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Comments on Exercises and Excursions 
The basic steps needed to generate ideas from irrelevance 

 Frequent questions come up about exercises used to generate new ideas. 
 Why are they needed? 

 Why do they work? 

 How do you create your own? 

 

The 1960’s work of George Prince and J.J. Gordon is among the best and most comprehensive. 
You will find Prince’s book in the bibliography.  A much more in-depth understanding can be 

achieved by studying the psychoanalytic theorists. In particular, consider the work of Carl Jung, 
Fritz Pearls, Carl Rogers, and Erich Fromm. If you are avid about getting to the roots of why 

these kinds of exercises seem to work, you may wish to get involved with The Creative Education 

Foundation, Buffalo, NY (http://www.creativeeducationfoundation.org/). 
 

 

Excursions and Exercises Work 
One research effort tested three groups on their problem solving ability in auto repair. Each 

group was given the same auto repair task. Group A continued to work on the task for all three 
hours of the test period. Group B was shifted to a similar task for the second hour and then back 

to the original task for the third hour. Group C was shifted to an unrelated task for the second 

hour and then back to the original task for the third hour. 
  

When each group’s ideas were rated by a blind panel for newness and originality, Group C was 
rated as having performed significantly better. 

 

Why are they needed? 
Excursions and exercises are needed to increase the speed and diversity of your thinking. We do 
not often have the luxury of taking a break when it would be most appropriate for mental 

productivity. Excursions provide some of the needed time off in a shortened time frame. This 
makes them highly efficient for the aggressive thinker. 

 
Excursions and exercises quickly move the thinker around on the field of all possible solutions in 

a random pattern. Because the field is infinite in scope, a plotted pattern of thought will be 

limiting. The excursion allows you to do a random spot check in the way of a Quality Control 
expert. If you find a potential area of interest, you pursue it and build on it. If not, you increase 

your comfort that you have done a better job of the idea search. And as every Quality Control 
person knows, if the factory people say, “There is nothing down that hall, don’t bother checking,” 

it is likely to be a good place to start your inspection process.  

 
 

Why do they work? 
Several things happen during an excursion: 

First, there is a critical period of rest which brings you back to the task fresh. In this 

workbook we repeatedly have encouraged you take a break. We believe that mental R&R is 
key to good mental health and that good mental health is important for high-quality thinking. 

 
Second, there is an element of fun in most of the activities. This reduces some of the 
inhibitions which may be driving you to provide only a good idea. Having lost some of these 
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inhibitors you broaden your search for a possible solution. (It distracts the left side of the 

brain, the critical side.) 
 
Third, creativity is both a skill and a talent. One exercise to do with an individual who is 
having difficulty with excursions is to coach them to forget about it. If they don’t feel 

comfortable with the excursion, don’t do it. Instruct them, “But for the sake of the group, 

don’t undermine the process. Just pretend to get an idea. And because the idea is supposed 
to be absurd anyway, that shouldn’t be too difficult.” Don’t be surprised when they start 

generating ideas; ideas that are indistinguishable from the creative thinking of the rest of the 
group. If you have trouble with creativity, just pretend to be creative. The results will be the 

same. 
 

How Can I Create My Own Excursion? 
 

 

THE EXCUSION STEPS 

 
1. Get away from the problem 

2. Generate and play with irrelevant material 
3. Refocus on the task statement and force a connection with the irrelevance 

 

 

Our belief is that the more extreme you are with the excursions you take, the more new ideas 
you are likely to achieve. 

 

Here is a simple option: 
1. Get away from the task. 

2. Describe a childhood experience. Use detail and write about half a page. 
3. Review the material and force a connection back to your task. Make the connection 

absurd. It doesn’t have to be logical.* 

* Note: Sometimes it is best to try for a purely absurd solution first. Then use analogic 
thinking to modify that absurd idea into something more valuable to you and the team. 

Remember our ant with the potato chip umbrella … 
 Ant with potato chip umbrella 

 Person with potato chip umbrella. 

 Person with potato chip clothing. 

 Person with edible clothing. 

 Kids with edible clothing. 

 Kids with edible pockets. 

 Kids snacks in stick-on edible pockets. 

4. Recast the first connection as a possible solution. 

5. Modify this possible solution until it becomes an idea with enough potential for 
consideration. 

Note the flow of the excursion. You move from irrelevant or illogical thought to analogic though 

or metaphors and finally to logical and relevant thought. 
 

 

How it Works Mentally 
The following is excerpted from an unpublished novel, and is an attempt to help you walk 

through what happens inside the head of someone on an excursion: 



 Appendix 
 

 
Developing New Product Concepts 

142 
A Workbook for Innovation 

 

 

Peter felt the quality of the thinking focus and degenerate at the same time. Perhaps 
later…now was not the time to narrow in on what Roara could do with her time. He broke in, 

“We have over 100 good beginning ideas. Let’s take an excursion and see where it takes us. 
Again, let me remind you that we are just attempting to get away from the problem for a bit 

to refocus our energy. Don’t work too hard with this exercise; it is our first one, the first of 

many,” he added for emphasis. 
 

“Please have a clean sheet of paper in front you. Now, write; on your paper, describe a silent 
object or event.” Peter waited for a moment and added, “What I would like you to do is 

spend a little time describing the sound made by your silent object or event. Just write down 
your impressions, reality or fantasy, it doesn’t matter.” He concluded, “I’ll give you several 

minutes to write…and again, write whatever you would like…no one else will see your work.” 

 
For no apparent reason Oliver found himself describing the sound of his healing pool while he 

was asleep. Actually, it made sound, but not for him while he was asleep. But what kind of 
sound was there when there was no one there to listen. He had the proverbial flashback on 

“one hand clapping” and “a tree falling in the forest with no one to hear it.” He jotted notes 

down on these questions and added a description of a Chinese forest from medieval times – 
greens and browns, a lone warrior monk riding through, coming upon the downed tree. He 

gets off his horse and walks over to the tree and sits. He reaches into a deep pocket of his 
armor-laced tunic and pulls out a small bag of food. He eats his lunch and contemplates the 

end of the tree. “What a horrible sound it must have made when it fell.” It had probably 
fallen alone in a late night battle with the wind. No one had heard it fall. Had it made a 

sound then? He concluded, yes, that it had, at least in his own fantastical remembrance of 

the situation. 
 

He stood, picking off and eating a few fallen grains of rice. As he backed toward his horse, 
he brushed against a snare line left by a nameless retreating enemy. The leather lace 

snapped and an arrow flew from the camouflage of the boughs of the fallen tree and 

embedded itself in the warrior’s neck. 
 

He found himself lying on his side staring at the forest floor a few inches from his eyes. A 
small black ant struggled between the leaves and small sticks with a recognizable crumb 

from his lunch. The warrior’s final thought was to wonder if the ant had heard his fall. 

 
Peter’s voice broke into Oliver’s prose. “Now, look at what you have written and develop a 

few ideas for tackling our task. Don’t worry about feasibility right now; in fact, feel free to be 
absurd or impossible in your solutions.” 

 
Oliver looked back over his semi-decipherable scratching, mining for ideas. He circled 

intriguing words or ideas: small bag, medieval times, a period, small black ants, camouflage. 

Then he attempted to force ideas out of these pieces. 
 

Small bag, small bag, witches and cauldrons – Oliver jotted down “I wish we could bring the 
Belt back together the way it was seventy years ago and mix it up in a single huge pot.” 

Medieval times, castles, knights, chivalry, courtesy in a thin layer over barbarism. The Magna 

Carta. “How to create a full People’s Assembly to draw in every social element.” The period – 
the end, a small dot, punctuation, punctuality, point. “I wish Roara wasn’t at the pressure 

point in this whole thing.” Small black ants. “How to create genetic civilization.” Camouflage, 
black, hidden, secretive, hunter, weapons… 
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Peter again broke in on Oliver’s thoughts and said, “Let’s share some of the ideas. And again 

they don’t need to be complete at this stage; just a nugget of intrigue would be satisfactory. 
And we’d like to hear the idea, the headline, and then just a little bit about where the 

thought came from.” 
 

Anne McGrath was the most energetic with her response. “I wish for a cobblestone street.” 

 
108. I wish for a cobblestone street. (AM) 

 
“Say more about that idea and where it came from.” Said Peter. 

 
“I guess I’m wishing for more of the trappings of tradition here in the Cluster. Less shining 

steel and more earthy, imperfect architecture would add a sense of security.” “And,” Ann 

continued, “I was thinking of my shoes in my closet. I imagined that they were made by an 
old-time shoe maker, like from a fairy tale. I thought of his shop on a little cobblestone 

street, and the sense of security and intimacy that that offered.” 
 

“Thank you,” said Peter. He went on to collect an additional thirty or forty ideas. Peter found 

that now that they were out of the dump and into real territory, he wanted back into the 
resource roe. It is tough to work on a project for a few months without having a stray idea or 

two. 
 

* * * 
 

Hung Tat looked at his shoe and pleaded with it to give him an idea on how to protect N.I.T. 

from copycat attacks. Twenty years of formal education, four of them specializing in 
commercial space law, two years as a legal apprentice at N.I.T., and four more years 

struggling to shoulder his way through the N.I.T. legal staff. He had finally arrived at a point 
where he could make a name for himself in front of someone like Cheung, and they were 

asking him to ask his shoe for an idea. He wanted to scream. He might as well ask his shoe 

for all the good his ideas seemed to do. 
 

“Shoe, you’re stupid,” was Hung Tat’s initial mental comment. “You hang on my foot and get 
walked on all day. If you had any fortitude at all you would leave and find others like you. 

Why don’t you just go? Go! Leave. You’re not wanted here anymore.” After his small, bitter 

flight of fantasy, Hung Tat looked at his thoughts. “How can this possibly help me…shoes 
leaving to find other shoes? Humbug. Thousands of shoes wandering through the Cluster 

looking for other shoes. Wandering through a maze, dead ends and all.” The thought struck 
him. “Why not set up a ring of decoy systems, maze-like, around the actual system. But all 

the break-ins would be subtly funneled to a point in the system where they could be 
indentified and stopped.” 

 

“This didn’t come from the exercise,” Hung Tat said, “but it seems logical that we should 
establish a series of decoy systems designed to catch the offender.” 

 
176. I wish we could establish a series of decoy systems designed to catch the 

offender. (HT) 

 
 

 


