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Successful innovation relies on people—
and people have different cognitive 
approaches for assimilating data and 
solving problems:

 

•

 

So-called “left-brain” thinkers tend to ap-
proach a problem in a logical, analytical 
way. “Right-brain” thinkers rely more on 
nonlinear, intuitive approaches.

 

•

 

Some people prefer to work together to 
solve a problem; others like to gather 
and process information by themselves.

 

•

 

Abstract thinkers need to learn about 
something before they experience it; for 
experiential people, it’s just the opposite.

Cognitive differences are often subtle; 
people don’t naturally appreciate their 
significance. Managers who dislike conflict 
or who value only their own approach 
often fall victim to the 

 

comfortable clone 
syndrome

 

, surrounding themselves with 
people who think alike and who share 
similar interests and training. Even manag-
ers who value intellectual diversity may 
not realize how difficult it can be for 
people with different styles to understand 
or respect each other. But to achieve 

 

creative abrasion

 

, you have to make the 
different approaches rub together in 
productive ways.

To get creative abrasion, start by compiling a 
cognitive profile of your team. Engage a 
trained professional to administer one of sev-
eral readily available diagnostic tools.

 

1. Do your own profile first.

 

 Become familiar 
with the ways in which your preferences shape 
your leadership and patterns of communi-
cation. If you’re not paying attention, your 
own style can stifle the very creativity you’re 
looking to foster among team members.

 

2. Create “whole-brained” teams.

 

 Once you 
understand your own thinking styles and 
those of the other team members, identify the 
styles that are missing so you’ll know what 
to focus on when hiring opportunities arise. 
This results in a team with a wider variety of 
problem-solving approaches. At Nissan De-
sign, Jerry Hirschberg hires designers in 
pairs—a free-form thinker alongside someone 
with a more analytical approach—to ensure 
intellectual diversity. If you don’t have the lux-
ury of hiring new people, look elsewhere in 
the company for the critical thinking styles 
your group lacks.

 

3. Employ strategies that exploit the team’s 
full spectrum of approaches.

 

 At Xerox PARC, 
anthropologists work alongside computer sci-
entists to create cyberspace meeting rooms 
that have a welcoming, human touch in addi-
tion to being technologically sophisticated.

 

4. Actively manage the creative process.

 

 
Abrasion is not creative unless managers 
make it so.

 

•

 

Take time at the outset to acknowledge 
team members’ differences.

 

•

 

Before problems surface, devise clear, 
simple guidelines for working together. For 
example, one group decided to handle 
conflict by stating that anyone could 
disagree with anyone else about anything, 
but no one could disagree without saying 
the reason.

 

•

 

Keep the project’s goal in front of the group 
at all times.

 

•

 

When scheduling a project, create time for 
both 

 

divergent thinking

 

 (uncovering 
imaginative alternatives) and 

 

convergent 
thinking

 

 (focusing in on one option and 
then implementing it).

 

•

 

Don’t treat team members the way you 
want to be treated—tailor your communi-
cations to the receiver.

 

•

 

Depersonalize conflict when it does arise. 
Acknowledge that other approaches are 
not wrongheaded, just different.
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Conflict is essential to innovation. The key is to make the abrasion 

creative.

 

Innovate or fall behind: the competitive im-
perative for virtually all businesses today is
that simple. Achieving it is hard, however, be-
cause innovation takes place when different
ideas, perceptions, and ways of processing and
judging information collide. That, in turn,
often requires collaboration among various
players who see the world in inherently differ-
ent ways. As a result, the conflict that should
take place constructively among ideas all too
often ends up taking place unproductively
among people who do not innately under-
stand one another. Disputes become personal,
and the creative process breaks down.

Generally, managers have two responses
to this phenomenon. On the one hand,
managers who dislike conflict—or value
only their own approach—actively avoid
the clash of ideas. They hire and reward
people of a particular stripe, usually peo-
ple like themselves. Their organizations
fall victim to what we call the 

 

comfortable
clone syndrome:

 

 coworkers share similar in-
terests and training; everyone thinks alike.

Because all ideas pass through similar cog-
nitive screens, only familiar ones survive.
For example, a new-business development
group formed entirely of employees with
the same disciplinary background and set
of experiences will assess every idea with
an unvarying set of assumptions and ana-
lytical tools. Such a group will struggle to
innovate, often in vain.

On the other hand, managers who value em-
ployees with a variety of thinking styles fre-
quently don’t understand how to manage
them. They act as if locking a group of diverse
individuals in the same room will necessarily
result in a creative solution to a problem. They
overlook the fact that people with different
styles often don’t understand or respect one
another, and that such differences can fuel per-
sonal disagreements. The “detail guy” dis-
misses the “vision thing”; the “concept man”
deplores endless analysis; and the individualist
considers the demands of a team an utter
waste of time. They simply can’t work together
without help.
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The manager successful at fostering innova-
tion figures out how to get different approaches
to grate against one another in a productive
process we call 

 

creative abrasion

 

. Such a man-
ager understands that different people have
different thinking styles: analytical or intuitive,
conceptual or experiential, social or indepen-
dent, logical or values driven. She deliberately
designs a full spectrum of approaches and per-
spectives into her organization—whether that
organization is a team, a work group, or an en-
tire company—and she understands that cog-
nitively diverse people must respect the think-
ing styles of others. She sets ground rules for
working together to discipline the creative
process. Above all, the manager who wants to
encourage innovation in her organization needs
to examine what she does to promote or
inhibit creative abrasion.

We have worked with a number of organiza-
tions over the years and have observed many
managers who know how to make creative
abrasion work for them. In order to create new
ideas and products, such managers actively
manage the process of bringing together a vari-
ety of people who think and act in potentially
conflicting ways.

 

How We Think

 

What we call 

 

cognitive differences

 

 are varying
approaches to perceiving and assimilating
data, making decisions, solving problems, and
relating to other people. These approaches are

 

preferences

 

 (not to be confused with skills or
abilities). For instance, you may prefer to ap-
proach problems intuitively but in fact may be
better trained to approach them analytically.
Preferences are not rigid: most people can
draw on a mixture of approaches and do not
live their lives within narrow cognitive bound-
aries. We often stretch outside the borders of
our preferred operating modes if the condi-
tions are right and the stakes are high enough.
That said, we all tend to have one or two pre-
ferred habits of thought that influence our
decision-making styles and our interactions
with others—for good or for ill.

The most widely recognized cognitive distinc-
tion is between left-brained and right-brained
ways of thinking. This categorization is more
powerful metaphorically than it is accurate
physiologically; not all the functions commonly
associated with the left brain are located on the
left side of the cortex and not all so-called right-

brained functions are located on the right. Still,
the simple description does usefully capture rad-
ically different ways of thinking. An analytical,
logical, and sequential approach to problem
framing and solving (left-brained thinking)
clearly differs from an intuitive, values-based,
and nonlinear one (right-brained thinking).

Cognitive preferences also reveal themselves
in work styles and decision-making activities.
Take collaboration as opposed to indepen-
dence. Some people prefer to work together
on solving problems, whereas others prefer to
gather, absorb, and process information by
themselves. Each type does its best work
under different conditions. Or consider think-
ing as opposed to feeling. Some people evalu-
ate evidence and make decisions through a
structured, logical process, whereas others
rely on their values and emotions to guide
them to the appropriate action.

The list goes on. Abstract thinkers, for in-
stance, assimilate information from a variety
of sources, such as books, reports, videos, and
conversations. They prefer learning 

 

about

 

 some-
thing rather than experiencing it directly. Ex-
periential people, in contrast, get information
from interacting directly with people and things.
Some people demand quick decisions no mat-
ter the issue, whereas others prefer to generate
a lot of options no matter the urgency. One
type focuses on details, whereas the other
looks for the big picture: the relationships and
patterns that the data form.

Not surprisingly, people tend to choose pro-
fessions that reward their own combination of
preferences. Their work experience, in turn, re-
inforces the original preferences and deepens
the associated skills. Therefore, one sees very
different problem-solving approaches among
accountants, entrepreneurs, social workers,
and artists. Proof to an engineer, for example,
resides in the numbers. But show a page of nu-
merical data to a playwright, and, more per-
suaded by his intuition, he may well toss it
aside. Of course, assessing people’s likely ap-
proaches to problem solving only by their dis-
cipline can be as misleading as using gender or
ethnicity as a guide. Within any profession,
there are always people whose thinking styles
are at odds with the dominant approach.

The best way for managers to assess the
thinking styles of the people they are responsi-
ble for is to use an established diagnostic in-
strument as an assessment tool. A well-tested

 

Dorothy Leonard

 

 is the William J. 
Abernathy Professor of Business Ad-
ministration at the Harvard Business 
School in Boston, Massachusetts. Her 
research focuses on organizational in-
novation, technology strategy, and 
the commercialization of new 
ideas. Leonard is author of more than 
35 articles and books; her latest book is 

 

Deep Smarts: How to Cultivate and 
Transfer Enduring Business Wisdom

 

 
(Harvard Business Press, 2004). 

 

Susaan 
Straus

 

 is an independent consultant 
based in Newton, Massachusetts, spe-
cializing in personal and organizational 
effectiveness. Her research has ex-
plored how cognitive preference and 
management style influence the effec-
tiveness of leaders, managers, and 
teams in times of change.

 

Note:
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assessment instruments have been re-
moved from the article because those 
instruments have changed since the 
article was first published.
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tool is both more objective and more thorough
than the impressions of even the most sensi-
tive and observant of managers. Dozens of di-
agnostic tools and descriptive analyses of human
personality have been developed to identify
categories of cognitive approaches to problem
solving and communication. All the instru-
ments agree on the following basic points:

• Preferences are neither inherently good
nor inherently bad. They are assets or liabilities
depending on the situation. For example, politi-
cians or CEOs who prefer to think out loud in
public create expectations that they sometimes
cannot meet; but the person who requires quiet
reflection before acting can be a liability in a
crisis.

• Distinguishing preferences emerge early
in our lives, and strongly held ones tend to re-
main relatively stable through the years. Thus,
for example, those of us who crave certainty are
unlikely ever to have an equal love of ambigu-
ity and paradox.

• We can learn to expand our repertoire of
behaviors, to act outside our preferred styles.
But that is difficult—like writing with the op-
posite hand.

• Understanding others’ preferences helps
people communicate and collaborate.

Managers who use credible personality in-
struments find that their employees accept the
outcomes of the tests and use them to improve
their processes and behaviors.

 

How We Act

 

All the assessment in the world means nothing
unless new understanding brings different ac-
tions. Personality analysis instruments will
help you understand yourself and will help
others understand themselves. The manage-
rial challenge is to use the insights that these
instruments offer to create new processes and
encourage new behaviors that will help inno-
vation efforts succeed.

 

Understand yourself. 

 

Start with yourself.
When you identify your own style, you gain
insight into the ways your preferences uncon-
sciously shape your style of leadership and
patterns of communication. You may be sur-
prised to discover that your style can stifle the
very creativity you seek from your employees.
Consider the experiences of two managers
of highly creative organizations. Each was
at odds with his direct reports—but for very
different reasons.

Jim Shaw, executive vice president of MTV
Networks, is a left-brained guy in a right-
brained organization. Said Shaw:

 

I have always characterized the creative,
right-brained, visionary-type people here as
dreamers. What I’ve realized is that when a
dreamer expressed a vision, my gut reaction
was to say, ‘Well, if you want to do that, what
you’ve got to do is A, then B, then you have to
work out C, and because you’ve got no people
and you’ve got no satellite up-link, you’ll have
to do D and E.’ I’ve learned that saying that to a
creative type is like throwing up on the dream.
When I say that stuff too soon, the dreamer
personalizes it as an attack. I’ve learned not to
put all of the things that need to be done on
the table initially. I can’t just blurt it all out—it
makes me look like a naysayer. What I’ve
learned to do is to leak the information gradu-
ally, then the dreamer knows that I am meeting
him halfway.

 

Jerry Hirshberg, president of Nissan Design
International, ran into precisely the opposite
problem. Hirshberg discovered that some of
his employees craved the very kind of structure
that he personally abhorred. Before this epiph-
any, he inundated them with information and
expected creativity in return. In short, he tried
to manage his employees the way 

 

he

 

 would
have wanted to be managed. Hirshberg found,
however, that a few individuals reacted to every
suggestion with a “yes, but...” Initially, he inter-
preted such hesitancy as an anti-innovation
bias. But he eventually realized that some of
his employees preferred to have more time
both to digest problems and to construct logi-
cal approaches to his intuitively derived ideas.
Given a bit of extra time, they would return to
the project with solid, helpful, and insightful
plans for implementation. Ironically, it was
their commitment to the success of the initia-
tive that caused the employees to hesitate:
they wanted the best possible result. Hirshberg
recognized that their contributions were as
critical as his own or those of any of the other
“right-brainers” in the company.

Both Shaw and Hirshberg came to realize
that their own cognitive preferences uncon-
sciously shaped their leadership styles and
communication patterns. In fact, their auto-
matic reactions initially stifled the very cre-
ativity they sought from their employees. And
note that it was just as important for the pre-
dominantly right-brained manager to recog-
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nize the contributions of the logicians as it
was for the left-brained manager to acknowl-
edge the organic approach of the visionaries.
Except in theoretical models, creativity is not
the exclusive province of one side or the
other.

If you want an innovative organization,
you need to hire, work with, and promote
people who make you uncomfortable. You
need to understand your own preferences so
that you can complement your weaknesses
and exploit your strengths. The biggest bar-
rier to recognizing the contributions of peo-
ple who are unlike you is your own ego. Sup-
pose you are stalled on a difficult problem.
To whom do you go for help? Usually to
someone who is on the same wavelength or
to someone whose opinion you respect.
These people may give you soothing strokes,
but they are unlikely to help spark a new
idea. Suppose you were to take the problem
instead to someone with whom you often
find yourself at odds, someone who rarely
validates your ideas or perspectives. It may
take courage and tact to get constructive
feedback, and the process may not be exactly
pleasant. But that feedback will likely im-
prove the quality of your solution. And when
your adversary recovers from his amazement
at your request, he may even get along with
you better because the disagreement was
clearly intellectual, not personal.

 

Forget the golden rule. 

 

Don’t treat people
the way you want to be treated. Tailor commu-
nications to the receiver instead of the sender.
In a cognitively diverse environment, a mes-
sage sent is not necessarily a message received.
Some people respond well to facts, figures,
and statistics. Others prefer anecdotes. Still
others digest graphic presentations most eas-
ily. Information must be delivered in the pre-
ferred “language” of the recipient if it is to be
received at all.

For example, say you want to persuade an
organization to adopt an open office layout.
Arguments appealing to the analytical mind
would rely on statistics from well-documented
research conducted by objective experts that
prove that open architecture enhances the
effectiveness of communication. Arguments
geared toward the action-oriented type would
answer specific questions about implementa-
tion: How long will the office conversion take?
Exactly what kind of furniture is needed? What

are the implications for acoustics? Arguments
aimed at people-oriented individuals would
focus on such questions as, How does an open
office affect relationships? How would this
setup affect morale? and Are people happy in
this sort of setup? Arguments crafted for peo-
ple with a future-oriented perspective would in-
clude graphics as well as artists’ renderings of
the proposed environment. In short, regardless
of how you personally would prefer to deliver
the message, you will be more persuasive and
better understood if you formulate messages
to appeal to the particular thinking style of
your listener.

 

Create “whole-brained” teams. 

 

Either over
time or by initial design, company or group
cultures can become dominated by one partic-
ular cognitive style. IBM, in the days when it
was known as “Big Blue,” presented a uniform
face to the world; Digital Equipment prided it-
self on its engineering culture. Such homoge-
neity makes for efficient functioning—and
limited approaches to problems or opportuni-
ties. Companies with strong cultures can in-
deed be very creative, but within predictable
boundaries: say, clever marketing or imagina-
tive engineering. When the market demands
that such companies innovate in different
ways, they have to learn new responses. Doing
so requires adopting a variety of approaches to
solving a problem—using not just the right
brain or the left brain but the 

 

whole

 

 brain.
Consider the all-too-common error made

by John, a rising star in a large, diversified
instrument company: he forfeited an impor-
tant career opportunity because he failed to
see the need for a whole-brained team. Ap-
pointed manager of a new-product develop-
ment group, John had a charter to bring in
radically innovative ideas for products and
services for launch in three to six years. “Sur-
prise me,” the CEO said.

Given a free hand in hiring, John lured in
three of the brightest M.B.A.’s he could find.
They immediately went to work conducting in-
dustry analyses and sorting through existing
product possibilities, applying their recently
acquired skills in financial analysis. To com-
plete the team, John turned to the pile of ré-
sumés on his desk sent to him by human re-
sources. All the applicants had especially
strong quantitative skills, and a couple were
engineers. John was pleased. Surely a group of
such intelligent, well-trained, rigorous think-

To innovate successfully, 

you must hire, work 

with, and promote 

people who are unlike 

you.
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ers would be able to come up with some radi-
cal innovations for the company. Ignoring ad-
vice to hire some right-brained people to
stimulate different ideas, he continued to pop-
ulate his group with left-brained wizards. After
18 months, the team had rejected all the pro-
posed new projects in the pipeline on the basis
of well-argued and impressively documented
financial and technical risk analysis. But the
team’s members had not come up with a single
new idea. The CEO was neither surprised nor
pleased, and the group was disbanded just
short of its second anniversary.

In contrast, Bob, a successful entrepreneur
embarking on his latest venture, resisted the
strong temptation to tolerate only like-minded
people. He knew from his prior ventures that
his highly analytical style alienated some of his
most creative people. Despite his unusual de-
gree of self-awareness, Bob came within a
hair’s breadth of firing a strong and experi-
enced manager: Wally, his director of human
resources. According to Bob, after several
months on board, Wally appeared to be “a
quart and a half low.” Why? Because he was in-
attentive in budget meetings and focused on
what Bob perceived as trivia—day care, flex-
time, and benefits. Before taking action, how-
ever, Bob decided to look at the management
team through the lens of thinking styles. He
soon realized that Wally was exactly the kind
of person he needed to help him grow his
small company. Wally contributed a key ele-
ment that was otherwise missing in the man-
agement team: a sensitivity to human needs
that helped the company foresee and forestall
problems with employees. So Bob learned to
meet Wally halfway. Describing his success in
learning to work with Wally, he told us, “You
would have been proud of me. I started our
meetings with five minutes of dogs, kids, and
station wagons.” Although the concern Wally
demonstrated for the workers in the company
did not eliminate union issues completely, it
did minimize antagonism toward manage-
ment and made disputes easier to resolve.

The list of whole-brained teams that con-
tinue to innovate successfully is long. At Xerox
PARC, social scientists work alongside com-
puter scientists. For instance, computer scien-
tist Pavel Curtis, who is creating a virtual world
in which people will meet and mingle, is work-
ing with an anthropologist who understands
how communities form. As a result, Curtis’s

cyberspace meeting places have more human
touches and are more welcoming than they
would have been had they been designed only
by scientists. Another example is the PARC
PAIR (PARC Artist In Residence) program,
which links computer scientists with artists so
that each may influence the other’s perceptions
and representations of the world. At Interval
Research, a California think tank dedicated to
multimedia technologies, Director David Lid-
dle invites leaders from various disciplines to
visit for short “sabbaticals.” The purpose is to
stimulate a cross-fertilization of ideas and ap-
proaches to solving problems. The resulting ex-
changes have helped Interval Research create
and spin off several highly innovative start-ups.
And Jerry Hirshberg applies the whole-brain
principle to hiring practices at Nissan Design
by bringing designers into his organization in
virtual pairs. That is, when he hires a designer
who glories in the freedom of pure color and
rhythm, he will next hire a very rational, Bau-
haus-trained designer who favors analysis and
focuses on function.

Complete homogeneity in an organization’s
cognitive approach can be very efficient. But
as managers at Xerox PARC, Interval Re-
search, and Nissan Design have learned, no
matter how brilliant the group of individuals,
their contributions to innovative problem
solving are enhanced by coming up against
totally different perspectives.

 

Look for the ugly duckling. 

 

Suppose you
don’t have the luxury of hiring new people yet
find your organization mired in a swamp of
stale thinking patterns. Consider the experi-
ence of the CEO of the U.S. subsidiary of a
tightly controlled and conservative European
chemical company. Even though the com-
pany’s business strategy had never worked
well in the United States, headquarters
pushed the CEO to do more of the same. He
knew he needed to figure out a fresh approach
because the U.S. company was struggling to
compete in a rapidly changing marketplace.
But his direct reports were as uniformly left-
brained as his superiors in Europe and were
disinclined to work with him to figure out
new solutions.

Rather than give up, the CEO tested think-
ing preferences further down in the organiza-
tion. He found the cognitive disparity that he
needed in managers one layer below his direct
reports—a small but dynamic set of individu-

In a cognitively diverse 

environment, a message 

sent is not necessarily a 

message received.
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als whose countercultural thinking patterns
had constrained their advancement. In this
company, people with right-brained prefer-
ences were seen as helpful but were not con-
sidered top management material. They were
never promoted above a certain level.

The CEO changed that. He elevated three
managers with right-brained proclivities to the
roles of senior vice president and division
head—lofty positions occupied until then ex-
clusively by left-brained individuals. The new
executives were strong supporters of the CEO’s
intentions to innovate and worked with him to
develop new approaches to the business. They
understood that their communication strategy
with headquarters would be critical to their
success. They deliberately packaged their new
ideas in a way that appealed to the cognitive
framework of their European owner. Instead
of lecturing about the need to change and try
new ideas as they had in the past, the Ameri-
cans presented their ideas as ways of solving
problems. They supported their positions with
well-researched quantitative data and with cal-
culated anticipated cost savings and ROI—and
described how similar approaches had suc-
ceeded elsewhere. They detailed the specific
steps they would follow to succeed. Within two
years, the U.S. subsidiary embarked on a major
organizational redesign effort that included
such radical notions as permitting outside com-
petition for internal services. The quality of in-
ternal services soared—as did the number of
innovations generated by the company in the
United States.

 

Manage the creative process. 

 

Abrasion is not
creative unless managers make it so. Members
of whole-brained teams don’t naturally under-
stand one another, and they can easily come to
dislike one another. Successful managers of richly
diverse groups spend time from the outset get-
ting members to acknowledge their differences—
often through a joint exploration of the results
of a diagnostic analysis—and devise guidelines
for working together before attempting to act
on the problem at hand. Managers who find it
awkward or difficult to lead their groups in
identifying cognitive styles or in establishing
guidelines can usually enlist the aid of someone
who is trained in facilitation.

People often feel a bit foolish creating rules
about how they will work together. Surely, the
thinking goes, we are all adults and have years
of experience in dealing with group dynamics.

That, of course, is the problem. Everyone has
practiced dysfunctional behavior for years. We
learn to value politeness over truth at our
mothers’ knees. (Who hasn’t mastered the art
of the white lie by age 16?) We often discount
an argument if it has an element of emotion or
passion. We opt out if we feel ignored—people
with unappreciated thinking styles learn to sit
against the wall during meetings (the organiza-
tional back-of-the-bus). And we usually don’t
even notice those behaviors because they are
so routine.

But the cost of allowing such behaviors to
overtake a group is too high. Bob Meyers, se-
nior vice president of interactive media at
NBC, uses a sports analogy to make the
point: “On a football team, for example, you
have to use all kinds of people. Like the lit-
tle, skinny guy who can only kick the ball.
He may not even look as if he belongs on the
team. This guy can’t stand up to the refriger-
ator types that play in other positions. But as
long as he does his job, he doesn’t need to be
big. He can just do what he does best. The
catch is that the team needs to recognize
what the little skinny guy can do—or they
lose the benefit of his talent.”

Managing the process of creative abrasion
means making sure that everyone is at the
front of the bus and talking. Some simple
but powerful techniques can be helpful.
First, clarify why you are working together
by keeping the common goal in front of the
group at all times. “If the goal is a real-world
one with shared accountability and timetables
attached,” one manager observed, “then ev-
eryone understands the relevance of honor-
ing one another’s differences.”

Second, make your operating guidelines ex-
plicit. Effective guidelines are always simple,
clear, and concise. For example, one group set
up the following principles about handling dis-
agreements: “Anyone can disagree about any-
thing with anyone, but no one can disagree
without stating the reason” and “When some-
one states an objection, everyone else should
listen to it, try to understand it, treat it as legit-
imate, and counter with their reasons if they
don’t agree with it.” Some principles are as sim-
ple as “discuss taboo subjects,” “verify assump-
tions,” and “arrive on time with your home-
work done.”

Third, set up an agenda ahead of time that
explicitly provides enough time for both 

 

diver-
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gent

 

 discussion to uncover imaginative alterna-
tives and 

 

convergent

 

 discussion to select an op-
tion and plan its implementation. Innovation
requires both types of discussion, but people
who excel at different types can, as one man-
ager observed, “drive each other nuts.” An-
other manager said, “If you ask people com-
fortable with ambiguity whether they prefer A
or B, they will ask, ‘How about C?’” Mean-
while, the people who crave closure will be
squirming in their seats at the seemingly point-
less discussion. Moreover, if one approach
dominates, the unbalanced group process can
risk producing an unacceptable or unfeasible
new product, service, or change. Clearly allo-
cating time to the two different types of discus-
sion will contain the frustrations of both the
decisive types, who are constantly looking at
their watches wanting the decision to be made
now, and the ambiguous types, who want to be
sure that all possible avenues for creativity
have been explored. Otherwise, the decisive
members generally will pound the others into
silence by invoking time pressures and sched-
uling. They will grab the first viable option
rather than the best one. Or if the less decisive
dominate, the group may never reach a conclu-
sion. Innovation requires both divergent and
convergent thinking, both brainstorming and
action plans.

 

Depersonalize conflict. 

 

Diverse cognitive
preferences can cause tremendous tensions in
any group, yet innovation requires the cross-
fertilization of ideas. And because many new
products are systems rather than stand-alone
pieces, many business projects cannot proceed
without the cooperation of people who re-
ceive different messages from the same words
and make different observations about the
same incidents. The single most valuable con-
tribution that understanding different think-
ing and communication styles brings to the
process of innovation is taking the sting out of
intellectual disagreements that turn personal.

Consider the experience of the product man-
ager of a radically new product for a medical
supplies company. Facing a strict deadline of
just 14 months to design and deliver a new sur-
gical instrument, the manager’s team needed
to pull together fast. Design felt misled by mar-
keting, however, and manufacturing couldn’t
understand design’s delay in choosing between
two mechanical hinges. The disagreements
turned personal, starting with “you always...”

and ending with “irresponsible ignorance.” Two
months into the project, the manager began to
wonder whether he should disband the team
and start over again. But he knew that his boss,
the vice president of marketing, would not
agree to extend the deadline. “I was desperate,”
he recalled. “I decided to make one last at-
tempt at getting them to work together.”

The manager decided to experiment with an
offsite gathering of his staff, including sessions
diagnosing cognitive preferences. When they re-
turned to work, the team members used the
new language they had learned to label their
differences in opinion and style. “At first, using
the terms was kind of a joke,” the manager re-
called. “They’d say things like, ‘Well, of course I
want the schedule right now. I’m a J!’ Yet you
could tell that people were really seeing one an-
other in a different light, and they weren’t get-
ting angry.” The team made its deadline; per-
haps even more important, several members
voluntarily joined forces to work on the next it-
eration of the product. This willingness to work
together generated more value for the company
than just “warm fuzzies.” Critical technical
knowledge was preserved in one small, colo-
cated group—knowledge that would have been
scattered had project members dispersed to dif-
ferent product lines. Moreover, keeping part of
the team together resulted in a rapid develop-
ment time for the derivative product.

People who do not understand cognitive
preferences tend to personalize conflict or
avoid it—or both. The realization that another
person’s approach is not wrongheaded and
stubborn, but merely predictably different, dif-
fuses anger. For example, at Viacom, a plan-
ning session involving two managers had
ground to a halt. One manager simply wouldn’t
buy into the idea that the other was present-
ing. Suddenly, the presenter slapped his head
and said, “Oooohhh! I get it! You’re left-
brained! Give me half an hour to switch gears,
and I’ll be right back. Let me try this one more
time.” The left-brained manager laughingly
agreed—he understood the paradigm—and
the meeting resumed with the presenter
armed with quantitative data and a much
more cohesive and logical presentation. Estab-
lishing that kind of effective two-way commu-
nication led to a common understanding of the
issues at hand and, ultimately, a solution.

Understanding that someone views a prob-
lem differently does not mean you will agree.
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But an important element in understanding
thinking styles is recognizing that no one style
is inherently better than another. Each style
brings a uniquely valuable perspective to the
process of innovation, just as each style has
some negatives associated with it. Stereotypes
of the cold-hearted logician, the absent-
minded, creative scientist, and the bleeding-
heart liberal have some basis in reality. If peo-
ple even partially internalize the inherent
value of different perspectives, they will take
disagreements less personally and will be bet-
ter able to argue and reach a compromise or a
consensus with less animosity. They will be
open to the possibility that an alien view of the
world might actually enhance their own. They
will be better equipped to listen for the “a-ha”
that occurs at the intersection of different
planes of thought.

 

Caveat Emptor

 

Personality analysis of the type we describe is
no more than a helpful tool, and it has many
limitations. The diagnostic instruments mea-
sure only one aspect of personality: preferences
in thinking styles and communication. They do
not measure ability or intelligence, and they do
not predict performance. It is difficult to mea-
sure other qualities that are critical to success-
ful innovation such as courage, curiousity, in-
tegrity, empathy, and drive.

Preferences tend to be relatively stable, but
life experiences can affect them. For example,
repeated application of one instrument over a
period of years has revealed a tendency for
people to drift from a thinking style toward a
feeling style when they have children. For the
most part, however, studies suggest that peo-
ple retain their dominant preferences through-
out a variety of work and social circumstances.

One critical warning label should be at-
tached to any of these diagnostic instruments:
only trained individuals should administer
them. Not only can results be incorrectly inter-
preted (for instance, what are intended to be
neutral descriptions of preferences might be la-
beled “right” or “wrong” behavior), but they

can also be misused to invade people’s privacy
or to stereotype them. Of course, it is a human
tendency to simplify in order to comprehend
complexities; we stereotype people all the time
on the basis of their language, dress, and be-
havior. Because these diagnostics have the
weight of considerable psychological research
behind them, however, they can be dangerous
when misused. Without structured, reliable di-
agnoses, judgments are likely to be superficial
and flawed. And without a substantial invest-
ment of time and resources, managers can’t ex-
pect abrasion to be creative.

One of the paradoxes of modern management
is that, in the midst of technical and social
change so pervasive and rapid that it seems
out of pace with the rhythms of nature,
human personality has not altered throughout
recorded history. People have always had dis-
tinct preferences in their approaches to prob-
lem solving. Why then is it only now becoming
so necessary for managers to understand those
differences? Because today’s complex prod-
ucts demand integrating the expertise of indi-
viduals who do not innately understand one
another. Today’s pace of change demands that
these individuals quickly develop the ability to
work together. If abrasion is not managed into
creativity, it will constrict the constructive im-
pulses of individuals and organizations alike.
Rightly harnessed, the energy released by the
intersection of different thought processes
will propel innovation.

 

If you are interested in reading further about
managing conflict in the workplace, see “Fair
Process: Managing in the Knowledge Economy”
(reprint 97405) and “How Management Teams
Can Have a Good Fight,” (reprint 97402).
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Further Reading

 

A R T I C L E S

 

The Discipline of Innovation

 

by Peter F. Drucker

 

Harvard Business Review

 

November–December 1998
Product no. 3480

 

Some innovations spring from a flash of ge-
nius. But as Drucker points out, most result 
from a conscious, purposeful search for op-
portunities. This process requires diligence, 
persistence, and commitment. Successful in-
novators use the left and right sides of their 
brains. They analyze an opportunity to deter-
mine what innovation will satisfy it. They study 
potential users, their needs, and expectations.

 

What’s Stifling the Creativity at 
CoolBurst?

 

by Suzy Wetlaufer

 

Harvard Business Review

 

September–October 1997
Product no. 3502

 

In this fictitious case study, five experts discuss 
how, or whether, a new CEO can encourage 
employees to start thinking differently in a po-
lite, staid culture that assigns a very low status 
to creativity. A division manager in a large 
consumer products company and four aca-
demics from leading business schools, one of 
whom is also a psychoanalyst, focus on the 
problems associated with trying to change an 
entrenched culture.

 

B O O K

 

When Sparks Fly: Igniting Creativity in 
Groups

 

by Dorothy Leonard and Walter Swap 
Harvard Business School Press
1999
Product no. 8656

 

Contrary to the commonly held notion that 
innovative ideas come only from “creative ge-
niuses,” the most innovative, complex services, 
products, and processes spring from well-led, 
well-managed group interactions. Drawing on 
their research with companies as diverse as 
Fisher Price and Hewlett-Packard, the authors 
demonstrate how these companies use group 
situations to maximize their creative potential.
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