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SCOPE 

Leaders are individuals who possess a freedom of mind enabling them to think creatively. This seminar begins with a discussion about what constitutes creative thinking. Because CAP staff officers will encounter leadership challenges they must solve in a team environment, the seminar continues with a discussion about problem solving and its relationship with teamwork. Students also examine common blunders leaders make with their thought processes. Finally, the seminar concludes with a group project where students apply their learning challenges they are likely to encounter as squadron staff officers.    

OBJECTIVES

1. Explain what “creative thinking” is in your own words.

2. Describe at least one problem-solving method; apply the method to a squadron-level leadership challenge.

3. Justify why a team approach to problem solving is effective.

4. Discuss 4 common mistakes in problem solving and explain how you can avoid them.
DURATION  

90 minutes
Allow 20 minutes to complete through the Problem Solving Process

Allow 20 minutes to complete the Six Common Blunders

Allow 5 minutes for a break

Allow 45 minutes for the Group Activity

INTRODUCTION
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State your topic and introduce yourself.

ATTENTION   
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For generations, Montgomery-Ward was a respected and popular merchant. But, like many household names of yesterday, Montgomery-Ward did not change with the times. It maintained its stores in downtown locations even as Americans showed their preference for air-conditioned shopping malls. It relied on catalog sales as the Internet took off. Montgomery-Ward is a portrait of a company that was unwilling to change. It’s no longer America’s #2 retailer. Perhaps it’s not even the #20 retailer.  “We’ve always done it that way.”  “Consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.” Any organization that wants to stay relevant and remain competitive must be willing to change.
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OVERVIEW

During this seminar, we will consider two key aspects of leadership and staff service: creative thinking and problem solving. All of us have some experience in this arena, so please feel free to share your ideas and experiences during our discussion.

SUCCESSFUL LEADERS THINK CREATIVELY
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Discussion Question

Most of us will agree that the objects or people shown on this slide represent creativity in one form or another. When we see something nifty like the IPod or the Segway for the first time, we immediately recognize how innovative it is. And some inventions, like the Shaker cabinet, are ingenious in their simplicity. But defining “creative thinking” is not easy. What does creative thinking mean to you?
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Anticipated Response:  

See slide and notes below.

Seeing Ideas in a New Context.  The crews who flew B-52s during the Cold War thought of the “BUFF” solely as a long-range strategic bomber. Thankfully, attitudes changed as the world changed. The BUFF proved itself a great platform for close air support in Afghanistan. Imagine that.

Grabbing Hold of the Thread Connecting Two Concepts.  Cell phones.  PDAs. Put them together and you get a Blackberry that functions as a phone and an email service. Creative thinking happens when you bring two concepts together to create a new concept or invention.

Overcoming Tradition / Contempt for Tired Thinking.   

The old story goes something like this:  A mom is preparing ham for Easter dinner. Before she puts it in the oven, she carves off an inch from each side of the ham, sets it aside, and hopes to bake it later, although she never does and it will go to waste. Why does she do this? Because her mother always did it that way. Finally, after years of following her mother’s way of baking ham, she asks her mom, “Why do you cut the ends off the ham before putting it in the oven?”  The reply: “Oh, that’s because our oven was so small, it’s the only way the ham would fit.”  Creative thinking is all about challenging old ways of thinking.

Excellence in All We Do.  If we espouse this as a Core Value, then we need to welcome creative thinking in our squadrons. Creative thinking is where the great new ideas come from.

TRANSITION

Creative thinking is a not just a personal activity. We work as a team, we live in communities of people, we are social creatures. Next we’ll consider how creative thinking relates to teamwork. 

TEAMS ARE SMARTER THAN INDIVIDUALS
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Example / Lecture Item

June 6th, 1944, D-Day. Our troops were trained to assault certain locations on Omaha and Juno beaches, but the elaborate battle plan became moot when thousands of men discovered they had landed several hundred yards off-course. No one was in the right spot. What to do? They improvised. Lieutenants and corporals took charge in the absence of ranking officers. Men from different units formed ad-hoc squads, developing new battle plans on the run. Historians believe that had the Allies not been willing to work together, forming new teams on a moment’s notice, the invasion would have failed, and with it, possibly the war. 

Discussion Question

Why is it often said that teams are smarter than individuals? 

Anticipated Responses:  

You can draw from more experiences; if a lot of people encounter a bad idea, there’s a good chance someone will speak up before it’s too late; you can gather a wide-range of information about a problem; etc.

Follow-Up Question

If teams are smarter than individuals, how does that principle affect problem-solving in general? As a leader, how should you apply that principle to the problems and challenge your unit encounters? 

Anticipated Responses: 

Leaders should get input from many people on the team. They need to create an environment where everyone feels free to share their ideas, even unpopular ones. 

TRANSITION

Of course, leaders do not just sit around all day, quietly thinking of the next IPod or something better than sliced bread. Leaders have to solve very specific problems. More of their day is spent problem-solving than wildly thinking out of the box without any direction or aim. Next we’ll consider problem solving and its relationship to creative thinking.

PROBLEM SOLVING IS CREATIVE THINKING WITH A SPECIFIC PURPOSE
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Lecture Item

Problem solving is creative thinking with a specific purpose. This slide shows a 7-step model for problem solving, but the 7 steps are not shown in order. (There are many different models, this one is borrowed from the Marine Corps.).   

Discussion Question

What is the first step in the problem solving process?  Continue by having the students arrange the other items into the correct sequence. 
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ANTICIPATED REPONSE:  See slide for sequence. 

Follow-Up Question

What is the purpose of having such a systematic process for solving problems?

Anticipated Responses:   

Each step in the process is important – like baking a cake, if you miss a step, the cake will not come out right. Also, the sequence of the steps is important. Following a process helps you ensure you are thorough in your thinking and thorough in your approach to the problem.

Follow-Up Question

Why is “define the problem and set criteria” listed as the first step in this process?

Anticipated Responses 

If you get the “problem” wrong, everything else you do will be misguided. By setting the criteria at the start, you set a metric for knowing whether you’re possible solution will work. Also, setting the criteria encourages creative thinking – it allows unusual solutions to be considered by avoiding “either / or” situations and false dilemmas.

Follow-Up Question

Why does the last step have the clause about “…within the resources available”?

Anticipated Response:  

Solutions have to work in the real world. There may not be enough money, time, or people available to make a “perfect” solution work.

TRANSITION

Try as we might to follow that problem solving process, we’re still apt to make mistakes along the way. Next we’ll look at some common blunders leaders make in their creative thinking and problem solving. 
AVOID COMMON BLUNDERS

SET-UP / LECTURE ITEM

Next we’ll consider six common blunders people sometimes make when trying to solve problems. In our discussion, I’ll share with you an example of that blunder. If you can think of another example, great. Most importantly, I’d like you to suggest a way to avoid making that blunder.

Proceed as follows:  First, state the name of the blunder, and describe the example given below. Second, ask students if they have another example to share. Third, ask the students how leaders can avoid that blunder. Consider the explanations below as your anticipated responses. 
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1.  Not admitting mistakes

Example:  Here we see a costly bridge project gone awry. The error was probably made by an engineer or a laborer months ago. Maybe they knew about the error but were afraid to admit it. 

How to Avoid:  Leaders should temper their reaction to bad news. Create a culture that allows people to make mistakes. Show that you can be forgiving and that you value “Integrity First.”
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Valuing credentials more than ideas or capabilities

Example:  U.S. Grant was not the most senior general in the army, but he proved to be the best. Before settling on Grant, Lincoln hired and fired several other generals, all of whom out-ranked Grant. In hierarchical organizations, it is easy to value someone’s credentials more than the ideas or skills they bring to the table.

How to Avoid:  Make an effort to involve new people in the problem-solving process. Recognize that because CAP members come from all walks of life, rank may not be a key indicator in a person’s leadership skills. Examine possible solutions objectively, without regard to who suggested them.
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3.  Groupthink

Example:  NASA officials launched the “Challenger” even though the weather was very cold. Of course, we know what happened next. Physicist Richard Feynman, shown here testifying before Congress, used an ordinary clamp and piece of rubber to demonstrate how the Shuttle’s rubber O-rings would be affected by extreme cold. Many found his common sense explanation compelling. If this issue was so simple, why didn’t NASA experts see it that way? Some historians believe NASA officials were blinded by “groupthink,” which occurs when teams are very cohesive, but insulated from other people and other ideas. If only NASA had brought-in outside consultants to help them decide if Challenger was a “go” for launch, perhaps the tragedy would have been averted.

How to Avoid:  Take counsel from people who have not been working intently on a problem – their input can be a breath of fresh air.  Give a problem to two separate committees in hopes of having two separate recommendations to choose from. Again, go out of your way to encourage people to voice unusual, even radical, ideas. If you’re a high-ranking commander, stay out of the discussion as much as possible, so junior staff officers feel free to speak their mind without being intimidated by your rank.
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4.  Being too objective or too emotional

Example:  Star Trek fans know that Spock was always logical, rational, not swayed by emotional appeals. His thinking was almost mathematical. Bones, on the other hand, was more impassioned in his thinking. In his view, “logical” solutions could be inhuman ones. As a physician, kindness and mercy and empathy were his guiding principles. As a TV drama, Star Trek was largely about this conflict between logic and emotion. Captain Kirk’s genius was to know where that middle ground lay – he would be logical when that was the right course, but sometimes he’d use his emotion as his guide.

How to Avoid:  Remember Aristotle’s Golden Mean: virtue exists at the midpoint between two vices. Remember that the best leaders in history have taken counsel of their emotions – think of the “I have a dream” speech – which is an emotional appeal more than a dispassionate, objective treatise.  But if your emotional side is winning in your internal debate, try to pause. If your emotions still are guiding you, at least you have some reassurance that you’re not rushing to judgment. 
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5.  Succumbing to a false dilemma.

Example:  First a definition: A dilemma occurs when you are apparently confronted with two choices, neither of which is good. As a prisoner of war during Vietnam, Jerry Denton had few options – his captors were breaking his spirit through torture. One day, the Vietnamese told him he would appear  before TV cameras. This would be a propaganda victory for the NVA. If Denton refused, he would be tortured again and perhaps killed. If  he followed his captors’ orders, he would be betraying his Code of Conduct. Jerry Denton was facing a dilemma. But as a creative leader, Commander Denton (who retired as an admiral and later represented Alabama in the U.S. Senate), used his imagination to conjure up a third choice that his captors never saw coming. Confronted by the TV crews’ bright lights, Denton instinctively blinked. That blinking would be his solution. Over and over again he blinked a message in Morse Code: torture, torture, torture. He appeared on TV, but the Americans regarded his secret message as a great coup. At last, we had evidence that our guys were not being treated humanely. For his heroic actions, Commander Denton was awarded the Navy Cross.

How to avoid:  Focus on the problem. Identify criteria for your solution. Perhaps you can enlarge the criteria, thereby increasing the number of your options. Ask someone who has no experience with the problem to help you – their inexperience can be a breath of fresh air.
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6.  False Consensus

EXAMPLE:  You, your spouse, and another couple are Texans who play cards on Saturdays. It’s become a tradition for you to go for ice cream after playing a few hands. But the nearest ice cream shop is 50 miles away in Abilene, Texas. Tonight, you’re not feeling up for the ride. Add it all up, and the trip kills 2 hours. So after a few hands of cards, your spouse remarks, “Hey everybody, are we going for ice cream now?” She’s not really interested in ice cream, so her remark is made mostly out of habit. The other couple is also not in the mood for ice cream, but thinking that your spouse wants some, they agree. Now three people apparently want ice cream, so you agree to make the trip. Next thing you know the four of you are driving 100 miles round trip for ice cream cones none of you want. You’ve reached a false consensus. Leadership experts would say you are “on the road to Abilene.” 

How to avoid:  Say what you mean, mean what you say. Keep your ears open for people who say one thing in private and another thing in public: that’s an indication that your organization does not promote honesty and open communication. Compare the risk of sharing your true feelings to your desire to not make the trip to Abilene; if the risk of speaking out is slight, speak up! Recognize that false consensuses arise because the group has insufficient data. Therefore, it is a good practice to interject more questions into your conversations (“Let’s go for ice cream.”  Reply: “You’re hungry for ice cream tonight?” Reply: “Not really, but I thought others might be.”) Allow plenty of time for discussion during your decision making process; more time means more opportunity for someone to say no to Abilene.  

NOTE

Now might be a good time to take a 5 minute break.

TRANSITION

We’ve enjoyed some good discussions about creative thinking, problem solving, and avoiding blunders. Let’s try to apply that learning to some common challenges you might face as a squadron staff officer.

GROUP ACTIVITY
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Follow the instructions shown on the slide. 

ANTICIPATED RESPONSES:

May vary. What is most important is that the students show how their thinking follows a problem-solving process, preferably the one discussed during this lesson.  If time allows, have the groups share their findings with the class.

FINAL THOUGHT

“We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.”  - Einstein.

As staff officers, you are not robots. You have minds of your own, imaginations, and the ability to think creatively. Ours is a regimented, hierarchical organization. We need you to be a part of our team, but not become a clone of everyone else. We need individuals who think individually.

