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   Exploring Opportunities
Workshop Explanatory Background Notes

[image: image3]
‘opportunities come from good  ideas’
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1. Background
             “the best way to have a good idea is to have lots of ideas”      L. Pauling

 Ideas which generate opportunities are the life blood of local economic regeneration.  A high ‘sperm count’ of ideas is vital to ensure that there are enough choices and options on how to make an economic difference. Research shows that systematic generation and management of ideas is essential to produce the high volume which will contain the ‘gold dust’. This is also however an indicator of how much capacity for enterprise exists in the community. The learning, support and demystification of economics which takes place with Local Alchemy should increase the confidence of community people to contribute their ideas. Local assumptions can sometimes be overturned to open up unforeseen opportunities. The idea generation should involve as much divergent thinking as possible to ensure that you do not end up with the same old answers and short term solutions.
Opportunities can be identified and gathered using structured approaches and sessions which have that purpose. For example if a community visits a social enterprise activity in another community they should have the objective of gathering ideas for us in their own community.  Plugging the leaks and money flows sessions are as much about opening people’s minds to new opportunities as they are about improving economic literacy. If a lateral thinking session is facilitated for an existing business to look for new services or products to deliver locally then focused ideas will be generated. There are also best practice and case study databases which should be evaluated to avoid having the re invent the wheel when a good idea which works is transferable to the local area. Attending a franchising conference could introduce many local options. Creativity and lateral thinking tools and techniques can be used by individuals or groups of individuals to generate ideas. See examples of techniques at paragraph 5 which can work well.

Local Alchemy is rich with opportunities to generate ideas. Logging is vital however since without a record of ideas how can you maximise the value of the intellectual input and effort which characterize this process. A standard pro forma will pay dividends here - see example attached at para 7. Visioning allows people to open their minds to other possibilities and alternative futures. There will be no better time to capture ideas than when in this mode of thinking.  Challenging what resources are available now using the 4 A’s tool can dispel assumptions about the local economy which may be wrong or misleading and thereby remove mindset barriers about what is possible. Local Alchemy can also support Networks of business, community, agency and government people which can create the synergy upon which idea generation thrives.
People and ideas need to be matched up. No opportunity can be implemented without someone, some group or some organisation to work on it and take it forward. Where is the energy to realise the opportunities? Will some focused support ‘oil the wheels’ of positive action? Also budding entrepreneurs may have ideas which they wish to remain confidential and we need to bear this in mind when considering support options. Intellectual capital rights also need to be borne in mind at this point. This matching for bigger ideas may be provisional at this since feasibility studies may be necessary. It may be wise to move forward with opportunities with willing and enthusiastic sponsors and owners first. This can create a ‘halo’ effect in the community by demonstrating that things can be done.  

2. The Discovering Opportunities Process
The following discovering opportunities mandala indicates the steps that a systematic process for discovering opportunities can follow. 
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Processes which work well have a number of features which facilitate this success. Ownership is important – if no one or a group takes process responsibility then it is unlikely to deliver the potential benefits. Ownership of outputs is also fundamental – who has the energy to develop the opportunities identified? Having an agreed purpose is key – if there is no agreed purpose then why bother! The purpose of this process is to discover opportunities and to implement those which can make a positive economic difference. The various simple stages or steps should be clarified beforehand and understood by everyone involved. There are responsibilities at all stages for people to support, generate and capture ideas and opportunities.  
3.  Discovering Opportunities Process Steps
a. select and identify the target area where opportunities are required e.g. new recycling ideas
b. clarify the objectives and understand who will be involved, how much time you have available and what techniques you will use
c. think laterally by using a selection of creative thinking techniques
d. incubate and reflect upon the ideas generated then add to the list or develop them
e. think laterally some more if you do not yet have enough choices – involve different people and/or use other techniques
f. evaluate the ideas & select the best opportunities with most impact and support
g. develop then implement the chosen opportunity using a project management 
h. review whether the project delivered the objectives set – learn from the experience and start again!
4. Tips and Hints

a. Keep an idea logging form with you at all times – after incubation many ideas turn up at unexpected times e.g. in the bath, in the car, in bed!
b. Do not indulge in premature evaluation. Many good ideas are lost because they are dismissed too quickly.

c. Remember everyone can have good ideas so get thinking and encourage others!

d. Use techniques to help – see attached examples – there are many more.
e. It takes courage to be creative – when you have an idea you are in a minority of one when you have it!

f. Do not be afraid to borrow ideas from somewhere else as long as you do not infringe their intellectual property rights!

g. See ideas as being vital - gold dust! - and be disciplined in generating them, looking for them and logging them when they appear.

h. Have an agenda item at the end of every meeting to ask how many ideas you generated – target an improvement.

Charles Brower

”A new idea is delicate. It can be killed by a sneer or a yawn; it can be stabbed to death by a quip and worried to death by a frown on the right  man's brow.”

5.  Lateral Thinking - How to Discover Opportunities.
(to use at stages c and e of the process outlined earlier)

Example 1

List and Twist Checklist                              [image: image5.jpg]




 
Elaine Dundon in her new book 'The Seeds of Innovation, Cultivating
the Synergy that Fosters New Ideas,' provides a powerful, but very
simple, tool that helps you gain the benefits of reengineering and
quality as well as brainstorming.  She calls it the 'list and twist
checklist.'  Think about something you'd like to improve and go down
the checklist, applying each of the following suggestions to the
various steps of your project.

  Add a step Find other uses Slow down
  Eliminate a step Find other customers Add sound
  Rearrange the steps Improve the quality Add motion
  Outsource a step Decrease the quality Add texture
  Add an ingredient Make it easier Change packaging
  Complicate it Eliminate something Automate parts
  Combine ingredients Align with other product De-automate parts
  Make it bigger Align with other service Standardize
  Make it smaller License it Speed it up
  Make it more extreme  Make it more expensive Put some fun in it
  Substitute materials  Find new distribution Change the state
  Make it less extreme  Make it less expensive Divide it
  Make it self service Combine other processes Change the shape
  Make it more reliable Make it educational Bundle it
  Make it friendly Add beauty Add information
  Make it an experience Make it exclusive Add or change color
  Make it biodegradable Make it interactive Let customer finish
  Add more service Make it a game Put a story with it
  Make it look old Make it look new Make it edible
  Celebrity connection Reverse the concept Turn it upside down
  Flatten it Make it wearable Make it sticky
  Purify it Add nostalgia Add smell

Think of your subject – e.g. ‘new income streams for our cafe’. Individually go down this list and generate ideas which may be interesting to consider for your subject. Take time to do this then share and log the ideas where there could be a useful connection to the subject.
Example 2

Step up Step down or Laddering                                                                        [image: image6.png]



If we take an example first of how to Step up and Step down. You are looking at a lift and decide to use this tool so first of all you Step up to a general concept e.g. lifts are a form of transport so you could step up to transportation. You then step down to other methods of transport, i.e. bus, train, tram and taxi. You then ask how do each of the different transport modes operate, list these and then look at each and if they could be applied to your lift.

Switching to and fro between different levels of abstraction to create ideas is often known as ‘laddering’. The example below is a ‘ladder’ of concepts in which the items lower down are all members or sub-sets of the ones higher up so that you move between the abstract and the concrete:
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1. Define the existing idea to start from: ‘This cup in my hand’.

2. Ladder up: What wider categories could it is an example of? ‘A drinking vessel; something made of china; a present from my daughter, things on my desk…’ Say you decide to build on ‘A drinking vessel’ then ladder up again. What could it be an example of? ‘A smaller container; a domestic utensil; something for holding fluids…’

3. Ladder down again: Put together a list for ‘A small container’ but this time laddering down; give some examples of ‘small containers’. ‘Boxes, bottles, envelopes, buckets, bags…’ 

4. G generally, laddering up towards the general lets you to expand out into new areas. Laddering down allows you to focus down onto definite parts of these new areas. Alternating between the two helps you to investigate a wider territory. 

The area you are looking at could be “new opportunities formy taxi firme” so first of all step up to transport then step down again by asking who else uses transport to deliver benefits, list these. Then ask how do they operate, what makes them good at what they do, how will they address their future, capture all of your points. Then go back to your area and see if how any of the points you have captured could be used for your selected area.
Example 3
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                                       [image: image9.png]



Totally Suspend judgment.

Try not to repress your natural flow of thoughts. 

Unusual ideas, which may seem ‘off the wall’, are perfectly acceptable, such as: 

· Rude ideas 

· Very’ silly or mad’ 

· ‘Taboo’ 

· ‘Unethical’ 

· ‘Tactless’ 

· ‘Politically incorrect’ 

They are acceptable because they are thoughts you generally suppress; they could be an alternative starting point promoting all sorts of possibilities. Remember that laughter can be a breathtaking cure for any passing awkwardness that free-expression may cause!

Move systematically from outrageous to concept to potential ideas which could apply to your area of focus. Look at for example ‘how to generate more income at the local city farm’
Example 4

Pictures as triggers – free association                       [image: image10.png]



Free association prompts you to generate multiple associations to the original trigger so that you ‘delve’ into a particular area of associations.



Show a series of stimulating pictures to the group. Everyone thinks in silence and notes their thoughts and associations with each picture. Try and imagine you are there. Use all your senses to fully appreciate the pictures.

Then talk in the group of what each person has seen when looking at the pictures. List the key characteristics of everyone’s thinking on to a flipchart. 

Then take your idea generation area e.g. could be ‘how to market a new employment agency with a unique identity’ and as a group think about what ideas the characteristics you have described conjures up. Connect the previously unconnected and capture all of these ideas. 

Repeat the above, continue to select additional pictures until you are out of time.

Move on to the next stage of the process.

Example 5
Characters                                                            
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Compile a diverse list of characters with a short description of each. Get each person in the syndicate to select a character and read the description. Spend 5 minutes thinking about the person and how they would think. Focus on their characteristics and try and really be the character – see hear and feel as much like the character as you possibly can. See the world from their perspective.

Then taking the area you are looking at think about how this character would see the situation. Generate as many ideas as you can from their viewpoint – as daft as you like without any critique from within the group. Capture on a flipchart the ideas from each character. Ask each syndicate team member if they have any ideas to add for your character. Then go back through all of the ideas and highlight which could be applied to your situation if they were adapted, added to or developed further. 

If time allows select another character each.   

Example 6 
SCAMPER

1. Describe a list the key attributes or components of your opportunity area.

2. Apply the following SCAMPER questions to your problem or area. It would also be useful to list the applicable components of your problem or area.

S = Substitute? (Other ingredients, materials etc.)

C = Combine (blend with something else?)

A = Adapt to meet changing needs? How?

M = Modify, magnify or miniaturise?

P = Put to other uses? Outside current use area?

E = Eliminate parts or characteristics etc etc.

R = Reverse? (Roles etc) or rearrange? (Patterns, components etc)

3. List any ideas the above generates.

Example:

A company wishes to change or improve a bicycle.

The bike has the following components:

Frame, Pedals, drive sprocket, chain, brakes, tyres, handlebars...

S = The current frame could be substituted for a lighter one.

C = Rubber could be mixed with another material to make them stronger.

A = Chains could be adapted to make them made stronger and have special clamps to make easier changing.

M = Pedals could be modified by adding straps to make them secure feet better.

E = Eliminate the rear spokes and replace with new rear wheel materials.

R = Rearrange the racing handlebars to give  a more aerodynamic racing position.

6. Inspiration

CANNED CREATIVITY 

Lin Schuler 

So many times, 
In a month, 
In a week, 
In a day, 
I hear, 
"You are so creative, 
How do you do it, 
What is your secret, 
You are so lucky." 

I smile, 
Shake my head, 
Shyly say it's nothing, 
Because that,-- 
This is what I'm expected to say, 
That is their illusion. 
They don't want it broken, 
The truth, 
Might rock their reality. 
They might have to alter 
Their expectations of themselves. 

They want to believe, 
I go home at night, 
Take a can opener, 
Open my mind, 
Drop in a suggestion, 
Stir a second, 
And -- instant idea. 
They want to believe, 
It works that way. 
They want to believe creativity, 
Is a gift, 
Given to a chosen few. 

Sometimes, 
I have the strongest urge, 
To take them, 
Shake them, 
Tell them they live, 
In a greater fantasy than I do. 
Creativity is not a gift. 
Gifts are free. 
Creativity is so damned expensive, 
It takes everything you are, 
Then demands more.... 
7.               Idea and Opportunity Logging Sheet

                    Ideas and Opportunities Logging Sheet

                 (please fill in as many relevant boxes as you can)

	Name of person/group who generated the idea/opportunity
	

	Contact details
	

	Date and source e.g. meeting, informal, Local Alchemy sub group, visioning interview etc
	

	Brief summary of the idea or opportunity.

Possible impact if implemented?
	

	Does person/group wish to be involved in taking it forward? If so how.
	

	To input at Alchemy networking session? or does it require immediate consideration?
	

	Contact with the Local Alchemy coach required?


	

	Person who completed this log & contact details
	


                





review experience


start again?





develop/implement


   opportunity





evaluate/select


   best options





            think 


   laterally again





incubate/reflect





       think


    laterally





clarify/understand





begin here!!


select/identify       target area
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