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INTRODUCTION:
YELLOW-EYED CATS

Paddyés i dea wasn& the most daring
inthe class.

When you first met him, you
could tell he came from a military
background. It was evident in his
stanced stoic and  somewhat
intimidating. He went to boarding
school in Northern Ireland from age
seven to eighteen and then joined



the Royal Marines, where he served
for ten years.

Civilian life scared him, and
after leaving the military, he quickly
sought out the safety net of a job
within a large corporation and a
regimented schedule. A journalist,
he moved around the world quite a
bit, finding work at places like the
BBC and CNBC. iilGn something of
a company man,0 he would | ater tell
me.

When | met hm he was at
Stanford University on a one-year
fellowship for midcareer
journalists. He was taking a class of
mine, fiThe Designer in Society,0



which encourages students to
examine and take control of their
lives. 16ve been a professor of
engineering at Stanford for fifty-two
years, and along the way |6ve met
too many engineers who once
dreamed of starting a company of
their ownd and instead ended up
working for large Silicon Valley
companies and never taking that big
step toward making their dreams a
reality. Only a small percentage
ever followed through on what they
really wanted to do with their lives,
and | hoped to do something to
change that. Having talent and good
ideas is only part of the equation.



The next stepd the harder stepd is
the doing, taking the responsibility
for designing success in your own
life.

In 1969 | created my fiDesigner
in Society0 class as a way to
encourage  students to  think
differently about how they achieve
goals in their livesd to get them to
stop thinking wistfully about
possibilities and start actually

doing.L In developing the course, |
employed principles that we now
cal ndesign thinkingd (a big
concept wed| get into a bit |ater) as
well as a series of ideas and
exercises |6ve found to be useful in



assisting people to break through
walls that are mostly of their own
maki ng.

At the heart of the course is a
self-selected term project: students
must either do something they have
wanted to do but never done, or
handle something that is a problem
in their lives. | am available to
discuss their choices. | emphasize
that it is their project, however, and
that they are doing it for themsel ves,
not for me. Ultimately they decide
which projects to work on. | dond
decide whether they&e good enough
or big enough, and | don&@ grade on
anything other than whether they do



what they set out to do. If they
finish, they pass. If they dond, they
dond get credit.

One of the most important
|essons students take away from the
class is to be honest with
themselvesd really deep-down
honest. The more self-aware you
can become, the happier you can be;
by better understanding your
motivations and identity, you can
figure out how to design your life to
be more satisfying and fulfilling.

Paddy dug deep and came to the
realization that although he had
thrived in every institution he was
part of, he had never been really



happy. That was in part because he
had a very conflicted relationship
with authority and the large media
organi zation he bel onged to. He had
sought it out because it was what he
knew, yet he also resented and
rebelled against it because he
wanted something more personally
satisfying. Once he realized and
acknowl edged this fact, he was able
to use that knowledge.

For his project, Paddy decided
to produce his own radio show.

When he compared his idea to
othersg he wasn@ sure it stacked up
very well. After al, we had
students doing things that seemed on



the surface much more exciting (one
student was going to hurl himself
out of an airplane!), creative
(building a rocket), or ambitious
(students turning their bodies into
machines to prepare for their first
triathl ons).

For Paddy a radio show was a
magjor undertaking, and it took him a
while to realize why he was so
drawn to it. He had been a radio
reporter, but never a producer. For
the first time in his life he would be
making something from his own
ideas, without oversight. It was a
daring choice for him, akin to
starting his own business.



| NOW TEACH MY class at one of
the world® leading centers for
innovation, the Hasso Plattner
Institute of Design at Stanford,
commonly caled the d.schoal,
where | am the academic director
and one of the founders. 1tG gotten
pretty famousd the Wall Sreet
Journal called it fithe hottest
graduate program0 and we have
more students signing up for our
classes than we have seats for

them.2 The d.school is not linked to
any particular department but
instead brings together students and
faculty from many disciplines to
create an ernvironment that fosters



creativity, Innovation, and
collaboration.

What the d.school does for
students is open up their worlds,
challenging their  fautomatice
thinking and assumptions and
showing them the vast multitude of
possibilities around them. We write
on whiteboards, Post-it notes, and
napkins. We try things. We fail. We
try again. We fail better. We get
things right in ways we might never
have imagined, and we gain a better
understanding about ourselves and
othersinthe process.

Many who have taken my
course over the years credit it with



helping them achieve significant
personal and professional
successes in their lives, and | have
gone on to conduct workshops
throughout the world based on the
concepts taught in the class. It
empowering to realize you have
more control than you ever knew
over what you achieve inlife. When
you are not happy with an aspect of
your life, you can change it! Really,
you can.

In my class students have
designed and built musical
instruments, furniture, vehicles, and
clothing. Theydve written books,
poetry, and music. Theydve flown



and jumped out of various aircraft,
done stand-up comedy, and driven
racing cars. Theydve learned how to
cook, weld, tend bar, speak new
|languages, and save lives. Theydve
repaired relationships with parents,
siblings, and friends. Theydve run
marathons, lost weight, and braved
the wilderness.

One of the most inspiring
projects | watched unfold was that
of a student named Joel who
reconciled with his father two
months before his father died
unexpectedly of an aortic aneurysm.
Thirty years later | still feel tears of
joy well up in my eyes whenever |



run into Joel, his wife, or his
children.

The father of another student,
Cyndie, had always prohibited her
from riding a motorcycle because
hedd suffered a terrible accident
when he was younger. Naturally,
Cyndie wanted to learn to ride one.
She decided to buy a motorcycle
and learn to drive it as her project.
Several months after my class, Bill,
one of her former drawing
instructors, was standing in front of
his design office in Palo Alto when
she rode up on her motorcycle and
asked if he would like to go for a
ride. He got on, thinking she meant



around the block. Forty-five
minutes later they arrived at the
beach. That was twenty-eight years
ago. They now have three grown
children together.

Another woman in my class
overcame her fear of water and
learned to swim. | raninto her some
months later and she told me she
was learning Italian, having felt
empowered by her first endeavor in
my class. A few years after that she
earned special training certificates
that enabled her to change her
career fieldd al thanks to the
momentum and inspiration gained
from developing her achievement



habit.

What she and other students
demonstrate not only in class but
also in their lives after graduation
IS that achievement can be learned.
It is a muscle, and once you learn to
flex it, there® no end to what you
can accomplishinlife.

One of my favorite things to do
with a group is to ask people to
think about who stops them from
accomplishing the things they war.
Ités always entertaining to listen to
them explain how their parents,
spouses, children,  colleagues,
bossesd you name itd prevent them
from reaching their goals. These



perceived obstacles are simply
excuses; in amost every case, when
you really dig down, it you who
are sabotaging yourself.

Yes, sometimes there are real
external obstacles, and most people
dond redlize that they have the
power to overcome them. | once
interviewed a job applicant who
told me of her encounter with
pirates when she and her boyfriend
were sailing around the world.
Whil e the boat was anchored off the
coast of Indonesia, she was
sunbathing while he went into town.
Suddenly she heard a noise and saw
heavily armed men boarding their



boat. They pointed guns at her and
demanded money. Vulnerable and
aone, with no money to give them,
she kept her composure and was
able to convince them that the
powdered milk she had on board
was a worthy replacement for cash.
She appealed to their parental
instincts, knowing milk was hard to
come by and that they probably
desperately needed some for their
children. They accepted the milk
with gratitude and left her and the
boat unharmed. After hearing her
unigue solution and admiring her
clearheadedness, | hired her on the

Spot.



That said, most of the time there
are no pirates. We simply stop
ourselves.

To demonstrate this in my class,
| ask for a volunteer to come to the
front of the room. When he is
standing in front of me, | hold out a
water bottle (or other object) and
say, fPlease try to take it away from
me.0 The volunteer will tug at the
bottled at first tentatively, because
|dm older and ook weaker, and then
more forcefully when he realizes |
have it firmly in my grasp.
Eventually | ask the student to stop
trying.

| then ask himto listen carefully



to my next instruction. This time |
say, NPlease take the bottle from
me.0 What follows is essentially the
same action as before, with more
force and maybe some twisting
added. Sometimes hedl decide to
change tactics and ask me to hand it
over. | always refuse.

Finally | ask him, iDo you have
a younger sibling or cousin?0 | then
ask the student to imagine that | am
that person, wedre both kids, and
there are no parents around.
Furthermore, | tell him to imagine
the situation has gotten very
annoying, and it is time for him to
reclaim the bottle from me. Then |



repeat the instruction, fTake the
bottle from me.o

Participants who get what 1Gm
driving at simply whisk the object
out of my hand, leaving me no time
to resist. | am overpowered by their
intention to take the object. They
have manifested a dynamic, elegant
flow of intention to do, whichisin
sharp contrast to their previous
static, tentative attempt at doing.
Even better, in taking the object they
usually actually exert less force
than they did before.

| use this exercise to show that
when you do, you are using power;
when you try, you are using force.



In life, if you want to get things
done, it is much better to be
powerful than to be forceful.

Of course the switch isnd so
easy to make in real life. Wedve al
had the experience of making up our
minds to do something and then not
doing itd New Year® resolutions,
exercise, fidelity, deadlines, and
work habits being just a few
examples. In order to make the
switch we must understand our
behavior. The classic model (and
popular wisdom) says that we think
things through first and then act on
our thoughts. Interestingly, this does
not hold up in clinical testing.



By decoding local patterns of
MRI signals in various bran
regions, clinicians have shown that
the brain can send motor signals for
actions before the brain consciously
forms the actual thoughts that
account for the actions. You do
what you do, and then you make up
the reason for doing it. Most of our
action is more the result of habit
than reasoning. So that leads to a
guestion: How do you bridge the
gap between trying and doing,
between talking about something
and acting on it, and ultimately
between fail ure and success?

In this book youd! find stories,



advice, and exercises designed to
help you create a different
experience inyour lifed experience
being the real teacher. When we
established the d.school at Stanford,
we were determined to create
experiences where students deal
with real people, solve rea
problems, and make a difference.
The results have been hugely
gratifying. The students have gained
a sense of purpose, mastery, and
intrinsic  motivation. A magical
thing happens. the grade is no
longer a wuseful or meaningful
motivator. Intrinsic motivation has
taken over, and the work is its own



reward.

By the end of the book, as a

reader you will understand:

A

Why trying is not good enough
and how it is very different
from doing.

Why excuses, even |egitimate
ones, are self-defeating.

How to change your self-image
into one of a doer and achiever,
and why thisisimportant.

How subtle language changes
can resolve existential
dilemmas and also barriers to
action.

How to build resiliency by



reinforcing what you do (your
action) rather than what you
accomplish, so you can easily
recover from temporary
setbacks.

A How to train yourself to ignore
distractions that prevent you
from achieving your goals.

A How to be open to learning
from your own experience and
that of others.

The mind is trickier than we
think and is always working with
our egos to sabotage our best
intentions. That& the human
condition. What we have going for



us is that, if we choose to, we can
be mindful about controlling our
I ntentions to create habits that make
our lives better.

The ideas in this book are
rooted in the design thinking
tradition. Whereas others have
applied its tenets in organizational
innovation and change,3 | have
chosen to focus on personal
transformation and empowermen.
Stanford@ d.school is a pioneer in
the design thinking movement, and
as one of its founders | have
witnessed intense interest from all
sectors of education, industry, and
government.



A wonderful book called The
Adjusted American, a now
somewhat outdated sociology text,
attempts to explain the everyday

neuroses of the average American.?
In it is a great story about the
authorsd three-year-old son. The
boy had known only two cats, both
Siamese, a breed with blue eyes.
One day a Persian cat appeared and
the boy squatted down on the
sidewalk for a better look.
Suddenly he jumped up and ran into
the house, shouting, Al saw a cat
with yellow eyes, Mommy! A cat
with yellow eyes!o

Encountering a different breed



of cat forever changed a small
piece of this child® worldview. In
the same way, we don& realize how
many of our fixed views of the
world are based on limited samples
of redlity. It is my hope that this
book will bring yellow-eyed cats
into your world.

YELLOW-EYED CATS WERE
BROUGHT into Paddy& world.
Until the class, he had not thought of
himself as an innovator or creator.
He was achieving in the more
commonly accepted sensed that is,
he had become an officer in the
marines and he was doing well as a



journalistd but he had not had any
breakthrough per sonal
achievements that were of his own
making. He was just doing a good
job walking the paths others had
created. In my class he learned not
to recoil or procrastinate when a
new idea arose, but to act. Just that
small insight, which we call bias
toward action (which wed| discuss
later), has changed his worldview
and pushed him down several roads
in the last two years. He prototyped
and produced several new products
for the radio program Marketplace,
published a book about economics
(Man vs. Markets), completed a



previously abandoned novel, and
started on the road to building his
own business.

Today, three years after leaving
the d.school, Paddy is making
another gut-wrenching leap, from
the safety of being an employee to
the wide-open space of being his
own boss. Part of himis screaming
in terror at this idea, and the part
that channels what he learned in the
classis telling him to go one small
step a a time, to prototype his
ideas, and to trust the design
thinking process and himself.

You can do the same thing. As
you read on, you will find out how



you can become more effective at
solving problems, more focused on
things that meatter, and more
satisfied with your life. This book
will open your eyes to the power
you have to change your life for the
better. 1t will give you confidence
to finally do things you have always
wanted to do while ridding yoursel f
of issues that stand in the way of
your full potential. And the
experience of taking control of your
life will change your reality, making
it possible to achieve amost
anything you seriously want to do.




ANOTE ABOUT
DESIGN THINKING

So what is this design
thinking stuff, anyway?
Design thinking is a set
of general practices a group
of us has developed over the
years that are effective in
solving design challenges. A
design challenge can apply
to just about any kind of
product or experience. It&
not just about how to build
a better mousetrap (though
that& part of it); it& also
about things that are not
physical objects: how to
improve the wait time at a




popular amusement park,
how to clean up a highway,
how to more efficiently get
food to needy people, how
to improve online dating,
and so on.

Design thinking is an
amorphous concept that was
given its name by David
Kelley, another Stanford
professor and cofounder of
IDEO, when he was trying to
explain  that  successful
designers have a different
mind-set and approach from
most people. We all adopted
and adapted it at the
d.school, and the idea took
off like a shot. Suddenly




everyone was talking about
this new concept, design
thinking, something |da
been practicing for half a
century without having a
proper name for it.

It& difficult to give an
exact definition for design
thinking,  however, but
because 1Gm one of its
Ainventorsd | can certainly
give you an idea of the
principles, which wedl get
into throughout the book:

1. Empathize. This is
where it starts. When
you design, youGe not
primarily doing it for




3.

yourself; youGe doing it
with  other people®
needs and desires in
mind. Whether you&e
designing a better roller
coaster or a better
hospital waiting room
experience, theideaisto
care about the usersd
experiences and figure
out how to help. In this
step youbGe learning
what the issues are.
Define the problem.?
Narrow down which
problem youde going to
solve or which question
youdre going to answer.

| deate. Generate




possible solutions using
any means you liked
brainstorming, mind
mapping, sketching on
napkins . . . however
you work best.

4. Prototype. Without
going crazy to make
anything perfect (or
even close to it), build
your project in physical
form, or develop the
plans for what you&e
going to enact.

5. Test and get feedback.

Though |dve just given
you a list of principles, it
rarely works that neatly or




follows that specific order.
You may get to step 4 and
realize you need to go back
to step 2, or repeat step 3
several times. That® built
into the process; one of the
other important concepts of
design thinking is that
failure can be a valuable
part of the process. fiThe
only thing to fear is fear
itself,0 said Franklin D.
Roosevelt, and | say the
only thing to fear is not
learning from your
mistakes. You can fail lots of
times as long as you learn
from these failures and
figure a solution out in the




end.

We also focus on action
0 doing rather than
overthinking. In one of our
classes, AL aunchpad,0
professors lead you through
starting your own company
in ten weeks, and by the end
of that time youdl be
producing income. Or you
can go to a conventional
business school and spend a
year plotting and planning
before taking an actual step.

Design thinking is very
group-focused. We practice
radical collaborationd both
as professors and as
students.




What& different about
my work and this book is
that design thinking is
normally applied outwardd
toward building solutions
for other people® problems
in a busness or school
setting. My special interest is
in using it toward improving
your own life  and
interpersonal relationships,
designing the best version of
yourself.

While much of my
teaching is rooted in this
framework, not all of it is.
There are many exercises
throughout the book that
you can try on for size. My




view is that you take what®
useful to you and spin it in
whatever direction works.
Sometimes el think
someone has done an
exercise fAiwrong,0 only to
find out that he got more
out of it than I1ad even
anticipated. 1Gm a big fan of
whatever works.

It is in this spirit that |
say, L et get started.




S



CHAPTER 1

How can | tell what | think
till 1 seewhat | say?

o E. M. Forster

Your life has no meaning.

Iém not telling you this to make
you think about jumping off the
nearest bridge; instead | meanitina
much more contemplative way.
Lets first acknowledge that the
meaning we find in people, objects,



and our own circumstances is
subjective. These things have no
inherent meaning. Functional and
dysfunctional behavior both result
from choi ces people make based on
meanings they create. This also
means that we have the power to
ater our perceptions, revising
perceptions that bring us down and
enhancing those that help us. Your
outlook on life is deeply entwined
in your propensity for success.
Miserable blowhards can achieve,
however they still wind up
miserable. That® not success.
Success is doing what you love and

bei ng happy abot it.



To learn how to get a better
handle on your perceptions,
emotions, and behavior, it is useful
to look at how you think.

YOU GIVE EVERYTHING ITS
MEANING

Mike, a graduate student in my class
at Stanford University, planned to
design a musical instrument for that
summer& Burning Man festival as
his project. The festival is held
each year the week before Labor
Day in the Black Rock Desert in
Nevada; among the main attractions
at Burning Man are massive art
pieces, machines, and structures



created by the participants. Mike
got the idea of doing his project in
my class because we both attend the
festival. Mike wanted to construct a
wearable pipe organ powered in a
most unusual way: it would contain
a smal fire-powered boiler that
would then provide steam that
could be directed through different
pipes to produce music.

The project seemed overly
ambitious to me, yet | did not
discourage Mike because he
appeared highly motivated. Our
agreement was that he would come
to see me once a week and report
on his progress.



Things didn& go according to
plan. At first he visited me
sporadically with excuses and little
progress to show, and | soon tired
of wasting time for both of us on
these meetings. | told Mike to forget
about the meetings unless he needed
me for some reason; | would wait to
see the final resuilt.

When the festival arrived, |
went at a prearranged time to
MikeGs campsite at Burning Man. |
brought along Adrian and Steve,
two very capable engineers who
were part of my Burning Man group
and who had a keen interest in
seeing the final product. Mikes



presentation was a disaster. Clearly
he had not finished, and during his
demonstration  the  instrument
worked badly or not at all. Mike
was  embarrassed, I was
embarrassed, and Adrian and Steve
were embarrassed for him. Had |
been asked to evaluate Mike for a
job at that moment | would not have
been able to recommend him in
good conscience.

Fast-forward three years. | was
again at Burning Man with Adrian
and Steve, watching a dance
performance by a group called the
Flaming Lotus Girls, done in
conunction with an amazing



animated sculpture called Serpent
Mother, a 168-foot-long metallic
sculpture of a skeletal serpent
coiled around her egg. Propane fire
ran down her spine from forty-one
flamethrowers that erupted from the
top of her vertebrae and shot flames
twenty feet in the air. Her head and
jaws were hydraulically operated.
The three of us stood there
transfixed, as did thousands of other
participants. Everyone agreed it
was by far the most impressive
project at the festival. We watched
for awhile and then wandered off.
A few hours later | returned by
myself. By this time the dancers



were gone, and the crowd had
thinned. | was able to get up close
to look at the details of Serpent
Mother G construction. The
mechanical engineer in me became
curious about the joints connecting
the movable head, and | asked one
of the attendants about its structure.
He told me he didn& know, but fithat
guy over there holding the
controller knows everything.0 |
looked up, and there was Mike. |
walked over to him, and without
hesitation we hugged and started to
talk.

It turned out he was very active
in the Flaming Lotus Girls



organization and their mission to
bring more women into the maker
culture that stands at the i ntersection
of sculpture, kinetics, robotics,
pyrotechnics, and  electronic
technol ogy; they use a collaborative
process that empowers participants
to learn new skills and become
active artists. Obviously | was very
impressed by what he had
accomplished.

On my eignt-hour drive home
after the festival | had plenty of time
to think about my experience. |
remembered how embarrassed |
had felt for Mike about his class
project, and thought of how proud |



was now of his new endeavor.
Based on my previous experience, |
did not have a high opinion of his
abilities; yet, if anyone asked me
now, | would not hesitate to give
him a strong recommendation.
Clearly Mike was not who | had
thought he was, and his story
certainly was much more nuanced
and complex than |&d i magi ned.

ADid | redeem myself?0 he
wrote to me afterward, and | had to
laugh. Yes, he did.

Getting to know someone can
take somewhere around forever.
People are always changing and
evolving for both good and bad, and



we are all capable of reinvention. |
dond know what Mike had going on
in his life during my class. My
guess is that he was just a typical
student who procrastinated and
didn& place enough value on his
schoolwork. At the time, thatG all
he was to me: | had written him off
as a slacker based on that single
impression. That was the meaning |
had assigned him. | had not stopped
to consider that there might be
greatness in him.

The lesson to me was clear:
Nothing is what you think it is. You
give everything its meaning.



MY DAUGHTER HAS NO
MEANING

In my class, | do an exercise in
which | go around the room and ask
parti cipants to single out something
in their livesd anything. Then | tell
them to say that this thing has no
meaning. 1Gm showing them that
meaning isnd inherent in an object
or person. So, for example, during
my turn, | might say my job has no
meaning, and the next person might
say that his wife has no meaning.
This mignt be followed by others
saying the d.school has no meaning,
their shoes have no meaning, their
shirt has no meaning, their hair has



no meaning, their weight has no
meaning, their bike has no meaning,
their math ability has no meaning.
From minuti ae to things that seem of
obvious high importance, theyGe al
lumped into the same category:
things that have no intrinsic
meani ng.

After that the entire group starts
mentioning items all at once so that
no one is listening to one particular
person and everyone is talking at
the same time, each creating her
own list of stuff that has no meaning
in her life. It a lot of noise and a
lot of fun. The cacophony and
pandemonium free people, so they



donG feel as awkward saying out
loud that things they otherwise hold
dear have no meaning.

If you are alone you can still do
this exercise. Saying things aloud,
even to yourself, can be very
freeing.

YOUR TURN

Take a few deep breaths. Close
your eyes for a few minutes. Then
open them and move your attention
around the room from one object to
another. Each time you notice an
object, say it has no meaning (asin,
AThe chair has no meaningd). Then
think of people in your family and



in your life and things you hold
dear, such as your biggest
accomplishments and most prized
possessions. Name each, saying it
has no meaning. When you are
finished, sit quietly for a few
minutes and then reflect on your
experience.

My colleague Sheri found it
difficult to say that her daughter had
no meaning. Of course her daughter
has meaning, however, the meaning
Sheri gives her daughter is not
preordai ned. Some mothers
abandon their daughters. Some
mothers murder their daughters.
Some disdain and deride them, and



others cherish and support them.
The variety of possible mother-
daughter relationships and the
meanings mothers attach to these
rel ationships are endless.

The point of the exercise is not
to get the participants to change any
of their relationships. Rather, itisto
empower them with the realization
that they have chosen the meanings
they gve to adl of thar
relationships. As a  result,
participants often become more
aware of how important a person or
item is to them (as in the case of
Sheri, who  cherished  her
relationship with her daughter even



more after this exercise), and they
realize that they have the ability to
change the meaning something has
to them,

For example, experiencing
failure in an endeavor may initialy
be painful, but it is rarely
catastrophic unless you give it that
meaning. My colleague Georges
was devastated when his son
committed suicide after being jilted.
The young lover took events that
would probably be forgotten in
short order and magnified them into
literal life-and-death matters. It is
easy to see the tragedy, both in the
event itself and in the lack of



perspective. Yet many of us lack
this perspective, usually on a
smaller scale, and itGs hard to step
back and see thisin oursel ves.

Once you understand that you
can choose what meaning and
importance to place on something,
you can also understand that it is
you, not external circumstances,
who determines the quality of your
life.

THERE IS NO PERMANENT
RECORD

As is likely true for most people,
there have been many incidents in
my life about which | can now



laugh, even though they seemed
terrible at the time. The earliest |
can remember was the day | came
home for lunch in tears from my
fourth-grade class. | had been
making noise in the stairwell and a
teacher, hearing me, told me that the
offense would go on my fipermanent
record card.0 | was devastated,
believing that this record would
follow me forever. My mother
attempted to soothe me, telling me it
was nothing to be concerned about,
but | coudn& be convinced. Of
course, years later | figured out that
there was no such thing as a
permanent record card. And the



bigger question is, evenif there had
been, would it have really made a
differenceinmy life?

A similar incident happened in
graduate school. | was much older
and should have been much wiserd
aas, | wasn@. | was studying for my
PhD and took an advanced course,
fiM athemati cal Methods in
Physics,0 from a young Nobel Prize
winner. The fina examination
relied heavily on some things well
known to physics mgjors that | had
not heard of and that had never been
mentioned in the class. | got an
When | talked to the professor about
it, he told me, AWell, you are an



engineer. If | took a music course, |
would expect to fail t00.0

| didn& cry to my mother,
otherwise the situation played out
amost exactly as my fourth-grade
trauma had. | was miserable and
went to see my thesis professor. He
assured me that it was nothing to be
concerned about. Still, it bothered
me for a long time. Eventually, of
course, | discovered that no one
cared about the F grade on ny
transcript. Even if they did, would
it really have made a meaningful
difference in my life? Nope. | did
take the next course in the sequence,
with another professor, and earned



an A+. And guess what? No one
noticed that either.

In life, typically, the only one
keeping a scorecard of your
successes and failures is you, and
there are ample opportunities to
learn the lessons you need to learn,
even if you didnd get it right the
firstd or fifthd time.

LEARNING FROM BETRAYAL

During aworkshop | ranin Bulgaria
during the Cold War, | showed a
videotape of some student robotics
projects to the group. We broke for
lunch, and when | asked for my tape
back, | was told it had been locked



away for safekeeping and that they
were tracking down the person who
had mistakenly | eft with the key.
The story seemed a little odd to
me. Later in the afternoon |
mentioned this to one of my friends
who was also in the workshop. He
told me in confidence that the delay
was because a professor and his
assistantsd people | knew as
friendsd had taken my tape
elsewhere to have it copied.
Eventually my tape was returned,
and they stuck with their original
story about the reason for the delay.
What nerve! | was hurt and angry
that they had betrayed me and



violated our friendship.

When | gave my second talk at
the workshop, | spoke about
scientific  interchanges fostering
friendship and trust. While doing
this, | looked pointedly at the
perpetrators. | was sure they
understood that | knew what they
had done and was dyly
reprimanding themd still | wasn&
satisfied. Upset, | went off into the
woods to sulk by myself, thinking |
would show them how wrong they
were. | would leave early, skipping
the gala closing banquet.

As | walked in the woods, |
kept festering. Eventualy, my



finothing has any meaningo exercise
came to mind. | ran through the
events of the day in my head, listing
off each item and repeating that it
had no meaning. When | got to
AThis tape has no meaning,0 a light
bulb came on in my head. It could
not have been truer. There was
absolutely nothing on that tape of
any special value to me or to them.
What were they planning to do with
it? | still don@ know. Give it to
their intelligence agency? Show it
to their students? Watch to get ideas
for projects? | had already shown
the tape; there was nothing private
or groundbreaking on it. If they had



asked, | would gladly have let them
copy it, so what was the big deal ? |
had given the tape a meaning it did
not really possess.

They should have asked, and
they didnd. Big deal. Why was |
about to let this ruin my night? Once
| cleared my head, | returned to the
hotel and ended up having a
wonderful time at the banquet that
evening.

This incident was a Vvivid
reminder that while | cannot control
what the outside world does, | can
determine my own experience.
Once you accept that you give
everything in your life its meaning,



you feel like the master of your life,
not a powerless victim of
circumstance and chance.

MODIFIED RADICAL

When my friend Ann got breast
cancer and underwent a
mastectomy, she wrote fiModified
Radical,0 a lengthy poem about her
experience that was published in
the New England Journal of
Medicine and later incorporated
into a booklet she titled Modified
Radical and Other Cancer Poens.
The American Cancer Society
distributed the booklet as a patient
education tool, and it became a



source of comfort and inspiration
for many people. Ann received
|etters from readers telling her how
much her poem had helped them.
One very moving letter came froma
surgeon telling her that even though
he had performed many
mastectomies, and his wife had
undergone one, he had not deeply
grasped the psychological aspects
of the experience until he read
AnnG poems. That was when | first
noticed that Ann has the knack of
turning personal adversity into
positive experiences for herself and
those around her.

A few years later Julian, AnnGs



fifty-nine-year-old husband, was
diagnosed  with  Alzheimer&
disease. She was able to care for
Juian at home for the first few
years. Eventually, though, his
condition became too much for her
to handle, so she moved him to a
residential care facility about forty
miles away. She visited him
regularly, and | joined her once a
month.

We would pick Julian up at the
facility and drive him to a nearby
|akeside park. There we would
hold hands and walk slowly along
the lake singing old folk songs like
fOh My Darling, Clementineo and,



in honor of Julian® Scottish origins,
fiThe Bonnie Banks 00 Loch
Lomond.0 Finally we would buy
him an ice cream or something else
for his still well-functioning sweet
tooth. It was always a great time,
full of warm feelings and fun, even
on the days when it wasnd clear
whether Julian recognized me. On
the drive back home | aways felt
gad to be aive. | left looking
forward to my next visit.

Ann chronicled how she and
Julian continued to celebrate life in
two booksd Alzheimer®, a Love
Sory and A Curious Kind of
Wdowd that describe how after the



inittal shock of fear, anger, and
dread, she decided they would go
down the road together in a spirit of
love. Her books were used by the
Alzheimer® Association to give
hope and guidance to many
famlies. They aso led to
invitations to lecture to lay
caregivers and medical
professionals at workshops and
conferences.

While Julian was sick | also
had another friend with advanced
Alzheimer . He too had loving and
concerned caregivers, but they were
consumed by a sense of fear,
tragedy, and loss, and he was



ordered about like a child and kept
under tight control.

When | visited my friend, |
always felt very uncomfortable for
him, and was glad to leave. There
was no joy in that place. The
contrast with Julian could not have
been greater. Interestingly, pre-
Alzheimeré, Julian and my other
friend had been similar in almost
every way, and their disease
progression  was  essentially
identical. Clearly, what made the
difference was Anné attitude. For
me it remains a strong reminder of
how once we understand we give
everything in our life its meaning,



we can begin to control what
happens to us and even convert our
own adversity into a gft to
ourselves and our loved ones.

THE MEANING OF
ACHIEVEMENT
At the risk of sounding immodest,
|6ve won a lot of awards. | have
drawers filled with them. TheyGe
nice to receive and sometimes the
dinners are fun. However, the next
morning when | wake up and |ook at
themd the glass paperweight, the
certificated they dond really mean
anything.

So it is with many of the



hallmarks of fachievement,0 as
people usually use the word.
Getting on the honor roll, graduating
from college, getting a high-paying
job, getting a higher-paying job,
bei ng sal esman of the month, getting
the corner office, getting a company
car, getting interviewed by the
media, winning awards: thisis what
most people think of when they
think of achievement. To me al this
mi sses the mark.

Each of those things can be a
genuine  achievementd something
that means something to you for
more than adayd or each could just
be a badge of importance that you



use to show people that youde
somebody. Do those things make
you happy in and of themselves?

| know mega-millionaires who
are miserable. They spend their
money getting the fat sucked out of
their love handles and hiring
bodyguards because  theyGe
paranoid (maybe rightfully so) that
people are out to get them. TheyGre
aways concerned with outdoing
themselves and making the next
million and the nextd and for what?
Conversely, | know artists who
barely scrape by yet are happy and
fulfilled. Neither is a sure path to
happiness or enlightenment; you can



surely be rich and happy, but one
doesnG necessarily follow the
other.

Achievement for achievement(s
sake, then, is pretty hollow. It the
endless pursuit of a carrot on a stick
as you race around a track. For me,
real achievement is traveling to a
foreign country, learning some of
the language, and finding my way
aound on my own Red
achievement is learning to be self-
sufficient. Real achievement is
making lifelong friends.

In my mind and for the purposes
of this book, | define achievement
as having a good life; getting the job



of living done in a satisfying way
that nurtures the life force within us
and within those we associate with.
It entails developing some self-
mastery to handle the difficult
aspects of our lives and
relationships. It involves finding
something to do with our lives that
engages us and gives us positive
feedback. If weGe doing it right,
life shouldn& be a debilitating
struggle, even if at times it takes
considerabl e effort.

THE FAMILIAR UNFAMILIAR
To forge a new attitude toward the
events and relationships in your



life, you must learn to look at them
with a fresh perspective. It a
common practice during creativity
seminars to give participants a bag
full of materials and tools and then
a problem to solve. The materials
and tools are usually everyday
items. Their nominal use is obvious
to al. You are then to use those
materials in whatever ways you
want to solve the problem;
however, there isn@ usually an
obvious connection between the
items and your problem. For
instance, maybe you have to figure
out how to create a communication
device using a box of Cheerios, a



hammer, tape, cotton balls, a
hairbrush, and a bag of marbles.
Most people have a cognitive
bias called functional fixedness that
causes them to see objects only in
their normal context. The use of the
materials and tools in their ordinary
way will generally lead to no
workable solutions or, at the very
most, mundane ones. The really
exciting solutions come from
overcomng functional fixedness
and using these everyday items in
new ways. To see the possibilities
it is helpful to take the viewpoint
that nothing is what you think it is.
You need to make the familiar



unfamiliar.

So, for example, a box of
Cheerios is no longer only a
breakfast cereal. It can be broken
down into cardboard and wax
paper. It is a source of biomass or a
source of small chips and grains. It
aso can be made into a sludgy
mixture. Similarly, a hammer is a
weight, a source of metal and
wood, and it can act as a mandrel, a
seesaw, or a pendulum. Tape can be
used to hold things together, and it
aso can be made into its own
structural element in any desired
shape. There are a number of
creative ways you might use these



items to fulfill the assignment.

The same dynamic can be
applied to ourselves. Just as things
in the material world can be
transformed from their common use
into something different, so too can
behavior and relationships. ItG
difficult at first to break through
preconceived notions, however
once you do it, youdl find it opens
the world up to you. Stop labeling
things in their usual way. Mike is
not a failure because his class
project failed. You are not a loser
because you lost your job. Make the
familiar into the unfamiliar, and the
result can be amazing and



delightful, as opposed to dull,
nonfunctional, and ordinary.

My first experience with the
power of changing a fixed
perception came after a long day
running an intensive creativity
workshop. | was on break, and |
was completely brain-dead. | was
sitting by myself, relaxing in front
of a large fountain. Suddenly,
through my fog of fatigue, the
fountain transformed from streams
of water to countless particles
bouncing off each other. It was an
amazing experience. It was as if |
was simply too tired to focus on the
label fountain. | was simply there,



experiencing its component parts.

If you stop labeling the world,
your job, and your life, you may
find that an amazing trajectory is
there for the taking. Several of my
favorite students never graduated.
They were bright and capable, yet
rather than fiplay the game,0 they
chose a different path. Their parents
were probably not thrilled in the
begi nning. Yet, perhaps
unsurprisingly, when | occasionally
run into one of these dropouts, |
amost always find that she has
made good life choices that have
made her happy, and often made the
world better to boot.



You can remove labels entirely;
you can also relabel to great effect.
Recent studies reinforce the idea
that relabeling can change behavior.
Experimenters have found
statistical  evidence that, for
instance, if you ask people to be
voters, you get more voter turnout
than if you simply ask people to
vote.l Similarly, if you ask people
not to be cheaters there is less
cheating than if you just ask people
not to cheat. The inference is that
people are more concerned with
reinforcing their self-image than
with their actions; thus, to change
behavior, you first change self-



Image.

We all have ideas in our minds
of what and who we are. We may
have an accurate self-image, or it
may be way off. Either way, it
strongly colors how we respond to
the world around us. In her book
Mindset: The New Psychology of
Success, Carol Dweck writes, fiFor
twenty years, my research has
shown that the view you adopt for
yourself profoundly affects the way
you lead your life. It can determine
whether you become the person you
want to be and whether you

accomplish the things you val ue.¢?
Occasionally we have



powerful, life-changing
experiences; but most changes take
place in small increments. Some
unexpected positive or negative
experience will change your self-
image dSlightly. Through repeated
incremental changes, the entire
image is altered. Done the right
way, this increases your sense of
what you can  accomplish;
psychol ogists say your self-efficacy
Isincreased.

This happened to Doug when he
decided he could control his late-
onset diabetes blood sugar problem
by riding his bike three times a
week from his home on the Stanford



campus to the mountain community
of Sky Londa. The round trip is
roughly twenty miles, with a change
of elevation of about fifteen
hundred feet. All went well in the
beginning. Then he started to notice
how much trash there was on the
road. At first he thought only,
Somebody should clean that up.
Soon it dawned on him that
fisomebodyo could be him. So he
started to carry a plastic shopping
bag with him, stopping periodically
to pick up some cans and other
trash. Slowly this grew into a new
persona for him. He eventually was
hauling large amounts of trash on



his  bicycle, single-handedly
keeping a good portion of the road
trash-free.

As Doug® activity became
more known, he received increasing
positive reinforcement from people
living in the area. More and more
drivers called out to him, some
offering him money to reward his
endeavor. He was guest of honor at
a community party, stories were
written in local newspapers, a
movie was made about his road

cleaning® ad he received
environmental awards from San
Mateo County. He became a local
celebrityy. His self-image had



altered considerably from the Doug
who thought only, Somebody should
clean that up. He was now
fenvironmental Dougd or, as |
lovingly dubbed him, Professor
Poubell e (Adustbin,o in French).

The concept of self-efficacy has
been used to deal with phobias and
other limiting states and, of course,
in most psychotherapy.® Similar
ideas have also been used in
education and in creating pathways
to successful living. In an ided
world, self-image would form the
basis for much of what we do and
do not do. In the real world, things
are more complicated.



WHO CONTROLS YOUR
BRAIN?
We generally like to think we are in
charge of our actions. Society has a
stake in us believing that, or there
would be no way to justify
restraining and punishing people
with antisocial behaviors.
Neverthel ess, we know that some of
the things we do are not controlled
consciously. These are known as
reflexive or autonomous behaviors.
It is easy to see these
autonomous behaviors in other
species. Some of these can be quite
complex and are part of animalst
DNA. For example, the South



African  weaverbird  normally
builds an intricate nest using
specialized materials.
Experimenters removed a pair of
these birds from contact with
building materials and from other
members of their species for five

generations.® The birds were not
able to buld, or even see
traditional nests. And yet when the
sixth generationd still in isolation
fromits speciesd was given access
to the traditional materials, it built a
perfect nest. This may be an
extreme example, yet it illustrates
the point that even some complex
behaviors may be reflexive and not



guite under conscious control.

You see this at work when
physical danger and emotional
threats trigger our fight-or-flight
response. By the time the signal s get
to the parts of our brains that can
reason about them, our emotional
and reflexive brain centers have
already armed our bodies, and we
areinaction.

Although this quick gut-level
response could be lifesaving, it may
not be the appropriate response to
perceived emotional threats in a
psychologically complex world.
Not all issues can be satisfactorily
resolved by following our first



reactions. Like when that jerk cuts
you off by swerving into your lane
at ninety miles an hour.

What happens when someone
does something aggressive on the
hignway? Well, most people
respond in exactly the wrong way.
They decide to fight. They vyell,
curse, honk their horns, or even
chase and attempt to confront the
offending driver. Meanwhile, the
best option for survival is flight. |
have discussed this with people
from many different backgrounds,
and it aways brings the same
response. We al agree that if
someone is driving aggressively or



dangerously, the best thing to do is
stay as far away as possible. Yet a
lot of us admit to behaving in the
opposite manner: we pursue the
other car. Where does that come
from? In this situation there are two
options. The firstis the initial knee-
jerk reaction triggered by our brain,
which is out of our conscious
control. The second is our reasoned
response, which can be brought
under control.

Thefirst reactionis often called
a limbic-abduction reaction or an
amygdala hijacking because it is
triggered by the amygdala, a small
organ within the brainGg limbic



system. The amygdala(s primary
functionisto immediately signal the
adrenal glands when a fear stimulus
IS received. It has a secondaryd
and slowerd connection to the
cortex and the other reasoning
centers of the brain.

It is important to realize that the
secondary fireasonedd reaction is
not a voluntary one. Many of us just
follow what we have seen our
friends and family do, and that can
brainwash us into thinking that
dysfunctional behavior is the
normal or honorable thing. With a
bit of effort you can easily change
your secondary reaction. All you



have to do is decide you want to
change, and then work on it. If you
are willing to ignore the initial
limbic impulse, you can get your
cortex to calm down, take charge,
and calm your whole body down.
Admittedly, some people have
to work harder at controlling
themselves than others. It does not
meatter if youdre a hothead by nature
or nurture (or both), you can learn
to control your secondary reaction,
and 1t& important to do this, so you
dond end up blowing up at people.
Some powerful peopled
politicians, actors, singers, CEOs,
even a book publisherd have



runed their careers because they
didnG get their limbic impulses
under control. Momentary temper
flare-ups can cost you everything.

Harvard University neurology
professor Rudy Tanzi recommends
a four-step process to handle
situations in which we are in the
thrall of alimbic abduction:

A Stop yourself from doing what
your initial reaction dictated.

A Take adeep breath.

A Become aware of how you are
feeling

A Recall a past event that gave

you a feeling of happiness and



peace.b

In terms of design thinking,
youde breaking down the fight
response and looking at it as a
problem to be solved, then using
ideation to bring you to a better
place. These steps bring you into a
state of emotional well-being, in
which you regain control over your
behavior.

In most cases you only need to
take the first three steps to get the
situation under control. It takes
practice (i.e., in terms of design
thinking, making prototypes), and if
you keep at it every time a negative



behavior  presents itself, it
eventually becomes easier and
easier to gain control and stop
doing it. In any event, taking a deep
breath in any situation never hurts.

USE YOUR BRAIN

What about other, less immediate
situations? Can these techniques
help us respond more positively to
a more general stressful state? The
answer isyes. If you take time to be
aware of your current mental state
and then deliberately alter it, you
can force your brain into more
balanced activities. Eventually, this
de-stressing becomes automatic.



Various types of dysfunctional
behavior are associated with a lack
of balance in the use of different
parts of our brains. So, for example,
pathological eating is associated
with the reptilian part of your brain
(the brain stem). Narcissistic or
overly dramatic behavior is
associated with being stuck in the
emotional (limbic) part of the brain.
Overintellectualization IS
associated with being stuck in the
part associated with higher
intel | ectual functions (the
neocortex).

We can stop ourselves from
getting stuck by practicing self-



awareness. Inthis way we can train
our brains to give us greater
sensory awareness, body
awareness, and social awareness.
This is generaly referred to as
mind over matter, the man
principle behind cognitive
behavioral therapy, a school of
psychology that believes if we can
change our thinking, we can change
our behavior. Though it doesnd
aways work for everyone, it a
method | encourage. No matter what
got you to the state youde in,
consciously changing the way you
think about it can help solve the
problem.



YOUR TURN

Who am I? What do | want? What
IS my purpose? Ask yourself each
of these questions repeatedly and
respond with whatever comes to
mind. You can write out your
answers in a journal or notebook,
or just say them to yourself. Don&
overthink;  just answer the
guestions. It okay to repeat
yourself, and itGs okay to say things
that don& make a lot of sense. Each
guestion should be repeated for at
|east five or ten minutes. If you have
someone available to work with,
you can take turns where one person
repeatedly asks the same question



and the other person answers. Of
course, if there are two people, the
guestions need to be rephrased:
AWho are you?0 fWhat do you
want?0 AWhat is your purpose?o (I
might answer: | am a father, | am a
husband; | want to finish my book, |
want more time; my purpose is to
teach, my purpose is to live. All of
these are, for me, on a superficia
level. Usually it takes a little while
to come up with insightful rather
than mundane answers. Do it! You
might be surprised with what you
come up with, and how it
contributes to your achievement
habit.)



The effect of this exercise is to
get you to devote time to thinking
deeply about the meaning of your
life. What matters more than your
gpecific answers is that you open
yourself to these questions. Doing
this exercise generally promotes
relaxation, builds internal energy,
and nurtures an increased sense of
aliveness.

Similar benefits can be derived
from other types of meditation.
Experiment to see which works best
for you. | rarely meditate in a
formal manner; instead | do things
that are meditative. | take walks. |
ride my bike. | make time to be



alone in nature when | need to quiet
my mind. Another thing that works
for some people is repetitive
activities that require little focus.
Knitting, crocheting, gardening, and
doodling can all be meditative. Or
make it even simpler! If youde
feeling scattered, you can just take a
few minutes to be still and focus on
your breathing. Be mindful of each
breath: inand out, inand out. Try to
make your exhalation last twice as
long as your inhalation. Pay
attention to a fixed object around
youd books, a picture on the wall;
don& analyze, just ground yourself.
Ultimately you will benefit from



Increased concentration, decreased
anxiety, and a general feeling of
happi ness.

RIGHT AND WRONG
In life we will often find ourselves
playing the game of right and
wrong. The rules seem quite
simple: | winif | amrightd and you
are wrong.

| once had a heated
disagreement with my wife, Ruth,
about something silly just as | was
leaving to walk over to my friend
Doug® house. As | was walking, |
was consumed with thoughts of how
right | was and how wrong she was.



She was worse than wrong. She
was downright pigheaded and
stupid about it. | was consumed by
such thoughts for about two blocks.
And then | looked up.

It was a beautiful clear winter
day, and the bare trees had a
fantastic presence. | was awestruck.
| felt a surge of wonderment and
joy. Still consumed by my feelings
about the argument, | shook my head
and descended back into my self-
righteous annoyance. | put my head
down and kept walking and thinking
about how stupid she was being.
Then | looked up again, allowed
myself to  experience  the



wonderment, and again shut it
down. | couldn@ seem to let my
feelings go.

Finally enlightenment came. By
continuing to play my solitaire hand
of right and wrong, | was being
downright pigheaded and stupid.
The world was offering me a magic
moment, and | was turning it down.
With that realization | was able to
laugh at my stupidity and enjoy the
moment. | arrived at Dougé house
in a euphoric state. That incident
took place over twenty years ago. |
have no memory of what the
argument was about, and each
winter | again feel the wonder of



that experience when | look up at
the bare trees.

This whole situation is kind of
like gambling in a card room. The
room gets its percent off the top the
minute you start to play each hand
0 it how it makes its money.
Clearly, regardiess of whether you
win or lose specific hands, at the
end of the night the playerso total
worth will have been diminishedd
it is the price of playing. If | had
continued playing the right and
wrong game that day, | would have
lost a peak experience, and the card
room would have gotten much more
fromme than its usual fee.



Whenever | find nmyself
challenged to a game of right and
wrong, | stop playing. Next time
you find yourself playing right and
wrong, remember: You Qive
everything in your life its meaning,
S0 you can choose to end the game.
It does not matter how right you are
or how wrong they are; you lose

just by playing.

SIMILARLY, YOU CAN MODIFY
the way you react to experiences.
One little trick is that by
exaggerating your reaction, you can
make the experience better. For
example, if you are at a boring



meeting, just tell yourself that it is
the most boring meeting you have
ever attended. It isin fact so boring
that it is amazing. If you are
depressed, do not get depressed at
the idea of being depressed. Get off
on it. Admire the fact that you are
having this amazi ng depression.

Ités the opposite of wallowing;
it alowing yourself to become
amused by the terribleness of your
situation. You know how some dogs
are so ugly they@e cute? This is
like that. Think of the metaphors a
comedian would use to describe
just how bad the meeting is. Write
your troubles into a comedic



country song. Deliver your own
stand-up routi ne about depression.

Ités incredibly empowering to
realize that you have the power to
change your attitude toward
anything Do you hate washing
dishes? If you think about it, thereis
a lot that is nice about washing
dishes. Putting your hands into
warm water is soothing. Rinsing
and soaping can be a pleasure. And
getting rid of a mess and admiring
your clean kitchen is aways
satisfying. Try out a new attitude
toward dish washing. You might
just find enjoyment iniit.



ONCE YOU LEARN THAT it is
possible to change your habits and
develop new attitudes about things,
you have a new tool to use in both
your professional and your personal
life. For most people it is probably
easier to change their attitude
toward dishwashing than their
attitude toward depression. Yet if
you start with the small stuff, you
will find it easier to tackle the
harder stuff inlife.
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CHAPTER 2

Obvioudly the truth is what®
SO.
Not so obvioudly, it isalso so
what.

0 Werner Erhard

The problem with reasons is that
theyGre just excuses prettied up.

| always used to be late to the
board meeting of Working
Machines, a corporation located in
Berkeley, an hour from where |



live. Invariably, after a frantic hour
of aggressive and dangerous
driving, | would arrive with an
apology, explaining that the
highway was unusually congested.
The board chairman aways
graciously assured me that the main
thing was that | had arrived safely.
Stll, | had held things up, and the
other board members, who had
arrived on time, were clearly not
thrilled. Deep down | knew that the
highway traffic was not the red
I Ssue.

Yes, the traffic on highway 880
was often heavier than | had hoped
it would be, and the traffic getting



out of Palo Alto and into Berkeley
was excruciatingly slow. Yet how
unusual was heavy midday traffic,
realy? | merely failed to allow
enoughtime. | tried to leave earlier.
Yet | would always squeeze in a
few last-minute e-mails and phone
calls. Then, after leaving my office,
| would see a colleague at the
elevator and get caught up in a
discussion.

It all came down to this: | did
not see the meeting as a high
priority in my life. It was that
simple. It had nothing to do with the
traffic. Although there were no
negative business consequences, it



was bad for my self-esteem: | felt
guilty for always being late. | didn&
like how it felt to have all eyes on
me for the wrong reason when |
walked into the room. | gave it
some thought and realized that there
were other people in that room
facing the same traffic and the same
Alife happenso stuff that | was, yet
they managed to be there before me
because they cared enough to do so.

Once | had that insight, |
decided that from then on | would
gve the meeting the priority it
deserved. Thereafter, | gave the
meeting the attention it required
and | eft early enough to get there on



time. No more last-minute e-mails
or phone calls, no cutting it close. |
stopped waiting until the last
minute, and decided that it was
worth it to stop everything else
early and get in the car ten minutes
before | finad t0.0

If I was lucky, and the traffic
was very light, | had time to enjoy a
little of the Berkeley scene before |
went into the meeting. If traffic was
normal, | was a little early and
could schmooze with some of the
other board members. If traffic was
realy ugly, | was just on time. The
positive effects of eliminating the
stress associated with getting to the



meetings on time were life-
changing.

And it didnd end there. | began
to change my attitude toward time
overall. | used to be late to most
things in my life. Now | am known
asthe paininthe ass who is always
on time and expects others to be. |
make it a point to start every class
and every workshop session on
time. It turns out that my life works
better when | do not need to come
up with reasons for why | amlate.

Our society loves reasons.
Perhaps the illusion that there is a
single known reason for each thing
we do is comforting. Unfortunately,



the world doesn@ work that way.
Thered the story of the man who is
standing in the middle of Times
Square in Manhattan, snapping his
fingers. A woman comes up to him
after some time and says, fiPardon
me, Sir, why are you snapping your
fingers?o

He replies, il am keeping the
tigers away.o

She says, iSir, except for the
Z00, thered® not atiger for thousands
of miles.0

NPretty effective, isnd it?0 he
says.

This joke uses what is called a
causal fallacy. The fallacy comes



because the finger  snapper
mistakenly believes that correlation
implies causation. This is just one
of several logical fallaciesinwhich
two events that occur at the same
time are taken to have a cause-and-
effect relationship. This version of
the fallacy is also known as cum
hoc ergo propter hoc (Latin for
fwith this, therefore because of
thisd) or, simply, false cause. A
similar fallacyd that an event that
follows another was a consequence
of the firstd is described as post
hoc ergo propter hoc (Latin for
nafter this, therefore because of
thi sO).



Reasons are bullshit. | know it
sounds harsh, however, itG a good
categorical stand to take, as youd|
see. Reasons exist because if
people didnd@ explan their
behavior, they would seem
unreasonable. So we are faced with
a paradox: we need reasons so we
appear reasonable, yet whenwe use
reasons we are not taking full
responsibility for our behavior.

Leté say | walk up to a stranger
and punch himin the face. Hed| ask
why | did that. If | say, fiFor no
reason,0 | am clearly unreasonable.
If instead | say he reminds me of the
man who abused my sister, | am



now a (somewhat) reasonable
person.

Reasons are often just excuses,
however. We use them to hide our
shortcomings from oursel ves. When
we stop using reasons to justify
ourselves, we increase our chances
of changing behavior, gaining a
realistic self-image, and living a
more sati sfying and productive life.

Many reasons are sSimply
excuses to hide the fact that we are
not willing to give something a high
enough priority in our lives. For
example, a student mignt come into
my class late, saying, Aldm sorry
IGm late. | got a flat on my bicycle.¢



Evenif itistrue that her bicycle has
aflat tire, the bottomlineis, getting
to class on time is not a high enough
priority in her life. If | had a rule
that any student who came in late
would fail the class, she would
have made sure to be on time, flat
tire or not. If the rule was you got
expelled from school for a single
| ateness, she would have been there
evenearlier!

A GOOOOOD REASON

In the Design Group at Stanford
University, most colleagues have
participated in my workshops, and
they all know how | feel about



fireasons.0 So anyone who starts to
give reasons at a meetingd say, for
example, Al could not do that
because the dean . . .00 is often
treated to a sarcastic chorus of
AThatGs a goooood reason,0 after
which he gets a bit embarrassed.
However, he has received, as a gift,
the insight that the dean is not the
reason.

Letting go of the need for
reasons to justify your behavior is
useful in every part of the design
thinking process. It can get you
unstuck from dead ends, and lead to
new approaches and insights.



YOUR TURN

This exercise idealy involves a
partner, though you can do it alone,
playing both roles. One partner
gves a statement, starting with
fiThe reason | . . .0 The other
partner responds, fThatG a
goooood reason.o Do this for about
five minutes, then reverse the roles
so that the second partner starts the
conversationwith iThe reason | . . .
,0 and the first partner now affirms
each such statement as being a
goooood reason. (To get the most
out of this exercise, use your current
behaviors. For example, this
morning | might say, iThe reason |



am writing this book is that | want
to share my knowledge 0 My
partner would respond, fiThatG a
goooood reason.0 Then | would
say, fiThe reason | amtired is that |
got up too early.0 My partner would
respond, fThatGe a goooood
reason.0 And so on.)

You wond have to search within
your answers very long to find the
bullshit. If you find that you resist
the idea that all your reasons are
goooood reasons, it will be useful
for you to think of severa
additional reasons for each
behavior. Many factors contribute
to a given behavior, so the entire



concept of emphasizing one
particular reason for something
becomes muddled. In assigning
relative importance to our reasons,
we introduce a lie into our analysis
0 we add a high weighting factor to
the reasons that most support our
version of the story or our self-
i mage.

Sometimes people hide behind
heart-wrenching reasons. It Is
important to understand that this
doesnd make them any more useful.

Steve, my oldest son, was born
with cerebral palsy, which in his
case meant both mental retardation
and muscular spasticity. Although



he has a tough time doing things that
others find easy, he can manage
most everyday things. When his
mother reprimands him for bad
manner's, such as not using a knife to
cut his food, he gets angry and says,
Al can@ help it. | was born that
way.0 Whenever he says that, nmy
heart goes out to him. Still, it isin
his best interest to realize that he is
giving us a goooood reason.

REASONS AND THEIR
COMPLICATIONS

Studies have shown that people are
selective when it comes to
recording what really happens to



and around them. No meatter how
strongly you feel you have the true
picture, you are probably wrong.
You can@ know the reason for
anyoned behavior.

To complicate matters further,
sometimes we are  actively
dishonest about the reasons for our

behavior.l A classic example
comes from a Japanese professor in
one of my workshops. He claimed
he wanted to spend more time with
his family, but he was too busy at
work. When | asked a few questions
and elicited some details about his
daily activity, it was clear that he
wasted a lot of time at work. He



chose to stay late at the university,
socialize with his colleagues during
the evenings, and then appear
macho by having it known that he
went home later than everyone else
while receiving sympathy for not
being able to spend more time with
his family. Clearly he had made a
choice, and being too busy at work
was, of course, bullshit as a reason.
This was immediately obvious to
everyone in the workshop, yet it
took me a full half hour to get a
glimmer of recognition out of him.
Things happen; we do things,
and others do things. If you like
what happens, keep doing what you



are doing and hope it keeps
working well. If you do not like
what happens, do it differently next
time. Reasons get in the way of this
simpl e pragmati c approach.

We are far better off without
reasons. They provide people with
excuses to keep  behaving
dysfunctionally. The world would
be a much better place without
reasons, right?

Okay, yes, not having reasons
would lead to a strange existence.
Without reasons, you would ook
like an unreasonable person to
everyone else. So where does this
|leave us?



| have atwofold approach to the
problem: one for the externd
persona, and one for the internal
self. Externally you use reasons in
everyday conversation when you
need to, and thus appear to be
perfectly normal and reasonable.
Internally you look at the reasons
your external self offers, and
guestion each of them. The internal
self also looks at the reasons given
by the people you are interacting
with. Simply by noticing how
reasons are used, you can gain
insight into your own behavior and
your relationships with others.

This approach works well to



change your own actions. It cand be
used to change others, however! It
IS not your job to tell anyone else
her reasons are bullshit unless she
IS actively seeking your advice
(like taking your class or, say,
reading your book); doing this
would make you a pretty unlikable
person pretty quickly. The best way
to fix the world is to fix yourself.
As | always caution my students and
workshop participants, do not try
this (on anyone el se) at home!

Make a pact with yourself to not
use reasons unless you have to. This
Is actudly an incredibly
empowering position to come from.



Be confident enough in your actions
not to need to explain yourself.
Trust yourself and act.

| get a lot of requests from
students around the world who want
to join my research group at
Stanford. If | know | will not accept
them, | simply thank them for their
interest and say | am sorry that |
will not be able to accommodate
them. This invariably ends the
conversation. | get at most a thank-
you note. However, if | justify my
action with a reason, then the
conversation drags on as the student
attempts to work around my reason.
In the past | have given a bullshit



reason; it feels like 1ém being nicer
somehow. Sure, it may be true that
|Gm too busy or going on sabbatical
soon, or whatever else |6ve told the
student, yet if | felt strongly enough
about that person, I&d make it
happen. In truth, it is difficult to
think of a goooood reason | could
not work around if | really wanted
to.

Actions speak louder than
reasons. Don@ give reasons unless
you have to!

SAYING THE OPPOSITE
Often we say the opposite of what
we really mean when faced with



beliefs or behavior we find
troubling. | recall avery aggressive
young colleague of mine who had
developed a grievance against a
prestigious and long-standing
robotics conference. He launched a
new conference meant to be in
direct competition with the original
one. When | asked what his
motivation was, he said, fiThe last
thing | would want to do is
undermine the existing conference,
but there is a need for a new
conference.o

It had not occurred to me that
hi s motivati on was to undermine the
existing conference until he said



that. Once he denied the unmade
accusation, it was clear that
undermining was indeed what he
intended. He had projected his own
guilt onto me in the form of an
accusation that | had never made.

Have you heard the expression
fiHe doth protest too muchd? Often,
If someone goes to great lengths to
tell you that he is not aliar, a crook,
a troublemaker, or green with envy,
he probably is those things.

| am sure we al have at one
time or another said the opposite of
what we meand and letds face it, as
much as we like to convince
ourselves that our motives are pure,



we are generally most concerned
about ourselves. To keep this in
check, do a reversal in your head.
Anytime you or someone else gives
a motive for behavior, just
substitute in your head the opposite
of that motive. So, for example, if
you say, fil am telling Kathy what
her coworker said about her for her
benefit, not ming0 try out the
reverse motivation in your head: fil
am telling her for my benefit, not
hers.0 Often you will find that this
IS your true motive.

PROJECTION
Projection is a common response. It



happens when someone attributes a
feeling or trait to another person,
when ité she herself who owns that
particular trait or feeling. Although
psychologists usually use the term
projection to connote a negative
behavior, projecting both the
positive and the negative aspects of
ourselves onto others is an
important part of life that can be a
mgjor influence on our interactions
with others. It is the experience of
seeing traits in others that helps us
to see them in ourselves. If you
notice a flaw in another person, it
probably means youdve had that
same flaw yourself.



Projection colors almost every
aspect of interpersonal relations. A
genuinely naive, truthful person will
think all people he encounters are
truthful. A person with a
background of duplicity and
dishonesty tends to be wary of
others because he projects his own
manipulative behavior onto them.
Once we project a behavior onto
others, it gives us a goooood reason
to think we know what accounts for
their behavior.

As you now know, | cannot
stand to be late because lateness is
anissue in my life. So | assume that
others share the same concern.



When people are late, | cannot
understand how they could be so
irresponsible. However, only after |
became obsessed with being on
time did | even notice lateness in
others.

YOUR TURN

One way to see how prevalent
projections are is to make a list of
things that bother you about other
people in your life. Then take these
same things and think about how
they appear in your own life. For
example, 1ad say, il hate how My
son Elliot bickers with his friend
Claudiao since, not surprisingly, fil



hate how | bicker with my wife.0
There are countless things to
like or dislike about people. That |
chose to mention bickering first
says something about me. It tells me
that bickering is such an important
issue to me that | project my
feelings about it onto my son.
Realizing this provides a great tool
for self-awareness, and such
insights make us more empathetic
about othersodifficulties.
Self-hatred plays alarge part in
this aspect of our personalities. In
chapter 4 of The Adjusted
American, the book | mentioned
earlier, Snell and Gail Putney



explore this concept: iMen hate in
others those things and only those
things which they despise in
themselves. It is possible to
disapprove of other people in a
rational and dispassionate manner,
however, to hate them is an
irrational and impassioned act. The
passion betrays the underlying self-
contempt. . . . The origin of hatred
lies in the individualG attempt to
disown certain potentialities of the
self.0

In other words, if we sense,
even subconscioudly, traits within
ourselves that we would rather not
acknowl edge because they are alien



to our self-image, we deny their
existence and project them onto
others. Thus our hatred of others is
redly the hatred of our own
unwanted or feared capabilities
projected onto them. To get beyond
the self-destructive effects of
hatred, it is necessary to be able to
accept a basic truth about
ourselves: we are all potentially
capable of any human act.

LOVE AND MARRIAGE

Projection also playsalargerolein
Putney and Putney& provocative
assertion that marriage for love is
a bad idea (chapter 10). Put in our



terms, they are saying that getting
married for love is a goooood
reason. For many of my students,
this is a version of the
aforementioned  yellow-eyed cat
story. They have all been brought up
with the notion that marrying for
love is not only desirable, itis aso
one of lifes highest possible
attal nments.

A friend once told me he was in
love with falling in love. | knew
what he meant. It can be a great
feelingto fall inloved especialy if
your love is  reciprocated.
Incidentally, when he did eventually
marry for love, it turned out to be a



disaster. The problemis that people
often confuse love with marriage.
Falling inlove is heavily reliant on
projection, while a sound marriage
isrelatively free of projection.

Just as hatred is the result of
projecting our own negative
gualities onto another, love is the
result of projecting our own
positive qualities onto another.
What we fal in love with are the
gualities that we wish we had or
gualities we have and wish to share
with the other person. Usually these
admired qualities are at variance
with our self-image, so we avoid
consciously  possessing  them



ourselves and instead project them
onto another. In time these idealized
projections are worn away by lifeG
redities. Any marriage based
mainly on projected qualities is
bound to flounder.

A successful marriage results
when both partners can just be
happy being who they are and in so
doing add to the enjoyment of each
other. As the Putneys point out,
fAEach is seeking candor and
warmth, and the expl oration of self-
potential (sexual capacities and
many others), al of which is
facilitated by cooperation of
someone else engaged in a similar



development. Such persons are not
preoccupied with being loved or
with maintai ning romantic illusions.
They are trying to enjoy lifed
together.0

Love is  the ultimate
unreasonable activity. When asked
why you love your significant other,
you might say, iSheG smart and has
a great smile and is kind to
animals,0 but clearly those reasons
are only half true. You could find
| ots of women who are just as smart
and who have great smiles and also
love animals. Why don& you love
all of them? No one knows exactly
why he falls in love. The Putneys



call it projection; you can call it
chemistry or fate or whatever you
want; youdre drawn to whom youdre
drawn to and attracted to whom
youde attracted to, and whatever
reasons you give yourself are
probably bullshit.

| used to look down on the
institution of arranged marriage;
surprisingly my attitude changed
completely when | visited India and
spent time in the homes of the
people there. | saw just as much or
more genuine affection between
husbands and wives there than | did
in America. | now feel that young
Indians are quite lucky to have a



culture where people who love
them and know them well set about
to assist them in finding suitable
marriage partners.

The idea that marriage is a
joining of entire families, not just
two isolated people, is aso very
attractive. It is not a perfect system:
there can be compulsion and
ulterior motives on the part of the
parents. In my experience, however,
that is rare among educated
families. If both parties are given
veto power, then | believe the
system is in many ways superior to
online dating and the bar scenes that
seem to be the mgjor options these



days for single people in America.
The basic difference is that in
America, a man marries the woman
he loves; in India, a man loves the
woman he marries.

DECISION AND INDECISION

When you make a decision about
something, you aways need a
goooood reason. It easy to
agonize over even the smallest
decisions. My wife and son are
incredibly indecisive. My son
aways waits until the last minute.
His mind-set is, Why commit before
you absolutely have to? A better
opportunity may come along. It may



work for him, however, it is tough
on the people around him. My wife
sees the negatives in every option,
SO is reluctant to choose something
that is not perfect.

My wife and son are victims of
the Buridan® ass paradox, named
after the fourteenth-century French
philosopher Jean Buridan and
based on an old fable about a
donkey that dies because it cannot
make a rational choice between two
equally appealing alternativesd eat
hay or drink water. This fable has
given rise to the Buridan( ass
method, in which the decision is
based on eliminating the option that



has the most negatives so that you
dond end up like the donkey. My
wife has essentially reinvented this
method, whereas my son is often in
danger of starving to death by virtue
of indecision.

| still chuckle over the time |
was in France and came to a T
intersection. The sign pointing to
the left and the sign pointing to the
right both had the name of the same
village. | pulled over and spent
many minutes, brow furrowed,
wondering whether to go right or
left. Of course, in the end it didn&
matter which way | went; both
roads led to the same place! We



would all do well to remember the
old saying Alf you dond know
where you are going, it doesnd
matter which road you choose.0

Making important decisions
only after due consideration is a
good way to live one life.
However, people often let the agony
of deciding go on far too long. Like
the fabled donkey, they have all the
relevant information, yet they can&
decide.

In advising my students on
making a big life decision, | find
that after theydve laid out the
problem in question and we have
discussed the pros and cons of each



option, it best to introduce what |
call the gun test. Ité very scientific,
you see. | point my fingers, in the
form of a gun, at the studentés
forehead and say, fiOkay, you have
fifteen seconds to decide or 141 pull
the trigger. What® your decision?0
They always know the answer!
Even if they do not ultimately take
that path, this exercise usudly
releases the pressure built up
around the deci sion-making process
and gets them closer to a resol ution.
|6ve named another tool | use
the lifed journey method. If a
student presents a problemwith two
possible paths to a solution, | ask



the student to take one of the
choices and then imagine what life
would look like as a result of that
choice. It might go something like
this:

STUDENT: Okay, | decide
to go for the PhD.

ME: Then what happens?

STUDENT: | get the PhD.

ME: Great; then what
happens?

STUDENT: | graduate and
get ajob as a professor.
ME: Great; then what

happens?
STUDENT: | get married



and buy a house.
ME: Great; then what

happens?
STUDENT: I have
children.
ME: Great; then what
happens?

STUDENT: My children
grow up and get married.

ME: Great; then what
happens?

STUDENT: | get older.

ME: Great; then what
happens?

STUDENT: | die.

Then | ask the student to



imagine her life if she took the other
path. It might go like this:

STUDENT: | would leave
school after my masterG
degree.

ME: Then what happens?

STUDENT: | get a job in
industry, or | start a
compary.

ME: Great; then what
happens?

STUDENT: | make a lot of
money.

ME: Great; then what
happens?

STUDENT: | do the



marriage, kids, house

thing.

ME: Great; then what
happens?

STUDENT: | get old and
die.

ME: So the end is the
same. No matter what
path you take, in the end
you die.

The point of thisis to get people
to realize that there is no way to
know where a decision will lead.
The best way forward is embedded
in the design thinking methodol ogy:
manifest a bias toward action, and



don& be afraid of failure. | believe
it serves people best in life to
accept that decisions are part of the
process of moving forward, and that
there are so many variables that it
a waste of time to try to see the
endgame. Once we realize that most
decisions are not life-or-death, we
can make them without undue stress.

Now, much of this flies in the
face of decision analysis theory,
which presents analytical methods
to make good decisions even in the
face of imprecise information.
Unfortunately, for decisions on
personal matters quantitative tools
can be inadequate to capture the



subtleties, and thus yield misleading
conclusions.

Many years ago | was living in
India, in the guest house of the
Indian Institwte of Science in
Bangal ore. Kumar, a young engineer
who visited me every few days,
told me that he was leaving and
would be gone for three weeks.
Hedd be taking the train to his
native village in the north to choose
a bride. His family had located six
eligible candidates, and he was
going to meet with them, decide
who was the most suitable, and
marry her.

A  month later  Kumar



reappeared, carrying a rolled-up
window shade. When he unrolled it,
| saw that he had crafted alarge and
complex weighted decision table, a
standard tool used in decision
analysis theory. On it were listed
the names of the six prospective
brides, each row representing one
of the women. Each of seven
columns was headed by an attribute
he was most interested in. Each
woman had been numerically rated
for each attribute, from 1 to 10, and
each of these numbers was
multiplied by the weighting factor
hedd given that attribute, according
to what he deemed its relative



importance. The seven weighting
factors were chosen so that they
added up to 10. If he had rated the
attributes equally, all the weighting
factors would have been 10/7
(which we can round off to be
approximately 1.4).
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The column at the end showed
the sum of the seven numbers in that



row. The woman corresponding to
the column with the highest total &
the second woman in the tabled
would be the chosen bride. Very
rationald just what | would have
expected from a good engineer.
However, the more he told me
about his meetings with the women,
the clearer it became that this was
not as rational as he pretended.
There were two nmgor
departures from objectivity: first, of
course, was the fact that the scores
that he gave each woman were
totally subjective. Second was that
he was not completely honest with
himself about his weighting factors.



For example, he told me he gave
fwealtho a low weighting factor of
1 because he did not care about his
wifeG wealth. Yet he weighted
ffamilyo twice as high. When |
asked what he looked for when he
rated the family, his answer told me
that he was looking for things that
indicated that the family was
weal thy.

The most confused of all
seemed to be the ratings for
ficareer.0 Kumar told me he
definitely wanted his wife to have a
career and not stay at home, and he
also wanted her to be available to
take care of dinner if, at the last



minute, he decided to invite some of
his work colleagues to his house.
S0 he gave this a low weighting of
0.9.

When all was said, it was clear
that he had fudged the numbers in
favor of the women he felt most
connected to during their short
meeting. So much for analytical
thinking! (As it turned out, intuition
worked just fine: Kumar and his
wife have been happily married for
over twenty-five years.)

Decision making has become a
big business, and new tools are
being developed all the time. All of
them, however, rest on a belief and



a value system that require logical
systematic thought. This approach
appeal s to people who are naturally
judgmental and value so-called
rational thought. If it could deliver
good decisions at most of lifeds
crossroads, it would be terrific.
Unfortunately, it often can@.

In my experience, quantitative
methods and feelings both have
their places. | tend to be pragmatic,
and | donG discount my intuition. If
atool gives me good answers, | use
it. In either case, when making
decisions, it couldn& hurt to keep in
mind Captain AhabG realization
about his pursuit of Moby Dick:



RAIl my means are sane, my motive
and my object mad.o

The best scientific methods for
decision making won& help if your
guestion is one that cand@ be
answered rationally. Ahab was
following a logical course of
action, but he was doing that in
pursuit of something irrational.
Make sure that your motive is a
good one before bothering to figure
out how youd| find an answer.

DON6I LISTEN TO YOUR
PROFESSOR

| had a PhD student from Bulgaria
whose father was a well-known



professor, and the student had led a
fairly privileged life in his country.
He was very bright and inquisitive.

After a while he started asking
me questions about things in this
country that confused him. For
example, in Bulgaria there was one
nationwide price for gasoline. He
could not understand how some gas
stations in the United States could
charge more than the others and
survive. He asked, fWouldn&
everyone go to the least expensive
station?0

At the time | didn& really know
the answer to that question. Of
course, now that | have the d.school



mentality, | would probably tell him
to go ask the people buying gas at
the expensive stations! Regardless,
it was fascinating to see America
through hi's questi oning eyes.

Then one day he came to me
with a serious problem. He had
begun to redlize that it was
impossible to do lots of things
without a credit card. He couldnd
rent videos or a car, and many
places would ask for a second form
of identification, which he didn&
have. The problem was that he
couldnd get a card unless he
already had credit. | decided to let
him apply for ajoint card with me.



The deal was this: | would not
use the card, and paying the bill
would be his sole responsibility.
We received two cards in the mail,
and | destroyed mine. A few days
later he came to me with a mailing
he had received. As a bonus for
applying for the card, we were
eligible to buy a packet of tickets
for the Canadian lottery in British
Columbia. For only twenty dollars
we had the chance to win valuable
prizes. He asked me what | thought.
| gave him my best New York
streetwise explanation of what a
sucker play it was. | told him to
throw the offer in the garbage.



Furthermore, even if it was an
honest offer, he was certainly smart
enough to figure how ridiculously
poor the odds of his winning were.
Certainly these were goooood
reasons not to do it.

Close your eyes and imagine the
end of this story.

Got it? Okay.

Here is what actually happened.
He sent in his twenty dollars, and
he won the grand prize: aluxury car
or $80,000 Canadian. He took the
money, which came tax-free
because he was analien. He and his
fianc® used the money for their
wedding and for a down payment



on a house. They soon had children,
and they are now living happily
ever after in California.

This was yet another time Iam
glad someone did not listen to my
rational voice of experience and
expertise. | guess when it comes to
the accidents of real life, not even
professors know much. The point of
the story isn@ to ignore all advice.
Ités that you have to live with the
consequences, good or bad. Do
something or dond do it. Follow
advice or ignore it. In making your
decisions, keep in mind that even
when the odds are against you, you
still might win. Life is a gamble,



and ultimately you have to decide
for yourself.

WHOG& REALLY STOPPING
YOU?

If there® something you really warnt
to do, often ités as simple as just
doing it. Remember, | am talking
about the real stuff, not pipe
dreams. In the end you don& need
tricks or gimmicks. It comes down
to the difference between trying
and doing, between talking about it
and acting; and ultimately it
depends on the double bottom line:
intention and attention. Do you
redly intend to do it? Are you



willing to give it the attention it
requires?

If so, then you simply need to
start. In design thinking parlance,
ItGs time to enact what we call the
bias toward action and determine
how you can move toward your
goal.

Leté say your goal isto write a
book.

Checking Facebook five times a
day is not getting your book written.
Talking about writing is not getting
your book written. Texting your
friends . . . well, you get the idea.
Even joining a writersd group or
going to a writersdconference isnd



going to get you there. What gets
you there is putting your butt in the
chair and your fingers on the
keyboard for extended lengths of
time. You need to commit to write,
even if the first draft comes out
terribly.

When | set out to write this
book, | began by waking up earlier
so that | could get in some writing
time before my wife, Ruth, awoke.
Even when that meant | got very
little Sleep, | did it anyway. | took a
few days off here and there, but they
were the exception. The rule was
that | was there at my computer,
showing up each morning, until |



had finished. | chose to make it my
priority over anything that might
distract me fromit.

When people talk about who(s
stopping them from achieving their
goals, ités often a critic. A family
member might once have said
something thoughtlessly insulting, a
teacher might have given you a bad
grade, a former boss might have
thought you were a dunce. Yet none
of these critics can actually stop
you, nor do negative people
deserve any spot in your path. Even
if they have stolen your keyboard
and broken all your pencils, they
don& have any actual power to stop



youl.

In reality, no one® usualy
trying to prevent us from achieving
our goals. The situation is most
often one like that brilliantly
portrayed in the British TV series
The Prisoner. Throughout the series
the hero, identified as Number Six,
IS trying to escape from evil people
who are working for the villain,
Number One. Findly, in the last
episode he understands the answer
to his question AWho is Number
One?0 When he first heard the
answer inepisode 1, it sounded like
fiYou are Number Six.0 Now he
understands that the answer to



AWho is Number One?0 is fYou
are, Number Six.0 He had
metaphorically imprisoned himself.
As Franz Kafka put it, filt was a
barred cage that he was in. Calmly
and insolently, asif at home, the din
of the world streamed out and in
through the bars, the prisoner was
really free, he could take part in
everything, nothing that went on
outside escaped him, he could
simply have left the cage, the bars
were yards apart, he was not even a
prisoner.o

Even when there is a red
obstacle, it is possible to get around
it. Years ago my wife, Ruth, and |



were traveling in India, and we
changed our departure date via
telephone so that we were leaving
one day earlier. When we arrived at
the Delhi airport at about 2:00 am,,
the guard would not let us enter the
termnal because our paper ticket
was for the following day. We
explained that we had changed the
flight date, but he woul dn& budge.

| pointed out to him that the
United Airlines desk was within
view, and if he allowed me to go
there, | could get the date changed
on my ticket and come back to show
him. He refused. | offered to leave
my passport with him as a



guarantee. He refused. | offered to
leave my wife with him as a
guarantee. He refused. | offered
both my wife and passport. He still
refused!

Then | made a bold choice. |
had seen his rifle; it looked like it
was old, possibly prei ndependence,
and likely useless. | figured the
chances of it blowing up in his
hands were greater than the chances
of the bullet actually reaching me.
So | camly took Ruthé hand and
just walked past him. He did not
shoot, and | did not ook back.

Most times there are no armed
guards; we simply stop ourselves.



We are Number One. You are
responsible for deciding what you
do or don& do. Don& blame others,
and dond use reasons to justify or
rationalize your behaviors.
Although excuses may seem to get
you out of difficulty at the moment,
in the long run they are often
counterproductive.

THE ISSUE OF TIME

One of the biggest excuses we have
for not getting things done is a lack
of time. We al have the same
twenty-four hours in a day, and yet
what Mother Teresa, Albert
Einstein, Bill Gates, and Martin



Luther King Jr. accomplished in
their days is a lot more than what
many others have.

The difference comes back to
intention and attention. 1tG not that
they had extra time; itG that they
made time. When something is a
priority in your life, you have to be
willing to walk away from anything
thatGs standing in its way. If thereG
something useless thatGs stealing
your time, why are you letting it?
Understanding that extra hours are
not going to appear on your clock,
how can you make the time to
accomplish what you need to?

It may be helpful to write in a



journal for a few days, noting
(truthfully) what youde doing all
day long and how long you spend
on each task. Are you spending
more time than you realized getting
showered and ready in the morning,
texting, e-mailing, surfing the Web,
gaming? Even positive things like
reading or cooking can take up too
much time when youdre trying to get
something done. When you need to
finish a report or you still haven&
turned in a long application, instead
of procrastinating and sitting around
thinking about it, invoke your bias
toward action by putting your
normal activities aside. Get the job



dore. Instead of cooking, open a
can. Instead of reading the
newspapers, save them for later or
simply toss them.

In the modern world we have an
endless supply of time sinkholes.
Dond fall into them. Steal back
your time to support your intentions.






CHAPTER 3

If it® not worth doing, it&
not worth doing well.

0 Anonymous

A drunk man is walking along the
street and collides with a lamppost.
He bounces backward, and after
regaining his composure agan
makes his way forward, only to
again collide with the same
lamppost and experience a similar



backward bounce. Again he regains
composure, and then suffers another
backward bounce. These actions
are all repeated several more times.
Finally, in frustration, he sits down
on the ground and says, fil give up.
They have me surrounded.o

If wedre not drunk, once we see
an obstacle in our path, or
experience our first bounce or two,
we walk around that obstacle.
Unfortunately we sometimes still
have difficulty. We often think we
are surrounded, and respond in the
same way as the drunken guy.

So, assuming you are sober,
how do you walk around obstacl es?



GETTING AROUND THE
LAMPPOST
The answer lies in changing the
way you think about the problem.
As an assignment in one of my
design courses | asked each student
to find something in his life that
bothered himand fix it. One student,
Krishna, volunteered that his bed
was broken, and he could not seem
to get a good nightGs sleep. His
assignment was to solve the
problem. This started a saga that
|asted several weeks.

The first week Krishna reported
not being able to find the correct
wire to fix the frame. The second



week he reported not being able to
find the correct tools. The third
week he was unable to find some
small springs. Finaly | lost
patience and told him that if he did
not solve the problem by the
following week, he would fail. He
came in the next week with a big
smile on his face; | knew the drama
had ended. When | called on himto
report on his project, he simply
said: Al bought a new bed.o

It is awonderful example of the
mistake we make by working on an
answer as though it were a
guestion. Design thinking
emphasizes that you always make



sure you are working on the real
problem. His mistake was that he
originally tried to solve the wrong
problem. He started by working on
the question fiHow can | fix the
bed?0 The real question, of course,
was fiHow do | get a good nightGs
sleep?0 This opened the solution
space considerably and allowed a
move away from the difficulties
encountered in fixing the bed. Once
Krishna started working on the right
problem, the solution became easy:
Get anew bed. This enabled himto
wak around the self-imposed
|lamppost called fifixing the bed.0



MOVING TO A HIGHER
LEVEL

Have you ever had a problem you
coudnd@ seem to solve? You
probably pondered solutions over
and over, maybe losing sleep. | bet
you were trying to solve the wrong
problem. When you can& find the
answer, it is often because you are
not asking the correct question.

To illustrate this, leté take the
guestion fiHow might | find a
Spouse?0

Just because it ends with a
guestion mark, that doesnd mean
It a question. Drop fihow might 10
and you get a declarative statement:



fiFind a spouse.0 This could be
regarded as an answer. SO we see
that finding a spouse can be
regarded as either an answer or a
guestion.

What question is fAFind a
spouseo the answer to? There could
be many. Some possibilities are:

How might I get
companionship?

How might | get taken care of ?

How might | stop working?

How might | have (more) sex?

How might | get my parents to
stop nagging me?

How might | move to a better
economi ¢ situation?



How might | improve my social
life?

How might | keep up with my
friends?

Each of these questions,
regarded as a problem, has many
possible solutions. Finding a
spouse is just one possible solution
to each of these. In actuality, it may
not be a very good solution to any
of these problems.

Experience has shown me that
one of the main causes of losing
sleep over a problem is that we
think we are dealing with a question
when in fact we are dealing with an
answer (a solution) that turns out



not to be a good fit to our actual
problem.

A way around thisdilemmaisto
ask, fiWhat would it do for me if |
solved this problem?0 The answer
to this can then be converted into a
new, more generative question.

If | believe that | want a spouse
to satisfy my need for
companionship, the real problem
(question) is fiHow mignt | find
companionship?0

Finding a spouse now becomes
simply one of many possible ways
to find companionship. By changing
the question | have altered my point
of view and dramatically expanded



the number of possible sol utions.
The situation can be illustrated
diagrammatically as:

NoTHING
WoRKS

Because | havend been able to
find a spouse thus far, | can take a



different tack: | can ask what
finding a spouse would do for me.

GET COMPANIONSH|P

WHAT WouLd
IT Do FoR
ME7

| believe it would give me



companionship. So the new
guestion is fAHow might | get
companionship?0 The diagram
below shows possible answers.
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| am no longer stuck with trying
to find a spouse. 1tGs that simple.

Identifying what you expect
from the solution to the problem
youde stuck on brings you to a
higher level and, ultimately, a better
guestion.

Changing the question is often
enough to lead to a satisfactory
resolution and to make the original
difficuty disappear. In this
example, if | figure out how to get
companionship  without  getting
married, the issue of finding a
Spouse becomes moot.

This procedure can be repeated
starting at the higher level. If the



guestion of how | might find
companionship becomes difficult to
solve, | would ask, AWhat would it
do for me if | found
companionship?0

Possible answers might be:

| would feel |ess bored.

| would get social stimulation.

|  would get intellectud
stimul ation.

| would feel less|onely.

| would feel more secure.

By choosing the one that seems
most resonant (I would feel less
lonely) and converting it into a
guestion, | get a new question.
fiHow might | feel lesslonely?0is a



long way from the origind
guestion: AHow do | find a
Spouse?0

Many married people fed
lonely within their marriages, so
clearly even solving the original
problem (finding a spouse) might
not solve my actual problem of
being lonely.

Now the situation looks like
this:



- o LEVELS Hluft — HIW M[4HT |
FEEL LESS LNELY?

WHAT WoULh |
IT bo PR
Me?
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= THE ORIGINAL PROBLEM —

Use this procedure whenever



you find yourself stuck and losing
sleep over an issue. Often it can
open up a wide range of new
solutions. The origina problem
disappears, and the way to proceed
Is immediately obvious.

For this to work you need to be
honest enough not to hang on to the
original question, no matter how
comfortable you have become with
hitting the lamppost. You need to be
aware that there is a tendency to
rationalize  our  dysfunctional
behavior with excuses. Remember,
we shy away from labeling them as
excuses, instead we call them
reasons. Of course, they are



goooood reasons, right?

There isnG@ always a single
answer to the question fiHow would
| benefit if | had a solution to my
problem?0 It is simply a matter of
using a different how-might-I
guestion and repeating this
procedure until you feel the Ahal
that comes from recognizing your
actual issue.

|6ve had students say that they
felt that this method does not
actually solve the origina problem;
it simply replaces it with one you
can solve. What they do not realize
Is that letting go of a problem is
often the best solution. This is



especialy true when yoube
addressing the wrong problem.
Blocks to success with this
exercise happen when we cand let
go of the original question. For
example, in one of my workshops a
woman asked, iHow do | make sure
my daughter gets into a good
college?d0 She had to struggle to
admit that the main payoff for her in
solving this problem would be to
reduce her level of anxiety. Once
she made that | eap, the question one
level higher became fiHow do |
become less anxious?0 The new
problem, at heart, was a long way
from her daughter getting into a



good college. In fact, it had very
litle to do with that. In all
probability, once the daughter got
into college, the mother would
quickly find another issue to be
anxious about. So if the mother
were honest enough, she would start
to work on the real problem: her

anxiety.

YOUR TURN

To experience the process of
walking around the lamppost, think
of a problem you have been losing
sleep over. This should be
something that keeps bothering you
and is directly related to your life,



your relationships, or your job, not
something abstract or global such as
how to achieve world peace.

Write this item down as a short,
simple how-do-I question. Then ask
yourself what it would do for you if
this problem were solved. In other
words, if it were something that you
no longer lost sleep over, what
would it do for you? Write down
the answer to this above your
original question. Now change the
answer into a question and take a
few minutes to consider possible
sol utions to this new question.

If you are open-minded, chances
are you have just walked around the



|amppost.
Alternatively, letGs assume you

are still stuck and do not see how to
solve your new problem. Now we
go up one more level. Take your
new question and ask yourself what
it would do for you if you solved
that question, and write down the
answer above the new question. We
now have a new guestion. Consider
possible solutions to the newer
guestion. You should soon realize
that you just walked around another
lamppost. Now, if after al this, the
original problem has  not
disappeared or you still do not see
your way clear to the solution, there



IS a very good chance that you are
not telling yourself the truth about
what the real problemis and what it
would do for you if you solved it.
Go back and start again!

REFRAMING

Once we are aware of a problem,
we tend to plunge ahead in search
of a solution, yet often weG do
better to first reconsider the
guestion. Reframing problems can
lead to much better solutions.
Mental health professionals also
use reframing; it is a powerful
therapeutic technique. The basic
idea behind reframing is to



introduce a change of perspective
into your thinking. This is
Ilustrated ina variant of the classic
light bulb joke:

Question: How many design
thinkers does it take to change a
light bulb?

Answer from a design thinker: Why
use light bulbs?

There are various forms of
problem statements. In the business
and design thinking world they have
names such as  opportunity
statements, how-could-we
statements, and points of view.



The form | favor is point of
view (POV). It is not a rigidly
defined concept.1 Its purpose is to
define what a person needsd not
what we think she needs, rather
what she actually needs. If you
want to find something new, it is
important to start with a problem
and not with a solution. Once you
introduce solutions prematurely,
you shut down the discovery
process.

Reframing a problem s
essentially a change of POV. At the
d.school webve had severd
instances where reframing led to
spectacul ar results.



Students from the
AEnNtrepreneurial Design  for
Extreme Affordabilityd course were
asked to go to Myanmar to work on
a project having to do with
irrigation. As part of this work they
gpent time with poor farmers to
determine the farmersd basic
problems with watering their crops.
The students noticed that because
there was no electricity, farmers
used candles or kerosene lanterns
for lignting. The students could
smell the toxic fumes in the poorly
ventilated farmersd huts. They also
learned that candles and kerosene
consumed about 25 percent of the



farmersbGannual income.

In some cases the farmers had
old car batteries rigged to lamps so
their children could do homework
after dark. In these families,
mothers were forced to repeatedly
make tedious bike trips of severd
hours to get the batteries recharged.
All in al, the Stanford students
learned that lighting was a big issue
for these farmers, so they convinced
the teaching team to | et them change
their POV from dealing with the
need for irrigation to dealing with
the need for lighting.

The students developed solar-
powered LED task lights that were



affordable and more user-centered
than alternative solar lights. They
established a for-profit company
caled d.lignt that by the end of
2013 had sold over two million
lights in forty-two countries. They
expect to continue to grow and
provide affordable solar lighting to
places in the world that have either
no electricity or only intermittent
service. In this case it was a good
thing that the students did not charge
ful speed ahead into the water
Issues. Rather, they reframed their
POV to meet the needs they found
on the ground.

A different type of reframing



was done by students in a project
named Embrace. At the request of a
medical nonprofit  organization,
students from the REntrepreneurial
Design for Extreme Affordabilityd
course went to Nepal to deal with
problems related to incubators for
premature infants. The incubators
cost about $20,000 each and are
equivalent to the ones used in
American hospitals. The problem
the students were asked to deal with
was twofold: the incubators were
difficult to repair localy, and
power disruptions often
compromised their performance.
While still at Stanford the students



thought in terms of battery backups
and of redesigning to simplify the
number of parts. Interestingly, once
they got to Nepal they noticed that
the usage of even the fully
functioning incubators was low.
The more they traveled around the
country, the more they noticed that
only in towns did clinics have
incubators; many women living in
the mountains would have great
difficulty getting to them in time to
save their premature infants.

The students thus reframed their
POV. They realized that rather than
solving the doctorsd problem of
keeping the incubators functional,



they should be solving the motherst
problem of keeping their premature
babies alive by providing the
necessary warmth where and when
it was needed. This led to the
design of what is essentialy a
miniature sleeping bag with a
removabl e pouch contai ning a block
of waxlike material that, when
heated, becomes a liquid that
remains at the required temperature
for nearly five hours. The heat
could be supplied by boiling the
pouch in water, which could be
accomplished without el ectricity.
The device they devel oped sells
for 1 percent of the price of the



conventional incubator and offers
lifesaving availability far beyond
the doman of  traditiond
incubators. The studentsd big
breakthrough came when they
realized that the initial question they
were presented withd how to
improve the incubatorsd was in
fact an answer that could not work.
By asking themselves what it would
accomplish to have the incubator
improved, they came to the redl
guestion: How could they keep
babies warm enough to stay alive?

By April 2014 Embraceés infant
warmers were being used in eleven
different countries on three



continents. The warmers provided
innovative, low-cost, lifesaving
technology for over fifty thousand
low-birth-weight and premature
infants. The number of surviving
infants isincreasing daily.
Reframing can also be useful in
making improvements after a
solution has already been found.
Doug Dietz is a longtime designer
of medical diagnostic equipment at
GE Headlth Care. He had a life-
changing experience when he went
to a local clinic that used an MRI
machine that he had designed. He
introduced hi msel f to a
technologist; she told him how



highly regarded his machine was,
and he felt ten feet tall. Then a
family appeared, trying their best to
calm a screaming child. As soon as
the young girl was exposed to the
scary room, strangers, and the huge
MRI scanner, she broke into tears
and had to be sedated to hold still
for the exam. Doug had no idea
children were being sedated as a
matter of course. When he found out
that close to 85 percent of the
children between three and eight
years of age had to be sedated, he
feltlike afailure.

Shortly  thereafter, while
participating in a three-day



intensive  executive  education
workshop at the d.school, Doug got
an insight about a shortcoming in
his design process. He realized that
although he had consulted widely
with customer engineers, marketing
people, salespeople, technologists,
and doctors, he had actually never
spent much time with the families
and the young patients in need of the
equi pment he had designed.

When Doug went back to work,
he consulted hospital child-life
specialists, child psychologists,
teachers, parents, and children. He
enlisted staff from a childrents
museum; they spent time with kids



and parents. He organized an
advisory team of children who had
undergone alot of health treatments.
Working with the children
museum and the children, he
designed a seies of MRI
experiences he calls the Adventure
Series.

The Adventure Series reframes
the MRI experience as an adventure
and not a medical procedure. Doug
did this by having the rooms, floors,
and MRI machines redecorated. He
also developed coloring books to
explain the procedure for the child
at home the night before. One
adventure was going away to camp



and being in a tent, where if you lie
very still on a sleeping bag (table)
you can see the stars. Another was
being in a ship lying very still,
hiding from pirates.

Reframing the situation from a
medical  procedure into an
adventure was a huge success. The
child sedation rate dropped to
amost nothing. Apart from the
savings in time and cost, there was
a notable positive difference in the
experience for the children and
their families. Doug reports that
after their MRI examination, some
children would ask their mothers
when they could return to have



another adventure!

The device was exactly the
same; only the user experience was
reframed.

These three inspirational results
illustrate  an important basic
principle: When thinking about how
to achieve your dream, dond simply
charge ahead. Pause and think about
what the problem really is. Go to a
higher level and consider what else
might be at the heart of the problem.
Now reframe it. Change your point
of view. Then change it again and
see where you are. The rea
problemwill reveal itself to you.



WHY IT WONGI WORK

Another useful technique for getting
unstuck when youde solving a
problem is one | accidentally
stumbled upon when | was writing
my PhD dissertation. | had
completed most of my research and
had been invited to present a
seminar on my work at Yale
University. | had given a somewhat
inflated title for the seminar. The
evening before the talk | started to
think about my presentation and got
a little nervous. | thought | should
start off by coming clean about my
titte. 1 imagined myself saying,
NAlthough my title implies | can



solve the general case, the fact is
that | can only do it for special
cases. | cannot solve the general
case where N is any integer. The
reasonfor thisis. ..o

Then a miracle happened. As |
was explaining to my imaginary
audience why | could not solve the
general case, it suddenly occurred
to me how | could do it. | was
thrilled! The next day at Yae, |
gave my talk and it went well. | felt
good about the presentation and the
fact that | didn& have to hide behind
an inaccurate title. | still think it
was one of the greatest Ahal
moments inmy life.



Two important |essons emerged
from this incident. The first is
perhaps something youbve heard
before: if you get stuck while
working on a problem, try putting it
aside for a while. This process of
mentally clearing the decks will
allow your subconscious to have a
crack at the problem, often resulting
in new and better sol utions.

The second is to take the time to
explain (whether to yourself or to a
friend or family member out loud)
exactly why you can@ solve the
problem. In my case, when |
explained to my phantom audience
why | could not solve the general



case, | was able to see that the
reasons were not actually valid and
that | could do it easily, using
methods | knew quite well.

PREMATURE CLOSURE

When weGre searching for sol utions
to our problems, we tend to choose
the first decent idea that we come
up with. Once we have an idea we
feel we canfall back on, we tend to
stop working hard and just go
through the motions of pretending to
look for better solutionsd or
perhaps we stop entirely. Yet this
too is a form of getting stuck. We
are denying ourselves  the



opportunity to find a more practical,
el egant, or inexpensive sol ution.

This idea of premature closure
can rear its head during any phase
of any design or problem-solving
process. When it occurs at the
problem formation or POV
generation stage, it leaves us
working with the original concept
for the problem statement. This
severely limits the reframing, which
Is often the key to more effective
and delightful solutions.

If it occurs during the ideation
phase, it can doom the project to a
mundane  brute-force  solution.
Better results can often be obtained



If more ideas are generated and
used to enhance or replace the
original concepts.

Consider the following
problem: How do | increase my
purchasing power? If | reach into
my pocket and | find a dollar bill, |
have a solution. If | keep looking
and find a five-dollar bill, my
Situation has improved. Further
searching might reveal atwenty. If |
am lucky, upon opening another
compartment in my wallet | find a
blank check and maybe various
credit cards. Now | have a lot of
options to choose from, and | could
combine or use any single one that |



feel is best for the gven
circumstances. Either way, | have
come a long way from my first
solutiond asingle dollar bill.

The proper state of mind is one
that welcomes each subsequent
solution with as much joy as the
first one, and then puts each aside
and keeps looking. Ultimately
youd| face restrictions that will end
the sol uti on-seeking process. Youdl
run out of time. Youdl run out of
resources. Or youdl find the
solution that youdre sure is exactly
the rignt one and no longer be
tempted by the challenge to find
something better.



WHAT WE DONGTI HAVE
One spring day | was riding my
bicycle in Death Valey when |
came upon an astonishing sight. A
section of the roadway was covered
with thousands of dead caterpillars
squashed flat by cars as they
attempted to cross the road.
Looking more closely, | could see
masses of caterpillars on each side
slowly making their way toward the
road. There were as many on the
left side of the road headed to the
right side as there were on the right
side headed toward the | eft.

This was barren country, and as
far as | could make out, the



|andscape was identically empty on
both sides of the road. What
motivated the caterpillars to cross?
| have no ideal Probably
entomologists have a goooood
reason. Yet the memory has stayed
with me as a constant reminder of
anal ogous, meani ngl ess
dysfunctional behaviors in my life.
How many times have | crossed a
road pointlessly when staying
where | was would have been fine?

Like those caterpillars, we are
often more interested in what we do
not have than in what we have. We
may strive for something, and the
effort may consume us. Once we



have obtained our goal, it tends to
lose its hold on us, and we are off
to the next pursuit. Currently in
America, approximately 50 percent
of marriages end in divorce. Many
of these are followed by
remarriages. We are always | ooking
for something different, something
better.

People change jobs because
they get bored. They travel not for
the joy of traveling but simply to get
away. It is common for people
traveling to other cities and
countries to visit museums, even
though they never bother to go to the
ones in their own hometowns. In



some people® lives there is
constant change for changeG sake,
like the caterpillars crossing the
road to reach an identical piece of
Death Valley real estate. Maybe
going from one place to another
does no harm, or maybe you get
flattened while you are crossing the
road.

Some professions have
motivation  for  road-crossing
behavior built in. In sports there is
aways the next game and the next
season to work toward. In research
there is the next project and the next
paper, always more knowledge to
achieve. In school, there is always



the next exam, class, and term. Then
there are the various levels to
graduate from: grade school, junior
high school, high school, college,
and graduate school. In jobs we
work our way up the ladder, always
|ooking ahead. In these exampl es, at
least, there seems to be something
bigger and better on the other side
of the road.

In all these examples you will
see that what has been left behind
was a one point something you
desired most in life. Yet now it
hardly matters to you. There is
nothing wrong with change and
moving forward inlife if it gets you



to a better spot. Unfortunately, all
too often in our search for the next
big thing we dond take the time to
appreciate the satisfaction of
achieving a goal, or the process
itself. We are so busy being enticed
by our next endeavor that we forget
to savor what is already there and
could be deeply meaningful. It is
useful to remember the adage fiThe
more things change, the more they
remain the same.o

A good case in point comes
from a coll eague of mine who made
some important discoveries and
became very prominent in the area
of applied mathemeti cs.



Periodically he would win some
award or receive an honorary
degree. Invariably he would tell me
about the next honor he was hoping
for. Then, when he got it, he would
tell me he was pleased because he
could use it to get a pay raise in the
comng year. In fact, he was
unmarried, very well paid, and had
no need of extra income. In spite of
his many successes and his many
rai ses, he was basically an unhappy
person. Sadly, he reminded me of
the caterpillars, always hoping to
find something on the other side of
the road, although it was all around
him already on his side of the road.



Often the things we strive for
only represent more of something
we adready have: money, fame,
appreciation, love. It an endless
chase; as the saying goes, You cand
get enough from more. For some
people it&s the thrill of the chase
that they really enjoy, so once they
get what they have been seeking, it
becomes irrelevant. ThereG nothing
inherently wrong with this, as long
as you are honest with yourself
about your goals. Otherwise you are
bound to spend your life frustrated
and unhappy, like my friend.

There is an ethos regarding
change in Silicon Valley. Within



many companies there is always a
fierce struggle to  develop
something new in an effort to stay
ahead of competitors. Silicon
Valey people believe their
companies will stagnate and die
without continual innovation: it
the ultimate what-have-you-done-
|ately? culture. To maintain status in
such a culture, people always need
a new and evolving story. If they
dond deliver, they feel they lose
face. These people are under a lot
of pressure, and intheir desperation
they sometimes act like those
caterpillars, taking their
organi zations on meaningless road-



crossing journeys in pursuit of a
new story to tell their friends.

The mora is that change for
change®s sake is not necessarily
good. Sometimes it is okay to fail in
the pursuit of a meaningful goal. But
it is never okay to commit
organizational suicide just to save
face with your friends or impress
your latest love interest.

TWENTY-TWO WAYS TO GET
UNSTUCK

Once you have a problem statement,
there are many formal methods that
can assist you in generating
solutions.2 Moreover, as you move



forward in the problem-solving
process, it is important to keep in
mind that all problem statements
(including POVS) are best regarded
as provisional. Subsequent work
often leads to multiple revisions of
the problem statement.

Often just getting a good
problem statement is enough to set
you on the road to a great solution.
At other times a sati sfying direction
IS not apparent, and frustration sets
in. My dear friend Rolf Faste
created the handout that follows for
our creativity workshops, listing
twenty-two things to try if you find
yourself hitting the lamppost. | have



never lost my admiration for RolfGs
incredible ability to use simple
sketches to bring complex ideas to
life. In only one page he succeeded
in  beautifully summarizing the
mgj or tools from the product design
cuture that developed into the
design thinking movement. (The
following two pages each formed
one column on the original 8.5" x
11" handout.)

Rolf& drawing is supplemented
by my short explanation about each
of the items. It is useful to master a
few of these methods.

Hard Work



This is my most productive
technique. Sometimes things come
to me in a flash. But most of the
time the flash is preceded by a lot
of hard work and frustration. There
are no magic methods that substitute
for attention and intention.

Create a Supportive Environment

Take time to unclutter your work
area, and keep supportive supplies
handy. Make your surroundings
remarkable and stimul ating.
Abraham Verghese had a poster
printed, saying that the book he was
working on had won a Nobel Prize
and been on the New York Times



best-seller list for over a year. He
did not get the Nobel, but the other
part came true.

Relax

To alow your subconscious to do
its work, you must relax. There are
many stories of people having
breakthroughs during their dreams
and daydreams. My favorite has to
do with the Irish astronomer and
mathemati cian W. R. Hamilton, who
was wal king with his wife when the
solution to a long-standing problem
popped into his head.3 History does
not say if his wife knew he was
daydreaming while supposedly



spending time with her. Without
exposing the detailsd which might
put my marriage in jeopardyd | can
affirm that this method works.
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[llustrations by Rolf Faste



