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The ‘Ahead Of The Parade’ Sweet-Spot   
(Or: Tackling The Integrity-Money Success Contradiction) 

  
 

 
Noted futurologist and author John Naisbitt is famously quoted as advising innovators 
‘don’t get so far ahead of the parade, no-one knows you’re in the parade any more’. The 
implication of the quote and the evidence of things and people that are ‘successful’ is that 
there is some kind of ahead-of-the-parade sweet spot. Get too far ahead of this parade – 
like Vincent Van Gogh – and you end up a penniless suicide; not far enough ahead and 
you end up penniless and anonymous. Figure 1 tries to show what the sweet-spot looks 
like: 
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Figure 1: The ‘Ahead-Of-The-Parade’ Sweet-Spot in Art 

 

Although ‘income generated’ may well not be the best way to measure success, whatever 
we choose to include in the vertical axis on the picture, the same basic idea of an 
‘optimum’ point applies. 
 

Rarely do artists manage to hit the sweet-spot. Andy Warhol was probably the one who 
managed to get closest; making a lot of money while still maintaining a high level of public 
integrity. Others have come close. Scottish artist, Jack Vetriano makes a lot of money, but 
has rarely had the support of art critics because he is damned with a ‘popularist’ label. He 
probably isn’t quite far enough ahead of the parade. Damien Hurst, on the other hand, has 
lots of artistic credibility, but again fails to scale Warholian heights of success because he 
is slightly too far ahead of the parade for many people. 
 

We see this kind of ‘sweet-spot’ in all sorts of other areas. Reference 1 talked about the 
relative success of innovations created using the merging principle. Distance ahead of the 
parade in these scenarios is about the ‘obvious’ness of the merger. Make the merger too 
obvious – attach a towel to a golf-club head cover - and you’re more likely to win our worst 
invention of 2008 award. Make it too obscure – a plant-pot with an iPod – and people are 
just likely to react with a puzzled ‘huh?’ Either way, you’re not going to be smoking Cuban 
cigars and driving around in a Rolls-Royce. 
 

Eagle-eyed readers may have spotted one of our danger words in this introduction. 
‘Optimum’. We know from elsewhere that ‘optimum’ is a good indication that we failed to 
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resolve a contradiction. The implication being that when we allow ourselves to talk about 
an ‘ahead of the parade’ sweet-spot we are likewise missing an opportunity. Specifically a 
contradiction-resolution opportunity. 
 

Figure 2 shows what the art problem might look like when plotted on our conflict/ 
contradiction template: 
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Figure 2: The Art-Related ‘Ahead-Of-The-Parade’ Sweet-Spot Contradiction 

 
This is a tough one since no-one has really solved this set of contradictions before. 
Unless, perhaps you count the ‘Gang of 3’ philosophers of ancient Greece, Leonardo 
daVinci or the rare few historical figures that managed to be successful by finding an 
appropriate patron. Lest there is a vague danger here of building up hopes that we are 
going to suggest possible solutions here, alas we are not. Rather, the point is being 
vigilant enough to be able to identify these ‘next’ contradictions. 
 

The follow-on point is recognizing, once these contradiction are found, that even though 
no-one might have solved the specific situation before, someone, somewhere has solved 
a similar problem. Those with a Leonardo streak in them might care to explore Figure 3 a 
little deeper than we have thus far. All we’ve done is made an attempt to map the sweet-
spot problem onto the Business Matrix: 
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Figure 3: Mapping The Sweet-Spot Contradiction Onto The Matrix 
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Were we of a betting mindset, our guess is that the contradiction will best be solved by 
(Inventive Principles 7 or 36), some kind of a jump to a different hierarchical level. In the 
meantime, we’re open to your suggestions. 
  
 
Reference 
 

Mann, D.L., ‘Not Getting Too Far Ahead Of The Parade’, ‘Business’ Magazine, Jordan, 
February 2008.  
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The Wisdom Of Individual Versus Crowd 
 

 
As observed in the previous article, we know that in any either/or, a-versus-b situation the 
‘right’ answer is never one of the two options. Good answers come from both/and solution 
strategies. So we know that any debate over individual-versus-crowd is already flawed 
because it starts from the wrong question. We already know, in other words, that the 
answer is ‘both’. Or neither. This article is about the me-we contradiction as it relates to 
the subject of increasing our chances of adopting the right choice and doing the right thing 
at the right time. 
 

The subject seems to be relevant at the moment in light of increasing amounts of 
discussion about Web 2.0 and the whole idea of massive two-way dialogue between 
supplier and customer in the design process. The whole Open Innovation initiative is in 
effect a call for companies to tap into the ‘wisdom of the world’. Likewise, there has 
recently been a whole slew of ‘wisdom of the crowd’ books.   
 

What we know about contradictions is one of the simplest ways to resolve them is to 
somehow separate the different conditions. Can we resolve the me-we wisdom 
contradiction by separating in time, space, or on condition? Well, we could, of course, use 
space – for example geography or different buildings – to resolve the problem. Some 
organizations indeed seem to adopt this approach when they choose to separate their 
maverick, ‘wisdom of the individual’ R&D folk into Skunk Work type operations. Here, the 
few are expected to generate the next-generation product breakthroughs. 
 

Separation in time would be a second possible strategy. In effect the current wave of 
‘wisdom of the crowd’/Open Innovation literature is a signal that today is a time when the 
crowd very definitely beats the individual.   
 

But is that really true? Is the world we live in at a stage where it is right that the crowd 
decides? Or do we need other strategies for resolving the me-we contradiction? 
 

To our mind separating the contradiction ‘on condition’ seems like a much more powerful 
strategy than either time or space. Listening to individuals seems to be the wiser choice 
under some situations; listening to the crowd seems to be the better option in others. 
 

So what might those situations be? 
 

A high profile illustration of crowd wisdom can be found in the popular media in the form of 
the Who Wants To Be A Millionaire TV franchise. Every contestant on the programme is 
given a number of lifelines, one of which is ‘ask the audience’ – Figure 1. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: The Wisdom Of The Audience  
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Asking the audience is by far and away the safest way for a contestant to pass from one 
round of the competition to the next.  
 

Prevailing logic in and around the Marketing community also tends to adopt the wisdom of 
the crowd in determining which new products to launch. The fact that over 90% of 
attempted innovations fail even after this kind of crowd input data has been collected, 
however, might appear to suggest that the crowd in this kind of situation is not nearly so 
wise as it was on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire. Nevertheless, the industry ‘common 
sense’ says that this is the best approach. Who – in their right mind – would dare to go to 
their boss and say they were planning to launch a new product without asking what 
customers thought about it first?  
 

Here’s then is another scenario in which we propose that the wisdom of the crowd would 
not work. Despite what the crowd might think. Perhaps the ultimate in ‘crowd mentality’ are 
the spectators at a football match (as in proper – round ball – football). Unless you’re 
watching a particularly cerebral Bundesliga game, the action is usually a continuous and 
free-flowing with twenty-two players on the field each trying to outwit his counterparts. 
Then you have thousands of spectators in the stands thinking or shouting out exhortations 
and instructions of varying degrees of usefulness – Figure 2. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: The Wisdom Of The Football Crowd  

 
Now imagine that we could somehow tap into all of that wonderful advice and knowledge 
and somehow integrate it – like the voting system on ‘Ask The Audience’ – in order to 
inform the players what they should do next. Do you think this integrated wisdom would 
give one team an advantage over another one? Would the home team tapping in to their 
50,000 fans inevitably win over the visitors and their token 1000 fans? 
 

We suspect the answer to this question is that this situation is much more like the 
customer survey than Who Wants To Be A Millionaire. Only worse. The majority view here 
would in all likelihood not be helpful at all. 
 

In pondering why this might be, and the differences between a football match (or new 
product launch) and Ask The Audience, it very quickly becomes possible to identify a host 
of potentially important differences: 
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Situations Where 
Crowd Wisdom 

Wins 

Situations Where 
Individual Wisdom 

Wins 
* dealing with objective fact 
* difficult or complicated tasks/questions 
* static/unchanging 
* well-structured problems 

* subjective reality 
* complex tasks/questions 
* dynamic  
* ill-defined problems  

 
In the hypothetical football match situation, the crowd mentality would probably be a useful 
contributor to fairly static and stable things like team discipline. Discipline is a necessary 
but very definitely insufficient condition for winning football matches. Matches are won or 
lost in an instant – a flash of genius for example or a momentary lapse in individual 
concentration – and both are fundamentally nothing to do with crowds. Likewise, the 
football ‘problem’ is extremely complex and ill-defined. At any given moment in the game, 
exactly what question would you want the crowd to answer? By the time a question is able 
to be formulated, the situation has already changed, the action has moved on and the 
question is no longer the right one. 

 

Market research seems to bear more of the characteristics of this scenario than it does 
‘Ask The Audience’. Even apparently objective market research questions like ‘would you 
buy this product if it cost $x’ very often lead to companies making some pretty poor calls 
when it comes to launching new products. Answers will be collated and acted upon, but 
still the new product will fail 90% of the time. While a product category might in itself be 
fairly stable, any perturbation a new product might introduce immediately puts researchers 
into the situation of watching a David Beckham free-kick. In theory, we know where to 
place the defenders and goalkeeper to keep the ball out of the net, but in practice, he’s 
going to score a goal almost as often as not. The issue in both situations is that we have 
left the world of ‘complicated’ and entered the world of ‘complexity’. Crowds are not good 
at dealing with complexity. In-the-moment flashes of inspiration from a talented individual 
is far more likely to win in such situations. Ask Beckham. Or Steve Jobs. Then ask how 
much market research Apple does. 
 

When thinking about what skills they require for their next innovation project, companies 
would do well to think about which side of the me-we fence their situation rests. Only by 
knowing the answer to that question can they possibly know how best to proceed. 
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Humour –  Lenin & Inventive Principle 31 
 
 
 
Anyone visiting St Petersburg will have difficulty missing the impressive statue of Lenin  
outside the Finland railway station: 
 

 
 

Alas, the bronze statue was badly damaged earlier this year, when an unknown wit – 
although obviously an Inventive Principle 31 aficionado – detonated a small charge that 
blast blew a hole in Lenin’s coat. Or was there another cause? You decide: 

 

 

Careful with that cabbage soup, Vladimir!
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Patent of the Month – Self-Healing Concrete 
 
 

 

Here’s one we’ve been watching for a while. The patent  - US7572501 – was  finally 
granted in August 11 to inventors at the University of Michigan. 
 

The phenomenon of self-healing in concrete has been known for many years. It has been 
observed that some cracks in old concrete structures are lined with white crystalline 
material suggesting the ability of concrete to seal the cracks with chemical products by 
itself, perhaps with the aid of rainwater and carbon dioxide in air. Later, a number of 
researchers in the study of water flow through cracked concrete under a hydraulic 
gradient, noted a gradual reduction of permeability over time, again suggesting the ability 
of the cracked concrete to self-seal itself and slow the rate of water flow. The main cause 
of self-sealing was attributed to the formation of calcium carbonate, a result of reaction 
between unhydrated cement and carbon dioxide dissolved in water. Thus, under limited 
conditions, the phenomenon of self-sealing in concrete is well established. Self-sealing is 
important to watertight structures and to prolonging service life of infrastructure. 
 

In the words of their recent press release, a handful of drizzly days would be enough to 
mend a damaged bridge made of their new self-healing concrete. Self-healing is possible 
because the material is designed to bend and crack in narrow hairlines rather than break 
and split in wide gaps like traditional concrete. “It’s like if you get a small cut on your hand, 
your body can heal itself,” said Victor Li, a professor of materials science and engineering 
at the university. “But if you have a large wound, your body needs help. You might need 
stitches. We’ve created a material with such tiny crack widths that it takes care of the 
healing by itself.” 
 

First-named inventor, Li and his team have been working for the past 15 years on a 
bendable, engineered cement composite, or ECC. In his new recipe, extra-dry cement in 
the concrete on the crack surfaces can react with water and carbon dioxide to heal and 
form a thin white scar of calcium carbonate—a strong compound found naturally in 
seashells. 
 

By reversing the typical deterioration process, the concrete could reduce the cost and 
environmental impacts of making new structures, Li said. And repairs would last longer. 
The American Society of Civil Engineers recently gave the country’s roads, bridges, water 
systems and other infrastructure a “D” grade for health. The federal stimulus package 
includes more than $100 billion for public works projects. 
 

In the lab, self-healed specimens recovered most if not all of their original strength after 
researchers subjected them to a 3 percent strain—enough to severely deform metal or 
catastrophically fracture traditional concrete. Traditional concrete fractures and can’t carry 
a load at .01 percent strain. “When we load it again after it heals, it behaves just like new, 
with practically the same stiffness and strength,” Li said. 



Subscription 0080:  
 

2009, DLMann, all rights reserved 
 

Traditional concrete is considered a ceramic. Brittle and rigid, it can suffer catastrophic 
failure when strained in an earthquake or by routine overuse, Li said. More flexible than 
traditional concrete, ECC acts more like metal than glass. Studded with specially-coated 
reinforcing fibers that hold it together, ECC bends without breaking and remains intact and 
safe to use at tensile strains up to 5 percent. 
 

Today, builders reinforce concrete structures with steel bars to keep cracks as small as 
possible. But they’re not small enough to heal, so water and de-icing salts can penetrate 
to the steel, causing corrosion that further weakens the structure. Li’s self-healing concrete 
needs no steel reinforcement to keep crack width tight, which eliminates corrosion. 
 

 “Our hope is that when we rebuild our roads and bridges, we do it right, so that this 
transportation infrastructure does not have to undergo the expensive repair and rebuilding 
process again in another 5 to 10 years,” Li said. “Also, rebuilding with self-healing, 
bendable concrete would allow a more-harmonious relationship between the built and 
natural environments by reducing the energy and carbon footprints of these 
infrastructures.” 
 

Getting to the essence of the invention takes a little bit of unraveling. We used our Why-
What’s Stopping template to help understand the different hierarchical levels of the 
problem: 
 

improve strength/
durability of concrete

make self-healing work

inability to make self-healing
properties work effectively

Original Problem(start here)

Narrower Problem

What’s stopping me 
solving this problem?
What else?

lack of consistency
in material structure

inability to keep crack-width
below 150microns

Narrower Problem

 

Since self-healing was already known, the inventors were forced to work on the problem at 
the bottom level of this hierarchy. As revealed by the invention disclosure, ‘self-healing’ 
works only if the crack width can be tightly constrained. Unfortunately, the traditional ways 
of solving the problem – use of rebar, etc – has been unable to provide sufficient 
consistency. I.e. the rebar is in some places but not in others. 

Having identified this contradiction, the Matrix quickly reveal how others have solved 
similar problems in the past: 
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And here’s how Li and team were able to resolve the problem: 
 
What is claimed is: 
1. A self-healing fiber-reinforced cementitious composite comprising: a cementitious matrix; and a 
plurality of discontinuous short fibers having a volume fraction from about 1% to about 4%, said 
plurality of discontinuous short fibers being generally uniformly-distributed within said cementitious 
matrix, said plurality of discontinuous short fibers maintaining a persistent self-controlled crack 
width below 150 .mu.m, wherein said composite exhibiting strain-hardening behavior under 
tension with at least 1% strain capacity, said composite having compressive strength in excess of 
20 MPa, and said composite self-sealing said persistent self-controlled crack in a variety of 
environmental conditions. 

 
The best way of looking at this solution is to see that what the short fibers do is to replace 
the rebar. The problem solving fibers, in other words, are a highly segmented version of 
the rebar. 
 

All in all, a solution that ultimately has the smack of obviousness common to all 
breakthrough solution. And it only took 15 years to get it right. Most of which, we suspect 
was digging deep enough into the problem to work out what the real problem was. 
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Best of the Month – The Failure Of Risk Management 
 
 
 
It was November 2007 when we featured Dennis Hubbard’s debut book ‘How To Measure 
Anything’ in this spot. This month, our best of the month award goes to his follow-up, ‘The 
Failure Of Risk Management’. A bit like happens with a lot of rock bands, their second 
album is rarely as good as their debut. The problem is they had a whole lifetime to write 
the songs for that one, and then only a few months to write its successor. So, The Failure 
Of Risk Management isn’t as earth shatteringly good as its predecessor, but then again it 
is still several furlongs better than anything else that crossed our desk in the last month.  
 

 
 
The book is divided into three main sections – the first ‘an introduction to the crisis’, the 
second a diatribe against the risk professionals of the world, and the third a kind of recipe 
for what needs to be done to fix the problems Hubbard declares the experts to have left in 
their wake. Of the three, the third is probably the weakest, if only because the main 
remedy seems to be to read Hubbard’s first book. The first two, though are the ones that 
justify the price of admission to the second. Hubbard’s hard-to-argue-with thesis is that 
just about the whole of the risk management profession is dysfunctional – doing the wrong 
things, using the wrong techniques and making the wrong assumptions at every turn. The 
evidence of the current financial crisis and recent business failures would appear to justify 
Hubbard’s words too. Everyone – perhaps most notably Mr Black Swan, Nicholas Taleb – 
comes in for some pretty stern criticism. If not always totally convincing, at the very least, 
quite funny.  
 

On top of that, the book has more than its fair share of useful and usable insights into the 
mistakes and misunderstandings found in each of the main branches of the profession. 
Many lay-people are now aware that the use of normal curves can give serious under-
estimations of the frequency of ‘black swan’ events; Hubbard is the first to give a sensible 
root-cause explanation of why. And also when it is appropriate to use normal curves 
versus when a power law relationship is the right thing to use when examining events out 
at the far reaches of the so-called long tail. 
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All in all, those interested in the risk management subject over the more general debut 
book on measurement, could well get away with purchasing just the new book. This is 
because, the main thesis of the measurement book – that people need to calibrate 
themselves before they can know how well they are able to interpret data – is described in 
sufficient detail in the new book that the first one isn’t an essential complement. That said, 
the debut is the more rounded and coherent of the two on balance for those less 
interested in risk. Too often The Failure Of Risk Management veers into ‘rant’ territory, 
which, though witty, leaves more than a flavor that here is an author with something of a 
chip on his shoulder along the lines ‘why is Taleb a 50K a day consultant when he’s an 
idiot, and I’m not’. The book would have been a better book without it. In the same way 
that it would have benefited from sticking to Hubbard’s initial plan of writing something with 
50,000 words rather than the 80,000 we ended up with. 
 

All that said, this is still a compelling if not essential book on a really important subject. A 
subject, we suspect, that will only increase in importance as our current recessionary 
times veer deeper into Depression. Better risk management won’t – and wouldn’t have – 
prevented the situation the world is currently in from happening, but it will sure help 
companies caught in the recession to stand a far better chance of surviving it. 
 

 

 
www.hubbardresearch.com 
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Conference Report –  ISMTech09 Insurance Technology Conference  
 

 
 

Well, something of a strange experience for us, but an enjoyable experience nevertheless, 
we were invited to keynote at an inaugural conference for the insurance industry in Asia. 
In all, the two day event attracted over 200 delegates and 14 speakers:  
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If the two words ‘insurance’ and ‘innovation’ don’t appear to go together in your mind, your 
instincts are pretty much spot on. Add in the third word ‘Asia’ and you start to begin to 
appreciate why we were asked to talk on the subject of ‘simple’ innovations. To a large 
extent, the insurance industry in the region has done very little in terms of innovation since 
their emergence. Not in the products or services they offer; not in the way they advertise; 
and not in the way they design the business. Even in the domain of IT technology, the 
industry appears to be some considerable way behind the curve plotted by the rest of the 
industrial world.  
 

When Dr Steve Hodgkinson took the stage and started talking about Web2.0, a look at the 
faces of the audience – mainly C-level executives from the industry – would have been no 
different had the subject been quantum optics. This was definitely an audience that wasn’t 
going to be dragged out of their Web 0.3 box willingly. 
 

On some levels, I guess this reluctance to innovate is understandable. This is a group of 
people, after all that spends their time managing risk. Low risk and high innovation tend 
not to make good bedfellows. Even if the innovation is systematic.  
 

A hint of the problems this blinkered attitude to life can bring, however, came when I 
showed some demographic data for various Asian countries and everyone thought that I’d 
performed some act of black magic, rather than a thirty second Google search. When I 
then showed how to use the demographic data to trigger thoughts about possible new 
innovations, it seemed like I might as well have been speaking to the inhabitants of 
another planet. A planet that didn’t speak English or understand the concept of insurance. 
 

The fastest growing insurer in the UK, I said, is a supermarket chain. ‘Do you think that 
something like that could happen here?’ I asked. No response. Except someone came up 
to me at a break later in the day and asked if I had the contact details for anyone in the HR 
department at the supermarket.  
 

In my most upbeat moments, I think there is an enormous opportunity for someone to 
really make a difference in this industry. When reality kicks in, I think that I should be 
knocking on the door of non-insurance companies if any of the possibilities are ever going 
to come to pass. Dear Tesco….
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Investments –  Printable Battery 
 
 

For a long time, batteries were bulky and heavy. Now, a new cutting-edge battery is 
revolutionizing the field. It is thinner than a millimeter, lighter than a gram, and can be 
produced cost-effectively through a printing process. 

 

In the past, it was necessary to race to the bank for every money transfer and every bank 
statement. Today, bank transactions can be easily carried out at home. Now where is that 
piece of paper again with the TAN numbers? In the future you can spare yourself the 
search for the number. Simply touch your EC card and a small integrated display shows 
the TAN number to be used. Just type in the number and off you go. This scenario is 
made possible by the printable battery in question. It was developed by a research team 
led by Prof. Dr. Reinhard Baumann of the Fraunhofer Research Institution for Electronic 
Nano Systems ENAS in Chemnitz together with colleagues from TU Chemnitz and 
Menippos GmbH. “Our goal is to be able to mass produce the batteries at a price of single 
digit cent range each,” states Dr. Andreas Willert, group manager at ENAS.  
 

The characteristics of the battery differ significantly from those of conventional batteries. 
The printable version weighs less than one gram on the scales, is not even one millimeter 
thick and can therefore be integrated into bank cards, for example. The battery contains 
no mercury and is in this respect environmentally friendly. Its voltage is 1.5 V, which lies 
within the normal range. By placing several batteries in a row, higher voltages can also be 
achieved. The new type of battery is composed of different layers: a zinc anode and a 
manganese cathode, among others. Zinc and manganese react with one another and 
produce electricity. However, the anode and the cathode layer dissipate gradually during 
this chemical process. Therefore, the battery is suitable for applications which have a 
limited life span or a limited power requirement, for instance greeting cards. 
 

The batteries are printed using a silk-screen printing method similar to that used for t-shirts 
and signs. A kind of rubber lip presses the printing paste through a screen onto the 
substrate. A template covers the areas that are not to be printed on. Through this process 
it is possible to apply comparatively large quantities of printing paste, and the individual 
layers are slightly thicker than a hair. The researchers have already produced the batteries 
on a laboratory scale. At the end of this year, the first products could possibly be on the 
market. 
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Generational Cycles –  Median Age At First Marriage   
 
 
In any complex system, everything affects and is affected by everything else. Or at least 
has the potential to be. Discriminating between causation and correlation in such systems 
is often very difficult. A good example comes from statistics relating to the age at which 
couples get married. The following figure is a 46 year snapshot of male and female 
marriage ages in the US. 
 

 
 

Looking at this data back in 1996 when it was plotted and one would be forgiven for 
thinking that a long-term trend towards increasing marriage age was happening. 
Extrapolating to 2008 from this picture, and we might anticipate that the median male and 
female first marriage age should by now have hit over 29 and 27 respectively.  
 

The actual figures for 2008 were 27.4 and 25.6 respectively. Certainly some kind of a rise 
on the 1996 numbers, but nothing like the rise that an extrapolation from the historical data 
would have suggested. While marriage age seems to be correlated with calendar year, it 
is far from clear that we can extract a sensible causal link. 
 

To help understand what might be happening it is worth thinking about the year in which 
the upslope in the male and female graphs begins. For men it seems to be around 1973; 
for women a little earlier at around 1970. The potential significance of these dates is that 
they represent the year in which the first of the Baby Boomer generation reached the 
median first marriage age. The slope, in other words, might indicate some kind of 
generational effect. 
 

We can test this hypothesis further by looking at a bigger slice of history. The next figure 
extends the timeframe back over a hundred years.  
 

PROPHETARTISTHERONOMAD
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What this picture immediately reveals is that the high current median age for both sexes is 
not unusual at all in historical terms.  
 

According to Strauss & Howe, things like gender difference, child-rearing age and 
marriage age tend to go through cycles every two generations. Marriage ages tend to rise 
and peak during periods when Prophets and Nomads (Boomers and Generation X) are 
getting married, and then fall and hit a minimum when Heroes and Artists are getting 
married. In no small part – everything affects everything else, remember – this is very 
likely to have something to do with the prevailing economic and social conditions. During 
so-called ‘crisis’ periods (like the one we are just in the early stages of) couples tend to get 
together earlier because it is cheaper, easier and gives more security for two people to live 
together than separately. 
  

Time will tell whether we are right, but our prediction is that the next 20 years or so will 
show another period in which couples start to get hitched younger than they are currently. 
If this happens, it will have a follow-on causal link on various other markets such as starter 
homes, white goods, cars, and baby goods. We know where we’re putting our money. 
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Biology –  Elephant Foot 
 
 

 
 
The uniquely designed limbs of the African elephant, Loxodonta Africana, support the 
weight of the largest remaining terrestrial animal. In addition to having to carry some of the 
highest static and dynamic loads in the animal world, the elephant foot is also required to 
do its job on a wide variety of different terrains.  
 

In simple terms, the two main challenges are, firstly, the issue of static loading – the 
elephant needs to keep stresses within certain threshold limits, while at the same time 
having to carry the weight load and be constrained within a certain physical area. Then, 
secondly, that area needs to be maintained irrespective of the roughness of the terrain 
upon which the foot might be placed. Here’s what those two conflicts look like when 
mapped onto the Matrix: 
 

 
 

The elephant solves the problem by essentially standing on tip-toes (Principle 17, Another 
Dimension) and then having large subcutaneous cushions capable of both absorbing load 
and changing shape to suit local conditions (Principle 15, Dynamics and Principle 35, 
Parameter Changes – increase flexibility – and Principle 29, Fluid): 
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In addition to acting as shock absorbers and load spreaders, the pads also seem to 
perform a useful energy recovery function – acting in effect as springs. 
 

As if to emphasise the Principle 40, Composite Materials, side of the contradiction story, 
when dissected, according to Weissengruber et al’s excellent Journal of Anatomy paper, 
‘The structure of the cushions in the feet of African Elephants’, “the cushions consist of 
sheets or strands of fibrous connective tissue forming larger metacarpal/metatarsal and 
digital compartments and smaller chambers which are filled with adipose tissue. The 
compartments are situated between tarsal, metatarsal, metacarpal bones, proximal 
phalanges or other structures of the locomotor apparatus covering the bones 
palmarly/plantarly and the thick sole skin. Within the cushions, collagen, reticulin and 
elastic fibres are found. In the main parts, vascular supply is good and numerous nerves 
course within the entire cushion. Vater–Pacinian corpuscles are embedded within the 
collagenous tissue of the cushions and within the dermis”. 
 

Here’s what they found: 
 

 
 
 
All in all, the elephant provides another nice example an extreme situation giving rise to 
good conflict resolution strategies. Someone, somewhere already solved the more 
extreme version of your problem. 
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Short Thort 
 
 
 

In a continuous innovation world…. 
 
 

“Never do things others can do and will do 
if there are things others cannot do or will not do.” 

Amelia Earhart. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

News 
 
 
Sustainable Innovation 
Our paper for the big European sustainability event, the un-cunningly titled ‘Sustainable 
Innovation Case Studies From India, China and SE Asia And Their Role In Defining 
‘Management 2.0’ has finally been accepted, and will now be presented at the conference, 
to be held in Farnham, Surrey towards the end of October. 
 
 

Whispered Voices 
We will be giving a 1-day version of the new Whispered Voices workshop – with copies of 
the new TrenDNA book! – on 5 October. The event will be hosted by the Royal Mail at 
their Coton House innovation centre near Rugby. Details on the website diary page… 
 
 

More Whispered Voices  
…where you’ll also find details of a three day version of the same workshop, also with 
book, to be given in Denmark in mid-November. 
 
 

DTU 
We’ll also be back in Denmark at the end of November to give a one-day seminar to the 
Executive MBA students at the Technical University in Copenhagen. 
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IIT 
After a year-long hiatus, it looks like we will be back at the Indian Institute of Technology in 
Mumbai for a public workshop in December. As ever, we will be co-hosting with our good 
friend and long-term innovation partner, Professor Prakash Apte. 
 
 

A Readable ‘Business Novel’? 
If anyone ever wrote a business novel – think Eli Goldratt’s ‘The Goal’ – that wasn’t a 
steaming pile of horse-droppings from a literary standpoint, we have yet to find it. Except, 
the other week, it feels like we did. To the extent that we’re thinking about printing a limited 
run of copies to test whether we’re going mad or not. The (trite and generally rubbish) 
Goal has sold over two million copies. We’re thinking of starting more modestly with a 
couple of hundred. Watch this space. 
 
 

New Projects 
This month’s new projects from around the Network: 

Oil/gas – patent bullet-proofing 
Government – research strategy and investment appraisal 
Telecoms – IP valuation 
FMCG – NPD 
IT – algorithm design 

 
 


