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You Need Ingenuity 

As a leader, you know the challenges and opportunities never end. Because of this, 
you and your team need to consistently: :  

1. Find ideas that advance your mission  

2. Inventively advance those ideas with the resources they have, not the one’s they 
wish they had  

3. Execute with “smart speed,” minimizing unnecessary rework, undo’s, and 
redo’sInfuse Ingenuity 

The Leading Ingenuity Program has three main sections: 1)  We’ll explore the power of 
ingenuity and why it’s so important to the execution of your mission, 2) We’ll discover the 
elements that make people more ingenious, and 3) We’ll learn how to lead others into 
more ingenuity. 

Infuse Ingenuity

Explore the Power of 
Ingenuity

Create Solutions that 
Advance Your Mission

leading  
Ingenuity

Lead Others to                                  
Do the Same
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What’s happening right before and during times of ingenuity? 

This is a question we’re a bit obsessed with at The Ingenuity Lab. We ask it this way:  

If we want more ingenuity… 

…then what happens right before and during times when 
people are ingenious? Turns out, we know. 
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The Ingenuity Framework reveals the way people think and act when they are, or are just 
about to display, ingenuity. Each element stands alone; but more often than not, some 
of the elements are happening simultaneously.  In other words, the elements work 
together, and not always in a sequential fashion. Let’s look at the elements. 

See:  Delve into challenges with imaginative and solution-Sided thinking  

Ingenious people see challenges not as obstacles, but as invitations. Of course, at one 
level, the challenge is an obstacle. But for ingenious people, it’s also an invitation to see 
the moment (and the world) in different ways. This starts with a willingness to embrace 
what we call “strategic ignorance.” Ingenious people see differently because they are 
willing to let go of familiar views of their world. They entertain different and new 
perspectives and hold back impulsive judgements.  

Ingenious teams understand that they must push and pull on different perspectives so 
that needed insights can lead to ingenious action. These teams are open to ideas that 
challenge norms and comfort zones, but they don’t run after every new idea. They work 
to turn imaginative thinking into usable ideas. All of this requires that they share their 
individual ideas with passion, but hold them loosely. They don’t play “king of the hill” with 
their ideas. For an ingenious team, It’s not about having the “winning idea;” it’s about 
weaving many ideas into the one that is both creative and doable.  
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Deeper Dive: The power of insights and solution-sided thinking  

Ingenious teams see differently because they converse differently.  

Many teams, when discussing challenges and problems, spend an inordinate amount of 
time focused on the problem. The problem with problems is that teams often obsess 
over their nuances and details. Ironically, problem-sided thinking can bias people 
against solutions, narrow their options, weaken perspectives, and drain collective 
energy.  

Understanding a problem is essential to generating a potential solution. However, high 
performing teams practice insight-based and solution-sided thinking. Once the 
challenge and desired future have been identified, teams quickly position their 
conversation on the solution side of the equation. We teach teams to use the “magic 
phrase” to position a conversation on the solution side.  

The Magic Phrase: We’ve got to find a way to…(finish the sentence with the needed 
solution).  

The magic phrase automatically shifts the conversation to the solution side. Then, teams 
need to justify (why will this work?) and clarify (is it precise?) the initial solution 
statement. By taking the steps to justify and clarify, teams will naturally bring problems 
to light but from the solution side. Our work with teams shows that when teams 
evaluate problems from the solution side, they have richer insights and more 
usable ideas. They also leave conversations with “working solutions” rather than more 
frustration due to over-talking the problem. 
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Frame: Intervene with intention  

Think about the last time you faced a crisis. Though it was likely not a fun moment, there 
is one benefit to a crisis. It comes with its own built-in and giant neon sign that reads: 
Intervene right here, right now. If your kitchen’s on fire, you don’t put it out by dowsing 
your bedroom with water. Times of crisis focus intervention.  

It turns out that something similar happens when people are ingenious. Ingenious people 
find clarity about where and how to intervene. They understand and tap the power of 
strategic and mindful interventions. They intervene with the laser-focus of a crisis, 
without the crisis. This means they:  

 1) First determine where to intervene before designing how to intervene  

Ingenuity plummets when early interventions are not well-placed. This is why you need 
clarity about where to aim early effort. We call this, “here before there” thinking. Smart 
solutions fail when people immediately move from “creating the solution” to “designing 
action.” They miss the critical step of asking, “where should we intervene first, second, 
third and so on?”  

You can’t know “how” to intervene until you know “where” you will intervene. Where 
informs how. When you’ve designed an ingenious solution to a challenge, don’t rush to 
implement a strategy. Instead, first determine the “critical stakeholder areas” where 
interventions will be essential to the success of your solution.
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Think of stakeholder areas as different organizational areas that are, of course, 
populated by critical stakeholders. Endeavors often fail, or lose momentum, when your 
interventions don’t include the right stakeholder groups or don’t include them in the right 
sequence. These missteps not only frustrate the stakeholders but they diminish the 
ingenuity of the team executing the solution. Ingenious teams think “where before 
what.”  

 2)  Based on your sequence of “where,” design areas for action 

“Areas for action” represent a significant number of smaller actions all rolled up 
together under one umbrella. For instance, executing a new performance management 
process might have areas of action such as: 1) Awareness Building, 2) Education on the 
Process, 3) Departmentally Sequenced Rollouts (9 months) 4) Data Collection on New 
Process, 5) Evaluation and Adaptation  

Inside each of the headers will be numerous sub actions you and your team will 
determine. It’s important, for ingenuity’s sake, to first identify the big areas where work 
on the solution will occur.
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Once you’ve identified the specific sub-actions that are connected to each larger area 
for action, remember to execute with three dynamics in mind:  

 Timing: When should we begin implementation of each area for action and its  
 sub-actions? 

 Pacing: At what frequency should we act?  

 Intensity: How much action should be taken at one time?  

 3)  Determine how you will know if you’re advancing your solutions  

If you're going to take the time to choose a place to intervene (where) and design 
actions you will execute (how), then you'll want to know if your plans are advancing your 
desired outcome. After you design actions, think about what indicators, milestones, 
goals, changed behaviors, or other results will demonstrate progress toward the solution. 
If it's working, keep going. If the actions are not advancing your desired solution, then it's 
time to adapt the solution or some other part of your design.  

You can take each of your “areas for action” and create progress-based milestones. 
Doing this not only provides a path to smart execution, it can increase the positive 
urgency for ingenuity. Deadlines that matter generate the energy of ingenuity. Don’t just 
use milestones to “hold people accountable.” Use milestones to generate inspiration to 
press on. 
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Deeper Dive: More on milestones 

If you use them correctly, milestones can foster ingenuity. 

Milestones are valuable for many reasons. They break up achievements and desired 
outcomes into more manageable segments. They foster accountability by revealing 
a pathway for execution and completion. But the real power of milestones comes 
when we use them to generate appropriate urgency for ingenuity.  

Milestones by nature reveal chunks of achievement and/or outcomes that must be 
accomplished to reach the solution. When you attach deadlines to milestones, you 
can then use the milestone as an inspiring constraint. We will see in the next section 
how important constraints are to ingenuity.  

Use milestones to inspire focused action. In this way, the remind the team that, the 
clock is ticking. Healthy pressure evokes ingenious thinking and execution. Warning: 
You want to inspire healthy urgency not create unhealthy fear and panic. Remember 
the magic phrase? We’ve got to find a way… Using milestones should inspire 
engagement to do just that: find a way to complete the milestone and advance the 
solution. 
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Constrain: Maximize resources and leverage limitations  

With a solution statement and initial frame in hand, you need to explore this question: 
What resources are available to execute the initial actions of our solution? 

Often individuals and teams don’t think broadly or deeply enough about their resources. 
Some teams don’t account for the number of potential resources at hand; they 
underestimate what they have. Other teams don’t mine the full potential of their 
resources; they underutilize what they have.   

We encourage people to begin their resource evaluation with this mantra: We have more 
than we think and can use what we have in new and different ways. This is at the heart 
of ingenuity. Inventive and clever resource utilization is a hallmark of ingenuity and 
requires a team fall back in love with their current resources and consider novel ways to 
use them.  

After a person or team identities the breadth and depth of their resources, then it’s time 
to apply the secret sauce of ingenuity. Instead of simply diving in and using those 
resources, ask these questions: How do our resources constrain us?  How could we 
leverage that constraint to advance our solution? 
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Constrain: Maximize resources and leverage limitations 

An Example from Amazon 

Ingenuity is born out of limitations that must be honored and then leveraged. In the 
early days of Amazon, the story is told that Jeff Bezos and his first few employees 
kept tripping the electrical breaker in his garage (limitation). They didn’t have the 
money to move to a different location (constraint). They knew, however, that they 
had to find a way to extend the power supply (notice the magic phrase).  

Using the resources Amazon employees had – power strips and extension cords – 
they strung lines into the house so they could use the power from another breaker 
(ingenuity). This is what you too must do with your resources. You must leverage what 
you have to advance your solution statement and your desired future.  

Have “Limiting Conversations” 

Ingenious people get creative and specific about the limitations of their resources 
and how they might use them in new ways to advance their solution. Remember, 
teams that are ingenious, “MacGyver what they have to advance important 
solutions.” Ingenuity-rich teams spend more time thinking about how to inventively 
use what they have then they do bemoaning what they don’t have.
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Two More Important Constraints 

When you’re exploring constraints and how to leverage them, don’t forget two more:  

The current organizational context – What situations, circumstances, and 
forces are at play in the organization that have implications on the potential 
solution?  

The organizational culture – What elements of the culture (assumptions, biases, 
values, structures and behaviors)  have implications on the solution? 

INGENUITY MATTERS 

NAME SEE

FRAME

CONSTRAIN

CONNECT



c. Dave Fleming, 
2019

Connect: Generate Strategic Urgency 

Ingenious people and groups create a positive urgency to achieve the 
solution. They do this because they know that focus and resourcefulness 
emerge when the stakes are high. Here are three important ways they 
increase urgency.  

 First, upgrade the moment 

“Upgrading the moment” occurs when people articulate why the moment - and 
needed solution - is unique and requires the best energy of the team. This is done 
by detailing out the high-stakes nature of the moment. This means describing the 
unique factors that make the moment critical and why the solution is essential to a 
better future. In other words, you can’t just say the moment and solution matter, you 
have prove it matters by describing why.  
  
 Second, understand the potential benefits of succeeding  

Articulate - with the team - how the future is better if the solution is achieved. 
Beyond describing the better future, it’s about connecting the work ahead as the 
way to that better future. It’s important for all involved in the work to see a direct 
connection between their effort and the desired outcome. The stronger the 
connection, the more likely people will lend their better energies to the hard work. 
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Third, describe the potential consequences of failing  

Articulate the potential consequences of failing. You do this by specifically 
addressing this question: What could happen if the team fails? This question is not 
intended to pre-punish people. It’s intended to raise the stakes and the energy of 
the team. Ingenious teams talk about failure not to produce anxiety; they talk about 
possible failure to inspire their best action toward the solution.
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Name It: Brand your solutions/Mind your words 

Naming is first about branding your “in-process solutions.” Not every challenge or 
solution needs a name. However, when ingenious teams are working on high-stakes 
solutions (projects or initiatives), they name them. Here’s what a name produces. 
Names: 

• Create identity (the solution is an “entity” not a diffuse set of actions) 
• Create ownership (the solution belongs to the team, increasing commitment) 
• Create investment (the solution matters and requires the team’s best energies) 

Naming important work is not a new idea. However, there is a way to name work that  
can actually increase the energy of ingenuity. When it’s time to name “in-process  
solutions,” create a name that reveals both the realistic work and optimistic future  
ahead. The name needs to convey both ideas. 
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Deeper Dive: More On Naming 

In 2016, the Boston Red Sox named their spring training, “Train to Reign.” Notice 
how the name shows the realistic work ahead (train) and the desired future (reign 
– as in, win the world series). That’s the balance you want to strike when you name 
a solution or project you’re pursuing.  

Mind Your Words and Conversations as You Work 

Ingenious teams don’t just create catchy names for in-process solutions. They also 
mind their conversations because they know how powerful (energizing or de-
energizing) words can be. Naming then, is also about the way a team talks as they 
work the solution. Words can create or deflate energy. And energy is needed for 
ingenuity to thrive.  

Ingenious teams commit to use language and have conversations that strike a 
balance between the same two dynamics important to naming.  

Words and conversations of ingenious teams are:   

Realistic:  
  

They have appropriate conversations about difficulties without turning 
those conversations into unproductive complaining
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Optimistic: 

 Their conversations remain solution- and future-oriented even when we are  
 productively complaining  

Ingenuity-rich teams commit to keep words and conversation both realistic and 
optimistic. When words and conversations become toxic,                                               

it reduces the possibility of high-performance.  
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