Learn Thinking Skills (13 Feb 2006)

The lifespan of temporary monopolies are shortening in every industry and the pressure on businesses today is to innovate, generate value and maximise margins in ever shorter amounts of time. Companies are now forced to innovate more intensely – not just to thrive – but to survive. World class innovator companies demonstrate early understanding of customer and technology trends and exploit this knowledge to innovate their products and their companies. It is innovation that that drives them ahead and sets them apart from their competitors. 
If thinking is the basis of all innovation, as the last article pointed out, does it mean that only intelligent people can be innovative? After all, isn’t thinking the sort of activity that educated and clever people engage in? Don’t the smart ones get highly paid jobs and succeed in their careers? No necessarily so. Daniel Goleman, the proponent of Emotional Quotient, points out that only 4% - 6% of career success is based on IQ. Mensa, the association for mortals with above-average IQ levels, counts truck drivers and plumbers amongst its select members.

Simply put, intelligence alone is not enough to succeed. It certainly helps but more crucial for innovation are other factors such as thinking skills, emotional quotient and entrepreneurship. Thinking skills allow us to succeed in a world that is full of uncertainty and where perfect information can never be available. If things were as certain as clockwork and complete information was always available, we would not need to think. We could operate on predetermined rules that would always work on logic and produce predictable results.

Intelligence is not the same as thinking. Intelligence is raw potential, it is through the skill of refined and learnt thinking skills that we maximise that potential. Think of it this way – intelligence is like a powerful car and skilled thinking is like a trained driver. If we have a powerful car and very skilled driver, obviously that is a combination hard to beat. However, a skilled driver can still win the race with a less than perfect car. Similarly, an individual with a high IQ but poor thinking skills is wasted potential while one with lower intelligence but sharpened thinking skills will make the best out of every situation. Look at any entrepreneur round the corner – he is certainly no scientist but has succeeded in building a thriving business.
Former schools of thought felt that thinking skills and therefore by association, innovation skills, cannot be directly taught. They are embedded in subjects such as science and mathematics, requiring an individual to mentally separate subject matter from thinking skills. This is now known to be incorrect. Thinking is like any other skill such as riding a bicycle or juggling – it can be taught and learnt. Since innovation is a function of thinking skills, it too can be just as easily taught and learnt. All that is required is for us to learn the tools, techniques and methods involved – precisely what this Mental Protein series will do from next week onwards.

It is useful to know how the human brain, with its 100 billion neuron connections, stores and organises information. We might never know all the intricacies of the brain but what is known is that the first arriving information alters the “surface” of the brain, creating a new channel or pattern. The altered “surface” affects the way any new information is received and treated. The new information “clusters” with the previous pattern and “flows” along the pattern, entrenching it further. This means that the brain tries to makes sense of the confusion caused by new information or uncertainty by making it fit into one or more of the patterns it knows. The more patterns the brain knows therefore, the better the fit. The less patterns it knows, the greater the danger of locking new information onto a wrong pattern. As soon as the new information falls into a particular pattern, the brain goes on auto-pilot mode as further thinking is not necessary.
Analyse this analogy – if the only tool you have in your toolbox is a hammer, every problem begins to look like a nail. You are locked into the wrong pattern right away and the hammer appears to be the solution to every problem. If you had other tools in the toolbox, the brain would try to fit the problem into other patterns created by the different patterns in the toolbox. More patterns amount to a better fit. The key to innovation is to create new patterns for the information received. New patterns result in novel and innovative ideas. Old patterns keep up in old moulds that prohibit us from reaching creative and innovative solutions. Picasso said that every act of creation is first of all an act of destruction. 

The brain therefore, is a self-organising pattern recognition machine. We don’t really know why it operates in this manner but this is something for the medical scientists to figure out. What matters to innovators is that we know how to use the brain to innovate, just like we can get a TV to change channels using its remote control; even if we don’t know how the electronics works.
By learning thinking skills that create new brain patterns, we can maximise the potential of the brain to innovate. There are three specific thinking skills that maximise our potential to innovate – critical thinking, constructive thinking and innovative thinking.
Innovation comes from the ability to see what others are seeing but thinking what no one else is thinking. When everyone is thinking the same thoughts, in effect, no one is really thinking. Once we rid ourselves of traditional thinking, we can get on with creating the future. Companies that don’t feel the necessity for a change in thinking should clearly understand that survival too is not mandatory in a Globalised world.
