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Calling all bright sparks

By Brad Hatch

At Lion Nathan headquarters in
Sydney, the marketing director for
development and communication
often pulls out his deck of 150 glossy
flash cards. But it’s serious business for
Brett Grebert. He uses a pack of cards
named “Ask Einstein” to help him come
up with new ideas.

He’s not the only one at the brew-
ing company to turn to the cards when
it’s time for some lateral thinking. In
fact, the cards — which ask questions
like “imagine if it had sound”, “imagine
if it was more expensive”, “imagine if it
was French” and “imagine if it was on
the moon” — have often been used in
Lion Nathan’s brand planning, market-
ing and innovation sessions.

“Many of my colleagues live and
breathe the beer industry and Lion
Nathan’s brands,” says Grebert.

“So any application that helps us
escape the confines of our collective
understanding of the industry is a great
help.”

Devised by Gary Bertwistle of con-
sultancy firm Blue Moon Creative, “Ask
Einstein” is evidence of a growing trend
towards a range of techniques that
encourage innovation among employ-
ees. Whether it’s flash cards, global web
discussions or a cognitive technique
called “virtual brain calming”, compa-
nies are looking for new ways to
squeeze creative ideas out of their
workforce. The programs are a world
away from the brainstorming sessions
or suggestion boxes traditionally used
to spark creativity.

Lion Nathan’s corporate affairs
spokesman, James Tait, says the flash
cards have helped staff come up with
new ways to bring products to market,
such as matching beer and food.

“The cards help steer ideas away
from the obvious,” he says.

Brisbane-based banking and insur-
ance firm Suncorp also wants to shift
its focus.

About 100 Suncorp staff have been
through a program using cognitive
techniques in an effort to cut costs out
of their insurance claims process with-
out compromising service to cus-
tomers.

The program, which involves
groups of about 15 staff learning new
ways of thinking, was developed by
Chris Thomason of the creative consul-
tancy IdeaGen. Thomason says that
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coming up with new ideas is about
making new mental connections. He
runs a program called Delicious Pain,
which uses techniques such as virtual
brain calming, metaphorming and
avatars (fictitious personas or charac-
ters) to push participants out of their
routines.

Virtual brain calming is the
antithesis of brainstorming, he says.
Instead of shouting out new ideas, par-
ticipants are encouraged to make new
connections in a low-stress environ-
ment. The idea is to take pressure off
staff rather than put them on the spot
to come up with new ideas.

Metaphorming is based on the idea
that we often use metaphors to
describe attitudes or approaches in the
workplace. The technique, used at
Suncorp, involved participants drawing
pictures or symbols and telling stories
in an effort to understand issues.

“A picture of a door could be
about going through the door, a barrier
that stands in the way,” says Thomason.
“Using metaphors can help people talk
about otherwise undiscussable topics.”
Avatars are also used in the workshops
to get a new take on a situation.
Participants are encouraged to assume
different personas, including
“Mahatma” (in touch with humanity),
“Carlos the terrorist” (looking for a
dramatic impact) and “Fingers the
thief” (always thinking of himself).
Thomason says this allows people to
look at things in ways they normally
wouldn’t.

The general manager of Suncorp’s
property claims division, Peter Teen,
says the Delicious Pain program was
used to help workers focus on the
design of new, more innovative systems
and processes. Workers were asked to
rework and abandon broken processes
instead of applying temporary fixes.

Such programs embody the belief
that workers must come up with good
ideas to get ahead in the knowledge
economy. But some commentators say
office politics can often bring the pro-
grams unstuck.

“Workers fear they will say the
wrong thing, look stupid, have to do
extra tasks or chase the idea up — or
perhaps even upstage the boss,” says
executive vice-president of research
consultancy Applied Marketing
Science, Gerry Katz.

“If you have two vice-presidents
sitting across from each other, they’ll



shoot each other’s ideas down in order
to come out on top. Idea generation is
an intensely political process.”

Katz says that because we can’t sep-
arate the idea from the person who
generated it, our reaction to the idea
really depends on who came up with it
in the first place.

Speaking to The Australian
Financial Review from his base in
Boston Massachusetts, Katz says every-
one wants to come up with the “big
breakthrough”

But the true light-bulb moment is
a rare event, because good ideas evolve
and are built upon by others. It’s a
process that requires a healthy amount
of criticism, often better done anony-
mously, rather than in a formal meet-
ing environment.

The consultants who pitch these
sorts of programs say the best ideas
come from “ground-floor thinkers”:
secretaries, administrative aide, mail-
room clerks, customer service repre-
sentatives and technical support peo-
ple.

So how do you spark new ideas?

Assistant professor of marketing at
Columbia University’s School of
Business, Olivier Toubia, says it’s now
passé to add rushed brainstorming ses-
sions to the end of meetings, or put a
suggestion box in the corner of the
office.

He says that while video games,
greater worker autonomy and the occa-
sional motivational seminar may
strengthen workplace culture, this
won’t add up to much creative output
if workers are uninspired or fear they
will look stupid in front of their col-
leagues.

Toubia recently helped develop the
theory behind a web-based game called
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IDEALYST™, a tool marketed by Katz’s
company Applied Marketing Science in
conjunction with MIT’s Sloan School
of Management.

IDEALYST encourages workers to
anonymously participate in the idea
generation process. Users log on from
anywhere in the world and post ideas
and feedback to bulletin boards, receiv-
ing reward points for doing so. Points
are usually translated into cash or
prizes. If another user builds on an
existing idea the original author is
rewarded for being the “spark”.
Columbia’s Toubia says that the game
eliminates traditional problems like
“free riding” where people unfairly take
credit for another’s ideas.

It brings an air of anonymity to
idea generation, helping those who are
afraid to contribute new ideas to the
mix, he says.

Consumer products group
Colgate-Palmolive recently used this
idea generation software in the United
States to come up with product ideas
for an ageing population.

Katz says the web is probably more
convenient and productive than tradi-
tional brainstorming, because it allows
workers, customers and suppliers to
view, share and build on a specific
question or problem without having to
debate it face-to-face across a “high
conflict" meeting-room table.

But should employees be paid
extra for new ideas?

Toubia says tailored incentives can
improve creative output.

“Getting the consultants in or a
moderator can be very costly,” he says.
“Rewarding staff with cash or gift cards
is a small price to pay for new ideas
from the people who know the prob-
lems best — your staft.”

Applied Marketing Science

303 Wyman Street
Waltham, MA 02451
tel: 781-684-1230
fax: 781-684-0075

web: www.ams-inc.com

About Gerry Katz

Gerry Katz is a recognized authority
in the areas of new product develop-
ment, design of new services, product
marketing, and market research,
with more than 30 years of consult-
ing experience. At AMS, he has led
more than 100 major client engage-
ments employing The Voice of the
Customer, Quality Function
Deployment (QFD), and a large
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applications. His client assignments
have covered a wide variety of indus-
tries, with particular emphasis on
healthcare and medical technology.
He is a member of the Board of
Directors of the Product
Development & Management
Association (PDMA), the world's
leading professional society devoted
to the study and practice of develop-
ing and commercializing new prod-
ucts and services. He is also certified
as a New Product Development
Professional (NPDP) and is a con-
tributing editor to Visions magazine.
Gerry received his B.S. in
Management Science from the
University of Rochester in 1970 and
his S.M. in Management from the
MIT Sloan School in 1972.

About Applied Marketing Science

Applied Marketing Science is a lead-
ing-edge market research and con-
sulting firm specializing in new
product development. We help our
clients understand customer wants
and needs, and translate them into
superior product and service designs
using Voice of the Customer, QFD
and other tools. AMS also has an
active litigation support practice,
providing skilled expert witness con-
sulting to law firms. We advise attor-
neys on a broad range of consumer
behavior and confusion issues,
encompassing intellectual property,
fraud, antitrust, and class certifica-
tion matters.



