very least they each took with them the profound knowledge that they do have the right and the option to address any life issue, no matter how big or how seemingly inconsequential, with the hope and expectation of a positive outcome. What’s more, they knew that they had the basic skills to enlist the aid of others in a creative way; that they could now draw on their own imagination for new thinking whenever their current thoughts were getting them nowhere; and that the world was a lot less scary when they engaged their fellow travelers in an open and mutually supportive fashion.
That was enough for Carol (the researcher), George and me to consider the “experiment” a raging success.
••••••••••••
Peter Bergson worked with Synectics co-founder William J.J. Gordon from 1967-68, then helped George Prince compose the first draft of The Practice of Creativity before beginning his career in the education of young people. He was Primary Teacher at The Early Learning Center in Stamford, Connecticut for two years before returning to Cambridge to work under the immediate direction of Synectics vice-president Earl Rose, from 1970 to 1974, the last two years as Direction of Training. In 1975, Peter co-founded Open Connections (http://www.openconnections.org) with his wife, Susan Shilcock, and was executive director of this center for open education for thirty-three years. He now serves as a consultant to Open Connections, producing staff development materials and assisting the new management team, is an active grandfather to three (soon four), and is working nationally on behalf of open education.
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Synectics Education Systems (W.J.J. Gordon)
When Gordon and Prince separated in the mid 60s, Gordon set up a new company called Synectics Education Systems to concentrate on developing creativity materials for schools and colleges. He wrote “The Metaphorical Way of Learning and Knowing” (Porpoise Books, Cambridge, 1971). In a 1974 paper titled “Learning is Connection-Making” published by The Croft Teachers Service, he and his associate Tony Poze argued “everyone agrees that learning by association is the basic way humans understand….Why don’t we teach the skills of associative learning to our students?” Previously, “there was no explicit means by which connective skills could be taught… (there now exists) a straightforward body of knowledge called Synectics concerning the practical application of certain practical associative skills”.
Gordon and Poze produced numerous articles and course materials into the 1970s. A Bibliography produced by SES Associates lists about 40 titles from 1952 to 1976. A Google search under their names yields over 150 references (many duplicates) and appreciative recollections from educationists who worked with them. A list of Gordon’s writings are included in the Synectics Bibliography on www.synecticsei.org
George Prince and Education
George Prince shared the interest in the applicability of Synectics to formal education. In the Practice of Creativity (1971) he had written “Education, learning and changing are so closely related to problem solving that they may all be names for the same thing. We are taught bad habits in our present system”. (p. 206). He quotes approvingly a comment from John Holt (author of How Children Fail): “Any kid who is not paranoid by the time he graduates from high school is crazy”. It is not surprising that a Montessori teacher, on experiencing the Synectics course, described it as ‘remedial’ in the sense of repairing the damage done by conventional education. What that comment led to is described in a subsequent chapter by Peter Bergson.
Prince’s philosophy of education was spelled out in a paper entitled Creativity and Learning as Skills not Talents (1980, Phillips Exeter Bulletin). From researching creativity for 20 years, he had concluded (contrary to conventional wisdom at the time): “just about everyone has a large potential for creativity that has been submerged by the socialization we all go through”. He also came to believe “each of us is born a learner of great skill and this gets submerged by the same events that reduce creativity. Since we have learned to help people reawaken their creative potential, it seems reasonable that this can be done for a person’s potential to be a more skilful learner”.
When Prince retired from his operational role in Synectics Inc. in the mid 80s, he set up an Education Division to take the techniques into the formal education system. He was joined by Tim Weaver, Professor of Education at Boston University and together they produced a paper “Synectics: Its Potential for Education” (1990 Phi Delta Kappan).
They were encouraged by the experience of Marilyn Yas, a first and second grade teacher, who spent a year as an intern in the Synectics company and took what she had learned back to her class teaching with great success. Her experience was described by Prince and Weaver in a chapter in Creative Education (2000 Synectics Education Initiative) under the title Liberating Creative Potential: Implications for Teaching and Learning in the Classroom: (They also describe experiments with 4th Graders and 7th Graders). They conclude “The constant goal of Marilyn Yas is to model and create opportunities for the children to experience connection-making in every possible way – to learn, to initiate, to create, to relate to each other, self and to her in a respectful way. Her dream is to have every child be and feel meaningful throughout the school day. This would seem a worthy goal for all teachers”.
Despite the successful experiments and evidence of Ms. Yas’ success using the techniques in the classroom, the Synectics Education Division had no success in persuading educational authorities to fund further trials and the Division had to be closed.
Synectics Education Initiative (UK)
In the UK, the use of Synectics in Education took a different path (by accident rather than design!). In the late 1980s, two educational psychologists encountered Synectics. They were given places on the Synectics Course and their enthusiasm resulted in training of about 100 educational psychologists in the UK. Educational psychologists have a specialised role in the English educational system, focussing on children with Special Educational Needs and are not seen as part of the mainstream. In particular, they were not allowed to train teachers, that being the preserve of Advisory Teachers.
However, many of the psychologists trained by Synectics found other ways of applying the skills within the local authority. An example of their work is provided in a later chapter by Rees and Monsen of Kent Educational Psychology Service.
In 1990, with the support of Synectics Europe, some of the educational psychologists who had trained as Synectics trainers formed Synectics Education Initiative (SEI) as a not-for-profit company; subsequently SEI became a registered charity. Unfortunately, the timing coincided with a shift in Government education policy to a more prescriptive approach to schools, enshrined in the National Curriculum, use of test and exam results as the criteria of schools’ success and an inspection regime by Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education). Creativity was not encouraged.
The tide began to turn to some degree with the establishment in 1998 of the National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education, made up of distinguished figures from the Arts, Business and Education, with the charismatic Professor Ken Robinson as Chair and Mathilda Joubert as Research Officer. SEI proposed to the Committee that an experiment be set up in which the staff in a numbers of schools were trained in Synectics, with a matching sample of schools as a control, the results to be evaluated by an independent educational research institute.
The proposal was not accepted directly, but the Report did conclude, in recommendation 14 (of 59)
• “The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority should a) undertake an evaluation of existing techniques and programmes promoting creative thinking skills and creative problem solving and b) establish pilot projects to develop practical programmes and techniques for promoting creative thinking in primary and secondary schools and formulate advice to schools”[1].
In 2003, Mathilda Joubert, working with SEI and Synectics Europe generated funding from the charity Esmee Fairbairn Foundation and the Department for Education for a small scale pilot project, in which 8 teachers from four Local Education Authorities were to be trained in Synectics techniques, with subsequent mentoring. The results were to be evaluated by a research team from the Open University. The project was named EXCITE, an acronym of Excellence, Creativity and Innovation in Teaching and Education.
A brief description of the EXCITE Project and its ongoing development are given in the chapter by Mathilda Joubert.
South Africa
SynNovation SA were originally Synectics licensees but found the commercial requirements too onerous in the market environment they were working in. They continued to use the methods whenever appropriate. As former academics (at UNISA School of Business Leadership) they saw opportunities in education, which they explored at greatly reduced fees or pro-bono. Some of their experiences are described in the chapters by Truida Prekel and M.J. Scheeepers and L. Coetzee.
••••••••••••
1 All Our Futures: Creativity Culture and Education: 1999 DFEE Sudbury Suffolk
Open Connections
Education based on Synectics Values
Peter Bergson

I have been asked to write about the application of the Synectics body of knowledge to the world of education – meaning the education of the young, as opposed to the re-education of adults, which is what I have always understood to be the primary focus of the work of Synectics, Inc. (now Synecticsworld®).
I shall be happy to describe my forty-year journey along this path, while at the same time hastening to add that others have made their own applications which are well worth exploring as well.
My path began innocently enough in the fall of 1967 when, having recently graduated from college and, thanks to the Peace Corps and the book How Children Fail by John Holt, I found myself looking for a teaching position, preferably with the very young. The Peace Corps experience, as brief as it was (I was medically “de-selected’ due to a bad back after ten weeks of training), and the reading of Holt’s classic work about the mis-education of even our brightest youth, had convinced me that there had to be a better way to nurture young minds than the teach‘em/test‘em drudgery of traditional schooling.
Due to my lack of credentials (I had only a Bachelor’s degree from Harvard), I was hard pressed to find any teaching position that would allow me to explore my newfound passion. A second trip to the Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Placement Office produced a most fortunate referral, however. It seems that that was “this place in the Square that was developing a curriculum for teaching creative writing”, or something like that, according to one of the folks in the development office.
To make a long story short, after five attempts I was finally able to get an audience with William J.J. Gordon, Synectics co-founder and head of the small group who were producing workbooks based on the conscious use of metaphor for Harper and Row, publishers. Gordon hired me on the spot to conduct a new research project, to create a metaphorical look at the American Revolution, with the help of his two teenage daughters – both of whom had dropped out of their private schools due to supreme lack of interest.
It turns out, they weren’t particularly interested in their father’s project, either, so we spent our time reading Holt and other school reformers and talking about how education might be re-structured so as to better reflect the natural desire to learn that lay buried beneath the apathy so prevalent in schools.
Our search was given a tremendous boost when I was offered a spot in the monthly Basic Open Course in Synectics, where I experienced the very kind of learning environment that I had come to believe should be the model for all schools. Now my future course was truly set: I was going to found a new school that was based on the principles of Synectics, including the metaphorical way but/and, more importantly, employing the behavioral techniques that Synectics taught businesspeople who were seeking to make their meetings more productively creative.
Six years later, as Director of Training for Synectics, I was twice-blessed while teaching the Open Course to one of our typically diverse groups of marketing managers, R&D engineers, and representatives of various non-profit groups. The head teacher of a Montessori pre-school – a delightfully attractive young woman who took to the Synectics process like the proverbial duck to water – approached me mid-week and said, “You know, what you do here is remedial.”. “Oh?”, I said, “Say some more about that.” “Well, you help adults retrieve the kind of thinking patterns that are natural to pre-schoolers that are then schooled out of them as they get older.”
“Exactly!”I said. “Will you marry me, and we can start our own school based on the Synectics process!” (Those weren’t my exact words, although that is what I was thinking. It is also what we did.)
Less than three years later, Open Connections, Inc. (OC) was born. Our original focus was on the three-to-five year old set with whom my bride had been working in the Montessori school. We began with a summer camp and several workshops for families, and in the fall of 1978 opened our center in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania. After several years, it became clear that there was a need to expand beyond the kindergarten years, especially given the increasing emphasis on standardized curricula and test scores that was taking hold across the United States. As a result, we quickly began to morph from a pre-K and Kindergarten program into a resource center for young people up to age 10…and then on from there. In 2001, we moved our small, one-room operation to a luxurious semi-rural estate on 28 acres and extended our services through the high school years.
To this day, the principles and practices of Synectics lie at the core of the Open Connections approach. For purposes of discussion, I find it easiest to divide them into two categories: interpersonal skills and what we call Flexible Thinking.
Those familiar with the Synectics process will see the obvious roots in our policies. Adults are called facilitators, not teachers, and like meeting facilitators are focused on process, not content. Just as the Synectics client determines the purpose of a meeting, so too, our young people base their pursuits on what is of interest to them—not on some State-mandated curriculum. Most of the learning is done in the context of what we call Real Work—making or creating something that matters and that needs to be done, as opposed to some hypothetical exercise—and the facilitators act as mentors.
We have no grades, no tests (reality is its own test!) and no other contrived form of competition meant to “motivate” youth to learn (or worse, simply to regurgitate memorized answers). Just as there is no such thing as a “wrong” How-to, so, too, all ideas are given an appropriate and respectful hearing. Similarly, wishfulness is especially valued, and new thinking is always encouraged.
The technique of Itemized Response, which we re-named Balanced Response so as to sound a little less off-putting to strangers, is emphasized at every level of interaction. For example, if a facilitator is called upon to help resolve a disconnect between two youths, he/she will ask that each party paraphrase, then give a Balanced Response to what the other has expressed.
Not surprisingly, most conflicts are resolved through paraphrase alone: “Oh, I didn’t know that’s what you meant!” At other times, especially with our youngest colleagues, they usually have no trouble responding positively to the facilitator’s invitation of “How might you both be able to use this tool?” Note that in neither case does the facilitator act like a chairperson/authoritarian leader, uttering such threats as, “If you two can’t learn to share, I’ll just have to take this tool away,” or imposing his/her own “solution” (“Okay, Johnny, you get the shovel for five minutes and then it will be Sally’s turn.”)
Another key behavioral tool, used throughout the age-range (including adults), is the avoidance of non-questioning questions. We’re not perfect at Open Connections, and we do try our best to avoid saying things like, “Is that where your coat’s supposed to be?” “Martha, what is 7 x 5?” “Are we going to be videotaping this afternoon’s staff development session?” etc. etc. So-called questions that mask putdowns and criticisms, that invite anxiety through the game of Guess-What-I’m-Thinking, that camouflage our own ideas and wishes – all of these are discouraged in favor of making statements in friendly and inviting language.
There’s also the general rule that adults may not ask young people questions to which they, the adults, already know the answer. Such non-questions are really quizzes and as such tend to force one’s thinking from the surface content to the underlying process issue, which is, “How do I protect myself from being embarrassed.” (John Holt’s book is especially instructive on this subject.)
With regard to the other major category of Synectics-at-Open Connections, there are numerous ways in which we seek to nurture the imaginative thinking that is so prevalent in the young and too scarce in adults. George Prince provided brilliant descriptions of what he called “Approximate” and “Precision” thinking, and the natural way a young mind flows back and forth between them to create meaning and to spark new ideas. Such writing was the inspiration for our coining the term “Flexible Thinking” as a valuable skill to be actively nourished at Open Connections.
The nourishment of Flexible Thinking – which, again, we defined as the intentional fluctuation between Approximate Thinking and Precision Thinking, primarily in the context of creating novel and feasible ideas/possible solutions – comes in many forms at OC. One example would be the use of what Bill Gordon called “stretching exercises”, meant to limber up the brain before reaching for new metaphorical connections. An assembled group of four to seven year olds might be asked, for instance, “Which is faster – yellow or black?”, or “Which is happier – water or ice?”, both followed by the question “Why?” so that the respondent could share his/her thinking, as distinguished from that of another who might pick the same answer for a different reason, or pick the opposite answer for reasons never considered by another. (Again, the behavioral tool of paraphrasing proves its value and respect for others is enhanced.)
In addition to these stretching exercises, our facilitators might initiate a game of metaphorical thinking. Direct analogies (“How is a jellyfish like a frying pan?”; “What is an example of freedom from the world of trees?” And, of course, “Why?”, or “How so?”); and Personal analogies (“If you were a piece of sports equipment, what would you be…and why?” “Imagine you are a spare tire; what do you like about that, and what isn’t to your liking?”) are two of the most popular with our youth. Similarly, we often select read-aloud books that include metaphorical thinking, such as when the protagonist uses a seemingly irrelevant comment from another to spark a solution to a predicament they are in.
Another way that we promote Flexible Thinking is to invite a young person to describe a painting that he or she has recently completed (“Tell me about this, Eva…I noticed that you used some dark colors over here – tell me about what you were thinking there…” etc.), and then rotate the painting 90 or 180 degrees and inviting the painter to describe the work from this new perspective. If the response reveals a certain consistency, such as “It’s an upside down boat” (when it had previously been merely “a boat”), the facilitator might encourage stretching the imagination a bit by responding, “Yes, I can see how it could still look like boat, only this time upside down; I was wondering what else it might resemble now that we’re looking at it from this angle – something very different from a boat.”
Lastly, we might ask open-ended questions such as, “What appliance in your kitchen reminds you of anger.” Or, “what is the happiest item in your basement?” and, of course, “Why is it so happy?”, or perhaps “Suppose something happened that made it unhappy – what might that be?”
Making new connections, speculating, seeing things from different perspectives, and looking for areas of agreement rather than opposition, finding the positives in someone’s suggestion rather than rejecting it out of hand, or simply replacing the word ‘but’ with ‘and’ when offering an alternative opinion in a group discussion – these are but a few of the many ways in which the Synectics-style tools of collaboration and innovation have found their use in our education center. We at Open Connections believe that now more than ever, while traditional academics have their usual value, the application of the principles and practices of Synectics have never been more urgently needed in a world desperate for mutual understanding and creativity.
University of Chicago – New Product Labs
Ned Preble
Some time in the 70’s, Synectics and the U of Chicago Business School entered into partnership for one of their courses in New Product Development. A class of about 25 MBA students, led by two professors (Harry Davis and another) spent a whole semester developing new product concepts for, and in collaboration with, a local business, e.g, a major city newspaper, or bank or consumer goods company. Our role was to get things started during the first couple of weeks of the course. This involved some training and then facilitation of classic new product “labs”. The participants were a mix of students, faculty and clients. It was always fun and always productive. It usually required a staff of 4-6 people. This combined with the stimulation and change associated with a university was always a welcome respite from some of the other work we did.
Kids Mind Meld
Greg Duggan
Publication is courtesy of Westwood Daily Press
Photo by Erin Prawoko. Seventh-grader Georgia Priestly, center, presents her idea for Beacon Street Girls as classmates Lisa Petrie, left, and Jing Li look on.
By Greg Duggan/Daily News staff
Thurston middle schoolers got a chance to send ripples through corporate America recently when they put their heads together to come up with ideas for a growing children’s book, clothing and accessory line company.
”It’s like nothing I’ve ever done before,” said Andrew Gettings, 12, who has just finished sixth grade. “It was nice to feel like part of an organization and help them out.”
The students got together late last week in a Thurston classroom to come up with marketing ideas for Beacon Street Girls, a company that targets so-called “tweens” girls ages 10 to 14.
The kids surrounded themselves with diagrams they had drawn, posters they had made and notes they had put on a white wall board. The group was taking part in the pilot session of KIDCORP, a creative thinking program that unites students with corporations.
Synectics, a consulting firm in Cambridge, and the Charles River Museum of Industry in Waltham, came up with the concept, and say KIDCORP benefits the students and Beacon Street Girls.
”We want to encourage and inspire invention,” Dan Yager, director of the museum, said at the presentation. “It’s a program to empower kids and let them be innovative too, with real world experience.
”While students presented their five best ideas to parents, siblings and two representatives from Beacon Street Girls, a note written on the white board behind them served as a reminder of the goal given by Bonnie Carlton, director of marketing for Beacon Street Girls.
”Our task for the past two days was to devise ways for the Beacon Street Girls to use a combination of the Web and various products to turn the Beacon Street Girls into the next big thing,” read the message.
In two days of brainstorming, the students had come up with 118 ideas before narrowing the marketing concepts to the top five.
A Monopoly-type game set in a mall uses playing pieces for each character in the Beacon Street Girl book series. A “Beacon Street Bash” with carnival rides, fireworks and prizes would appeal to a wide range of kids – and give proceeds to the Children’s Hospital in Boston. Marty’s PacMan Adventure, their third idea of the top five, is another game concept where the Beacon Street Girls’ dog, Marty, moves through a computer game modeled after PacMan.
The fourth idea was for Beacon Street Girl jewelry, with rings, necklaces and charm bracelets. The fifth was Internet-oriented, establishing BSGrewards.com, which would allow users to rack up points by playing games or buying books, which they could then exchange for catalogue items.
”KIDCORP rules,” said Genny Rogers, a 13-year-old who just finished seventh grade. Rogers said she learned “about presenting things, coming up with ideas of how to advertise and how to work with others.
Carlton said she jumped at the idea of having the target audience come up with ideas and share insight about marketing techniques.
“As a marketing person, it’s a dream come true,” Carlton said.
Having looked at the 118 ideas before watching the presentation, Carlton said she grouped the suggestions into three categories, the first being concepts the company already is developing, the second being those the company has already thought of and plans to pursue, the third being those Beacon Street Girls had never thought about before.
In return, according to Elisa O’Donnell of Synectics and also a Thurston parent, the students received Beacon Street Girl books and learned creative problem-solving skills. Membership in KIDCORP also gives them opportunities to participate in exclusive events at the museum.
Beacon Street Girls became the first partner for KIDCORP largely through O’Donnell and Carlton, who both serve on the Board of Trustees at the museum.
O’Donnell wants to continue KIDCORP as a weeklong program in the fall, a possibility that Assistant Principal Allison Borchers said the school would consider based on feedback from the participants and parents.
An Ever Evolving Jig-saw:
using pieces of Synectics in a large U.K Children’s Service
Rosemary Rees and Jeremy Monsen
Kent Educational Psychology Service

Context
Like a vast multi-coloured jig-saw puzzle ‘Pieces of Synectics’ have been identified and joined together in different combinations like an ever changing kaleidoscope, to enhance applied practice within a large Local Authority Children’s Service – this journey and the subsequent reflections of two educational psychologists who have been guides along the way are shared using analogy, metaphor, scenarios and the direct comments from a range of our fellow jig-saw puzzle players.
Identifying Flexible Pieces and Putting them Together
The first combination of puzzle pieces was largely derived from the Agenda Style Meeting Format and process to create safe spaces for creative thinking about issues, problems, and dilemmas. Exemplars derived from working with Trainee Educational Psychologists will be shared. However, many of the ideas were also used successfully within the wider Educational Psychology Service and Team Meeting contexts and beyond to give structure and focus, alongside permission to think “...wacky ideas...” as one colleague described it.
In our experience EPs in training can sometimes be vulnerable and they need time and support to co-create a safer space so that perspective on issues can be gained as well as some distance achieved. The structure of having a slot for ‘information share/give’ and a special place for ‘problem solving’ legitimises both needs.
At an end of term review EPs in training pointed out the value of having a regular structure which supported their problem solving and that valued different ways of thinking (e.g., “...I found that sometimes I needed to be emotional but as long as I or others helped me back by saying ‘now what do I do differently!...’”).

Another combination of pieces focused on co-creating with colleagues safer but more challenging spaces to problem solve issues / problems via Action Learning Sets. Within this context, experience showed that a Synectics Meeting Style facilitated clarity around what each participant required from the meeting, enabled equitable use of time and helped all to contribute in a focussed way (e.g., ‘Do you have power to act’ has been found to be a very useful reality-check in preventing time being spent on issues where the problem owner has concerns but little if any power to alter things in any meaningful way).
When asked to reflect on the value of the Action Learning Sets, after participating in an average of six sessions over a year, set members drew attention to the opportunity to practice creativity techniques. For example, mention was made of the following:–
• “Permission to think differently – can practise it – energises as feel safe to think ‘wacky’”
• “Work on discussions outside set to help with others issues – stimulate other thoughts – may not come to fruition for 4 months”.
• “Enables you to get ideas from bouncing them with other people – can then benefit from the vagaries of the human mind”.
• “It is fun. Something we should not feel guilty about in relation to work”.
Within the Action Learning Sets we used creative introductions (e.g., setting the context and then inviting members to introduce themselves, for example as a much loved book or someone/something on the sea shore. This enabled members to check in emotionally, a much over-looked area. For example, at an Action Learning Set for Head teachers, members were able to identify who might be in particular need of support “I am the drift-wood – being battered by the waves...” and who was feeling more robust “...enjoying riding the surf...”. This enabled them to sensitively support their peers, alongside enjoying being professionally challenged by alternative perspectives on their issues.
A member of an Action Learning Set which met regularly for over three years writes of her experiences of Synectics and how this changed the way in which she views life and led directly to her current post as a Strategic Manager:–
“I have always been imaginative and a bit of a daydreamer; Synectics legitimised this and I began to see its relevance to work. It was OK to suggest wild and whacky ideas, OK to go off at tangents, OK to be distracted by a word or phrase in a conversation. It gave me confidence.
I tend to see life as a series of images and I gained a better understanding of problem solving when I could see that it was all about someone who was in a rut needing help to get out. I realised that all too often the person in the rut, sometimes me, would complain bitterly about the reason they were in that hole, blaming others. It was all too easy for the whole team to end up in the rut rather than focussing on where they wanted to be and how to get there. Synectics helped me to manage meetings more effectively, getting through lengthy agendas in half the time by being disciplined and recognising whether each item was for information or a problem solve.
Most importantly Synectics was fun; I have been on excursions to a zoo, another country and even another planet! It has brought laughter to ease tension in most challenging situations. We have used Synectics at the beginning of the meeting to get things going. We take turns to pick a theme e.g., flowers. Then each team member describes the flower they are that day. It provides a powerful insight into how everyone is feeling that day; blossoming or a bit prickly! I have undertaken a range of training and development opportunities; Synectics is one that I know will stay with me for the rest of my life.”
A member of another set, who is now an independent consultant, writes about her experiences of using Synectics within an Action Learning Set:–
“...My creative potential was unlocked by Synectics training, which demystified the technique and empowered me to ‘think out of the box’. The connections made during the Synectics introductory workshop, led to a connection with fellow Synectics learners which supported me through an action learning environment for many years. I still use many of the techniques and have built upon these by completing a master’s degree which included a module in creativity, innovation and change with the Open University. It opened up my mind to this technique, but has helped me in my learning journey over many years...”
The use of metaphor and creative visualisation have been powerful strategies to enable participants in a wide range of contexts to view issues in new ways before scoping down to a specific action plan set in their ‘real world’. For example, as the EPs in training group got more comfortable with each other they began exploring problems using metaphor and visualisation (i.e. visioning what does a qualified chief EP look like, how do they act and then linking this with their current role and that of an EP). We have found the use of group drawing activities utilising an array of coloured paper, glue, pens, pencils and crayons very powerful in getting ‘sensible task focused adults’ to stand back and see issues in new ways.
As part of a whole service review within the Educational Psychology section, we interviewed a range of stakeholders. They were invited to use metaphor to describe the current service and how they would like the service to be. Metaphors such as “...underground train system...” needs to be more like “...Euro-star...” once explored and linked with other information guided proposals for service change and development.
A Behaviour and Attendance Consultant, who supports schools in creating positive learning environments by enhancing the social and emotional aspects of children’s developments, attended one of our Synectics Innovative Teamwork programmes many years ago. She recalls her experiences as follows:–
“It honestly changed my life! I can still remember – 10 years later – leaving the sessions looking at life differently, more positively and confidently knowing there will always be a way through. It helped me to approach problem solving using lateral, out of the box thinking. It has improved my creativity and enabled me to rearrange my thoughts to become more solution focussed which reduces stress and anxiety when faced with ‘mountains to climb’ in the work place or personally. I feel the approach is embedded in my soul now and it underpins my approach to all areas of my work particularly.”
An Educational Psychologist provides another example of the value of the use of metaphor:–
“...I guess the biggest impact it (Synectics) has had is in my awareness of needing to get people to recognise that their initial knee jerk automatic ideas and responses are not the only possibilities!! Blue sky thinking in a thunderstorm!!
In terms of having used this formally with groups I found that a huge benefit was the team building effect the work had, even though that was not necessarily an initial objective. Developing a rich picture of individuals, the problem and solutions invariably leads to the identification of a group metaphor. This metaphor appeared to act as a connection for all members of the group who were all in tune with the history and experience of its development. Using the metaphor, even months later, could instantly reconnect group members and enable them to reengage with each other, the problem and the solution from the point at which they had last been. This instant connectivity is in my experience a very powerful tool in working with groups of individuals and systems”.
For enabling parents/carers and Children’s Services practitioners to find new ways or combinations to help children and young people make better progress, the generating wishes strategy was used effectively. For example, at a pupil review at a primary unit for children with speech and language difficulties, the teacher, Learning Support Assistant, mother, Speech and Language Therapist, Educational Psychologist and others each generated wishes relating to pupil progress. This led to a range of actionable intervention ideas which all participants felt ownership of and were willing to take forward.
The Creative Problem Solving Check List was used to provide a structure for phone consultations during a time of staff shortages. Schools were invited to use a telephone consultation service with an educational psychologist on one afternoon a week, as it was not possible to provide face to face consultations at the schools. The Synectics problem solving checklist which schools were asked to use to provide information about their concerns, enabled key staff to have productive telephone consultations with the EP. For others, by using the checklist to think through the concerns they found their own ways forward, although some chose to check these out with the EP as a specialist consultant.
Another development of the problem solving checklist has been to help practitioners to work together to develop interventions for pupils with difficulties. In multi-agency meetings (e.g., Partnership Based Reviews) the structure of the check list enables key information about concerns (individual/group/whole school) to be shared clearly and concisely by the problem owner (usually a member of school staff). This maximises the time available for practitioners to share ideas and to develop a range of possible interventions. It also facilitated recording as the check list is completed in advance and ‘minutes’ can focus on who does what, how and when. Where pupils are reviewed over a series of meetings, the minutes tell the story of how the nature of problems change over time and how small changes in approach can often lead to significant progress for pupils with difficulties.
Finally, we look to the future and the journeys we could make if we linked our pieces of the jig-saw together in ways we had never fully imagined:–
“I have used the Synectics concepts to stimulate and support my own creative thinking and also to encourage innovation within my team around, particularly, the areas of system development and information analysis. This has led internationally to the development of interactive dashboards for displaying workforce data....This development has been shortlisted (along with four other organisations) in the category of ‘Excellence Through Technology’ in this year’s Chartered Institute of Personnel Management’s People Management Awards...” (Business Manager supporting Children`s Services).
••••••••••••
Rosemary Rees was trained in using Synectics approaches by Vincent Nolan in 1986 and at a later stage in facilitating the 3 day Innovative Teamwork Programme. She has since used Synectics in all aspects of her work as Assistant Principal Educational Psychologist [West Kent]. Through networking and a secondment to the Learning and Development team, she has been able to share the approaches more widely within Kent County Council.
Jeremy Monsen was first introduced to Synectics when he joined Kent County Council in 1993 via development work being led by Rosemary Rees and her colleagues. He is currently Assistant Principal Educational Psychologist [Mid-Kent] and continues to integrate Synectics into his problem solving work with clients, colleagues and especially Trainee Educational Psychologists.
••••••••••••
EXCITE
Excellence, Creativity and Innovation in Teaching and Education
Mathilda Joubert

Modern science has proven that a cycle with two wheels of equal size can go much faster and farther, but in the education system in the UK we have had penny-farthings for a long time. The Synectics Cycling Worlds diagram can be adapted to the shifts in education policy perfectly
During the 1960s and 70s and early 80s we had a large innovation wheel and tiny operational wheel. Individual schools and teachers could shape their curriculum around the interests of the children and the teachers. There was ample ingenuity, but also a lack of rigour. Children did not have an entitlement to a broad and balanced curriculum. If a teacher didn’t like history, they could get away with never teaching it – or science, or music, or geography, etc.

The pendulum then swung over completely to the other side since the introduction of the National Curriculum. Having a National Curriculum is a good thing per se, since it guarantees an entitlement to all young people to learn a specific body of knowledge. But we didn’t only get a National Curriculum. During the late 1980s, 90s there was a raft of government initiatives, strategies and targets that increased the operational wheel and squeezed out creativity and innovation. So we ended up with the opposite penny-farthing with a large operational wheel and a tiny innovation wheel.
In 1998 the UK government established the National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education (NACCCE) to advise them on how young people’s creativity could be encouraged in order to redress this imbalance. I was the Research Officer to this committee with an illustrious membership, including educationalist Sir Ken Robinson, neuroscientist Baroness Susan Greenfield, business leader Lord Stone of Blackheath, Nobel Prize winning chemist Professor Sir Harold Kroto, conductor Sir Simon Rattle and comedians Dawn French and Lenny Henry. We advertised nationally for evidence on how to encourage the creativity of young people and this is where my path crossed with Synectics, since Synectics Education Intiative submitted evidence and invited me to attend a Synectics Open Course to understand the work of Synectics.
Amongst 58 other recommendations, the NACCCE committee recommended to government in 1999 that the established creativity practices in the business world, like Synectics, should be tested out in education. Then nothing happened. Within this context the dream of EXCITE was born when Chris Howell, Sarah Davisson, Vincent Nolan and myself met in 2000 in the basement of the Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce where I was working at the time. We invented the name EXCITE, an acronym for Excellence, Creativity and Innovation in Teaching and Education and decided to apply for funding grants to follow through the NACCCE recommendation and test out the impact of Synectics methodologies in education settings. Once we succeeded in attracting grant funding from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and the Department for Education and Skills I joined Synectics and EXCITE was given life.
We started running EXCITE training courses for teachers in schools and appointed The Open University to conduct an independent research study to track the impact of the training in two separate studies. The first study explored the immediate impact of the training on teachers from different schools and their students and found a range of positive impacts for learners, e.g. improved creative thinking skills, higher levels of attention and retention, improvements in behaviour, improvements in teacher-learner and learner-learner relationships as well as improved teacher skills in areas like curriculum planning, creative teaching, facilitation of learning and modelling creative behaviours.
The second study tracked the long-term impact on trainees of applying the training techniques in the classroom over the course of a year where all staff from one school participated in the training, even including administration and technical staff. The impact of the training at Millfield Primary School in Norfolk was very positive. Interestingly the Open University concluded that the application of creative teaching techniques increased, rather than decreased over time as teachers and students became more comfortable with using them. Creative Partnerships funded this project and was so impressed with the creativity techniques that the young people were using in the classroom after their teachers were trained, that they made a floor-to-ceiling banner of one of the children’s workbooks using the technique ‘in/out listening’ and published it in a book of their work. Eight years on the banner is still being used at Creative Partnerships events around the country, crediting the use of Synectics in Millfield Primary School. It is shown below.

The Open University’s first and second report recommended that a Train-the-Trainer module should be developed to equip more people with the skills and knowledge to deliver training on the EXCITE creative teaching and learning techniques to teachers across the country. The EXCITE Train-the-Trainer programme was launched in 2004 and I have run the course every year since 2004.
EXCITE has gone from strength to strength in recent years. I work full-time for EXCITE, we have two part-time associate trainers (Sue Lawther and Marlene Wylie) and a network of 60 accredited EXCITE trainers who are graduates of the EXCITE Train-the-Trainer programme. The core team delivers training to at least 100 schools every year, sometimes just as a one-off but mostly on extended projects where we build long-term relationships with the same schools. We still use some of the original Synectics body of knowledge, we adapted some of the work to fit better within the education context, (e.g. we use excursions but very seldom the full diamond) and we have significantly extended the EXCITE body of knowledge (e.g. we have developed a whole series of connection making activities for use in education and we have added new research on creative learning). We still try to get the balance right in education by helping prepare young people for the future.
The only certainty about the future is uncertainty and therefore the only thing we can predictably prepare young people for, is the ability to cope with unpredictability. We live in a rapidly changing world. According to futurologists knowledge is doubling every 18 – 24 months. Everything that we know today will only represent 1% of all information in the world before the end of the next decade. That means that much of the knowledge we teach young people in school today may be outdated by the time they leave school. We face the challenge of preparing them for jobs that may not exist, to solve problems we have yet to discover and to use technologies that have yet to be invented. Our challenge therefore is to develop an educational experience in schools which develops the skills and competencies young people need in this fast-changing world.
Most children in schools now will change careers, not just jobs, at least three to seven times in their lifetime. The knowledge economy requires confident individuals who can think and work for themselves, who can problem-solve, adapt and reinvent, who can create their own work opportunities, who are self-driven, who can collaborate with other people and can create something out of nothing. We cannot build an education system on knowledge alone anymore. It is essential that we equip young people with these skills and competencies from a young age in order to equip them for the workplace of the future. We believe that creative thinking skills can enable young people to meet these challenges of the future head-on. We define creativity as the purposeful application of independent original thinking. Creativity can enable young people to invent the future they want, rather than having to accept the one they get.
In true Synectics style we believe that creative thinking is not a talent that you either have or don’t have; it is a skill that can be learnt and developed. Teachers often encourage students to ‘be creative’ when assigning them tasks, but this often leaves them wondering: “what exactly do I need to do to ‘be creative’?” There are specific tools that we can all learn to become better creative thinkers, rather than just leaving it to people to ‘figure out’ for themselves. We have developed and researched various strategies of creative thinking that we can teach young people and teachers to apply in subjects right across the curriculum.
Schools and education systems across the world are tackling the challenge of transforming learning to equip young people with the knowledge & understanding, skills and attitudes & attributes that they need to lead successful and thriving lives in the 21st Century.
Our work usually focuses on enabling creativity in three areas of educational life:
1 Where we teach: A creative learning environment
In order achieve sustainable creativity within schools, we need to have the right climate to support creativity; otherwise our creative attempts may be sabotaged by others. Creating and maintaining a climate (or culture) conducive to creativity is the first step in changing creativity from an accident into a replicable process.
2 What we teach: A creative curriculum
We believe that creativity should be an integral part of the whole curriculum if we want to prepare young people adequately for the future. Through engaging the innovative thinking of education communities, we can develop a creative curriculum that guarantees breadth of curriculum coverage, rigorous progression in skills, co-ownership by students and teachers, development of young people’s creative thinking skills and above all student engagement and excitement.
3 How we teach: Creative pedagogy or teaching styles
The UK’s National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education identified the crucial difference between creative teaching and teaching for creativity. The former is all about how creative the teacher can be in order to engage students. That is important, but not enough. Teachers also need to teach for creativity which is all about child creativity, in other words teaching in such a way that the young people get the opportunity to develop their creative thinking skills through the learning tasks. This requires a different teaching style.
We work directly with a range of stakeholders at different levels of the education system on the above topics, including:
• young people (e.g. training groups of students in Liverpool directly in creative thinking skills),
• education students (e.g. lecturing to education students at the Institute of Education, University of London on creative teaching and learning strategies for 7 years),
• teachers in schools (e.g. running numerous training sessions nationally on curriculum innovation, creative teaching and learning or developing school-based systems to assess progression in the development of skills),
• teacher networks (e.g. training a network of 100 teachers in Hong Kong in creative teaching skills),
• school leaders (e.g. running a year-long training programme for head teachers through the National College for School Leadership on creative leadership),
• local authority regional government advisors (e.g. running an accredited Train-the-Trainer programme to accredit local authority officials in Hackney, London as creativity trainers in schools),
• policy makers (e.g. advising the UKs Qualifications and Curriculum Authority on curriculum innovation, including the production of guidance for all UK schools on skills-based curriculum and assessment models),
• national governments (e.g. advising the Ministry of Education in Lithuania to develop a national curriculum innovation and implementation strategy of a new competence-based curriculum, training local teachers, consultants, assessment developers and textbook writers).
This is the story of EXCITE so far. We are indebted to Synectics for giving us roots and to numerous schools, teachers and young people for giving us wings. We are passionate about the innate creative potential of every young person and will continue to do our best to help give them the educational experiences that can help them to develop their full creative potential. As Michelangelo says: “The problem is not that you aim too high and miss, but that you aim too low and you reach.”
••••••••••••
Mathilda Joubert is an internationally renowned education consultant, researcher and trainer in the fields of creativity, learning theory and curriculum innovation. As a former teacher (primary and secondary) and researcher to the UK’s National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education she is a true cross-disciplinarian who easily crosses boundaries: from public to private sector, from country to country, from education to business and from academic to practitioner worlds. In recent years she has worked with organisations from across the arts, business, education and voluntary sectors, including the BBC, British Council, Creative Partnerships, the Department for Culture, Media and Sports, the Department for Education and Skills, Diageo, the Lithuanian Centre for School Improvement, the National College for School Leadership (UK), The Open University, Philips, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (UK), the Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce, the Royal Shakespeare Company and Unilever. She remains an advocate of lifelong learning with five degrees (in music, education, languages, cognitive neuropsychology and business) and numerous publications to her name (e.g. Challenging Convention: Creativity in Organisations (2002) and co-author of the report All Our Futures: Creativity and Culture in Education (NACCCE, 1999).
••••••••••••
Applying Aspects of Synectics in South African Schools
Truida Prekel

Improving education in all community groups and encouraging a culture of learning is one of the major challenges facing South Africa. SynNovation Solutions have for years had the dream of sharing the principles of Synectics with educators and learners – not only to encourage creativity and innovation in education, but also to encourage the positive behaviours that help to build trust and respect – among both learners and teachers, and in communities.
I would like to share four case studies with you – both what worked, and the learnings on what we would like to do differently in future. We did separate, short-term initiatives in three high schools, and one university.
To provide some context for these case studies, a brief comment on education in South Africa is probably necessary. Resulting from decades of separate education systems (in Apartheid times), there are great differences in the quality of education, and of resources available in schools in different communities – in terms of both skilled teachers and infrastructure. Government (national and provincial), business, NGOs and communities are aware of the urgent need for improvement – but many do not seem to know where to focus, and how to manage the huge task. Although the new government has been working on it for the past 15 years, since the 1994 political change, the challenge is still huge. This is complicated by the fact that the entire education system was changed to introduce Outcomes-based Education – now being abandoned after 12 years. With so many cooks stirring in the broth, it was difficult for us to know where to start, to get access and to get funding. So we have done small projects, achieved through personal contacts in particular schools, and done either pro bono, or at a fraction of our usual fees.
Case 1 – A private boys’ high school in Johannesburg – IN-PACT
The school approached SynNovation to develop a way to make innovation part of their life skills programme. The main purpose was to give 11th grade learners in this “privileged” private school some creativity and innovation skills, that they could use in future careers in business, or possibly to create jobs for themselves. We called the programme IN-PACT – Innovation, Problem-solving and Creativity in Teaching. The material designed divided principles, groundrules, techniques and tools into manageable “chunks”, so that these could be presented in a very participative way, in 40-minute class periods. We provided a facilitators’ guide and presentation materials. We first trained eight teachers in the basics of the process, in a 2-day experiential workshop (similar to what Synectics used to call ITP). Then followed further training in which teachers were coached, with video feedback, in presenting the sessions. We also offered an evening session for parents, to give them some understanding of what the boys had learnt, so that they could reinforce, rather than possibly discount, new ideas and behaviours.
What went well:
• Most of the teachers loved the approach and the material.
• Several teachers used some of the concepts to enrich their own teaching materials in their subject areas.
• The boys enjoyed the sessions: “There was a buzz”, “The boys were energized”. They had fun with the tools and used them in assignments.
• Teams of learners were tasked to solve real problems in real businesses – and the businesses were bowled over by the innovative solutions they developed.
• The parents who attended the session got some exposure and liked the idea of such an initiative. (Unfortunately not many attended).

Case 2 – A high school in a relatively poor area where cultural diversity is a big issue
Our second initiative was in a high school in Johannesburg that had undergone enormous change. Before 1994 it had been an Afrikaans medium school, named after a former “Apartheid” Prime Minister, with only white learners and teachers. By 2006, now renamed Diversity High School, over 80% of the learners were African, Coloured or Indian, and almost 40% of the teachers were “people of colour.” Many learners were being taxied in from other communities. Besides the wish to improve educational standards, there were issues about reparation, reconciliation, perceived and real racism, and occasional conflict and violence among learners. Other consultants brought in to help address the inter-racial conflict asked SynNovation to come and assist the teaching staff to build trusting relations and mutual respect – an area in which we had found the approach invaluable in several conflict situations elsewhere in South Africa.
A one-day workshop was planned with all 31 teachers attending. The school closed for the day. We prepared for the intervention by confidential interviews with most of the teachers, to establish what the key issues were. We had three fully trained, and three assistant facilitators, working in teams of two facilitators with three groups. We started the workshop by sharing the main principles and groundrules of the process with participants, and then did a constructive evaluation (itemised response) on how things were going in the school. We recorded in the full group their comments on what was going well, and (mainly to save time) listed the concerns that had emerged from the interviews (in “How can we…” statements). Then participants voted to decide on which issues they wanted to work.
The Constructive Evaluation of the school – positives, benefits and concerns – identified 31 positive features and 11 Concerns that the group wanted to work on. This type of evaluation allows the problems to be put in the context of all existing valuable features of the school, and reduces the risk of unintentionally losing some of the good features when changes are made to solve the problems.
For relationship-building, groups were carefully composed to be culturally diverse and contain staff members from all levels. We also allowed enough time for people to have creative fun in the problem-solving sessions – which produced great team-building benefits. So in one day, there was time to work on only two tasks in every group, share the outputs and develop action plans. Six tasks were addressed. At the end of the day, the participants valued the workshop very highly and were eager to start implementing new ideas.
Two follow-up workshops were held with the staff, to assist with implementation, and also do some practical communication and assertiveness training that had been identified as a need. Two 2-hour sessions were also held with 10th grade and 11th grade learners (250 at a time, in the assembly hall, with 3 roving facilitators!) to share with them the key principles of the process, the benefits of “assuming positive intent” and “positive behaviours”, and a few creativity tools. A similar Saturday morning session was held with parents.
What worked – Benefits
• Most of the teachers opened up both to the process, and to one another, and really enjoyed the workshop. Relationships and collaboration among teaching staff were reported to have improved visibly.
• They were excited about the many new ideas that had been developed, and were eager to implement the new action plans
• Teachers put up posters of the “positive behaviours” in classes, to share and encourage these in the school.
• The feedback was that many of the students had grasped, valued and applied some of the principles shared in the big workshops.

Case 3 – A high school in a Western Cape town, about 90 km from Cape Town
We were fortunate to get access to this school through one of our associates who is an alumnus of the school. Having started his career as a teacher, he also knows the ropes and the folks in the Department of Education. It seems this initiative – seen as a pilot by the Department – will become one of the most rewarding of our projects in education. The school is in an area where predominantly Coloured (mixed-blood) people live, and the community experiences many social problems. One often hears: “Before 1994 we were not White enough, now we are not Black enough”. Some people feel marginalised socially, politically and economically. The effects of social problems that are typical in many such communities, are also reflected in the school, and include low examination pass rates, poverty, unemployment, crime, violence, single parents, drug abuse and teenage pregnancies. The majority of learners are Coloured, and there are also substantial numbers of African learners (about 20%). All the teachers are Coloured.
The school recently got a new principal, and the Department of Education asked SynNovation to assist with culture change in the school. We conducted confidential interviews with all staff, and discovered that there were deep divisions among the staff, and many people were very demotivated. It is striking that the concerns that emerged from these interviews were very similar to the challenges and concerns identified at the school in Case 2.
With three facilitators, we conducted a two-day workshop in November 2009 with all staff members (including cleaners and the “tea lady”, as well as the chairperson of the School Governing Board – SGB). We alternated plenary and group sessions. In the three groups, we addressed the concerns prioritised, using the creative problem-solving process. Soon there was great enthusiasm and a wealth of new ideas, ready to turn into action plans.
In October, SynNovation also presented a “George Prince Memorial lecture” to about 120 10th Graders, as well as some parents. The 2.5 hour “Art and Craft of Innovation” mini-workshop puts across key concepts, and gives participants an opportunity to use several innovation tools. Learners had fun playing with their new tools, and produced some really innovative ideas to address practical problems. The feedback was so positive that there are plans to expand this initiative in 2010.
What went well
• Again there was a visible improvement in the climate during the workshop.
• The feedback has been that relations back at school have changed, and motivation levels have improved. “In meetings, people remind one another of positive behaviours”.
• The staff immediately started implementing some of the action plans.
• The principal and the SGB chair have since both attended the 2-day skills training workshop to gain a deeper understanding of the process, and two key teachers are booked to attend in early 2010.
• The principal and the SGB are working on getting sponsorship to take the programme further, and to involve stakeholders from the community and the town to help them to implement some of the plans.
• The provincial Department of Education are pleased with the results and are likely to support this further in future.
• There are plans to introduce aspects of Synectics in the learners’ curriculum.
• The three facilitators who conducted the 2-day workshop live within reach of the school, and are committed to stay with the project, which will facilitate follow-up.
• A major factor is the strong commitment from the principal, the SGB chair and several staff members to ensure continuity and implementation of ideas.
• Alumni of the school and other community members have heard about the project, and have expressed interest in supporting it.
Learnings
• We kept most learnings in Cases 1 and 2 in mind in planning the intervention in Case 3.
• It has been invaluable to have a champion in the SynNovation team who persistently sold the idea to people in the Department, so that we had some support from the top.
• The whole-hearted support from the principal and the SGB chair will assist to drive the project forward.
• We need to follow up by helping with implementation of action plans and exposing learners and parents to the principles of the approach, to embed it in the community.
Case 4 – Stellenbosch University Business Studies
There have been several initiatives to introduce aspects of Synectics to students at Stellenbosch University, a leading South African university:
• A one-day innovation workshop has been offered as part of the Management Development Programme of University of Stellenbosch Business School, and was very well received
• Faculty members of the departments of Food Science, of Enterprise Mangement, Student Counselling and Psychology have attended the 2-day Workshop in Innovation and Team Skills, and two of them have also done the Facilitating Innovation Leadership Programme. All of them have built some of the concepts into their course material.
• Every year two bursaries are offered to fourth year Food Science students to attend the Workshop as part of their project in new product development. The leaders of the groups that produced the most innovative products attend, and must share what they have learnt with their groups. A lecturer who knows the process said she can see, when she walks into a group working, whether the group has had the benefit of the training. This has led to a plan to introduce two half-day workshops on the process into the BSc Food Science course as from 2010.
• Another “George Prince Memorial session” is being planned for early 2010, in which approximately 250 student leaders at Stellenbosch University will get a 3-hour exposure to key “rules and tools”, in an “Art and Craft of Innovation” workshop. About 12 people who have done WITS! or FACIL have volunteered to assist the author as “roving co-facilitators ” to help ensure the effectiveness of this training, despite the large numbers. We believe the multiplier effect of this exposure could be of great value in the student community.
• The Department of Enterprise Management conducted research among their 3rd year B. Comm students, to measure the effectiveness of the one-day “Toolbox for Brainwaves” innovation training. The research and its results are described in the next chapter.
Conclusion
We believe creativity and innovation are essential elements in education today – both in terms of content and skills learnt, and in terms of how material is presented by educators. However, we believe that in South Africa it is equally important that both teachers and learners also learn the key principles and groundrules underlying Synectics – positive behaviours, trust, respect, effective communication, having fun with ideas, and open-mindedness – and make these part of their way of life. These attitudes and skills are essential both to build healthy relationships in a country that has been deeply divided, and to help address together our multiple social challenges.
Assessing the value of
Synectics Principles for Business Students
M.J. Scheepers & L. Coetzee

Context
As lecturers in Entrepreneurship and Innovation Management we were struggling with the practicalities of sharing and imparting creativity skills to large classes of 100 students. We were intrigued by the Synectics approach.
After completing the SynNovation workshop, we first used the tools to solve routine personal problems and then later found applications in our professional environment. Our enjoyment of the process and first-hand experience in the successful outcome thereof prompted us to try and convince the University of Stellenbosch to make use of the Synectics approach (or at least use some of the principles and tools) in the creativity and innovation sections of the modules we teach.
However, to convince university authorities to provide more resources (e.g. financial, tutors, classrooms, time-slots) was quite a challenge. We consequently hatched a plan to convince other academics of the virtues of a Synectics based approach to transferring innovation skills. We conducted an experiment, with a pre-test (before any training took place O1), a post-test (immediately after the workshop, O2) and another post-test (three months after the workshop, O3) with three different groups of students. We wrote a research proposal, which entailed the two of us being trained as facilitators so that we could provide the workshops ourselves. Finally, our proposal was approved, with a shoe-string budget.
University education in South Africa
Universities across South Africa and specifically in the Commerce faculties face the challenge of teaching very large groups of students in each lecture opportunity. This is, to some extent, due to the limited infrastructure of higher education inherited by the current ANC government from their predecessors. The higher education system, which was designed by the Apartheid government for a minority of South Africans, now needs to serve the entire population and educate large numbers of students, with limited and ever declining resources.
Additionally, lectures are generally very short (50 minutes). This is a very limited time to get the attention of a large group, share a lot of information and transfer skills if necessary. Due to the limited presentation time and large student numbers, there are limited opportunities for interaction with students. In the first year, student numbers range from 180 to 300 students per contact session (lecture); students therefore, learn from early on that they can get away with being rather passive in class, especially in subjects of a theoretical nature. As students continue to their second and third years this behavioural pattern becomes established and, save for the five or six talkative students who volunteer to participate in class discussions, many students remain passive and largely “invisible” in class. In this kind of context low energy levels prevail in class.
In subjects like Entrepreneurship, Creativity and Innovation Management this is highly problematic, since the individual student’s active participation is relevant and important to enhance their learning experience.
Students are accustomed to thinking in a linear fashion, since most of their commerce subjects teach logical thinking patterns. They therefore find it challenging to think divergently and generate innovative (absurd) ideas, before settling on an idea for a project, potential new business or innovation. The university where we teach also tends to favour quantitative research in the positivist tradition – holding logic and rationality in high regard. At university we are taught analytical skills, to question everything and critically evaluate our own and others’ ideas and theories. But do these techniques cultivate creative and entrepreneurial individuals who drive innovation and progress in society?
What we did
The purpose of the research was stated as follows: “To determine the effectiveness of the Synectics approach in transferring innovation and creativity skills at a higher educational institution.”
We decided to use an experimental study to see whether students’ creativity, innovation and related skills would be influenced by a one-day workshop, called “Toolbox for Brainwaves.” This workshop was able to accommodate larger groups, more or less 20 participants, and was ideal for the limited time we had available (to get students to attend a two-day workshop over a weekend would be near impossible). The Synectics principles and several “tools” for creativity were shared with the participants and in a hands-on approach they worked to solve personally experienced problems.
The participants used in the experiment were selected from the final year Creativity and Innovation Management class. These students had already been exposed to some creativity, innovation and entrepreneurial principles throughout their studies; in some respects, quite a tough audience. Participation was also completely voluntary; about two thirds of the class volunteered to take part to find out whether they could acquire any new skills.
Three workshops were held on different Saturdays over a two-month period on the Stellenbosch campus. Besides being exposed to the basic principles of Synectics, the participant group of 20 was split into two. The one group stayed in the venue where they had the opportunity to apply the skills (under the lens of a video camera!), while the second group were taken to an observation room (fitted with a television) where they could watch the other group’s interactions and problem-solving skills. The groups then exchanged roles: one group doing, while the other learns by carefully observing. In this way, learning is enhanced by participants being able to view each other and recognise and identify the various roles and behaviours of group members interacting.
Before taking part in the “Toolbox for Brainwaves,” students were asked to rate themselves on various aspects such as their knowledge of innovation and creativity principles, their own creativity skills as well as other related skills, such as communication, teamwork and problem-solving as shown in Figure 1 at time O1. Immediately after the completing the one-day workshop, they were again asked to rate themselves using a similar questionnaire (Figure 1 O2). A final evaluation took place three months after the workshop. Students were asked to first think back to their initial skills level before the workshop and then rate their current (i.e. three months after workshop) skills level (Figure 1 O3 before and after). This is important as it has been shown that participants in a training workshop might have very high scores immediately after the workshop, since they enjoyed it so much, but may after a period of time discover that no real skills transfer has taken place. On the other hand, they may also have rated their own skills before the workshop unrealistically (or immodestly?) high.

What was measured?
By using a questionnaire we were able to gain quantitative insight into students’ perceptions of their own skills on various factors. The factors that were considered, included:
• Knowledge of creativity and innovation: Students were asked to rate their knowledge in terms of how positive behaviours stimulate creativity; tools for creativity and application of these to personal problems and problems in their studies/work; the use of creativity techniques in a group setting, and their innovation skills.
• Communication skills: Questions in this section referred to personal abilities to communicate; provide constructive feedback; time management when being creative; ability to build consensus, and ability to trust others.
• Creative abilities: Several questions were asked pertaining to their abilities to solve problems creatively and innovatively; effective decision-making, and to look at problems from new perspectives.
• Teamwork: Students had to rate themselves on their listening skills; ability to work with others, to evaluate ideas in a positive manner, and to receive the suggestions from team members.
• Problem-solving: Finally students were asked to assess their ability to solve complex problems, while maintaining high energy levels.
Students’ experiences and comments on the workshop were also captured on the same questionnaire in the open-ended section.
Outcomes
The results from the experiment confirmed that all participants rated themselves significantly better after participating in the “Toolbox for Brainwaves” workshop, and these skills seem to stay with the participants over time. Most of the factors displayed a similar pattern to creative ability illustrated in Figure 2, when the average scores for all three groups of students were compared on the various factors.

Represented on the x-axis are the different evaluation points in time where students assessed their own skills. As shown, O1 represents the first measurement before the workshop, O2 represents the measurement directly after the workshop, and O3 has two measurements, where O3 before is an indication of students reflecting on their skills before the workshop (should be comparable to O1) and O3 after shows their current skills level (three months after the workshop). The different letters above each average provide an indication of how similar or different the average scores are. As can be seen in Figure 2, students generally rated themselves above the mid-point (2.5) of the scale, while their skills still significantly improved after the workshop (O2). When they reflected after three months, they thought their initial skills were perhaps not as highly developed (O3 before) as they had thought initially (O1), however their current skills (O3 after) are still comparable to directly after the workshop (O2).
A similar pattern was reflected in all the other factors that we measured, namely knowledge of creativity and innovation skills, communication skills, teamwork and problem-solving.
Conclusions
With these results in hand we are now able to show statistically that the Synectics principles are very effective even with a group of students who have been exposed to entrepreneurship and innovation management courses and who tend to know more than the average university student about these subject areas. Besides the fact that the students enjoyed the workshop tremendously, their self knowledge was also improved and the class climate and contribution levels were more positive after their participation in the workshops.
The Synectics principles can be used to impart to students the difficult skills that are necessary throughout the innovation process (not only in idea generation). One or more team(s) might be involved in any given innovation project, and not only knowledge of creativity and innovation or creative abilities are needed, but also communication skills, teamwork and problem-solving.
We should now be able to incorporate these principles into our modules and share with students the importance of divergent and convergent thinking during problem-solving. The generic skills transferred during the workshop should enable students to exit the University as more well-rounded individuals equipped to face challenges in the business world, where innovation has become a strategic success factor.
••••••••••••
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“Lose the tie. No one wears a tie in Synectics” I was admonished by Harry Barrett, with a twinkle in his eye. Having grown up in Bombay and having spent the previous five years in the informal world of advertising, I perhaps overcompensated with my three-piece suit at the Synectics World Practice Meeting in Cambridge MA, in December 1998. The tie came off, never to go back again in all my six years at Synectics, and I settled down to my first taste of the Synectics experience.
I had met Roger Neill, Synectics managing partner for their worldwide business, the previous summer in England. I was looking for a job. And he was looking for a marketing and communications manager for their London office. He extended an invitation for me to attend the big meeting in Cambridge to see whether we were a fit for each other. And that was how I found myself 7600 miles from home, and yet somehow totally at home.
The three-day meeting kicked off with introductions and a ‘climate-setter’ that lasted till the mid-morning break. The group were a mix of present and potential Synectors from ‘offices around the world’ (which at the time was Synectics tag line). Seated among all of us without any sense of grandeur or ‘divaness’ about him was George M. Prince the octogenarian founder. At Roger’s persuasion, I made sure I was at the same table as George. When it came to our table to say who we were, where we came from and what fork we had taken in our lives, I shared how I was moving from India to England to be with the woman I loved. While George described how he had reprioritised work and other commitments in his early seventies to pursue the love of his life. We immediately made a connection.
“Life is a series of meetings. The better you get at meetings, the better your life” was the insight George Prince discovered, that formed the basis of his book that was published in 2002. In my first years in the Synectics London office, I was fortunate to travel to Cambridge several times a year on work. Before every trip I’d email George and ask if he was going to be in the office at the same time as me. Although he had formally retired from Synectics, George maintained loose ties with the company he’d founded with Bill Gordon in 1960, and even had a ‘pigeon-hole’ for his mail.
I was honoured that the response to my email would result in coffee or lunch at the sunny café in Charles Square, just below the Synectics USA office. George generously shared stories from the early Synectics days, which I used in the monthly internal newsletter I edited and published as part of my marketing and communications role. Perhaps more valuable though, George shared some of his life experience with me, including some research he had been involved in that suggested that in any human relationship, it takes at least five ‘goods’ to compensate for one ‘bad’. That single piece of advice gave me deep insight into my own relationships with my wife, family and friends.
“If you hadn’t found Synectics, Synectics would have found you” Erik Pröpper told me over a cold Heineken in Amsterdam’s Leidseplein. A former policeman in the Dutch Police vice squad, Erik had barely reached the first break of his two-day training with Synectics, when he went up to Emma Luten who was running the session and said, “I want to do what you do.”
Now, as a key member of Synectics Europe, he was responding to my amazement of how fortunate I was to have accidentally discovered Synectics en route to looking for a job in advertising. While I developed marketing and communications material for the Synectics business, I was fascinated by my colleagues’ work with organisations around the world. Even though I was no stranger to the business of creativity, the Synectics body of knowledge helped me hone my skills and understand the dynamics of inter-personal relationships.
Sooner rather than later, I trained as a Synectics consultant and started working as a creativity and innovation catalyst with various companies in different corners of the world. The beauty of Synectics is that it remains dynamic. While there is a core set of principles that were developed by George’s and Bill’s early work with groups, every piece of client work affords new opportunities to build on the core. As a Synectics team, we enjoyed sharing experiences after a project, analysing what worked well and even more importantly, what we might do differently next time.
I learned how the same process does not always deliver the same results with different groups of people. And how something that is disastrous with one group works a charm with another. Along the way, I learned that a successful Synector is a blend of facilitator, talk-show host, mentor, inventor, project manager, listener, coach and so much more. If that seems like a big ask, it goes some way in explaining how special Synectics is and how special are the people who pass through its portals.
“Our hope is that one day you might start Synectics India” was the challenge Rick Harriman put before me, in my early days as a Synectics consultant. Rick had been leading Synectics for more than 25 years and had overseen Synectics offices set up in every continent. I joined Synectics at a time when the business had ambitions of rapid growth. The 1998 World Practice Meeting had laid the foundations. And opening new offices in new markets was an extension of the agenda. Rick’s vision of a business in India preceded the coining of BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China) and India becoming a target market for virtually every global business.
Having only recently relocated out of India, I wasn’t quite ready to move back. However, on my frequent trips home, I discovered that Synectics was in fact already present in India, and had been since the 1970s. Marvin Smith and others had introduced tools, techniques and processes to people and organisations who wanted to become better at creativity and innovation. Years later, they were still using Synectics, and fondly remembered the “Innovative Team Workshop” training they had been on.
In 2010, India is very much a world player and innovation is widely regarded as a key driver for growth. Explicitly or implicitly, Synectics will contribute to that growth through the group of people who have been directly trained by Synectics. And who now share their experience with others in their spheres of influence.
“I find out what people want and give it to them” confided Roger Neill to me across the table, as we sat on the train from Banbury to London Marylebone. “I often get asked by potential and new Synectors, ‘how much holiday time do we get?’ and my response is ‘how much do you need?’”, he continued. Roger and I stayed near each other in Oxfordshire and often took the same train to London. The 75-minute journey was a great window of opportunity in Roger’s busy schedule.
We spoke about everything from advertising to cricket to the sunnier climes of India and Australia to what work each of us had on at that moment. And we spoke about leadership. Roger’s style was inclusive, non-hierarchical and completely open. I was somewhat surprised at early team meetings to find that everyone knew what everyone else earned. Each consultant had an individual profit/loss account that was openly discussed, to enable more successful colleagues to assist those who may have been going through a lean patch.
In 2002, I was invited to join the newly formed consumer insights-led innovation team, set up by David Walker, who subsequently went on to lead the Synectics European team. Along with Connie Williams and other colleagues in Cambridge, David built up a robust process for getting to deep-level consumer insights that built on the foundation of Synectics principles.
Years later, as leader of an innovation team in Arla Foods, one of Europe’s leading dairy companies, the tools and techniques I learned in Synectics enable us to greatly increase our chances of succeeding at innovation. But perhaps more importantly, Synectics affects my style of leadership – inclusive, non-hierarchical and completely open. Where conflict is not ignored but addressed with a win-win outcome in mind.
“You can leave Synectics, but Synectics doesn’t leave you” is my own conclusion, six years after I left to take up a client-side position. Coincidentally, the team I joined at Arla Foods had already hired Synectics for an innovation project they were working on. And when I was in need of external assistance on one of my own projects, Synectics was the first agency I telephoned.
Synectics will always be a part of who I am and how I approach creativity and innovation.
I remain in touch with many of the people I worked with. Some who are still in Synectics and others, who like me, have gone on to different roles. Through the beauty of social and business networks, I have even extended my original Synectics network to people who preceded and superseded my own years in Synectics.
And when I’m in the neighbourhood, I still walk across Charles Square in Harvard, take the elevator up to Synectics and gently announce myself to the person at reception. And I know that whoever happens to be in the office that day, will greet me with a broad smile, a tight hug and lead me to the sunny café below for a coffee and a catch-up on the world of Synectics, creativity and innovation.
Arun Prabhu passed through the doors of Synectics between 1998 and 2004. He is currently innovation director at Arla Foods
The MindFree Journey
Paul Cormier

The Opening Dilemma
As practitioners in our field of Organization Development and Facilitation, we have all struggled at one time or another with the dilemma of replicating facilitated behaviors in the place of work: We would ask: ”How can these dear participants in a Synectics session work so harmoniously and then go back to slaughtering each other on the job?” This is the question that George and Kathleen Prince (GK) sought to answer for us with MindFree.
Humble Beginnings
For the folks at RANA International, the MindFree Journey started many years ago in a conversation with George over some “new stuff” that he and Kathleen were working on. A couple of trips and sleep-overs in Weston yielded the excitement of The MindFree Answer: we, as practitioners, can actually bring people to the understanding that they can behave the same on the job as they do in facilitated sessions. We invited George and Kathleen to Ottawa and to St. Paul University under the kind auspices of the Canadian Institute for Conflict Resolution. There in the University’s huge auditorium and up on stage sat this beautiful, talented and wise couple, telling us stories, sharing experiences and facilitating learning for a large crowd of supporters on how to reach out to each other. This was, by all accounts, an Epiphany for many. Feedback ranged from starry-eyed (teary-eyed also) commitment to the GK’s ideas to a genuine appreciation of the applicability of the concepts and ideas of MindFree in everyday life. Questions and statements we heard that day that were later validated in our practice were: “Why don’t we teach these as hard skills to every manager?” “I’m going home to practice on my 15 year-old daughter”. “When and how can I get started?”
The Birth of a Product
On the basis of the overwhelmingly positive feedback from the St. Paul’s experience, GK and RANA folks immediately got to work in designing what would then become The Gold Standard, a three day workshop-intervention based on two manuals: The Gold Standard Concept Manual, which contained George and Kathleen’s work on the MindFree Concepts; and, an Applications Manual: 20 Structured Experiences in Coaching, Mentoring and Modelling, which contained the application of the GK’s work on anxiety, discount-revenge, validation and the practical applications of emotional intelligence. What GK and the RANA design team did was to establish a model and support materials, whereby a senior person and his or her team are able to build their emotional intelligence and transactional capacities by working together on both their content and their process “stuff”. The challenge for the design team was to make the approach into a process, rather than a therapy. This allowed any well trained facilitator who had viewed and then coached the program to become an effective deliverer. And, of course, we followed the GK standard: The Gold Standard workshop is always – but always – delivered by a female-male team. The workshop, supported by its Concepts and Applications Manuals, has provided the foundation for interventions in teams where folks are quite simply looking to develop a happier environment in which to work.
The Structured Experiences from the Gold Standard
So, what is the essence of the Gold Standard-MindFree experience? How does it begin and build into such an effective body of behaviour?
So picture this: two learning facilitators, female and male, sit side by side in front of a session room that contains comfortable chairs and no tables. After the normal preambles of the workshop, such as objective setting, some core competence self diagnosis and gathering of participant expectations, the facilitators introduce the first experience: Story Telling. Our couple up front tells each other a story about something that they learned by listening to someone they didn’t expect to learn from.
Having each told their story, they ask the participants to do the same, working in pair groups. For example, one of the facilitators once told a story about Duffy, the local character on his street who had a sterling collection of fine junk in his yard. He, his yard and his family looked vaguely disreputable and certainly unkempt. But when our facilitator asked this man to help him build a fence to hold his horses, Duffy said: “Nope, but I’ll sure teach ya how to do it.” He then proceeded to use classical training techniques: 1) Explain; 2) Demonstrate; 3) Supervise; 4) Hand off. Our facilitator was quite simply amazed that old Duffy, a man with no education and from all appearances, not a lot of personal discipline, could run rings around the training process. Big lesson!
But so what? The learning of the first experience has to do with entering into the space of the other person with empathy, whole hearted listening, no interruptions and with equal air time. The debrief is all about sharing about the experience of the story.
The learning facilitators move on to Discount-Revenge, that particular syndrome that is so much at the base of Synectics learning: a discount by one person will end up in a revenge from another. This learning experience poses the question: “When was a time when you were discounted? What was your feeling when it happened? How did you get your revenge?” Now, the story telling experience becomes the basis for building the energy in the group. Participants sit in pair groups and share their experiences. The facilitators ensure that everyone gets a chance to work with everyone else.
After Discount-Revenge learning, the next experience deals with Validation. What happens when, instead of discounting someone, you validate them instead? Then, the group shifts to discussing the words and phrases that discount versus those that validate, etc. etc. There are further exercises in Whole-Hearted Listening, Self-Focus (one of the more powerful tools in the Gold Standard-MindFree arsenal of effective relational tools), Emotional Field Creation and Maintenance, Dialogue versus Debate, Itemizing a Response, Empathizing, Building Practical Intimacy, all by way of examples. The group is free to investigate other avenues suggested by the exercises and is amazed how well they do, because they feel permission to do so.
Three days later, participants have undergone a total of 20 experiences dealing with behaviour, supported by a process for change. The team is pretty generally transformed, in much the same way that Synectics graduates have changed their perspective as a result of their learning. For example, participants are acutely conscious of their discounts and have learned how to validate another person without artificiality.
Results
The results from Gold Standard-MindFree workshops are astounding. Not only does the standard of behaviour inside the team improve, resulting in a measurable change in the atmosphere and productivity at work but, when a team member moves on to another job, he or she takes that standard with them and replicates it. In one particular company, the Gold Standard was launched at the CEO level and was replicated all the way down the line structure of the organization, team by team. In terms of Organization Development, the goal then became to empower the organization to get on with the Gold Standard independently. So, key individuals, i.e. early adopters became the champions for the Gold Standard inside the organization. All RANA had to do was provide the materials under license and let them create and innovate. What was interesting about this experience was that the company actually used the power structure, i.e. the functional hierarchy, to install a culture of emotional intelligence. Those involved loved subverting the subversive.
What’s the Payoff?
Far from a re-hash of Synectics, MindFree is its natural extension into the world of the individual. While some practitioners – rightly or wrongly – saw Synectics as a single process supported by group dynamic techniques, what we at RANA saw was an impressive body of knowledge on process, techniques and logistics, one that we happily assumed and moved forward in our practices. We were keen to have our clients attend Synectics in Boston. MindFree then came along to complete the development of effective facilitated behaviours. It not only taught participants how to behave better, it provided to any organization a model of how to structure and promote emotional intelligence as a way of doing business. Why? Because it makes good business sense to have happy and productive people in the workplace. When RANA OD practitioners are intervening inside an organization where the work climate is aggressive and harsh, we turn to the Gold Standard to demonstrate how much more productive people can be when working in a harmonious environment. In so doing, MindFree doesn’t gloss over inappropriate behaviour in the organization; it helps people understand its cause and replace it with “Co-Laboration” (i.e. effective co-working) and “Co-Operation” (i.e. co-joining and linking people together). This appears at the operating level of motivation: when employees are excited and eager to get to work, they are likely to perform on a higher plane where creativity and innovation are a regular feature of the job.
George and Kathleen as Models
Throughout all of this work, including another visit to Ottawa to train the RANA team, George and Kathleen blessed us with their kindness and patience, modelling the behaviors they were teaching us. And along the way, some of us enjoyed GK’s legendary hospitality: the meals around a table covered in the ubiquitous flipchart paper and drawings; George’s amazing muffins, nick-named “hockey pucks” by the Canucks; the long and stimulating hours of discussion and design out on the patio under the trees; and this, among many other memories of happy and inspiring collegiality. In other words, we were introduced and indoctrinated to MindFree through a highly personal application.
Back to the Source
Of course, these memories are inextricably linked to that of Synectics, for those of us who were fortunate enough to experience it: 26 Church St.; Harvard Square; the spiral staircase; the open fridge (and bar); the folks, with George drifting through the Synectics space like an over-sized and haloed angel in sneakers…We remember also with great amazement the profound changes made in some of us by the relentless tough love of our Synectics coaches. Friendships were forged at Synectics that still thrive today. This is the climate in which MindFree was born.
Many – though not many enough, to our collective mind – have benefited from MindFree over the years. We hope and trust that many more will learn and practice the practical and kind advice contained there.
••••••••••••
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Synectics in Parenting
Ruth Nolan

“Every child is an artist.
The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow up.”
Pablo Picasso
“Imagination is the soul dancing”
Talula Rose (my daughter)
The aspect of Synectics that excites and intrigues me is the capacity it has to change the way people relate. The combination of the Carl Roger’s[1] approach of ‘client centeredness’ and the use of creativity and imagination, demands an attitude that is respectful, non-judgemental, positive, attentive, present, alert, playful and careful. These are wonderful qualities to take into any encounter with another person and ideal qualities to take into parenting. In my experience, applying Synectics principles to life has meant applying good facilitation skills to parenting, counselling, teaching and directing community choirs.
The bubble of safety that surrounds a Synectics meeting, created by the facilitated structure and ground rules, allows participants to experience a different way of relating, perhaps for the first time as adults. Here the I/Thou of Martin Buber[2] is experienced as a palpable and pleasant shift in dynamic from the usual I/It human experience that is one of separation and constant vigilance. The I/Thou experience of wholeness, relatedness, trust and intimacy seems to come naturally to young children and then is lost through their experience of school and society. Parents, mainly mothers, seem to instinctively support the I/Thou way of being in their children’s early years. If this way of being is supported and encouraged more consciously by parents, I believe that the negative impact of school and the scientific, positivist paradigm of debate, right and wrong and Cartesian separation can be minimised. I believe Synectics helped me to achieve this with my children (along with allowing my children to have as many days off from school as they wanted and the opportunity to attend an alternative primary school.)
A client centred approach to parenting is a child centred one, even a baby centred or foetus centred one. For me this meant that from the start of pregnancy, care that I did not harm my unborn child, led to exploring natural remedies and finding organic ways to allow nature to take its course. I applied the Rogerian principle that an organism is self healing, self righting and that by removing the obstacles and supplying all that is needed for growth, good health will follow.
The fear that organic child rearing will create tyrannical children still holds parents in awe of the methodology of ‘experts’ who will insist on regimented feeding regimes and teach parents how to control crying at sleep clinics. My experience is that babies are wonderful natural teachers and can’t be ‘spoilt’ and children are enthusiastic and willing learners who want to be just like you. I adopted an organic and experiential approach (Plan, Do, Review) rather than following a theoretical model. Perhaps my children knew better than I did what their needs were? I had structure (boundaries) to create safety and endeavoured to respond without judgement.
I was very much aware of the damage schools can inflict on developing minds and I assumed that parents could unconsciously pass on the damage of their own education. So I took care in responding to my young children, so as not to squash enthusiasm, curiosity, exploration, imagination, or negate their early attempts at speech, writing, reading, singing or drawing.
One of the reactions I got from others was “You shouldn’t allow your children to jabber like that. No-one will be able to understand what they’re saying unless you correct them.” Another was “If you let your children run wild like that, they will never fit into normal society”.
I could understand my son’s first words, which were in long strings of sentences rather than single words. I used to repeat back what I thought he was saying – checking for understanding – and we communicated quite happily. The Rogers approach convinced me that humans are designed to be self correcting and there was no need to slow things down to the usual monosyllabic baby talk that was more common between parents and children. I talked to my children in normal sentences and they talked back to me in sentences. The mirroring back of my understanding of what I was hearing, with the correct pronunciation, was all they needed to polish their sentences into adult English.
I encouraged guessing and exploring by joining in and taking care not to make ‘mistakes’ wrong or frown over ‘errors’ or inaccuracies. I was impressed by George Prince’s[3] view that a child was to be congratulated on guessing that a horse was a cow – acknowledging all the things that were right e.g.: ‘yes that’s a large, four legged farm animal with fur that gives milk to its babies, and this one has a long neck and we can ride it and we call it a horse.’
I avoided telling my children that they weren’t capable of doing things. For example, before my son could read, he had memorised the whole of Peter Rabbit and knew which part of the story went with each page. Frequently, after I had read the book to him, he would say, now it’s my turn to read to you. He then proceeded to ‘read’ the book at an extraordinarily rapid rate, running the words into each other and pausing only to turn the pages. He was always satisfied when he got to the last page and closed the book triumphantly. He was so proud of his achievement that it would have been a shame to spoil his satisfaction by telling him “That isn’t ‘real’ reading.” He had got a lot of the activity correct: starting at the beginning, with the book the right way up, and working through each page, he correctly told the tale of Peter Rabbit. Tomm has continued to be an avid reader.
The child-centred approach was also applied to nutrition. Rather than impose the diet recommended by the government, I presented the children with a variety of fresh food unadulterated by salt, sugar or chemical flavouring and colouring, and trusted that they would choose the right foods for their bodies[4]. I thought this may not be working when they refused to drink tap water or cow’s milk, until I discovered that they enjoyed rainwater and were happy to drink milk fresh and still foaming from the cow. There was never any force feeding, or fuss over what had to be eaten and when.
One of the rewards of child-centred parenting is that if you walk at the pace of a toddler and stop to share the curiosity and enthusiasm of each discovery, whether it be a snail, a dandelion clock or the sun shining on a cobweb, time slows down and the world is transformed as we are allowed for all too brief a period, to engage with the wonder and joy of the world about us, fully present and in the moment. This kind of presence is called ‘Mindfulness’ by the Buddhists and a best-selling book is devoted to the concept – ‘The Power of Now’ by Echkart Tolle. I expect most parents would have a list of ‘yes buts’ to explain why this is impossible and only grandparents could ever have the time to indulge in such luxury, but I join with Eckhart Tolle in campaigning for a sane world through the priority of living in the present moment and making this a gift to your children. It is also their gift to you if you will allow it. If it means a messy house and weeds in the garden and less income, so what? Surely the whole family will flourish if your children’s need for your full presence is met occasionally.
Most Synectics facilitation techniques or ground rules can be directly transferred to parenting:
Problem Ownership – Making some one else do … or be ….
The concept of ‘power to act’, using I statements, and starting my own problem solving sessions with “How can I….” have all helped me not to fall into common parenting mistakes such as living through my children and pushing them in any direction I think is best. I certainly encouraged reading, swimming and a university education, and I restricted television, junk food, chemicals and computer games. But when it came to career choices, I did not intervene. This concept has also been very useful in my work with parents of teenagers at Family Drug Help. The parents were feeling ineffective because they could not make their children stop drinking/drugging. Becoming clear about how I am affected by someone else’s behaviour empowers me to take steps that come within my ‘power to act’, and help me to adopt realistic and effective strategies. It helps with the practice of cultivating the ‘Courage to change the things I can change, serenity to accept the things I cannot change and the wisdom to know the difference.’
Client selects
Making a broad variety of experiences available and allowing children to select their own direction has the same advantages as in a Synectics meeting. There is a greater likelihood of self motivation and commitment. Although surrounded by musical instruments, I was initially disappointed by the lack of interest shown by my children in applying themselves to music. Yet each in their own time has gravitated to learning an instrument, guitar or drums, Brooke in particular becoming an accomplished song writer and playing her chosen instrument, guitar, at a level much higher than my own. Similarly, Tully’s adoption of film as her genre, happened naturally and spontaneously. She spent hours editing her videos with the highest commitment and the most inferior technology.
Speak for yourself and let others do the same.
Stick to I statements –
“I value myself too much to waste time listening to anymore of this.”
is much more effective than
“How dare you speak to me like that, you foul-mouthed monster”
Headlines: Essential for teenagers
Teenagers generally have a very short attention span when it comes to listening to parents. There are much more important things for them to focus on, such as keeping up with the world, something parents are lagging behind with. They think much faster than we do and so after the first few words, they tune out and just hear blah blah blah. So a headline such as ‘ I wont drive you anywhere for the next week unless you wash up now.’ will be heard much more readily than a dissertation on shared responsibility. The other facilitator rules are very important for toddlers and teenagers alike:
Clear roles: i.e: Me Parent, you Child therefore I’m in charge.
Ground Rules strongly upheld – create security and a sense of safety
Model the behaviour you are intending to teach – children copy what you do, not what you say
Hang loose till rigour counts – speaks for itself, I hope
Suspend Judgement – a vital life skill. Hard to achieve but worth cultivating and the more you can practise this, the better for your relationship with your children and their ability to practise it too.
Assume positive intent – even against all evidence – there is usually something important going on developmentally, such as identity development or separation e.g.: finding fault with you and being constantly oppositional might just be an expression of a teenager finding their own feet rather than despising you. Becoming informed about developmental stages is very useful for parents, especially when angels turn into demons at teenage and toddlerhood.
There are others which should work well in theory, but I can’t comment because I didn’t master them in parenting. For example, I constantly interrupt and hog the airtime, something I don’t do as a facilitator and perhaps refrained from with small children.
The main thing I’m aware of is that I refrained from put downs connected with ideas so that my children felt safe to play with ideas and imagination.
I don’t think I ever once demonstrated the Synectics Process or used it for family problem solving. Family problems are usually of an emotional nature and Synectics is not therapy and I would not have been detached enough as a facilitator.
Now as I watch my children warmly relate together as adults in their twenties, I am grateful that they love each other so deeply and enjoy each other’s company so much. They indulge in all the usual sibling rivalry, teasing and put downs, so they haven’t become Synectics freaks. I put their success down to them all being wonderfully self-realised human beings and if I have helped in any way, it has been by supplying what was needed for growth to the best of my ability and equally importantly standing back and keeping out of the way so as not to become an interfering obstacle. A facilitator’s approach to parenting perhaps.
I cannot say that Synectics made a model parent of me, only that I believe I was a better parent having embraced the philosophy behind Synectics, than I would have been without it.
••••••••••••
1. Carl Rogers pioneered a humanistic psychology of adopting an attitude of unconditional positive regard. He saw the ‘client’ rather than ‘patient’ as the expert in their own experiencing.
2 Buber, M.(1922, trans 1970) I and Thou – Buber makes a sharp distinction between the notion of reciprocal relationships of dialogue between one subject and another (I/Thou) and objective relations between subject and thing (I/it)
3 Mindspring by George Prince, 1998 London Changemaker Publications. Prince was regretting his correction of his son for making such a ‘wrong’ guess and expressing the response he would now make
4 I no longer have the book that described an experiment where children naturally selecting their own food, without the disruptive influence of sugar and salt, selected a healthy balanced diet over two weeks. It could be, Bircher-Benner, M.O.,1977, The Bircher-Benner children’s diet book. Keats Publishing (New Canaan, Conn) and may have referred to the work of Clara Davis MD 1928 Self Regulation of Diet in Childhood.
••••••••••••
Confessions of a reformed mathematician
Michael J. Hicks

How I rediscovered my creativity and developed a (rounded) personality
Looking back now, I was already moving away from the logic (and beauty) of pure mathematics to teaching probability and statistics, with their degree of uncertainty and openness to interpretation, when I met John Sedgwick, a Canadian ‘evangelist’ of the Osborn/Parnes creative problem solving (CPS) process, brainstorming. John happened to share my passion for real ale. For a year we shared a lift to work, and on our way home I would introduce John to some local ales, and in exchange he would tell me about CPS. This was the dawning of the realization that I too could be creative. I was captivated, and so when I had the opportunity to meet Vincent Nolan and his people, and find out more about Synectics, I grabbed it with two hands and both feet. That was back in the early 1980s; “the rest is history”.
Synectics is far more than just a very powerful creative problem solving technique. The connection between the training in, and practice of, Synectics and emotional intelligence has been made by several authors[1]. This is a personal anecdote of how an introspective, high evaluating individual, who considered himself completely lacking in any form of creativity, rediscovered his creativity, and in the process of doing this, developed a more ‘rounded’ personality.
Being strong on evaluation and anticipation[2] (something else I discovered from getting involved with Synectics), resulted in me thinking a lot (about what might happen, and assessing the ways of dealing with this) and saying little. I was (and probably still am) a world class procrastinator.
There are many aspects of Synectics which undoubtedly deserve attention, I shall focus on only a few of them here, hoping that other writers will speak of the rest. First of these are four of the open-minded communication guidelines, which I first encountered on the 5 day basic Synectics Open Course.
Open-Minded Communication: Some Guidelines[3]
1 Speak for easy listening – Headline, followed by background.
2 In/Out listening (Listening for ideas, or information).
3 Make statements rather than ask questions – Say why you want to know[4].
4 Understand before evaluating – Paraphrase to check understanding[4].
5 Find value in ideas – Look for and acknowledge the positive features.
6 Use negatives to give direction – How does the idea need to be modified, built or replaced?
7 Stay loose until rigour counts – Suspend judgement/give benefit of doubt, till the action stage
8 Mind your own business – Give ideas and opinions only when they are wanted.
9 Hear it in the best possible way – Assume constructive intent
10 Speak for yourself, and let others do the same.
I had already been introduced to Brainstorming and the concept of suspending judgement from the Osborn/Parnes CPS process. “Find value in ideas”, is more than that, the proactive process of looking for value, making encouraging comments about it and crediting another’s idea when building on it was the one thing that (when compared to the organizational culture I came from) made me feel that my ideas might well have merit and be worth mentioning. This respect for other peoples’ ideas was empowering. In the safe environment that this helped create, I felt I could ‘drop my guard’ and offer ideas (even ‘half baked’, and then ‘crazy’ and/or beginning ideas). It certainly helped me ‘come out of my shell’. We all like positive things being said about us, and in a situation where receiving this sort of feedback is natural and common place, we become less defensive, our perception of ourselves and others changes (for the better), and empathy develops.
Possibly being an only child, as a young man I was still very shy, although perversely I joined the teaching profession. I had no desire to speak up (unless asked), or to stand out in a crowd, let alone, ‘blow my own trumpet’. “Speak for yourself, and let others do the same” gave me permission to do these things (in fact it was expected). I could blow my own trumpet (modestly of course, I am English!), and I slowly began to appreciate that if I didn’t (outside a Synectics community), nobody else was likely to. (Ironically in the company of fellow practitioners of Synectics, I found that I did not need to!)
With another aspect of open minded communication, “Mind your own business – Give ideas and opinions only when they are wanted” (and which goes along with the above), I realized why, when people say “If I were you I would ...”, it used to annoy me so much. The intent of such a comment may well be positive, but ... ; I made sure that I kept my second opinions to myself.
The ‘laid back’ coping mechanism for shyness I had adopted before discovering Synectics meant that I did a lot of listening, and (so others now tell me), got quite good at it. The In/Out Listening technique enhanced this trait. I could still listen for information, and note any ideas I had/connections I made, whilst demonstrating empathy and being creative. This technique also proved to me that the ‘weird’ and/or seemingly irrelevant ideas you get when listening to others provide valuable material for getting some initial ideas/springboards to help them resolve their problems. It is amazing what you can do with little or no information, as exercises like The President’s Idea[5] demonstrate.
Human communication (be it by words, tone of voice or non-verbal behaviour) is ‘unreliable’. George Prince[6] tells us that “intent may be neutral; perception never is”, to which I would add intent is seldom neutral, and we cannot always tell whether it is positive or negative. This is why Synectics tells us that to avoid revenge cycles, and to remain in ‘control’ of the situation, we should “Assume Constructive Intent”. Sound advice to adopt in a group problem solving session, and something we should generally try to live by. In my personal life I have to admit that I sometimes still ‘fail’ in this regard. Invariably, on reflection, I can see how the revenge cycle(s) have ‘unfolded’, and so I’m still working on this one!
All this comes full circle if you become a Synectics trainer (or find yourself facilitating a Synectics problem solving group). Leading by example, you have to model the attitudes/behaviours above. Initially I did not find this easy even though I understood how and why they are important, probably because I worried too much about whether I was doing it ‘right’. After participating in so many Synectics courses/sessions over the years, I now realize that I could have relied more on my natural non-threatening. ‘laid-back’ style and sense of ‘fair play’.
Another thing I encountered on the Synectics Open Course and with which I became fascinated, were excursions – a ‘logical’, structured technique that enabled even me to be creative.
Generic steps in an excursion.
• Do your best to forget the problem/put it ‘out of mind’,
• Generate some seemingly irrelevant material (using analogies and metaphors),
• Make connections between that material and the problem, to resolve it (possibly via ‘absurd solutions’)
When writing the first edition of my book on Problem Solving and Decision Making I surprised myself with how easily I could make up illustrative examples (my first attempt at creative writing?) of the techniques and processes I was describing with the help of various CPS techniques, in particular excursions. Apart from that, excursions are fun!
The Synectics Advanced Course, in my day, had the main objective of training participants to be Synectics group facilitators. I will always remember Vincent’s feedback comment about my (possibly risky) use of excursions on a training exercise. Things were still a little tense with this group from the same small organization with the ostensibly the ’same’ problem, and I was worse than a novice at facilitation, but it worked (despite me). It was then I realized two things, excursions are not only powerful idea generators, they can also be effective ‘ice-breakers’; and that the Synectics CPS process is not only effective but is also very robust. A process that, with the attitude and behaviours that create a supportive, inclusive environment, you can rely on! This and the Synectics Train the Trainer Programme eventually gave this shy mathematician the confidence to train his peers in creativity and team building.
For ‘graduates’ of the Advanced Course, Synectics used to run the occasional follow up days, and one of these involved a ‘bridge building’ leadership exercise, I was supposed to be leading one of the groups and was doing so in my normal ‘quiet’, consultative manner, from behind. Nearing completion of the exercise, some confusion developed within those on the ‘bridge’, and the other side of the ‘river’, as to what we should be doing. From my ‘watching’ position behind them, I could see that we had adopted the right course of action and were still on track for successful completion, and (so Vincent told me afterwards) I issued an assertive command to ‘keep going’. This exercise and the subsequent feedback, demonstrated to me that I did actually have some valuable leadership skills.
Another thing I learnt fairly early on was the connection between learning and creativity. George Prince’s MindSpring theory[7] suggests that the same 6 thinking processes – wishing, retrieving, imaging, comparing, transforming, storing – are used in both learning and creative thinking. The theory has left me with a respect for the idea of lifelong learning.
I could easily see how the devastating combination of discounting[8] and self punishment[9] can (and did) inhibit my abilities to wish, image and transform. I owe a debt to all at Synectics UK (especially Jasmine Dale) for reminding me frequently to “stop beating myself up”. Wishing I found relatively easy to embrace. Through springboards I felt I could say anything I liked without first needing to evaluate it – I could overcome my well honed self-censor. Imaging I found more difficult, but given my belief in excursions, the imaging excursion provided a good personal development vehicle. Transformation is a thinking process used in pure mathematics, so it was not really a problem to reapply it elsewhere.
Finally, even today Synectics is still helping me, this time in a new role I have recently taken on as a town councillor, where the technique of itemized response has enabled me to take part in constructive staff appraisals.
My experience suggests a way forward for education. You cannot ‘teach’ open-minded communication in the traditional sense, you have to experience it. And to a large extent, the same is true of excursions, you really need to experience their power in the resolution of a real life problem, or in a team bonding context, to fully appreciate them. The same goes for all the other aspects of Synectics I have mentioned. To train people in these skills and behaviours successfully you need a trainer/facilitator who understands the Synectics approach. We are told that today’s teachers claim and would like to be seen as such a facilitator, and hopefully many of them are. Synectics Education Initiative (SEI) through the EXCITE! Programme are trying to assist in this endeavour. Those I have seen going through this programme have certainly exhibited the sort of facilitation skills needed.
However, as we try to ensure that when we educate the young we do not thwart or inhibit their creativity, we should also be conscious of the emotional intelligence connection. Perhaps a good start for all teachers wishing to teach creatively is to read George and Kathleen’s book, “Your life is a series of meetings ... get good at life”, and put up wall charts in their classrooms depicting the Positive and Negative Behaviours. And perhaps both should be mandatory reading for prospective ‘teachers’ (or rather facilitators) of the re-awakening/development of creative thinking.
And finally... thank you, Synectics!
••••••••••••
1 Nolan, V.C., 2007, Creativity and Emotional Intelligence, www.vincentnolan.co.uk; Prince, G.M., 2002, Your Life is a Series of Meetings… Get Good at Life, Weston MA: 1st Books Library; Hicks, M.J., 2004, Problem Solving and Decision Making: Hard, Soft and Creative Approaches, 2nd ed., London: Thomson Learning (orig. pub., 1991, as Problem Solving in Business and Management: Hard, Soft and Creative Approaches, London: Chapman & Hall).
2 For more information see Moore, C-L., 1982, Executives in Action: A Guide to Balanced Decision-making in Management, Plymouth: MacDonald & Evans. First pub. 1978 as Action Profiling.
3 Nolan, V.C., 1981, Open to Change: How to Initiate, Cope with and Benefit From Change at Work, Management Decision, Volume 19, Number 2, page 73, Bradford: MCB Publications.
4 For more information see Peter Bergson’s article.
5 Your manager comes to you and says that the CEO (President) of your organization has heard that you are working on ... (but of course knows nothing about what you are actually doing!) and has asked him/her to pass this idea ... on to you, try to do something with it!
6 Prince, G.M. (2002: p.210).
7 Prince, G.M., 1976, Mindspring: Suggesting answers to why productivity is low, Chemtech: the Innovators Magazine, May, pp.290-294.
8 A discount is “any action, body language or verbal behaviour that I perceive as [a] put down, criticism or denigration.” (Prince, G.M., 2002: p.202).
9 For more information on ‘self punishment’ see Prince, G.M. (2002: p.55-60).
••••••••••••
After graduating from the University of Sussex with a degree in mathematics, Mick Hicks has spent most of his career teaching everything else but maths. He started in Secondary and Further Education and finished spending 23 years in the Higher Education sector. Now semi-retired, he is a Visiting Executive Fellow at the Henley Business School (University of Reading) and a trustee of the Synectics Education Initiative. Mick is the author of “Problem Solving and Decision Making: Hard, Soft and Creative Approaches” (2nd ed. 2004, Thomson Learning)
A New Career for a Football Legend
Vincent Nolan

George Cohen became a British football legend as a member of England’s 1966 World Cup winning team. It is the only time England has won the Cup and George, along with his team mates, was a national hero. He also happened to be my neighbour.
Sadly a severe knee injury ended his career prematurely and after spending a while on the coaching side of the game, George began to consider whether he wanted to spend the rest of his career in football. However, having left school at 15 with only one exam pass (in Technical Drawing) and done nothing but play football since then, he had no obvious experience or qualifications for anything else.
My wife and I had just returned from our first Synectics training course in September 1971, with the intention of setting up a Synectics business in the UK. We invited George and his wife Daphne to let us try out our new-found skills on his situation. Our 14-year-old daughter Ruth joined the group as an additional source of ideas.
It emerged from the session that George had a keen interest in the world of property development, but needed a practical way to get into it. An approach was developed whereby he would invest in a new property project (using the insurance money he had received as compensation for the termination of his football career) on condition that he would be allowed to work on the project and learn the business.
Nearly 40 years later, none of us can remember much of the detail of how the result was achieved. Gorge describes it as ‘uncanny’; Daphne remembers commenting that she had no idea George was interested in property development; Ruth remembers the shift in the emotional mood, from initial gloom on George’s part via the laughter created by the wild ideas and excursion to the Wow! of seeing a practical way forward. She also enjoyed the freedom to offer any ideas that occurred to her and felt pleased when George chose an idea of hers as an interesting approach. I remember an excursion story involving an archaeological dig on a Greek island, the high point of which (for me) was a long-legged girl in hot pants and high heels digging in the ruins!
I believe that the key factors contributing to the productive outcome of this session were the encouragement in the Synectics process to express deeply felt wishes, the positive attitude towards overcoming difficulties and the mood-changing effect of the techniques. Above all, George was an open-minded and strongly motivated Problem Owner.
What the session provided was no more than a starting point. George took the proposal to some contacts he had in the property business (directors of George’s former football club). They were enthusiastic about it and arranged for him to spend two years working in the offices of a leading firm of architects, while investing in the project. The 1970s proved to be a turbulent time in the UK property market, as for the UK economy as a whole and George’s new career had its ups and downs.
However, looking back, it seems clear that the session was the catalyst for a major change of career direction for George.
Changing Lives
Lu-Marie Sobey

“How does a scientist end up teaching a group of accountants how to be creative and innovative?”
This was the question I asked a group of 50 people with a financial background about 14 years after I first had the privilege of experiencing the Synectics process – not that I immediately appreciated it. I also thought about how a simple “problem solving and innovation process” had changed my life and how I had become a “disciple” of this way of life. When I mentioned this to Vincent Nolan he encouraged me to put pen to paper.
As with many gems, often one does not appreciate its full value at first or even realise that one is holding a rare gem in one’s hands. This is how it was for me when I was first exposed to the Synectics process. I begrudgingly attended a 2 day training session. Begrudging, because firstly I was doing “someone” a “favour” and secondly this favour involved giving up a precious weekend. This “someone” was my mother[1]; a remarkable person in many ways with a rather persuasive way about her. She had to get together a big enough “guinea pig group” to learn how to teach the Synectics process to others under the experienced hands of Jasmine Dale and Michael Porrit. I was a guinea pig.
My recollections of that first time were not earth shattering. At the time, I worked in the field of quality management, with a particular interest in continuous improvement. The one thing that struck me and made me feel excited was the potential of this process as a tool to catapult continuous improvement to a new level. That was it – I had done the favour.
Though I experienced the process, I did not internalise it, neither its broader potential nor the ground rules. My mother felt I “got” the process and was a natural facilitator. I was happy for her, but did not think much more of it. Though I did remember the spiral staircase in the room (like the Synectics logo), the laughter, the atmosphere, the tasks we worked on. And the energy and exhilaration when the process “fell into place” and one had a sense of how much fun work and meetings can be. (I hope people who go through the training we now provide are better learners than I was and think a bit harder of ways they can apply what they learn).
A weekend attended begrudgingly changed the course of my life. Behind the reluctant attendance lay another story, which I only came to fully understand much later. At the time my mother and I had a very strained relationship. We were hardly on speaking terms. We manifested all the negative behaviours identified by Synectics – certainly I did. After some years of explaining the climate diagram to others I now understand why. We were both in emotional survival mode – the battlefield of self-preservation.
That first exposure to Synectics came 3 years after I had lost a brother and my mother a son. With the benefit of hindsight, I realised that people grieve in different ways. What I learned from that time is that some deal with grief by holding on to material possessions, others by giving them away, some need to retreat and grieve in private, others find comfort from company and need people around them. In these respects we were complete opposites, and instead of drawing strength and comfort from each other, our different actions became flashpoints for conflict. We did not know about positive intent. We just knew that what the other was doing, so different from our own way, was a threat to our own coping mechanism during emotional survival.
However – I don’t know how or where or when – somewhere during that weekend something happened like a switch turned on. I don’t know if it was awareness of positive and negative behaviours, the climate diagram or the ground rules. It certainly was not something conscious. Somehow the rule “assume positive intent” struck a chord and eventually cut through a very difficult relationship like a hot knife through butter. It took some time for the hurts to heal, but that weekend was the turning point in our relationship. I learned that despite our different ways we both wanted the same thing – a good relationship where fun and laughter could replace resentment.
In time (and after lots more training), we started working together in the field of innovation and creativity as SynNovation Solutions, using the Synectics approach as a basis. Had it not been for that weekend and assuming positive intent, we would never have been able to work together. Positive intent became a bridge that crossed a chasm of resentment. Once we could cross that chasm, we discovered that we actually made a strong team as we had very different, yet complementary strengths – mine in systems, developing training material, and new approaches to get the concepts across; hers in marketing, co-ordinating, attention to detail and networking.
This was the first way in which Synectics changed my life; restoring a relationship and opening a new field of work for me.
As with most things alluring, there is an initial appeal and fascination yet little understanding of the depth of it (for example, space). The more one explores and tries to understand it the more one discovers the depth, how much more there still is and how little you knew when you thought you knew it all…
For me the Synectics process was like that. Once I started working with it and teaching it to others, I really started to discover more about the process and every time I use it, I see, learn or discover something new. I discovered first hand that the process is as effective for resolving group conflict as it was for coming up with new products or solutions. For me the most profound discovery was that although the “visible, tangible” part is an extremely powerful process, the “invisible intangible” part is even more powerful. The visible does not work without the invisible much like a (visible) data projector cannot shine its light without (invisible) electricity.
That was the second way in which Synectics changed my life – I discovered “electricity”! “Electricity” is creating the environment in which people feel safe to express and be themselves. With that environment the process will weave its magic, without it the process no matter how good it is, will fall short. I further discovered that there are many other “appliances” or areas of work that can use the same “electricity”. Once I started applying the Synectics principles to other areas of work to create the electric environment, it impacted me and the results I achieved in those areas. The areas include auditing, training, consulting, quality systems in addition to personal change and improved interpersonal skills
• Taking responsibility for behaviours: when I changed my behaviours other people started responding to me differently. Previously I always thought everyone else was a problem and I failed to see my “clever” behaviour was the problem.
• Assuming positive intent in all relationships – especially in marriage. I believe when a couple walks down the aisle they both want the same – they share the same dream of a fulfilling love filled life. Positive intent can help to focus on the common dream rather than on resentments.
• Becoming solution minded instead of problem focussed by putting concerns in the form of “How to…” It’s amazing how it changes my emotional state from a “blame” or “us and them” mindset to a “win-win” or “we” mindset.
• Paraphrasing for understanding – I became aware of the power of paraphrasing. It is said that we get verbal messages wrong first time round 80% of the time. So most of the time when we react (often negatively) to something, we react to what we have misunderstood. Paraphrasing is a powerful personal tool to avoid unnecessary emotions and misunderstandings. I share this fact with everyone I know. When we know how often we get things wrong, we are less likely to use discounting behaviour when others did not understand our instructions first time round. In fact my children will often say to me “Mom, this is part of the 80% we misunderstood” and then we will have a good chuckle and rephrase.
• Paraphrasing for peace – The other powerful use of paraphrasing is to use it in conflict situations to defuse high emotions in confrontational situations. Maintaining a calm tone, one identifies the emotion and paraphrases what the other had said. Something like “I can hear you are feeling upset and angry (identify emotion) as I heard you were saying that... (paraphrasing)”. I have observed this first hand in a mining environment where the company experienced low trust and high levels of conflict. It was visible to watch the tension level rise as the emotions escalated during their “normal” way of dealing with conflict and then to see it drop and return to calm when they paraphrased.
• “Wishing” when I see challenges and verbalising the wishes. This often gets others to start wishing or exploring ideas even when one is not in a “formal” problem solving session.
Auditing
As a scientist I often do technical audits. Audits are far too often negative experiences. Someone once described an audit as “it’s like your critical mother in law from Sicily just came to visit for a week”. Using the Synectics principles to create the “electric environment” can turn audits in to a positive experience that builds morale.
Here’s how.
• Explaining positive intent and that one is there to see what’s going well and highlight things that need to be done differently to improve the organisation
• Use Itemised response – In every department look for the plusses and record the plusses for all to see. Then point out the areas for concern (termed non-conformities). The effect is amazing. When you have listed 15 plus points people seldom have a problem if one makes them aware of non-conformities. Also they feel more open to give information freely as it may lead to a plus. What is more, if there is a non-conformity there is high commitment to correct or improve as they know at a follow-up visit the previous “non-conformity” will become their first plus.
• Questions can make people defensive, yet are unavoidable during audits. When used they need to minimise defensiveness. First, asking questions that allow people to show their expertise or talk about the improvements that they are proud of, puts people at ease; it gives an opportunity for plus points. When asking questions, state the “thought behind the question”. This removes perceived ‘hidden agendas’ and is less likely that the person feels discounted because they brought you the “wrong” information.
Training
The Synectics approach has had a major impact on the way I conduct training sessions, but to go into detail would duplicate what others have said in the book
Consulting and Quality Systems
Consultants are often thought of to as ‘Experts’, a belief that a consultant has to know everything and tell people what to do – in short, an arrogant approach. What I have learnt from Synectics is that company managers are experts at what they do and as a consultant I am an expert in what I do. The consulting job needs to be a marriage of the different areas of expertise to strengthen the company and help the company to develop its own solutions, rather imposing my ideas. One of the most valuable lessons I have learned, especially as scientist, is that one needs less information than one thinks to solve a problem, and that you do not need to have all the answers – others are the sources to answers, often better than I could have come up with on my own.
I trust these few examples show the many different ways in which the “Synectics way” can be applied to many other areas and enrich experiences and results and relationships in these.
••••••••••••
Lu-Marie Sobey – Innovation catalyst, SynNovation Solutions
Lu-Marie is an independent consultant in the areas of Management systems, Food safety and Innovation. She has a degree in Food Science.
She started her career in Nampak’s Research Laboratories, the largest packaging company in the Southern hemisphere, before managing a brand for a major retailer. She still works in the food industry as consultant for companies such as Coca-Cola.
In addition to her “analytical scientific side” she has worked with the Synectics process since 1996. In 2000 she co-founded SynNovation Solutions, a consortium for innovation, creativity, and change. She is involved in finding new ways for teaching creative thinking and problem-solving in business and in education. She has facilitated many innovation sessions for a diverse group of clients.
She is based in South Africa, married to Andrew, an engineer and has twin boys that keep helping her to look at the world with wonder through the eyes of children.
••••••••••••
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Large Scale Strategy Sessions
Richard Harriman
…How many executives can you have in a real strategy session?
The answer for many strategists is one, or only a few. Great strategy is typically a creative, internally consistent perspective derived from a synthesis of many factors – a deep understanding of current and future customer and market needs, an accurate understanding of competitive strengths, weaknesses and inclinations, the likely evolution of key technologies and a broad understanding of what your own organization’s assets, capabilities and vulnerabilities are, among other factors.
It is notoriously difficult to have a large group where each of the individuals are both immersed enough in all the variables as well as being solid, if not gifted strategic thinkers to meaningfully determine strategy. This difficulty is compounded by what Saj-Nicole Joni in her HBR article on the Geography of Trust calls the lack of structural trust caused by the fact that each participant’s own goals and interests may be in conflict with any given corporate strategic alternative. In turn, as was observed in earlier work on trust by former Synectics partner, John Philipp, trust is inversely proportional to the size of the group.
However, a few new tools supported by fundamental skills and frameworks that Synectics has developed over the years enable leaders to bring more people and a wider viewpoint into the process, creating a stronger strategy and gaining a deeper alignment and more passionate support to whatever strategy is developed.
One key tool is Flying Table. This groupware tool was originally developed by Synectics for a different purpose (support virtual innovation) but which works well here particularly with groups that are skilled in fundamental creative collaboration skills and with a skilled facilitator.
There are several challenges that need to be addressed with a large group
• How to handle the complexity of achieving new insights, perspectives and ideas and working them through in a meaningful manner with so many moving parts as you have with a large group
• How to achieve genuine involvement of each person without key strategic decisions being made as if it were a democratic process of one person, one vote or undermining accountability of individual executives
• How to keep people actively engaged. This is partly trust. It is also pure logistics. If only one person is speaking at a time and on average it is a long time before I have a chance to speak it would be very easy for a large number to be checked out at any given point – at best not involved, at worst a distraction
• How to organize the work sufficiently well enough in advance to make maximum use of time while being very open and flexible to solicit and react to input from the group that might be different than the original inclinations
The examples of use and benefits noted below are typical but I draw most of them from two recent strategy sessions, one where the number of participants involved was what normally would be way too large to even think about accomplishing anything strategic, a CEO and 61 of his senior leaders. In prior years the strategy planning for this company was conducted with a group of around 12. Recently due to many changes including acquisitions the CEO wanted to engage a much larger group, so that we better drew on the collective strengths and gained alignment across a diverse group of business lines and functions and more deeply into the organization.
Six key things that leveraging Flying Tables capabilities in this type of application enabled us to do were:
1 Maximize connections from external catalysts.
During the meeting we had four external catalyst experts. One was a Stanford professor leading a major multi-client, multi-industry research study that touched on several key technology areas of potential interest to the client. One was a former senior executive at a client company in a key market who was now in a government ministry responsible for long term planning in areas of interest to the client. One was a leading consultant in an area where the client needed to improve performance. One was an executive in a company being acquired.
While these experts made their presentations (compact, 30-40 minutes, covering a broad field) all the participants who had been trained in creative problem solving and use of the Flying Table tool were entering connections and implications into Flying Table and responding to the input of others. Building on research Synectics had done on active in and out listening early in the company’s development, this process increased participants listening and understanding as well as creating a deep, rich body of ideas and implications.
Directly after the presentation, participants raised well informed and developed lines of thought with the external catalyst leading to a much more robust discussion than you ever would get after a presentation. Spotting patterns, participants would say something like “…I see four rich veins of discussion and controversy captured in people’s reaction. In the first one it seems much is dependent on your assumption of X and many feel that might be different in Y environment that we are anticipating. How might you see that?”
At the end of the discussion, we had important input that was used in multiple ways both during the meeting and afterward. Immediately the key technology people involved indicated how they intended to move forward with modifications on an approach that they had been considering: they decided to be more focused near term, they identified alliances to explore for mid term and identified a long term high interest new industry/application possibility for an emerging technology.
2 Maximize connections to seed presentations.
For most of the key topics discussed at the offsite a small group of executives had been tasked to prepare in advance a thought stimulating presentation for the entire group. Then as they made their presentation the group would be collectively responding in whichever way we had designed. Often it was open ended capturing implications and noting options. This approach to initiating dialogue and collaboration around a selected topic area wasn’t a completely clean paper exercise and it also was not a summary presentation for just information or approval. It elevated and shaped thinking and allowed for and encouraged diverse viewpoints.
The post presentation dialogue was guided by pre-planning, the presentation and the team’s reaction. For example, when best current thinking was introduced on how to proceed to exploit a strategic opportunity we discussed pros and cons of the approach, builds to make it stronger and alternatives. Sometimes we were able to make a decision right then after the discussion. On several occasions the team took all the feedback and was tasked with bringing a recommendation to the full team the following morning.
3 Raising sensitive issues
This organization had been wrestling with a number of issues in its go to market strategy. On one hand most of their current revenue came from selling equipment. Much of their future revenue would come from selling solutions – and these solutions would be sold to those who could be seen as competitors to current customers. The channel conflicts had been significant and senior leadership had put significant resources against solving them including hiring an outside consultant expert and they felt that the problem had been solved. In fact it had not been settled – it was still festering. It was an issue that required speaking truth to power and it was known that those in power on this issue were frustrated and really did not want to get back into the topic.
Flying Table enabled the issue to surface anonymously and for many to endorse that it was still a problem anonymously and that it was an issue that should not be ignored. Once on the table we engaged in a quality dialogue that brought out the key issues and options in a supportive climate. After working it for a little over an hour four of the top executives were charged to take all the input and return with a proposal for the following morning. At that time, with everyone knowing that their ideas had been heard and considered, they agreed to the suggested approach which was somewhat different and had a built in mechanism for handling disputes that might still arise.
This use of Flying Table to enable sensitive issues to arise when they can be addressed but not requiring someone to take what they see as a big risk in publicly and personally raising the issue has turned out to be a big advantage in multiple meetings now. This was an advantage I had not originally seen. When Ventana, a leading company in the development of groupware and our partner for a while in the development of InSync, the predecessor to Flying Table, initially presented their work they pushed this anonymity as a big advantage. My initial response was to say, we do not need anonymity as we create safe climates where ideas can surface. I have since learned that anonymity can be invaluable for surfacing tensions that have become toxic and political – needing to be addressed but very tough to be the messenger.
4 Maximize cross discipline connections.
When the executive responsible for the business in the former Soviet Union outlined his strategy about the introduction of a new business line, there were connections made to other regions (“given what Jacque has achieved there so far in his approach we could do a version in China with the variation of X”) and to the technology development group (“as it appears that both FSU and China want to shift to Y it suggests we change our road map and get Z to market no later than next September”). This in turn led operations to note that given the interest across several key regions, they could introduce a twist to their current business model.
5 Quickly gain a sense of the group (or a key sub group).
This can happen in multiple ways that are very simple and powerful, gain group input and maintain accountability. For example in one instance the CEO noted that he felt that multiple factors had diminished the perception of scope of opportunity available in target accounts. We engaged in an activity of identifying each of the accounts where there was at least a $20 million opportunity. Then each member of the sales, technical sales and country management functions and a few others who knew the clients well rank ordered each of the 37 accounts. Other executives such as IT, HR and Legal who did not have enough knowledge, did not input. Treating this as BCT, not a decision, the team was asked to note any changes they would suggest to the top twelve. Three were made. Then the entire group agreed to align around the top 12 accounts as far as developing and implementing their high-grade plan.
6 Support fast turnaround
The group reviewed the BCT for the three year roadmap, broken down into three subcategories based on planned release dates. Comments were entered into Flying Table as that was happening. The original plan had been for the business development, sales, technical sales people and product development people to jointly establish priorities in each category. During the discussion it was determined that not all the sales people had enough depth and clarity on the options and tradeoffs. A framework was established and the product development team spent a good part of the evening reworking the presentation and the following morning we were in position to establish well informed priorities.
Use of Flying Table with supporting processes enabled the client to resolve competing pressures around planning – on one hand wanting a small group so that the work could contain high quality thinking, high involvement, be robust and clear versus a cobbled together strategy and be conducted efficiently and on the other hand wanting to have the advantage of multiple, diverse and sometimes controversial perspectives and the alignment and support of a large group.
•••••••••••
Landmark Graphics Corporation:
Becoming an Industry Leader
As a small, start-up player in the oil and gas (O&G) exploration support business, Landmark wished to become a major contributor but needed a long-term growth plan. O&G exploration was, by nature, a costly and time-consuming task; nevertheless, there remained significant opportunities in the marketplace to reduce costs.
Landmark created a long-term vision, which it named “Opening windows into the earth”, a powerful phrase that provided a vivid depiction of what the future could hold. But what was a vision without the long-term strategy to carry it out? So with the same bold thinking that they employed to create their vision, Landmark turned to Synecticsworld to help it propel its vision forward.
Synecticsworld designed processes to help Landmark senior management, the board, and selected outsiders build a process that would create a strong understanding of customer Insights about the needs and wants of the industry. Those Insights were used to develop Foresights, which included examining trends and technology challenges across the cross-functional aspects of O&G exploration over a 10-15 year time horizon and ongoing work with customers to create a robust view of how technology and business practices could evolve over the next twenty years.
Key to Landmark’s success was mapping how quickly computer power would grow over a fifteen-year horizon, concluding with confidence that computational power would proceed along a path that spurred Landmark to invest in software for forecasting environmental input.
So, at a time when two-dimensional (2D) technology was all that existed, Landmark chose a more courageous path and embraced 3D underground visualization as the future of O&G visualization even though it required technology that did not yet exist.
The Synecticsworld-led initiative created an annual strategy focused on working with senior leadership to keep Landmark’s plan fresh, alive and relevant. The process included reviews of where the market was going, where it was weak, acquisition targets, etc. Exactly the kind of fine-tuning that was vital to keeping the Landmark vision alive.
Each quarter senior leaders from Landmark and the next levels reviewed both strategic and operational progress against the plan. The accomplishments were linked to objectives, strategies, robust initiatives and the annual operating plan.
Buoyed by the success of their vision and the Synecticsworld-led long-term strategy, not only did Landmark Graphics grow from a $28 million company to a $700 million company in a ten-year period, but exploration costs dropped 40%.
Landmark is now a recognized leader in O&G exploration software.
•••••••••••
The Long Horizon
Terry Gilliam

Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.
Buddha
Synecticsworld, the Cambridge, Massachusetts consultancy, has endured and prospered. It has elaborated upon the Synectics body of knowledge for a half century now. If we begin at the beginning, the body of knowledge originated in Africa in 1943, in a conversation between founder William J.J. Gordon and Williams College Professor Donald Gifford about the process of creativity that has become Synectics.
I wonder why it is that the idea of Synectics has endured for 65 years. While the list of business fads is long and the way is strewn with unintended consequences and even heartache, one is hard pressed to call to mind many lasting movements that have taken such deep root in business practice, and that have continued to flourish to this day, vigorous with promise for the future. Synectics is one of these.
As you have read in earlier chapters, the Synectics body of knowledge is based upon research captured by audio and video technology, of which our archives contain tens of thousands of episodes. These are recordings of people applying Synectics methods to resolve an astonishingly broad range of business, political, social and academic issues. As one of our plain-spoken clients once observed after watching his team haltingly at work on a problem in a training session, “Videotape don’t lie, does it?” This wise man’s observation goes straight to the reason why Synectics has endured. It is based in truth – truth about human interaction, about the way we naturally invent and about the way our brains work.
This body of truths that build upon one another to form the Synectics Body of Knowledge (proven and reproven over the firm’s first 50 years) lays the foundation for its next half century and beyond. After extensive training and application of Synectics methods to a previously unyielding set of business challenges, a client recently offered the insight that “...the Body of Knowledge grows you and you grow it.” I believe this person hit the mother lode with her comment. Beyond being the stunningly effective innovative problem-solving language that it is, Synectics is a language we use to create new meaning for ourselves. My purpose in life is to make new meaning, to complete myself and my world as a work of art. The self grows or it dies. There is no treading water.
A good example of the Body of Knowledge growing us and we growing it was our early discovery of discount-revenge, about which you have already read. This key aspect of the behavioral side of Synectics again and again played itself out in client sessions with such consistency that we came to think of it as the social equivalent of Newton’s Law of Gravity. In a pattern that has become familiar to us through the years with repetitive phenomena, we named it and began to point it out as a strategy that disrupts interpersonal field and that is therefore hostile to creativity and innovation.
The more recent research of University of Washington professor John Gottman, PhD, conducted over 30 years and involving 3,000 couples, established that there is a 5 to 1 relationship between validating and de-validating moves: unless we experience 5 positive interactions for every negative one, the relationship is unlikely to endure. Every time I feel put down, intentionally or not, I need to be sincerely lifted up five times before my self esteem is restored, and I am back in a condition to be collaboratively creative.
But I wander from my assignment, which is to project the arc of Synectics body of truths into the 21st century.
We see three interrelated forces shaping Synecticsworld and the practice of creativity and innovation on the long horizon. The first and most powerful of these is the accelerating pluralization of organizations across the planet.
Second is the accelerating velocity of business. Third is the global pervasiveness of inexpensive networked technology.
Global pluralization:
The lives of every member of the working world, from Peruvian coffee growers to Polish code writers are subject to this force. It first took shape in the late 1980’s with the rise of multinational organizations, multiple headquartered international companies, and a proliferation of every manner of international alliance among organizations of all types – academic, not-for-profit and private. This first wave of pluralization was reflected in internationally distributed teams becoming commonplace in the 1990s. Today, it has become unusual for CEOs’ leadership teams not to be distributed across several continents.
As pluralization plays out in this century, increasing numbers of us work from home for increasing numbers of days. Outsourcing whole sections of organizations’ value chains and entire organizational functions has become common practice, to the point of blurring borders of every kind and rendering the clock inconsequential to the uninterrupted flow of business.
A key challenge presented to Synecticsworld is how to establish and maintain in our pluralizing world the climate and interpersonal field that is so critical to creativity and innovation. Synecticsworld research, in alliance with technology partner, Flyingtable® LLC, has for the last 12 years been experimenting with pluralizing teams and organizations to build our body of knowledge about virtual fields and productive human interaction within them. Based on what we have learned, we see on the long horizon an opportunity for Synectics to be practiced any time and any place, synchronously and asynchronously, using whatever communications or computing medium Synecticsworld citizens may choose. The whole concept of meetings bound by time and space (as we experience them today) will disappear. We believe it will become increasingly easy, effortless and enjoyable to be “in” a Synectics “meeting” anytime we make connections that relate to a challenge or opportunity that is on our minds.
In terms of Synecticsworld’s practice areas, we foresee pluralization pushing out the boundaries of organizational renewal; redefining the making and conduct of strategy; and lifting the limits of human potential.
Business velocity:
Everything, it seems, is fast and getting faster. While the rising speed of modern life is something that touches most of us personally every day, high speed in the conduct of businesses, in the functioning of governments, and in the operations of not-for-profits is also affecting our lives more and more.
Little more than a decade ago, all of our mail arrived in mailboxes and on a heavy day, we received a dozen pieces of it. Today we get emails in multiple dozens. A hand-written note is quaint – and cherished. All but the most serious of surgical procedures are out-patient affairs. New car designs are in production in a few short months – not years – from conception. Food “fast” crops grow in ever shorter cycles. Behemoth container ships race at mounting speeds across our oceans to deliver their cargo. Vast sums of money move through a global financial system in fractions of seconds, settling billions of transactions daily. Within hours of natural disasters, we respond to calls for aid with money via text messaging.
All of this speed is good for Synecticsworld; for the practice of Synectics is as efficient as it is effective. From the time a client articulates even the most challenging and complex issue, to our approach design, to delivery and result is often a cycle of days and weeks, rather than months and years. And it can be hours for the demanding surprise episodes that seem to pile up relentlessly in our high-velocity lives at home and work – how to respond to our toughest competitor’s new marketing blitz; how to get aid that will matter to Haiti in the next 24 hours; or how to make a weekend family reunion happen around Uncle George’s unexpected visit from Uzbekistan. As with pluralization, the combination of Synectics methods and computers embodied in the flyingtable® web application will enable Synecticsworld to meet any client’s need for speed.
The two practice areas that will be most affected by all this speed are Business Process Innovation (how to make the right things happen right) and New Product and Service Innovation (how to gain searing insights into the unmet, unspoken needs of customers and then act upon them).
Easy technology matrix:
Cloud computing stretches across the distant horizon and expands upon the other two forces. With it comes unrelenting downward pressure on telecom, computing and streaming video costs. This combination has the potential to change all of our lives for the better – at home, at work and at play. Everyone everywhere will be able to support and communicate with anyone anywhere and do so as fast as thought.
Synecticsworld and its technology partner, Flyingtable LLC, is responding to this environment with the Human Cloud ®. Much as cloud computing will facilitate Internet integration, flyingtable’s Human Cloud will enable integration of humankind. People will shape themselves at will around the issues large and small that command their interest and excite their passion. The possibilities are thrilling, the potential enormous.
All of Synecticsworld’s practice areas will be affected by this force, and new practice areas will be shaped by it. Some possibilities we see are Humanitarian Innovation Management, Geopolitical Innovation Management and Earth Environment Innovation.
The Synecticsworld vision – Change the way people interact; inspire the way they relate to their world – expresses our commitment to the next half century. We celebrate our first half century with a view to the long horizon. Like the sun and the moon, Synectics will appear there, because it is true.
••••••••••••
Terry is CEO and General Managing Partner, Synecticsworld. He joined in 1992, with a 20-year background as a CEO, COO and CFO in banking and manufacturing and with a Master of Science in Management degree with honors from Stanford Business School, where he was a Sloan Fellow.
At Synecticsworld, Terry works internationally with a diverse group of clients which have included DCI (Discovery Channel), USBank, Gap, Halliburton, Newmont Mining, Nike, Royal Caribbean International, Wm. M. Mercer, and Bristol-Meyers Squibb on a range of projects related to strategy, organizational behavior and development, and business practice innovation and simplification. He is published in Bank Marketing and in American Banker. Among Terry’s published articles are ‘Closing the Customer Retention Gap’ and ‘Managing the Power of Creativity.’ Terry is CEO of Flyingtable®, LLC. He is a US patent holder for the Flyingtable® collaboration and innovation software he invented. Flyingtable® uses Synecticsworld methodologies to enable anytime, anyplace innovation and collaboration on the Web.
••••••••••••
What’s Next? Foresight
Connie Williams
I believe the next big opportunity on the horizon for Synectics is to build on its iPower5™ Insight model with an active practice area in Foresight. One of the biggest problems facing companies and other organizations is how to plan for the future. What to invest in? Where to place your bets? We don’t have the ability to perfectly predict the future; but we do have the creative thinking skills and behaviors to build an imaginative look at the future and to help companies create powerful future scenarios and plan appropriate implications.
In Foresight, we need to determine new, advantaged knowledge – what others do not know but we discover through powerful designs. We also want to discover the unknown future opportunities – what we don’t know we don’t know. So if Insight is about current needs and wants of the market place, foresight is both discovering and creating the longer term future needs and wants of the marketplace.
Our work in long term strategy for clients shows us that developing an advanced model for foresight requires treating it as much more than the prediction of futurists or a technology development exercise. It involves both analytical and imaginative thinking, which reaches beyond typical corporate approaches to strategic planning. And, it typically does not have a single answer – clients must consider multiple scenarios and make some collective bets to create a true shared Vision of the Future. Creating foresight should result from a rich creative exploration about where the future might lead and the output is a way to inform long term strategy, research and development investment and acquisition strategies. Organizations need to be inspired beyond pure trend extrapolation.
Consistent with Synectics heritage, the Synectics Foresight model is custom designed for clients to explore future scenarios in the marketplace that will have a powerful impact on future consumer or customer behaviors, thus profoundly changing the needs they may have for products and services. The Foresight process looks at long term trends both regionally and globally and also includes individual catalyst, expert and provocateur stimulus which are designed and selected to challenge and change future expectations. Senior leaders are facilitated in “force-fitting” disparate and emerging aspects of cultural, social, political and technological evolution to imaginatively create alternative future scenarios. The Foresight model explores the contradictions and paradox in market data to build unexpected future scenarios.
Foresight has the ability to be a significant game changer for our clients – to help the organization prepare for that future and to build comfort and reduce uncertainty about the future. While we can’t completely predict the future – we can certainly be prepared with the right competencies and expectations.
George’s Dream: Deliberate Synergy
Joe Gammal

In December, 2008, George Prince wrote:
Dear Joe,
…When I had to give up and retire I was working on a dream. How to get everyone to live the Synectics supportive way. I titled this dream Deliberate Synergy®. I did quite a bit of work on it and so you have a head start! My thought is that you and your remarkable team make this a reality. I am sending by mail where it stands. It is yours to tear apart as a team!
I had asked George how I might build a bridge between him and those of our current team who did not have the privilege of knowing him personally. This note was part of his reply.
He shared this dream and this challenge with others, including Marvin Smith. After George passed away in June 2009, Marvin and I, together with Terry Gilliam and others of our Synecticsworld team set about to realize George’s dream. As we did so, we recognized the need for Deliberate Synergy not only in the world outside of Synectics but within ourselves and our team.
Deliberate Synergy – What it Means
Deliberate Synergy is a way of being, espoused and aspired to by George and all of us deep down. It is a picture of a desired way of living that brings out the best in people, and teams, with frameworks that help us understand it, and a myriad of tools to get to the desired state.
George described that vision of what it looks like, how it feels, how we’re acting and behaving when we have Deliberate Synergy as follows:
“Synergy stands for that state of being when a person deals with him or herself and others in thoughtful, foresightful, considerate, appreciative ways and creates an interpersonal field that is supportive and helpful. It creates a relationship to match the heart’s changeless needs, and leads to the most collaborative actions[1]”.
He wrote about appreciation and gratitude and their impact on meaningfulness, individually and as a group:
“When you deliberately decide to appreciate people they—and you—are transformed.”
“Gratitude is a receptive energy. It engages your heart {while} appreciation is an energy you use proactively, with intention.”
“Appreciation used deliberately, purposefully, and proactively can transform almost any experience, no matter how challenging, into one you value and are grateful for.”
“There is universal drive for meaningfulness. Safety is freedom from any threat to meaningfulness”.
“A Deliberate Synergy group proclaims itself in minute particulars . .” For example,
“No one is too preoccupied to put aside what he or she is doing and join someone having trouble (no matter if related to their project or the car won’t start). You become aware of an invisible flow of information, support, and appreciation bits between members. It is as though the group is a circulatory system like a body, with white corpuscles to tell of trouble and summon anti-bodies. There is a constant exchange on the ‘state of the union’: feelings of exhilaration and satisfaction when all is well; distress and concern – and mobilization when the mission is threatened. You note an absence of rank. There is no sign of ‘power over’.”
Deliberate Synergy is also a Set of Frameworks – maps or models of behavior that help to describe, illuminate, and explain the human dynamic. Some are already parts of core Synectics: Intent-Effect Matrix, Discount Revenge Syndrome, and Climate Energy relationship.
Others are newer, including the notion of “Field and Relationships” which George devoted much of his later years to understanding, and “The Journey to We” a new framework described later in this article.
Field & Relationships – An understanding of the nature of interpersonal fields is necessary to appreciate Deliberate Synergy. George believed “Each of us is a field of energy connected to every other thing in the world”[2]. He further believed there is a unique field that exists within us, as well as one created between two people, and larger fields that encompass groups. Everything has an impact on field, either positively or negatively, and that field has memory. Brain research shows that long term memory is filled with the remnants of moments of high emotion, i.e. those strongly positive or negative deposits to the fields within and around us. With such moments, we’re like the proverbial elephant that never forgets.
Field uses the metaphor of a “container” that counts and holds positive and negative deposits. Dr John Gottman identified the existence of an emotional ‘field’ between individuals that had a powerful influence on their level of defensiveness. He called it Positive or Negative Sentiment Override. When the sum of interactions added up to appreciation, it resulted in lowered defensiveness and an inclination to interpret actions positively. When the sum equaled disrespect, the level of defensive behavior was high and interpretations were negative. The action may be the same but the interpretation could be opposite depending on the bias in the field. We also know from his work that it takes 5 positive affirmations to balance a single negative/withdrawal/discount. That bias is memory carried inside the field. We can assume from this and from our own experiences, that it takes time and deliberate effort to turn a negative override to positive.
The practice of Deliberate Synergy has a Set of Tools – methods and exercises that can help teams get to the desired state. Some of the existing approaches (more to be invented) include:
• Appreciation Exercises – developing an appreciative state of mind; and proactively leveraging “appreciation as energy”[3].
• The Awareness Wheel[4] – or Self Wheel, described by George and used for mutual awareness as well.
• Synectics Creative Problem Solving Diamond
• The Trust Formula (and Levels of Delegation)[5]
• The Itemized Response/Developmental Feedback
• Six-step Reframe – an NLP technique to tease out higher positive intention…then problem solve with and for each other[6].
• Unmentionables exercise – a technique for anonymously raising issues for group discussion
• Dialogue – communicating, not in argument and discussion, but in dialogue to increase intimacy and deepen understanding, empathy, and the relationship[7].
The remainder of this article offers an outline of a new framework for visualizing the effect of behaviors on our field and, more importantly, the effect of our responses to those behaviors, including such responses as the appreciation and awareness tools mentioned above.
The Journey to We – a Framework for Understanding Deliberate Synergy
The “Journey to We” (or the Relationship & Conflict Response Path) is a visual construct for understanding the impact of our behaviors on a relationship and the options we may choose to call upon in response. It maps over time how positive/negative the Field is between people.
Two people meet (Marker A on the diagram) and instantly create a field of relatedness, trust, and synergy which will strengthen or weaken over time. We move along this relationship path until that first breakdown, the first gap between intent and effect, a moment of disillusionment, a moment of disruption (B). Often we do not express how we feel about it.
The downward spiral begins. Rather than addressing the issue, we often fall into one or more avoidance behaviors – we blame, we reserve final judgment and remain on guard, or we give the benefit of the doubt. We may try to assume positive intent and persuade ourselves the person meant no harm and is only intending something mutually beneficial. This may create a small uptick in the relationship (C), but if we suppress our feelings, the person with whom we have an issue never becomes aware of the impact of their actions. They do not get the chance to consider how to act differently to get what they want for themselves and for us without negative effects.
The next time we feel discounted by that person, the drop is more significant because we are triggering not only the latest event but past events. We know that the brain creates neuro-pathways; each time a discount occurs, the pathway fires and is reinforced. Without clarification or addressing the issue, even “Assuming Positive Intent and Assuming Value” are incomplete in restoring the field and preventing the trigger from firing disproportionately the next time. This degradation of relatedness and deliberate synergy continues in a downward spiral. Soon a negative field bias is created and is reinforced with each disruption, each negative interpretation of behavior (D).
However, the downward spiral can be arrested and turned around (E). It requires us to begin with Assuming Value and Positive Intent, and then go beyond these to Proactive and Sincere Appreciation (received as validation or meaningfulness) and, finally, Bridging the Issue directly. Over time these actions create future pull toward the same positive behaviors. We stop discounting and feeling discounted, and we get things turned.
The goal is an accumulation of positive field that is rooted in (1) mutual stated appreciation and validation, and (2) working through issues as they come up in an honest and open way (F). There is recognition that every issue is an opportunity for growing and learning and becoming even better. The comment “I have an issue” (or some signal phrase we create) is greeted with openness and anticipation instead of defensiveness. We deliberately want that relationship to be better. Those positive deposits through appreciation and through resolution create a strong positive field override, so that breakdowns occur less frequently and, when they do, they are minimally charged. The conflicts are not felt at an emotional level. There is a presumption of worth and value. We need the ability to give feedback, to identify weaknesses, and to work on them “with love” (as George wonderfully modeled).
If we are fortunate, we attain a level of relatedness, trust, and synergy that approaches George’s ideal, “a relationship to match the heart’s changeless needs, and leads to the most collaborative actions.” It’s a WE that comprehends the needs and growth of each individually and of the relationship (G).
The key steps to turn the negative spiral round …or prevent it
• Assuming Value and Positive Intent – important but insufficient.
Assuming Value and Assuming Positive Intent are both cognitive/intellectual exercises. To Assume Value is to make an assumption that there may be some good, some value that can be found in an action or idea, regardless of how remote it may seem initially. To Assume Positive Intent, is to allow for the possibility there was no malice intended, but that the positive intention was simply misaligned with that effect created. The former looks for the good in a thing, whereas the latter looks for the good in a person.
It can be dangerous ONLY to Assume Value and Positive Intent. Within a Synectics creative problem solving session, these work temporarily to stay open minded; however, if the behavior engendered any significant negative emotional response, then assuming value or positive intent is insufficient beyond the meeting. Our subconscious lays waiting for that trigger to occur again and adds to the ‘discounts’ pile, cumulatively. The memory may subside over time but at the basic human level of field and relatedness we don’t let it go and it may play out in the discount-revenge cycle. All this occurs if we do not close that gap between intent and effect and we have no opportunity to learn.
• Proactive and Sincere Appreciation
In relationships, proactive and sincere appreciation consistently received and given can create a different impact on neural network embedding. If I consistently assume value by sincerely appreciating you – being grateful AND valuing – then you feel validated and meaningful. Sincerity, especially through specificity, is essential. With response in kind, mutual validation is created.
However, what is lacking still is the opportunity to learn, to consciously and more immediately close gaps between our intent and the effect that our behaviors have on each of us. Very often we must go further, by Bridging the Issue
• Bridging the Issue
Any transaction between two people is not one event but two. It represents a different experience for each of us. More broadly, we each have our own map of our journey together.
“Only if I know, can I grow, and together can we become better”. The most effective approach for lasting positive impact is direct communication or bridging with each other around the issue. For many, this is difficult. One excellent approach is the Awareness Wheel to reflect, engage, and resolve. There are a few key steps:
1 Self-awareness – about what you perceive, feel, think, and want in connection with something you’ve experienced
2 Mutual awareness – sharing what’s going on for each of you and hearing openly and empathetically
3 Mutual resolution – problem solving to mutual solution; and, importantly,
4 Behavior change, where promised, followed by continued active appreciation.
We can address and learn from an issue that we were not previously aware of or ‘available’ to hear. We can understand the impact of our behavior …and adjust. That adjustment, that mutual understanding, strengthens the relationship. Each time this happens there is a further binding. We know where each other stands. Over time a positive (instead of negative) override or bias is created in the field we share.
Skillful use of these three components – Assuming Value and Positive Intent, Active and Sincere Appreciation, and Bridging Issues – takes practice...and courage. That’s part of what I believe George meant by “deliberate”.
The Journey to Me
Imagine mapping the same diagram as in the Journey to We to the relationships within yourself, between your Core Self and the different parts of yourself. According to Kathleen Logan-Prince, based on her study and practice of Richard Schwartz’ Internal Family Systems Therapy, your Core Self, is always calm, clear, resourceful, always creative, and always confident. When a wounded part acts up and grabs on to “Self”, a very aware person can have a conversation with that wounded part. The Core Self, being ever resourceful, can imbue that wounded part with the resources it needs. Once it has those resources, it can disentangle itself from the core. Relatedness and yet separateness occur.
In his article Self and Synergy (and also in his Book, Mindspring), George too played with the idea of two voices[8]. He wrote, “I was so interested in the idea that I might sometimes be working against myself that I began to identify the characteristics of the two parts of my ‘split’ personality. The fact of two voices now suggested that I might not be monolithic, but rather, a relationship – a field – fascinated me. Perhaps this was the core governor that controlled my use of my gifts”. The tough voice of righteous safety he called his ‘Safekeeping Self’. The tentative idea-getting subordinate voice, he called his ‘Experimental Self’. He went on to explore the “destructiveness of self-punishment” on “my internal field”. All this suggests that there may be an internal path or journey of relatedness among those different parts of us… and Synergy can exist there too, if we are deliberate. When it does, it profoundly and positively impacts our ability to engage with others.
A Wish and an Invitation
In 2010, as part of our ambition for the next 50 years, we set a vision for Synecticsworld which echoes George’s highest aspirations – “To change the way people interact with each other, and inspire the way they relate to their world”. Deliberate Synergy and George’s dream “to get everyone to live the Synectics supportive way” is at the heart of this vision.
Our commitment to it, to George’s dream, and, most of all, to each other, compels us to learn, to look within, to experiment, and to lead in this area. If you are reading this book I know there is a part of you for whom this resonates deeply, and you are already playing a significant role. I invite you to take up George’s challenge and continue the journey with us…into the next 50 years.
••••••••••••
Joe Gammal is a Managing Partner of Synecticsworld. He works with teams and organizations to help create and implement fresh thinking around business challenges. He is also a coach, facilitator, and trainer helping to imbed skills for a culture of innovation to take root. Joe has facilitated projects and conducted innovation leadership and team training across North America and in Japan, New Zealand, and Western Europe. Before joining Synecticsworld, he held a number of senior marketing and product marketing positions with Apple and Hasbro, including founder and Director of Hasbro’s Interactive Play and Kids Software Division. Joe was also VP of Market Development for a technology and design spin-off of MIT, and a management consultant with Arthur D. Little.
••••••••••••
1 See “Deliberate Synergy® Program: Making one plus one equal two and one half” article by George Prince.
2 See “Your Brain Will Not Tolerate Disrespect – The Fateful Role of Meaningfulness” article by George Prince
3 See “Self and Synergy”, article by George Prince
4 See “Collaborative Marriage Skills” book by Sherod Miller, Phyllis Miller, Elam Nunnally, Daniel Wackman pp 47-77
5 See ‘Your Life is a Series of Meetings’ book by George Prince and Kathleen Logan-Prince, pp 39 to 43
6 See “Encyclopedia of Systemic NLP and NLP New Coding” pp 1215-1216, describing the origination of Six Step Reframing by John Grinder and Judith Delozier
7 See “Dialogue” by William Isaacs
8 See “Self and Synergy”, article by George Prince
A New Beginning
Connie Williams

Synecticsworld has set a vision for itself which is deeply relevant as we move into Synectics second half century: “To change the way people interact with each other and inspire the way they relate to their world”. The Synectics Body of Knowledge is more than just helping people and organizations live in more creative and innovative ways; it is a living, breathing entity that continues to be built on, to flourish and to grow. We hope that by capturing and sharing some of the ways that it has been applied, we might inspire more applications and more learning that can be shared with our extended community. In today’s contentious political and social climate, we hope that more of us will be inspired to live positively, creatively and collaboratively, finding the plusses, supporting our colleagues, and spreading the wisdom of the Synectics way of working and living. As George said, “don’t be afraid to give it away.” So this is both an end and a beginning.
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