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A child’s imagination in
business thinking
Adrian Smith

What ever happened to that wonderful
imagination we all had as kids? Do
you remember the games we played as
children? We made up the rules, we made
up the games, we used our imaginations,
we had no constraints at all. We didn’t
need bat and ball, tablet or smartphone, or
even the plain old TV, we just needed our
imagination!
Where did our imagination go?
As children we were a blank canvas—
we had no preconceptions, no experiences
(good or bad), and so our imagination
filled in our painting. But what type of
thinking is this, why did we lose it and do
we want it back?
Answering the last question first:
seeing people, strangers walking past a
playground stopping to watch kids be
kids—reliving their own carefree and
imaginative childhoods clearly says we
miss those days—the freedom of play and
the freedom of thinking and dreaming.
Using our imagination to fill in the
blank canvas is a classic example of nonlinear thinking, which takes an indirect
and creative approach, using intuition
rather than reasoning. Non-linear thinking
which the playground test says we all start
with creates ideas and solutions that may
not be obvious by using only traditional
step by step logic.
On the other hand linear thinking is a
process of thought which follows known
cycles or a step by step progression. A
linear thinker seeks answers to problems,
opportunities, and risks by undertaking
logical thinking processes. I believe very
few children start out as only linear
thinkers but that experience, education
and environment channels our thinking
this way. At kindergarten and school, we
are channelled to think in a logical, step
by step way, and it is only in brief art and
drama sessions where our imaginations,
our non-linear aspects are allowed to
come out. For many of us by the end of
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school these activities are virtually gone
and our whole environment is around
linear thinking, to get a good exam
score, to get a good job, or to get a good
university place.
This trend is continued at university
and in the work environment where
process, systems and conformity rule. To
get on in business we continue the trends
from our education cycles and rely more
and more on our linear thinking. We stay
in the safe box and suppress our creativity
and imagination, and we in effect become
institutionalised in our thinking. This
is a great attribute for problem solving
and getting the job done. It’s great for
structured decision making, but is that
enough? What have we given up?
Do we need to find it again?
When Steve Jobs returned to Apple
in 1996 one of his first moves was to
review the company and where it stood
in the marketplace. The result was the
historic Apple campaign of 1997: Think
Different. These famous words challenge
all of us to be business thinkers who have
rediscovered our childhood imagination:

Here’s to the crazy ones. The misfits.
The rebels. The troublemakers. The round
pegs in the square holes. The ones who see
things differently. They’re not fond of rules.
And they have no respect for the status
quo. You can quote them, disagree with
them, glorify or vilify them. About the only
thing you can’t do is ignore them. Because
they change things. They push the human
race forward. While some may see them as
the crazy ones, we see genius. Because the
people who are crazy enough to think they
can change the world, are the ones who do.
In a life sense, we should all want to
rediscover the purity of childhood, the
innocence, the sense of wonder. We can’t
go back in time but we can emulate the
imagination, the freedom of thought of
childhood in our lives—in the way we
do things, in the things we pursue, in our
pursuit of happiness.
In business, the world we live and
work in each day becomes more complex,
more global, more competitive; as rapid
technological advances mean products and
services have a shorter and shorter life
cycle the need for genuine innovation and
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creativity has never been higher.
The business world is littered with
businesses that have fallen by the wayside
because they didn’t have the imagination,
the imagination we all had as children, to
see a different future—unfettered from
the past, unconstrained by ‘why’ and
embracing ‘why not’, deaf to new ideas,
saying ‘yes, but…’ instead of ‘yes, and…’.
We do know that non-linear thinking
is well suited to creating the vision for
the organisation, to creating strategy, and
for the innovation and creativity that all
organisations require. This needs leaders
and individuals to recognise that whilst
they have a preferred way of thinking
if they choose they can rediscover their
childhood imagination to free them up, to
unleash their creativity and to use nonlinear thinking to be a great complement
(not replacement) to their other more
dominant thinking styles, the ones that
have made them successful in their careers
to date, but which could constrain them in
the future.
I believe that imagination and
creativity are like a muscle in our body.
If you don’t use the muscle it weakens
and withers. It doesn’t disappear but
will allow the stronger muscles to take
over. It can be brought back to full
strength, but requires a commitment
to do so, and a special set of exercises
to build it up and rebalance the whole
body. Ultimately, because of different
experiences, varying cognitive capacities
and education, and differing capacity to
change some people will be stronger on
creativity and imagination than others.
Nevertheless every person has the
capacity to reinvigorate their imagination
and creativity muscles and rebalance the
thinking muscles in their bodies.
How can we find our imagination
again?
I believe that thinking is a behaviour
and that people can choose how they
behave. Imagination is a way of thinking,
and as we can control (and learn)
behaviours there is no reason why we
can’t rediscover our inner child.
It is also true that people have their
own preferred thinking styles, and
preferred perspectives that they are most
comfortable with. This does not mean
that they cannot modify their behaviour/
thinking style, rather, because of
individual thinking preferences it may be a
longer journey for some more than others
to adopt the full spectrum of thinking
required of managers and leaders. The first
step in managing this is to have a clear self
awareness of preferred thinking styles, and
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then to learn the tools of how to use the
different thinking tools as circumstances
demand.
The PT Matrix chart is one I often
use for awareness of different thinking
styles, for understanding when the styles
are appropriate and for self awareness
of personal preferences and therefore
unconscious biases and barriers to
expanding how we think. This helps
to create the awareness of the need to
change thinking styles and the capacity to
do so. It helps our leaders and managers
understand how a combination of
perspective and thinking styles allows
them to consider and deal with a full range
of issues, opportunities and problems
presented to them regardless of their level
of seniority, the complexity of the issue or
the scope and horizons involved.
The perspectives continuum recognises
the range of perspectives required from,
at the left hand side, short term and
situational, to on the right hand, side a
more long term and holistic perspective.
Whilst not losing sight of the fact
they do need to be able to drop into the
specific and situational as issues require
this, this more holistic perspective is
critically important to senior leaders who
are responsible for strategy, planning and
creating the future.
The thinking continuum recognises
different thinking styles, with on the left
is unstructured non-linear, often called
lateral, thinking which has its strength in
imagination, innovation and creativity
through to more structured and analytical
thinking often called linear thinking.
Once we have achieved an appropriate
level of self awareness and desire to
change I work with leaders and managers
on the tool to take them back to their
child’s imagination. This may be a Blue
Skies dreaming exercise, brainstorming,
changing hats or a number of other
tools to free the mind, lose constraints
and lose the ‘Yes, but…’ that constraints
imagination and innovation.

What is stopping us?
Organisationally, I find that this
institutionalised linear thinking becomes
a significant barrier to success, and
an inhibitor to leaders and managers
exercising their rediscovered child’s
imagination. To overcome this the concept
of flexible thinking styles must be actively
sold into the organisation. To do this
successfully the concepts and tools must
resonate with end users and the whole
organisation, and must have strong and
clearly articulated benefits to them in
adopting flexibility of thinking. Further,
they must pass the test of common sense
with leaders and opinion makers, and
they must genuinely help people on their
career journey.
In practical sense, this also means
establishing structures and processes
around innovation and creativity. This may
seem counter-intuitive, however I have
seen many, many organisations who have
innovation in their values and behaviours,
and yet have nothing other than the
plaque on the wall to bring this concept
to life.
A few words of warning…
Whilst we can all see the benefit and
often times the business-critical necessity
of a more creative and innovative work
environment, the barriers to individual
success are also significant because we
are dealing with deep seated thinking
behaviours that have been built up, and
reinforced for the manager or leader
for 10, 20 or 30 or more years, and for
organisations even longer!
It is my experience that not everybody
can make this journey of rediscovery
of the imagination, but it is my belief
that many can and most can at least go
a part way there. For the others a clear
understanding of organisational need
and the benefits that derive from it
encourages them to ensure they put in
place compensatory actions, for example
unleashing the more creative people in
their teams, creating a strong culture
of creativity in their areas, establishing
and keeping innovation strategies and
processes front of mind. ■
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