The Case For In-The-Box Innovation

By Renee Hopkins Callahan, Gwen Ishmael, and Leyla Namiranian, Decision Analyst

n the last several years, innovation

has moved to the top of the world-
wide business agenda, as shorter
product lifecycles and an increasingly
competitive services environment have
become global trends. These trends
put pressure on companies to be more
innovative and to do it quickly. The
end result is that the ability of an or-
ganization to survive has begun to be
defined by its capacity to innovate.

Nowhere is innovation more impera-
tive than in the fast-moving consumer
goods (FMCG) industry. The average
FMCG company now introduces 70
to 80 new products per year; Procter
& Gamble offers 46 different types of
Tide in the U.S. [1]

In order to sustain a fast pace of new
product and service introduction, it is
vitally important to keep the pipeline
filled with potential new ideas for de-
velopment. This is necessary because
many new product and service ideas
either do not make it to launch, or are
not successful once they are launched.
A Dun & Bradstreet study revealed
that for each successful new product
introduced, a company needs between
50 and 60 other new product ideas in
the pipeline. [2] Or, one in every 60 or
so new product ideas a company gen-
erates will go on to become a success-
ful new product.

In order to move their pipelines along,
many companies have adopted formal

development processes, such as Dr.
Robert Cooper’s StageGate.

However, these processes focus mostly
on the evaluation and development of
new products, with little, if any, atten-
tion given to the generation of ideas.
In other words, the process assumes
an idea for a new product or service
exists, but never says how that idea
came about in the first place. Yet even
Dr. Cooper himself acknowledges that
starting with quality ideas is critical:
“Don’t expect a well-oiled new prod-
uct process to make up for a shortage
of quality ideas: If the idea was mun-
dane to start with, don’t count on your
process turning it into a star!” [3]

Because development processes put
so much emphasis on idea evalu-
ation and development, and so little
on idea generation, companies often
make the assumption that ideas are
easy to come by. And, in fact, those
companies that are attempting to find
quality ideas to place into their devel-
opment processes usually look within;
they tell their employees to brainstorm
and to “think outside the box” to come
up with quality, innovative ideas.

However, we maintain that the direc-
tion “think outside the box” generally
fosters mundane ideas. Here’s why:

“Think outside the box” is a very
broad directive for creativity. It's easy
to imagine that thinking broadly will
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result in wide-ranging ideas — and it
does. But we have found two prob-
lems with this thinking. First, wide-
ranging ideas often are irrelevant to
the task at hand and, therefore, are
less actionable. The second problem
is that wide-ranging ideas generally
skim the surface of an issue and are
actually quite shallow rather than in-
novative in nature. What's needed is
depth of thinking in the problem area.

Paradoxically, the way to generate a
large number of highly innovative
ideas is to focus narrowly and dig
very deep. In other words, the most
effective way of being creative is to
stay “inside” the box. Or, build an
even narrower box than relevance
demands and plumb the depths of
that box before building another box
whose depths can be mined for great
ideas.

Hypothesis

Our hypothesis is that directed cre-
ativity (in-the-box thinking) will result
in more ideas, more innovative ideas,
and more actionable ideas, than will

non-directed creativity (outside the
box thinking).

We believe this is true, regardless
of whether the people involved
have natural creative abilities. Obvi-
ously, it makes sense to think that
people who possess creativity skills
will be able to generate more ideas
than people who are naturally less
creative. But we propose that even
these naturally creative people will
perform better by narrowly focusing
their creativity.

Methodology

We tested this hypothesis with an
online innovation project conducted
expressly as a case study. The project,
conducted in early December 2004 in
the United Kingdom and in France, set
out to create a new chocolate product,
using the Imaginators™, Decision
Analyst’s proprietary international in-
novation panel.

Our Imaginators™ panel consists of
everyday consumers who have been
recruited based on their high levels of
idea-centric creativity, their ability to
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come up with many original ideas for
new products and services, and their
skill in elaborating on those ideas as
well. Potential panelists must undergo
a creativity evaluation and score with-
in the top four percent of the popula-
tion before they are invited to join. We
specifically look for several factors in
their responses, including;:

e The ability to push outward from a
starting point, to think in a number
of diverse directions.

e The ability to come up with ideas
that are well outside the “norm”.

e The ability to come up with lots
of ideas and be able to write a lot
about them (extremely important
when participating in an innova-
tion session online).

This method of determining creativity
is based on current psychological and
sociological research into how creativ-
ity can be evaluated. [4]

For this project, we asked approxi-
mately 40 Imaginators™ panel mem-
bers from each country to participate.
Participants were required to visit a
private online discussion forum at
least three times a day for 10 days.
While visiting the forum, participants
generated ideas in response to cre-
ativity exercises, submitted their own
ideas, and responded to and built on
the ideas offered by other panelists.

o test our hypothesis, we divided

the participants from each coun-
try into two groups. Group 1 received
specific “directed” instructions and
creativity exercises; Group 2 received
more “non-directed” instruction, typi-
cal of the outside the box instruction
companies give to employees. Both
groups spent the same amount of
time on the project and had the same
general assignment: to create a new
chocolate product.

When the assignment was over, we

evaluated the effectiveness of each ap-
proach based on the number of ideas
generated, the originality of the ideas
submitted, and the relevance of the
ideas.

Non-Directed vs.
Directed Creativity

So, exactly how did our instructions

to each group differ? To understand
that, it is important to understand the
difference between “non-directed” and
“directed” creativity.

Non-directed creativity is creativity
that results from the use of general-
ized processes, such as brainstorm-
ing. The “rules” of brainstorming are
extremely vague — anything goes,

as long as negativity and premature
judgment are avoided. Participants are
encouraged to let their minds roam far
and wide to come up with ideas - the
further and wider, the better, so as best
to generate outside the box ideas.

he problem with brainstorming is

that, at best, it quite often results
in ideas that are superficial solutions
for the problem at hand, and at worst,
it can result in unworkable, irrelevant
ideas that are a waste of time and re-
sources. Edward De Bono points out
that, since brainstorming was origi-
nated by Alex Osborn, an advertising
industry executive, it is not surprising
that “novelty and gimmickry,” which
are not at all out of place in advertis-
ing, can be a result [5].

However, for business purposes, ideas
must not only be novel but must also
be a fit with the company; they must
be relevant to the company’s objec-
tives, or in other words, they must fit
“inside” the box.

The main rules of brainstorming

— suspending negativity and avoiding
premature judgment — are also part of
directed creativity. But then a “stimu-
lus” (what Edward de Bono calls “a
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deliberate provocation operation”) is
added [6]. The stimulus accomplishes
several things — first and most impor-
tant, it takes the participant out of his
or her comfortable pattern of thinking
about the subject at hand. We all think
in routine patterns — it is the way our
brains work. De Bono’s “lateral think-
ing” is all about cutting across these
patterns so we can create new ideas in
the intersection of existing patterns of
information in our brains. Introducing
a stimulus — even something as simple
as a random, unrelated word — into
our thought process about the subject
at hand can be enough to cut across
our existing thought patterns and
stimulate creativity.

he next thing the stimulus must

do is to help foster the active
mental process of cutting across exist-
ing thought patterns to create new
thought combinations. De Bono calls
this “movement,” and it requires a
suspension in judgment, because we
typically reject thought combinations
that don’t fit our experience, or seem
unrealistic or impossible. Because
the initial result of this new thought
combination is often pretty absurd and
certainly not relevant, careful instruc-
tion is required to prompt participants
to use the stimulus and the resulting
thought combination solely for what-
ever value it brings as an entry point,
and as a means of moving toward a
new idea.

De Bono points out that this move-
ment isn’t easy. It requires deliberate
setup and then careful coaching. In
other words, this more rich kind of
“serious creativity” requires direction,
particularly the creation of a “box” in
which to create.

A number of idea-generation and cre-
ativity techniques in use today could
be described as “directed,” including
TRIZ, Six Thinking Hats, and System-
atic Inventive Thinking [7]. Regardless

of the actual technique, we have found
that in order to ensure the creation

of ideas that are simultaneously the
most creative and the most relevant,
some aspect of the direction should be
related to the business objectives of the
project. After all, the various aspects of
the business objectives — company and
product category constraints, timing,
marketing issues, sales channels, pro-
duction issues, and profitability goals
— form the “box” within which the end
product needs to fit. Consideration

for business objectives and constraints
allows for a more productive focus on
generating actionable ideas without
restricting the flow of creative minds.

Evaluating The Results

Once the online-ideation portion of our
project was completed, we evaluated
the effectiveness of each group using
an approach similar to the one we used
to evaluate our Imaginators™. In our
evaluation we looked at four factors:

1. The total number of ideas generated
by each group.

2. The number of unique categories
represented by the content of the
ideas generated — a measure of par-
ticipants” ability to generate diverse
ideas.

3. The relevance of each idea in ad-
dressing the task assigned to the

group.
4. The originality of the ideas.

Next, we divided the raw originality
and relevance scores by the number
of ideas produced. This gave us a
measurement for how successful each
group was at generating creative, yet
relevant, ideas for the project.

Results

We did not evaluate creativity across
countries. The results presented here
are meant to compare the results of the
groups that received directed creativ-



See Four Concepts on pages 6 and 7 >

We selected a representative concept from each group to take through Decision
Analyst’s normal idea development process. Each concept is labeled to indicate
which resulted from ideas put forth by the directed groups and which resulted from
ideas that were put forth by the non-directed groups.

ity instruction with the results of the
groups that followed more traditional
brainstorming methods, within each
country.

In both France and the UK, the di-
rected group out-performed the non-
directed group. The panelists who
received in-the-box direction gener-
ated more total ideas, more categories
of ideas, and achieved both greater rel-
evance scores and greater originality
scores than the non-directed groups.

As shown in the table below, this
case study demonstrates that
outside the box brainstorming results
not only in fewer ideas overall, but
also in ideas that are less diverse and
original. The directed group generated
ideas that were more varied in nature;
they were also more original. The
non-directed participants, on the other
hand, never ventured very far outside
the box in their thinking, so they didn’t
contribute any overtly irrelevant ideas.
However, they also offered fewer, less
original, less diverse ideas than the
directed group. The sheer quantity

of ideas generated by all groups was
largely the result of using a panel of
highly creative individuals instead of
average consumers.

Results from Participants

Conclusion

Instructions to think outside the box
aren’t necessarily bad instructions.
They don’t go far enough, especially if
the purpose of the creativity project is
to generate ideas that must be relevant
as well as creative. The same disci-
pline exercised in formal development
processes must be exercised in the
ideation stage.

Assuming that creativity skills in-
volve the ability to be able to “cross
patterns” without much direction to
do so, a person with creativity skills
should be able to come up with good
ideas with outside the box instruc-
tions. However, the issue of whether
many of the ideas are relevant and
actionable will remain.

Edward De Bono has said anyone can
be trained to think creatively, particu-
larly if they are given careful instruc-
tion on directed creativity — how to
use a stimulus as a means of moving
toward a new idea.

Our case study indeed demonstrates
that the most relevant, creative ideas
are generated by using directed cre-
ativity techniques that “fit” the box
already defined by the existing busi-
ness objectives.
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Number Number of Originality
Group . Relevance
of Ideas (ategories Score
Directed 696 39 99% 1.64
Non-Directed 512 29 92% 1.62
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UK Group 1: Directed

Introducing a new white chocolate,
tropical-tasting ice cream bar sensation!

%

Flamingo Delight brings together the
Arctic and the tropics in a truly unique
treat. New Flamingo Delight deliv-

ers a superbly chilling taste contrast
by ribboning smooth, frosty white
chocolate ice cream with a tropical

sauce of orange, tangerine, and pine-
apple. And true to its name, Flamingo
Delight is sprinkled throughout with
pink flamingo-shaped marshmallows.
It’s great flavor and fun for kids and
adults alike!

© 2005, Decision Analyst, Inc.

UK Group 2: Non-Directed

Introducing a new way to make chocolate-

covered everything!

Chocolate Cream Mist

Now there’s an easy way to add real
chocolate to just about anything, with
only the press of a finger. New
Chocolate Cream Mist is the spray-
able chocolate cream that tastes like an
expensive chocolate mousse. Choco-

hn

late Cream Mist lets you quickly add
premium, creamy milk chocolate to
your favorite foods and recipes. Use it
to top desserts, spritz it between layers
of cake, or layer it between fruit for

an impressive trifle. And the kids can
even put it on their vegetables!

© 2005, Decision Analyst, Inc.



France Group 1: Directed

to enjoy chocolate!

Introducing a fun new way Littl@ ‘Dipp@f

New Little Dippers offers the ultimate
in chocolate choice! Each box offers
an assortment of chocolate candies

— dark chocolate, white chocolate, and
milk chocolate. Each box also contains
four pots filled with different-flavored
mousses and creams in which to dip
the chocolates. Dip flavors include
mango, cherry, coffee, and mint.

For more fun, get the Big Dippers box,
which contains even more dip flavors.
Gather family and friends for the Big

SIDE VIEW

TOP VIEW

Dippers game - each person dips his
chocolate candy in one of the pots,
then tells about the particular flavor
that he created.

© 2005, Decision Analyst, Inc.

France Group 2: Non-Directed

Intfroducing a new way é
to say ‘I love you’ in the
international language of love

— chocolate!

Love Notes (Les Mots d’Amour) is a
tiny (2 by 4 inches) book with 10 pages
of sweet pictures and sayings — and
real, detachable, heart-shaped “book-
mark” corners made of high-quality,
gourmet chocolate. Each heart-shaped
chocolate bookmark says “je t'aime”

— “I'love you.” Share the chocolate
hearts with your sweetheart, then save
the book as a keepsake. Bookmark
hearts come in milk or dark chocolate.

© 2005, Decision Analyst, Inc.
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For more informa-
tion on creativity
and innovation, see
IdeaFlow, our blog
that features news,
interviews and
ongoing discussions
about what drives
innovation and
creativity in today’s
business world.
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And you've got to create a lot of ideas
before you find a great onel!
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