Look close to home for solutions to your problems 

The world is changing and businesses need a new way of thinking about how they are going to address and deal with the new paradigms that are emerging. The hierarchy of modern management means that input and decisions will come from a small group of senior executives, mainly men – most of them thinking that they hold a monopoly on the right ideas to take the company forward. 

There is pressure for top managers to perform and they want to make sure that the ideas come from them. As a result they are dismissive of ideas from other subordinates within the company. This myopic view means that companies are not coming up with the best solutions available and leaving a great deal of innovation on the table.

Companies that will succceed will need to encourage and harness the collective nous of the entire company and promote the best ideas, whether they generated them or not.  Managers do not need to come up with all the ideas, but need to extract ideas from others in the organisation and promote them to ensure that the best ideas are implemented. 

This simple story speaks for itself as to why we should encourage everyone in the company to contribute their ideas on problems that we are facing.  

A few years ago I took my senior staff away for a two day strategy session at a quaint coastal town.

I had arranged one of those corporate exercises where you go out into the bush as a team and you are confronted with a number of obstacles that you need to get over through and under. It was supposed to build rapport and show us how to work together as a team. It ended up teaching me that everyone in the company can contribute to the success of the company.

There were six people in our group, including myself. We had the Marketing Manager, the Commercial Manager, The Operations Manager, the Finance Director and my personal assistant, Christine.  Before we set off the instructor gave us some planks of wood, some rope, some wood blocks and some other smaller paraphenalia.

We carried the gear into the forest and soon came to our first obstacle which was like a spider web between two huge pine trees. The instructor said that we needed to get every person on the team through a different hole in the web without touching the web. So we huddled together and we soon worked how it was done and proceeded to get everyone through. After having completed the first task successfully we moved around the “course” completing the tasks as we went. Interestingly, my personal assistant Christine did not really get involved. The five men in the group were very opininated about how a task should be approached and I suppose she felt a bit intimidated by the other senior members of the group. 

We eventually came to the last obstacle. The instructor walked over and put her hand on a large tree with an extended branch extending horizontally about ten feet above her head. Her instructions were simple. We had to get “three meters up the tree”. We asked her if she could give us any extra information. She shook her head and said that it was the only instruction she was able to give.

Immediately, John who was an engineer started to suggest an elaborate pulley system so that we could all stand on the plank and we could lift ourselves onto the horizontal branch which just happened to be three metres over our heads. Mike expressed his view that this must be right as it was the last task of the day and we hadn’t used the rope we had been lugging around with us for the last three hours.

As the men of the group were talking, we heard Christine say in a rather matter of fact way “what if we put three watches up the tree?”  We all turned around at the same time.  I asked what she meant. She said “Well, watches are meters. They are chronometers. So if we take off three watches and put them on the tree, won’t we have three meters up the tree?”

We were dumbfounded at the beauty and simplicity of this solution. We asked the instructor if we could do this. She said if we wanted to do this, we could. So we took off three watches and placed them on the tree. On doing this, the instructor said that in two years of running the obstacle course, no group had ever succeeded in getting this last one right. 

It just goes to show that we can all contribute constructively. The lesson here is not that Christine was something special, or was any better than the rest of the team. She just had that one piece of the puzzle that no one else had. If she was left out of the team, we would not have solved that last obstacle. 

The lesson for me was to listen to everyone’s point of view and to take it on board. It is not a competition to have your idea accepted, but rather to get the best solution for the company irrespective of its source.  It is a shame that many managers overlook good ideas from subordinates or take it to management as their own.

Companies should also look to “steal shamelessly” from other companies who come up with great ideas. Just because it wasn’t thought of by you or has been done before doesn’t mean you shouldn’t use it. A great idea is a great idea.  Most ideas have been thought up by someone before and there is no merit in wasting time reinventing the wheel. 

There is no problem standing on the shoulders of giants, or subordinates for that matter, just as long as you can see a bit further than your own vision. The over-riding principle is to get a great result for the company, irrespective of the source of the inspiration or who came up with the idea.
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