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Deconstructing ‘Wow’  
 
 

 
 

Something to be thinking about: how do you recognize a Finnish extrovert?  
 

While you let that incubate, to celebrate the launch this month of the beta version of our 
‘design4wow’ website, we thought we’d dig a little deeper into the ‘wow’ story. Close 
observers will remember that we’ve already published a fair amount on this subject – wow 
in music, literature, product design for example. Likewise, anyone that has been on one of 
our workshops will know that at some point or other they will have been asked ‘when was 
the last time something made you go wow?’ That question tends to be followed by an 
eerie silence. Wow, on the basis of this (unscientific, we know) experiment at least, 
doesn’t seem to happen that often.  
 

The question is important, though, because that ‘wow’ reaction forms the very essence of 
innovation. Although it sounds extremely un-scientific, it turns out to be one of the very 
best tests of a potential innovation winner. Or rather it does provided we understand how 
the ‘wow’ reaction operates inside our head. 
 

There seem, then, to be two essential parts to the ‘wow’ story. The first of those two parts 
is that we notice something different: 
 
‘Hey, That’s Different’ 
The human brain essentially works by forming patterns. We remember patterns in order to 
save ourselves time, and also to allow us to make predictions about what is going to 
happen in the next half second or second. Because of this pattern-remembering modus 
operandi we are particularly attuned to things that do not fit the patterns we already have 
stored inside our head. Picture yourself and your daily journey to work. Often you’ll find 
yourself at your desk at work and not be able to recall a single thing about your journey. 
This is because that journey to work (assuming you go to the same desk everyday) has 
become a well established script. Unless something happens on the journey that doesn’t 
fit the script, your journey will pretty much be done on auto-pilot. Your brain, however, 
even though you may be operating in automatic mode, is still vigilant and on the look-out 
for possible dangers, or indeed anything that may in the future require a revision to the 
journey-to-work pattern. 
 

Let’s say you see this on your journey to work: 
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Whether you want to or not, you will notice this image because it won’t fit any of your 
existing patterns. The first thing you’re likely to notice is different (unless you happen to 
live in Japan) is that ‘hey, there are Japanese people on my journey to work’. The second, 
even more unusual thing (even if you are in Japan) is that these two people are doing 
something that doesn’t fit one of your established patterns: 

- What is she carrying? 
- What is he doing in the middle of the road? 

What just happened is we experienced the first part of the ‘wow’ phenomenon. What kind 
of what it will turn out to be will depend on what happens during the second part of the 
story: 
 
‘It’s Different, But Is It Any Good?’ 
No sooner have we noticed something, we begin a process of rationalization – firstly a 
largely automatic friend/foe evaluation, then a more conscious process of evaluating 
whether what we’ve just noticed is in some way something that we should remember in 
the future. Essentially what we’re talking about during this conscious activity is a 
comparison between the new thing and the closest thing we already have already stored. 
If we don’t have anything remotely like it in the memory bank, then we are often unable to 
process the new information without acquiring more information – this indeed becomes 
our inquisitive reaction in such situations. If we have, on the other hand, seen something 
like the thing we’ve just seen, the basis of the evaluation we make is ‘is this new thing 
better or worse than the thing I have stored. 
 

In the case of the roll-up pedestrian crossing shown in the earlier picture, the very clear 
answer to this ‘is it better?’ rationalization question is ‘no, this is definitely not a better 
solution’. The portable pedestrian-crossing picture is in fact deliberately designed to be 
‘un-useless’. It is a demonstration of the Japanese art of Chindogu. The aim of the 
Chindogu designer is to achieve the first part of the ‘wow’, but then to deliberately fail the 
second ‘is it better’ test. A really good Chindogu example is one in which the better/worse 
decision takes a degree of thinking through. Reference 1 contains a host of other 
Chindogu examples should curious readers want to test the phenomenon in more detail. 
 

Meanwhile, our primary task in this article is to think about the ‘wow’ reaction in its more 
positive light. Here’s an example of a rather more positive kind of wow: 
 

 
 
iPhone - the new ‘machine that changed the world’. The first time you saw the advertising 
campaign showing just how to simple to use the user-interface was, it was pretty much a 
no-brainer for most people as far as evaluating ‘is this user interface better or worse than 
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the one I expected to see?’ was concerned. iPhone’s interface is so much better in fact 
that very quickly any user interface in any piece of software that isn’t this instinctive 
suddenly feels like it’s from a distant age. The sound of collective jaws hitting the ground 
at Nokia and Ericsson is probably still reverberating around Scandinavia. Why? Because 
they were thinking about the usual incremental improvements on what they already had 
rather than looking, as Steve Jobs did, for a step-change better way of doing things. 
 

Of course, the iPhone has other problems once users get past the appeal of the user 
interface, but in many ways they’re irrelevant; iPhone wins because it passes both of the 
‘wow’ tests: 

1) It wasn’t what users expected so they noticed it 
2) When the better/worse calculation was run in peoples’ heads, the solution very 

clearly comes out as a step-change ‘better’. 
 

So, here’s a candidate wow you may not have seen. As you look at this collage of 
children’s luggage products check if you experience the two stages of a ‘wow’: 
 

 
 

The iPhone and the above luggage example are ones where the two ‘wow’ stages are 
supposed to happen over a short period of time. This is typical of many breakthrough 
consumer products – all the manufacturer is looking to do in these situations is time the 
‘wow’ sufficiently well that we ‘must have’ whatever it is we’re being shown. The initial 
‘wow’ is all about what FMCG companies often refer to as the First Moment of Truth 
(Reference 2) – first – did the consumer notice it and did they evaluate it and decide that 
the value it offered was sufficient to provoke them to make a purchase. In other industries, 
where things happen less quickly, providers often try to engineer ‘wow’s that occur at 
other critical moments. The FMCG ‘second moment of truth’ for example occurs when the 
product is used. Engineering a wow at this second moment (‘wow, I didn’t expect that stain 
to be removed’) means there is a good chance the consumer will come back and buy your 
product again. Many high-end cars, by way of another example, contain safety features 
that the occupants only become aware of in the unlikely event that they are in a bad 
accident. Walking away from a car that has been turned into a ball of twisted metal is the 
kind of wow that stays with you until the next critical moment. Critical as far as the 
manufacturer is concerned at least; the moment, again, when you work out what make 
and model you’re going to buy next. 
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But what, then, about our extrovert Finn question? How do you recognize an extrovert 
Finn? Answer: they’re the ones staring at your shoes. 
 

Point? Jokes – good or bad – work on exactly the same two-step ‘wow’ process; firstly you 
notice an answer you weren’t expecting (it didn’t, in this case, fit your existing patterns 
relating to characteristics of extroverts), and second, during the better/worse 
rationalization process, you work out that the unexpected answer is fully plausible. 
Successfully pass through those two steps and there’s your laugh. Successfully pass 
through the two steps and there is ‘wow’. 
 
 
References 
 

1) Kawakami, K., ‘The Big Bento Box Of Unuseless Japanese Inventions’, WW 
Norton, 2004. 

2) Start, C., ‘The Three Moments Of Truth’, Praxis Dialog, www.ceoexpress.com 
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Cynefin Framework And SI  
Part 1:Combining Different Worldviews  

 

 
 

Cynefin (pronounced kun-ev’in) is a Welsh word usually translated as ‘habitat’ or ‘place’. 
But it also carries a wider contextual sense, something like ‘place of our multiple 
affiliations’; the sense that we all, individually and collectively, have many roots – cultural, 
religious, geographic, tribal, etc. The framework started life in the world of knowledge 
management as a means of distinguishing between different types of communities, but 
more recently the framework has seen application in an ever broadening domain of issues 
– from government policy making to strategy management to market creation and 
branding. It is most concerned with “how people perceive and make sense of situations in 
order to make decisions”. Notably, the framework relaxes three core assumptions that 
conventionally apply to policy-making models - namely: order, rational choice and 
intentional capability. Reference 1 – unusually for a Wikipedia page – contains a very well 
linked description of the Cynefin framework, its development, and application. 
 

In that one of its start points is ‘how’ people think, it is perhaps not surprising that there is 
a strong connection with the Spiral Dynamics subject, often a topic here in the e-zine. If 
Spiral Dynamics, and the different thinking modes identified by Clare Graves were derived 
from a general analysis of how mature personalities think, the Cynefin perspective was 
more specifically originated in complex systems theory and how people tend to deal with 
complexity. The resulting ‘Cynefin framework’ segments the world into five different 
segments as show in Figure 1. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Cynefin Framework 
 

Rotating anti-clockwise from the bottom-right quadrant, the four main segments defined by 
the framework divide the world into ‘known’, ‘knowable, ‘complex’ and ‘chaotic’. Each in 
turn represents a view that is progressively more representative of ‘the real world’. The 
fifth area of the picture – the shaded region at the centre of the picture then represents 
‘dis-order’, which we’ll return to later. 
 

A person viewing the/their world as ‘known’ (i.e. the bottom right corner of the framework) 
is very closely aligned to the Blue, ‘Order’ model defined by Spiral Dynamics (Reference 
2). The prevailing Blue thinking mode, according to Graves, is ‘one right way’. The Blue 
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thinking mode corresponds too to rule books and ‘doing things by the book’. When this 
person senses (measures) something has happened, what they see is categorized into 
one of the known rules (even if it doesn’t fit too well – which is where the Blue thinking 
mode tends to become a problem), and ant response that gets made is made according to 
the rule-book. 
 

In the second ‘knowable’ segment of the Cynefin framework, then, the worldview shifts to 
one that corresponds very neatly to the Orange, ‘Scientific’ thinking mode. The key 
difference between known and knowable (and Blue and Orange) is that when we sense 
something in the ‘knowable’ model of the world, we are able to design what we believe is 
an appropriate response. Orange thinkers are able to adapt rules in order to optimize and 
re-optimize a system. The key underlying assumption in either case, however, is that it is 
possible to take the data and somehow manipulate the response to generate the ‘right’ 
answer. Both Lean and SixSigma philosophies are closely aligned to this model of the 
world as a complicated, but ultimately controllable thing. 
 

Perhaps a little surprisingly, the Green, ‘Communitarian’ level of Spiral Dynamics – in 
theory the next model in the sequence revealed by Graves’ research – holds a very similar 
‘knowable’ view of the world. The key difference between Orange and Green is that 
Orange is seeking to manipulate and ‘optimize’ to suit their personal needs and 
requirements, whereas the Green view is much more multiplistic, operating from the 
perspective that all inputs must be listened to, and included in what will still ultimately be 
an optimization calculation. 
 

Next along the Spiral from Green is the Yellow, ‘Holarchy’ thinking mode. This is the first 
mode along the sequence that recognizes and appreciates that the world is complex. As it 
turns out, this Yellow thinking mode corresponds very closely to the ‘complex’ segment of 
the Cynefin framework. A Yellow thinker seeks to create win-win solutions in conflicting 
situations. In Cynefin terms, what the Yellow person is doing to achieve these solutions is 
constantly probing, sensing and responding in order to test and refine solutions. The 
‘complex’ world, in Cynefin terms, is one in which appropriately adaptive solutions are the 
best way to cope with the world. In this Yellow/’complex’ world, although outcomes can be 
known a priori, the solutions that will deliver them fundamentally cannot. 
 

Figure 2 summarises how the various Spiral Dynamics thinking levels connect to the 
Cynefin world view. In addition to the Blue, Orange, Green and Yellow thinking levels the 
figure also includes the four other main thinking modes identified by Graves: 
 

4. Order

6. Communitarian

5. Scientific

3. Feudal

1. Survival

2. Tribal

7. Holarchy

8. Holistic

 
 

Figure 2: Overlaying Cynefin And Spiral Dynamic World Views    
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As shown in the picture, each of the Turquoise (Level 8), Survival (1), Tribal (2) and 
Feudal (3) thinking modes operate in the ‘chaotic’ segment of the framework. They do it, 
however, at two different levels. Whereas the Turquoise thinking mode recognizes the 
existence of and seeks to make sense of a chaotic world (Level 8 is often talked about as 
being guided by an un-definable ‘instinct’), the first three modes are ignorant of the 
concept, assuming instead that the world is a mysterious one, containing things that 
‘cannot be understood’. In the sense that Turquoise thinking has ‘come full circle’, albeit at 
a higher level of understanding than was the case at the first three Levels, we again see a 
strong alignment with Graves’ perception that the Spiral was exactly that. In fact, in 
Graves view, although the data to corroborate the theory is sparse, Level 2, Tribal and 
Level 8, Turquoise thinking models marked the point at which the Spiral had turned 
through a complete revolution. 
 

Before we get ourselves too bogged down in theory (or are we too late already? – sorry!) 
let’s try to examine how the Cynefin framework can be used to deliver practical results. 
 

On our way to this, David Snowden – one of the founding fathers of the framework – starts 
one of his many internet-published papers (Reference 3) with a beautiful analogy to 
organizing a birthday party: 
 

 
Figure 3: David Snowden Birthday Party Analogy  

 
The basic point of this story is that we’re all aware to some extent that the world is 
complex. A group of small children is a pretty good definition of a chaotic system. And yet, 
whether we’re explicitly conscious of the complexity present, our instincts guide us 
towards delivering what we want - in this case a successful outcome where every child is 
still alive at the end of the party, and has had a good time. 
 

The story also serves to point out that ‘appropriate’ management of a situation demands 
that we treat the system according to the prevailing local context. Without external 
guidance, the roomful of small children will behave in a chaotic manner. By using 
attractors and interventions only when boundaries are exceeded, we are able to turn the 
chaos into a ‘self-organising’ complex system.  
 

On the other hand, by trying to manage the party by forcing behaviours into the ‘known’ 
segment of the framework – in other words, by trying to control the party in a Blue, 
‘Order’ed manner, as suggested by the Snowden story – we are setting ourselves up for a 
roomful of tears and tantrums. 
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A typical way of using the Cynefin framework, then, is a little like using the Perception 
Mapping tool – by gathering different people’s perspectives of a situation, it is possible to 
map how different people’s views fit into the known/knowable/complex/chaotic and 
disordered segment of the framework. Once we then know how everyone’s map of the 
world/problem sits relative to everyone else’s, we are in a far better position to respond 
and act to improve things. 
 

Ultimately, the framework is about understanding other people’s perspectives. Unlike 
Spiral Dynamics, however, Cynefin seeks to do the job in the context of complexity theory. 
All systems are chaotic without some form of control. The types of control strategy we 
apply to get the chaos under control will then depend on whether we wish to make the 
complexity work for us (by adopting the strategies described in the ‘complex’ quadrant of 
Figure 1), or whether we wish to reduce the complexity down to the level of a ‘known’ set 
of rules. One is clearer stronger than the other in the grand scheme of things. At least, 
though, the framework provides an objective means of deciding which is the most 
appropriate strategy in our current context – if the analysis shows that the team is full of 
Blue thinkers, for example, there is little point trying to define a ‘self-organising’ solution. 
 

Ultimately then, Cynefin, Spiral Dynamics and TRIZ/SI are about the same thing – creating 
models that allow us to, first, make sense of our world, so that, second, we can hope to 
create breakthrough solutions that will work. We’ll explore both of these in a second part of 
this article, where we demonstrate use of the Framework through a case study, and make 
hopefully useful new points about how differences between Cynefin and TRIZ/SI views of 
‘ideality’ can also help us to generate more robust solutions to the problems and 
challenges we’re here to resolve. 
 
 
 
 
References 
 

1) ‘Cynefin’ Wikipedia page. 
2) Graves, C.W., ‘The Never Ending Quest’, ECLET Publishing, California, 2005. 
3) http://www.cognitive-edge.com/ceresources/articles/40_Multi-

ontology_sense_makingv2_May05.pdf 
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Humour –  Haik-Ewe 
 
 

Quantum sheep anyone? 

Step 1. Spray sheep with suitably poetic words. 

Step 2: Stand around for a long time waiting for the sheep to re-arrange themselves into 
poetry. 

 

The sheep in question, which belonged to Donald Slater of Whitehouse Farm Centre, 
Morpeth, Northumberland, were sprayed, using the paint with which farmers traditionally 
mark their flocks. Here’s some of the output:  

CLOUDS GRAZE THE SKY; 
BELOW, SHEEP DRIFT GENTLE 
OVER FIELDS, SOFT MIRRORS, 
WARM WHITE SNOW. 
 
SOFT WHITE MIRRORS BELOW 
DRIFT WARM. 
 
WARM DRIFT, GRAZE GENTLE, 
WHITE BELOW THE SKY; 
SOFT SHEEP, MIRRORS, 
SNOW CLOUDS. 
 

 
 
Not only did the sheep produce random poetry (a form which poet Valerie Laws has since 
explored further, with - among other things - poetry bingo, and beach balls in a swimming 
pool), they also demonstrated the principles of quantum mechanics. Valerie explained: 
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"Quantum mechanics is a branch of physics which a lot of people find hard to understand, 
as it seems to go against common sense. Randomness and uncertainty is at the centre of 
how the universe is put together, and is quite difficult for us as humans who rely on order. 
So I decided to explore randomness and some of the principles of quantum mechanics, 
through poetry, using the medium of sheep." 

Quantum Sheep was an entirely serious project (things like this could only happen in the 
UK! Government funding included.), but Valerie was not disconcerted that some of the 
reports took it less than seriously; some of her poems are intended to make people laugh. 
Donald Slater (the farmer whose sheep they were) commented that "After last year's 
devastation (of foot-and-mouth) we all needed cheering up and this might just do it." 

Inevitably, Valerie has now published a poetry collection with the title Quantum Sheep. 

 
In true, ‘someone, somewhere already solved your problem’ fashion, we’re currently 
experimenting with several other versions of the quantum effect. Quantum slugs? Ants? 
Probably easier to photograph. Just need someone to write the words on their backs…



Subscription 0080:  
 

2008, DLMann, all rights reserved 
 

Patent of the Month - Hydroentanglement 
 
 
Patent of the month this month comes from the Polymer Group in North Carolina. US 
patent 7,455,800 was granted to inventors at the company on November 25. The subject 
of the invention is hydroentanglement of continuous polymer filaments and the focus is the 
manufacture of textile fabrics. 
 

Hydroentanglement, or ‘spunlacing’ has been known as a textile manufacture technique 
since the 1950s. It basically entails the entanglement of fibres by impacting them with high 
pressure water jets. As such, compared to traditional weaving processes, where there are 
literally hundreds of mechanical components required to get different fibres woven into 
other fibres, the technique represents a significant jump along the Dynamization trend: 
 

Immobile
System

Jointed
System

Fully
Flexible
System

Fluid or
Pneumatic

System

Field
Based

System

 
 

Despite its long history and massive benefits in terms of reduced complexity (setting up a 
weaving machine is a notoriously difficult and time-consuming task), hydroentanglement 
has thus far failed to displace traditional weaving machines because the quality of the 
fabric produced has been deemed inferior, and the process has generally speaking been 
slower. Fabric quality is most likely the more serious of the two problems. The two most 
significant factors by which the industry determines quality is strength of material and the 
drapability – typically measured as shear modulus. Here’s what the weaving story looks 
like when plotted against these two axes: 
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In essence, what this figure reveals is that spunlacing forms a weak middle ground 
between the properties of woven versus traditional non-woven (i.e. processes in which 
fibres are effectively glued together). The case against spunlacing becomes stronger 
when we add a third ‘manufacture complexity’ dimension to this plot: 

manufacture complexity

 

Although the red arrows indicate that traditional spunlacing might have a place in the world 
thanks to the reduced complexity, the key to their success is more likely to be driven by 
evolving the technique in the direction of the green arrow – making the material stronger 
and have better drapability and lower complexity. This, then, seems to be what the 
US7,455,800 inventors have achieved. If what they claim is true, we may just have seen 
the point at which the net ideality of hydroentanglement is now greater than either woven 
or non-wovens. In other words, we may have seen the technology that disrupts a lot of 
established weavers and non-woven manufacturers. 

And the key inventive steps contained in the patent? Here’s the text from Claim 1 of the 
disclosure: 

“A method for producing a nonwoven fabric, said method comprising the steps of: (a) continuously 
melt extruding a thermoplastic polymer into a plurality of endless thermoplastic polymer filaments 
having a denier of between about 0.5 to 3.0 to provide an unbonded web of filaments; and (b) 
thermally bonding said unbonded web of filaments to provide a thermally bonded web of filaments; 
and (c) continuously and without interruption, supporting said thermally bonded web of filaments 
on a moving porous support while subjecting said thermally bonded web of filaments to hydraulic 
entangling by at least one successive water jet station comprising a plurality of water jets directed 
at said thermally bonded web of filaments at successively higher hydraulic pressure to produce a 
fabric comprising a bonded hydroentangled continuous web of a packed interengaged loop 
configuration of filaments substantially free from knotting, wrapping, loose filament ends and 
breaking, and said bonded continuous web exhibiting a cross direction elongation value in excess 
of 90%, wherein said looped configuration of filaments disengage and filaments straighten and 
elongate under a load.” 

The orange highlighted text seems to represent the key to the success of the invention. 
Basically taking what have traditionally been pressure jets that have all been the same 
pressure, and now sequencing them so that jets further along the process are operating at 
higher pressure than those at the beginning of the process. Perhaps the best way to think 
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about this evolution is as a jump along the Mono-Bi-Poly(Time) trend. Traditional 
hydroentanglement is at the first stage of this trend, and the inventors of US7,455,800 
have taken it to the second and third stages. 
 

Here’s what the story looks like when plotted in terms of overall Evolution Potential: 
 

weaving

spunlace

US7,455,800

 
 
Also shown on the plot is traditional weaving (blue) and traditional pre-invention 
hydroentanglement (pink). Interesting to note in this picture is that even though the relative 
maturity of weaving versus traditional hydroentanglement suggests that the latter is the 
superior technology, it is only the US7,455,800 (green) jumps along the Mono-Bi-Poly 
(Time) that appear to have finally allowed this production method to gain a net ideality 
benefit over the traditional process. 
 

Interesting too in the plot, is how much untapped potential there still is in the system. In 
particular, the lack of advance along the Rhythm Coordination trend suggests that there 
are still jumps that appear, to this author at least, to offer the potential for even bigger 
benefit very simply (since, for example, it is relatively easy to pulse a water jet – someone, 
somewhere already solved this problem, right?). 
 

It will remain to be seen, of course, how traditional manufacturers will respond to this 
potentially threatening capability. A major shake-up to the status quo may take some time, 
but we think this patent is where the journey finally became a reality. You read it here first. 
 

 
Sample view of fabric made using US7,455,800 process 
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Best of the Month – Chasing The Rabbit/Managing The Unexpected 
 
 
Joint recommendations for this month’s best of the month. Two books following a very 
similar theme. Firstly ‘Chasing The Rabbit’ which has just been published, and ‘Managing 
The Unexpected’, which first appeared in 2001. Reading the former recently, reminded us 
how good the latter was. 
 

 
 

The focus of Chasing The Rabbit is ‘high velocity organizations’. These are organizations 
that, as the title suggests, always seem to out-run their competitors. Alcoa, Pratt & 
Whitney (the least convincing of the cases, actually), US Navy Nuclear Power, aQuantive, 
and, especially, Toyota are the main examples used to illustrate the findings and 
recommendations made by author Steven Spear. What’s nicest about the book is that – 
unlike the vast majority of business authors, Spear actually went and got his hands dirty 
and, for example, spent time on the production line at several different companies (the 
story of his time at one of the Big Three auto-makers in the US – pages 73-86 – is almost 
heartbreaking in demonstrating how not to run a ‘continuous improvement’ initiative. 
Here’s how that story begins:)  
 

“Imagine waking up tomorrow morning for work. After the alarm goes off and as you roll out of bed, 
it hits you: Today you will fail. It will not be in a big, pronounced way, but fail you will. The product 
or service for which you are responsible is not world-class. Sure, there seems to be a market for it, 
but that is largely because your company has been forced to cut the price to attract bargain 
hunters. Today you will struggle with various hassles, but there will be no recourse, no way to call 
for help, no way to contain the problem, no way to set things right. Instead you’ll have to soldier 
on, making do until the end of your shift. Of course, relief will only be temporary. This will be your 
plight the next day, and the day after that, and every day that follows until you retire or are fired.” 

 

By getting his hands dirty, Spear becomes uniquely placed to diagnose what is really 
happening in both effective and dysfunctional organizations. Many authors have a 
tendency to confuse correlation and causation (see the Conference report elsewhere in 
the e-zine). Toyota’s success as a company, for example, is for sure correlated to their 
Lean initiatives, but it is far less clear that there is any kind of causal link. The plethora of 
Lean texts citing Toyota have nearly all either failed to distinguish the difference, or failed 
to recognize that the difference is important. Vital in fact. Spear’s main findings, which are 
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most convincingly drawn from the Toyota analyses is that ‘high velocity companies’ are 
ones that, at root, build four main capabilities: 
 

1) build a system of ‘dynamic discovery’ – there to reveal operational problems and 
weaknesses the instant they are noticed 

2) adopt ‘swarm’ approaches to rigorously resolving and understanding these problems, 
again, the instant they are noticed  

3) disseminate the knowledge gained from the analyses to all inside the organization 
4) create a self-updating, self-learning system that repeats steps 1) to 3) ad infinitum 
 

Importantly, although the words ‘contradiction’, ‘conflict’ or ‘trade-off’ are seldom used, it is 
clear from the examples used that Spear has also had a keen eye for non-trade-off 
solutions. So, Alcoa for example, have achieved the best safety record in their industry 
and world beating profitability; the Navy Nuclear Power team has never had an accident 
and has an unrivalled operational efficiency. 
 

Also nice in the book is that Spear, again unlike a lot of business authors has operated 
from the principle of trying to disprove the theories he developed. Hence we hear him 
going to Internet advertising and health services to test the theories, in highly different 
environments, on the basis that they most likely won’t work there. That said, not all the 
case studies are fully convincing. Some, indeed, contain little more than a ‘we did a high 
velocity thing and the company saved/generated $x’ making it impossible to judge whether 
the theory held true or not. 
 

Probably the main flaw in the book, though, is the ‘high velocity organization’ term – there 
is little connection between speed and Alcoa’s safety drive per se, merely that the speed 
in which problems were addressed was high. I guess the problem here is that the more 
appropriate term ‘high reliability organization’ had already been used in the Managing The 
Unexpected book which forms the other half of our recommendation. 
 

Karl Weick’s 2001 book is probably less well known than Spear’s book will be (one of the 
disadvantages of not having Clay Christensen write your foreword!), but the themes and 
messages are uncannily similar: find problems fast; analyse and solve them fast; spread 
the findings; and set up processes to make sure you keep doing it. Add to that mix, then, 
the key point that high reliability organizations actively assume the worst about any 
situation and build that into their problem solving processes. Interestingly in this regard, 
both authors refer to the oft talked about NASA Challenger and Columbia disasters, and 
both make the point that an ‘assume the best’ attitude of management was a key cause of 
the failures. Whether we call it ‘high reliability’ or ‘high velocity’, the issue is that ‘assume 
the worst’ is an inbuilt management doctrine. A ‘nearly happened’ incident is as much a 
problem in one of these organizations as an actual problem is. When a problem nearly 
happens, and people treat it as an improvement opportunity, you tend to improve faster 
than your competitors. 
 

A final important link between the two books – and to the Cynefin article earlier in this 
issue of the e-zine – is that ‘high velocity’ and ‘high reliability’ organizations both operate in 
the ‘complex’ zone of the Cynefin framework (see figure over). 
 

It is Spear who makes the more explicit connection to complexity theory, but both – again 
without using the actual words – are promoting the idea of the ‘probe-sense-respond’ 
modes of operation that Cynefin suggests are the best ways to operate in complex 
environments. 
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If you had to chose just one of these two books, the answer – in classic consultant mode – 
has to be ‘it depends’. Spear probably edges the overall choice on the grounds that he has 
(mostly) better stories and (mostly) tells them better, so if you’re looking for the more 
interesting holiday read, he’s your guy. Weick, on the other hand, holds the edge in terms 
of more in depth ‘this is what you need to do’ advice. His overall worldview is probably the 
stronger too. Whichever way you look at it, though, you’re not going to go too far wrong 
with either choice. Hey, you wouldn’t be wasting your money if you went for both – always 
a good way to solve any contradiction, right? 
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Conference Report –  ISPIM, Singapore, December 14-17 
 
 
The International Society For Professional Innovation Management conference was held 
at the Singapore Business School. The four-day event was attended by around 180 
delegates from, perhaps thanks to the extensive delights of visiting somewhere Equatorial 
in December, over 20 countries. Although ISPIM has been in existence for close to twenty 
years, this was their first Innovation Symposium. It was also the first time an ISPIM event 
has run outside of Europe. 
 

With over 100 papers presented (100 papers/180 delegates – hmm), the event was also a 
real rollercoaster ride. Both in terms of focus area and, alas, quality. Four parallel sessions 
were run throughout the main two days of the event, so it was only possible to see a 
quarter of the contributions first hand. Thanks to the way the sessions were organized and 
physically separated, choice of what you sat through was further limited by having to in 
effect being in one session for at least four papers. Hence, if you picked badly, you stayed 
with ‘badly’ for four papers. 
 

Compared to a TRIZ conference, the event was a complete breath of fresh air. No 
bickering; no-one there to make a sales-pitch (well, almost – the Strategyn people were 
definitely in selling mode); and everyone very open to new perspectives. Which was 
probably just as well since our paper – criticizing the Open Innovation movement – was 
the only dissenting voice against over a dozen pro-Open presentations. 
 

Those other Open Innovation papers perhaps revealed the main flaw of conferences in 
general. I’ve become pretty convinced in fact that the main purpose of these events (apart 
from drinking too much beer) is to make me angry. Hopefully in a positive ‘let’s fix it’ 
sense. 
 

The main anger-making characteristic of nearly every one of the papers I attended was 
authors failing to recognize the difference between correlation and causation. Lots of 
graphs and apparently scientifically gathered tables of data put up on the screens, but 
very little of it carrying any actual meaning when you tried to dig down deep. Classic 
example: a paper from The Netherlands surveying 160 companies (15% of companies 
approached by the researchers – first flaw!) concerning ‘did they do open innovation?’ Or 
rather, ‘did they look outside their company for innovation?’ These questions are only 
meaningful if you’ve defined a) what innovation is, and b) what open and ‘outside’ mean. 
So in the final analysis, it turns out that any company that goes and does a patent search 
for outside solutions ticked the ‘yes we do open/outside innovation’ box. Net result? Some 
nice graphs about how companies are doing more open innovation as time passes, but 
absolutely zero useful information anyone could go away and do anything meaningful with. 
 

The key difference between correlation and causation in the case of an academic paper is 
one of knowledge and wisdom. Finding a correlation between different things is potentially 
useful knowledge, but contributes nothing to the collective wisdom. I wrote down several 
pages of knowledge (in itself pretty unusual – TRIZCON’s equivalent knowledge haul 
never made it to a second page), but ringed close to zero pieces of wisdom.  
 

The closest to wisdom came from the opening address of the conference given by 
Singapore’s finance minister. A wonderful start to the conference that almost had 
delegates believing that Singapore was going to be the innovation capital of the world in 
the next few years. Wisdom-wise, it was highly instructive to learn how a nation-state like 
Singapore has learned the lesson of periodic re-invention (a lesson most companies fail to 



Subscription 0080:  
 

2008, DLMann, all rights reserved 
 

make), has recognized the need in and beyond the current recession for ‘pervasive 
innovation’ and continues to turn the complete absence of any natural resources of its own 
into an innovation advantage. 
 

Other nuggets: 
• OCBC bank on some of their banking innovations. Personal favourite: ‘Sunday 

Funday’; opening the bank on Sundays (when most customers would like banks to 
open in Singapore), but not just opening the banks, but completely re-inventing 
themselves on a Sunday – from having the staff in different uniforms to special 
events for kids (thus solving the contradiction of wanting to do banking things on 
Sunday, but also wanting it to still be a family day).   

• Excellent example of government supported innovation in the fire-service: 
prevailing logic in the service was that to fight fires more effectively required bigger 
fire-engines with bigger hoses. Two fire-fighters had the idea that using less water 
more effectively was a better way to go, and even though their bosses weren’t 
industry, the Singapore government was. So they funded a development 
programme that has now resulted in a beautiful (and commercially successful 
export) ‘water mist’ system. Also an excellent example of a jump along the ‘Object 
Segmentation’ trend – homogeneous liquid to segmented liquid. 

• Thales-developed ‘Effect-Based Solutions’ system for scenario planning. Very 
science-fiction (think Minority Report) visualization and game-based running of 
different innovation scenarios. Check out www.txchange.nl and be amazed. 
Combine this capability with some actual innovation-is-about-step-change-not-
incremental-improvement thinking and they’d be pretty close to a world-beater. 

• A wonderful ‘creativity-for-kids’ initiative being run in China – essentially getting 12-
14 year olds inventing great solutions to real problems by ‘asking the unaskable’. 
Very much about ideal final result thinking (without using those precise words) 
being combined with the lack of inhibition/psychological-inertia still present in young 
children. 

• 30% of aviation fuel burned in Europe is burned by holding aircraft waiting to land. 
Not sure if I totally believe the number despite the amount of time I’ve spent circling 
over London, but even if it is half this amount, this looks like a great and eminently 
solvable problem to work on. 

 

All in all then, the usual frustrations of a modern day conference, but a higher than normal 
list of sparks to take away and build on. Given a choice of only going to one innovation 
conference next year, I’d put my money on ISPIM rather than any TRIZ event.  
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Investments –  Tidal Generation 
 
 
Tidal Generation Limited is a Bristol-based start-up company developing tidal turbines to 
generate electricity from tidal flows. While the company certainly isn’t unique in terms of 
recognizing the environmental potential of generating power from the world’s tides 
(although, with Bristol having the second biggest tidal range in the world, the company has 
a pretty big clue on their doorstep), it very definitely is unique in terms of the business 
model they have built. 
 

Generating power from tidal flows is more effective than its close neighbour wind for two 
reasons; firstly tidal flows are highly predictable, and secondly, the density of water being 
close to a thousand times greater than air, the available energy density is correspondingly 
higher. The link with wind energy is a sensible one, however, on the basis that the tidal 
energy business has largely sought to utilize the same basic turbine technology as has 
been proven in wind farms. Here are a few of the usual tidal turbine designs currently 
under development in different parts of the world: 
 

 
 

These designs have made the fairly sensible assumption that a key factor in the efficient 
harvesting of energy is the design of the turbine blades. The industry has thus become 
dominated by companies arguing percentage points of efficiency that their design has over 
competitors. 
 

In classic ‘failing to spot the 800lb gorilla’ mode, the psychological inertia caused by 
employing lots of turbomachinery specialists has resulted in all of these companies doing 
some beautiful theoretical blade design work, but alas almost no practical application data. 
The gorilla? Once you’ve constructed your super-efficient turbine, someone has to go and 
plant it in the seabed. As can be seen from all of the above pictures, this planting 
operation, effectively means drilling a big anchor hole in the seabed. Again not such a bad 
idea – since there is already a whole other industry of companies skilled in the art of 
making holes in the seabed. The problem is that there aren’t enough of these companies, 
and they’re in strong demand from oil companies desperate to find new reserves. Net 
result? Around about a three year waiting list for access to one of the drilling ships, and 
then a $40,000 per day bill for making the appropriate hole. 
 

Enter Tidal Generation Ltd with a new business model based on tackling and resolving 
this gorilla problem. Rather than focusing on making the most efficient turbine in the world, 
focus instead on making the most easily deployable turbines. Enter an innovative concept 
for a fully submerged machine which is designed for reliability and economy. Each 
machine will produce sufficient electricity to power 650 homes. The turbines also.....  
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• exploit the resource in depths > 30m  
• minimise visual and shipping impacts  
• are cheap to construct and easy to install due to the lightweight (80 tonnes/MW) 

support structure (ie 7.7 KW/te)  
• use readily available vessels for maintenance  
• allow rapid removal and replacement of powertrains, enabling safe maintenance in 

a dry environment  
• employ simple, passive systems wherever possible  
• are located out of the wave zone for improved survivability  

 

 
 
The company is currently working on a prototype, to be installed at the European Marine 
Energy Centre in Orkney. They anticipate starting to make a significant contribution to UK 
energy needs by 2010 with the low carbon, cost-effective technology. 
 

The company has already secured long term technology support and investment from big-
hitters like Rolls-Royce… Not bad for a company started by four misfits from the traditional 
tidal energy companies, re-thinking the world from their home office. 
 

All in all a classic example of an innovation focused on doing the right thing, rather than 
doing what people within the industry are comfortable doing. Simple strategy: get field 
experience (and power) from hundreds and hundreds of turbines before your competitors 
have even got their first machines in the water. Far easier to retrofit a higher efficiency 
turbine blade later, than it is to require the marine drilling industry to re-define itself. 
 

A great investment both from the perspective of a great business model, and also because 
it might actually make a significant inroad into the global energy requirement. Tidal energy 
could supply over 20% of the UKs energy needs. Now, thanks to Tidal Generation, we can 
also do it relatively quickly and easily. 
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Generational Cycles –  Music Formats 
 
 
Ever wondered why the music industry periodically re-invents the format on which they sell 
music to people? Or why certain formats (think 8-track, DAT or mini-disc) fail? Look at the 
evolution from vinyl to cassette to CD and now MP3 against the framework provided by 
generational cycles and some interesting answers begin to emerge: 
 

 
 

Since the rock’n’roll era (and the invention of the ‘teenager’) starting in the mid 1950s, 
music sales have largely been driven by young people. As with the evolution of music 
styles, music recording formats also appear to follow a two-per-generation cycle. The first 
new format in a generation – 45rpm vinyl, cassette tape and MP3 – according to the last 
three generations at least, appears to focus on low-cost, and have tended to be focused at 
and bought by the youngest members of the generation. The second new format in the 
generation has then tended to be aimed at a more adult audience. Probably started by the 
release of the Beatles Sgt Pepper album in 1967, 12inch 33rpm vinyl was promoted by the 
record companies as the medium of choice for the ‘serious’ music lover and for the 
connoisseur. Some bands, indeed, sought to promote their seriousness by refusing to 
release 45rpm singles at all during the early 70s. 
 

Adults were again the focus when CDs rose to prominence in the early 1990s (although 
the format first appeared in 1982). The main selling point this time was the quality of the 
sound, and again the industry sought to make a stark contrast with the ‘cheap and 
cheerful’ cassette bought in large numbers by youngsters.    
 

Assuming the two-per-generation cycle is maintained by Generation Y, it is interesting to 
speculate on what the possible new ‘adult’ version that will eventually supersede the MP3 
format beloved of today’s i-Tuning teens. Apart from probably addressing the relatively 
poor quality of MP3 sound, we’re not sure what it will be, but we are confident it will find a 
substantial market. And not too far into the future. 
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Biology –  Big Brown Bat 
 
 

The big brown bat, Eptesicus fuscus, is a common bat that occurs throughout most of 
North America. It is one of the most widespread and abundant bats in Utah; it can be 
found state-wide, with the possible exception of the West Desert area. Preferred habitats 
for the species include woodland and urban areas. The species is nocturnal - daytime 
roosting occurs in buildings, caves, mines, rock crevices, and trees. Big brown bats are 
often solitary, but may congregate into small colonies during the spring and summer. 

Females give birth to one, possibly two, young in late spring. Big brown bats eat flying 
insects, especially beetles. They usually forage just after sunset, often over water, near 
trees, or near artificial lights. Although some big brown bats may migrate to escape cold 
weather, most individuals hibernate during the winter months. 

 
 

Problem. As many readers will know, bats find their way around the world using sonar – 
basically sending out pulses of sound and listening for the characteristics of any sound 
waves that get reflected back into the ear. All well and good when there is only one bat in 
the vicinity, but when there are multiple bats sending out multiple pulses from multiple 
different directions, how does any one bat work out how to interpret the multitude of 
returning echo signals? This is the problem that members of the Psychology Department 
(!?) at the University of Maryland have recently published some interesting findings on. 
 

First, however, the making sense of multiple signals problem very definitely seems to 
involve a contradiction. Mapped onto the contradiction looks something like this: 
 

 
 

In other words, a bat sends out a sonar pulse, but is unable to distinguish the useful 
reflected signal (loss of information) due to the presence of other pulses from other bats – 
‘noise’ as far as any individual bat is concerned. 
 

Actual solution used by the bats? In a word, silence. Or, ‘Principle 2’, Take Out. In a 
quantitative study of flight and vocal behaviour of the big brown bat, researchers from the 
University discovered that the bat spends considerable time in silence when flying with 
other bats. Silent behaviour, defined here as at least one bat in a pair ceasing vocalization 
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for more than 0.2 s (200 ms), occurred as much as 76% of the time (mean of 40% across 
7 pairs) when their separation was shorter than 1m, but only 0.08% when a single bat flew 
alone. Spatial separation, heading direction, and similarity in call design of paired bats 
were related to the prevalence of this silent behaviour. The data further suggests that the 
bat uses silence as a strategy to avoid interference from sonar vocalizations of its 
neighbour, while listening to neighbour-generated acoustic signals to guide orientation 
(Principle 25B, ‘make use of waste resources’). Based on previous neuro-physiological 
studies of the bat’s auditory midbrain, the researchers have hypothesized that 
environmental sounds (including vocalizations produced by other bats) and active 
echolocation evoke neural activity in different populations of neurons. The experimental 
findings offer compelling evidence that the echo-locating bat switches between active and 
passive sensing to cope with a complex acoustic environment (Principle 3, Local Quality’). 
 

And just in case you’re wondering why the work has been conducted by a Psychology 
department, the research team believes these results hold broad implications for research 
on navigation and communication throughout the animal kingdom. From our perspective, 
and some of the work we’ve done on voice recognition in noisy environments, there feels 
like an awful lot of common ground learning from the big brown bat that can be exploited. 
 

 
 

Read the full story at: 
http://www.bsos.umd.edu/psyc/batlab/publication/flying%20in%20silence_text.pdf   
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Short Thort 
 
 

“There can be as much value in the blink of an eye as in months of rational analysis.” 
 

“Truly successful decision making relies on a balance 
between deliberate and instinctive thinking.” 

 

Malcolm Gladwell, Blink 

 

We need to be both deliberate AND instinctive. 
This is a contradiction. 

Here is one of the separation strategies we can use to solve it: 
 

Current System

Future System

Tipping Point

Introduction

Growth

Maturity

Retirement

Instinct works beautifully here…

…but goes badly wrong in assessing
this jump. This is where we need

deliberate thinking

 
 
 

 

News 
 
 

Design4Wow 
December sees the low-key initial launch of our ‘design4wow’ website. Although the main 
purpose of the site is to provide contextual input for the computer-aided innovation PhD 
we’re sponsoring at the University of Plymouth, we are hoping that the site becomes a 
world standard for recording and finding examples of ‘wow’ design in all domains of 
human activity. Well, nearly all. 
Check out www.design4wow.com for more details. 
 
 

Mini-TRIZCON 
With around a third of all the papers thus far submitted for TRIZCON next March 
originating from the UK, we are currently evaluating the pros and cons of running a one-
day UK version of the conference. The basic aims of the event being to a) get all the TRIZ 
aficionados in the UK together for a day, b) to explore why the UK is batting better than 
average in terms of useful TRIZ content, but significantly below the average in terms of 
companies actually using the method. Proposed date for the event is May 14. Unless 
demand for places exceeds 30, the venue looks like being SI HQ near Bristol.  
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Lean(TRIZ)Design Workshops 
We are happy to announce that we will be working with the Cardiff University ‘Business 
Technology Centre’ to run a pair of one day workshops in 2009. Aimed primarily at product 
designers, the first of the two workshops will be held on April 20. 
 
 

New Projects 
This month’s new projects from around the Network: 

Process OEM – train-the-trainer and problem solving clinics 
Bio-Tech – problem solving workshop series 
Automotive – next-generation product definition 
Insurance – ‘engaging Generation Y’ study 

 
 
Happy Holiday! 
Last but not least, we wish all of our readers a happy and peaceful end to 2008, and offer 
a hearty thanks for your support during the year. Quite simply, we couldn’t do what we do 
without you. 
 


