A MORE BEAUTIFUL QUESTION
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Why do smart Businesspeople screw up?

Why are we in business? (And by the way—what business
are we really in?)
[

What if our company didn't exist?

What if we could become a cause and not just a company?
How can we make a better experiment?

Iif we brainstorm In questions, will lightning strike?

will anyone follow a leader who embraces uncertainty?
Should mission statements be mission questions?

How might we create a culture of inguiry?

Why do smart businesspeople screw up?

Clayton Christensen is today considered one of the foremost
experts on business innovation. A veteran professor at the Harvard
Business School, Christensen introduced the term disruprive inno-
varion into the business lexicon two decades ago, and it has become
hoth a cliché and a driving force in business eversince. His ideas
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have been embraced by che likes of Intel leader Andy Grove and
Apple cofounder Steve Jobs.

Butback in che late 19905, Christensen was a relatively unknown
professor with a question he couldn’t shake—a Why question that
sprang from a phenomenon thar was happening more and more in
business and didn’e make sense to Christensen. He saw that a
number of successful, market-leading companies in the tech sector
and other industries were getting blindsided by newcomers offer-
ing products or services that may not have been as good, buc were
simpler, more convenient, and more affordable. Fven more
puzzling, the companies suffering these sudden reversals of forrune
seemed to be doing all the right things: serving cheir customers
better, improving their products, increasing their profit margins.
“They were doing exactly what they were taught in business
school,” Christensen says.

Christensen wondered, in particular, why che established busi-
ness leaders weren't able o respond to these challenges. “For me, it
always stares with a question,” Christensen told me. I knew the
failure could not be attributed to managers’ being stupid. So I
framed the question as Why are the smartest people in the world
having this problem? Just chinking of it that way made me look in
different places.”

Whac Christensen discovered was chat while most of the compa-
nies getring in trouble were focused on innovation that aimed to
make good products even becter, the real potencial for break-
through innovation -was at the low end of the market—this was
true in business offerings char ranged from disk drives to automo-
biles. In an increasingly technical markecplace, if you could take a
product that was expensive, complex, and exclusive and make it
affordable and accessible, you could open up a mass market and
change the game—toppling the established leaders. But why were
only the newcomers seizing this opportunity? Why werer’t the
established leaders, witch all their know-how and resources, able to
dominate the low end of the market as well as che high end?

Christensen came to see this as a dilemma: To pursue disruptive
inngvation at the low end, companies would have to move away
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from all they had worked so hard to build. As Christensen purs it,
they faced this deceptively tricky question: Should we make better
products thas we can sell for higher profits 1o our best customers—or
make wosse products that none of vur customers would buy, and tha
would ruin our margins?

If you were a smart business leader, you naturally opted for the
former. And in making that seemingly logical choice, you sealed
your cormpany’s fate.

After Christensen published his theory in the besselling book
The Innovaror’s Dilemma, the idea of focusing on “disruptive inno-
vation” at the low end of markets became standard business
practice, particularly in Silicon Valley, where Christensen’s book
was, for a time, a kind of innovator’s bible. While it’s a testament
to Christensen’s keen questioning ability that he was able to find
and pursue the Whys and What Ifs that led to his discovery, never-
theless one can’t help wondering:

Why didn't others—particularly the smart people running those
companies he studied—ssee the “innovator’s dilemma” themselves?

Why did it rake a business professor 1o point out what was w&.ah on
in their busineses, their industries, under their own noses! Why
weren's they asking the questions Christensen was asking?

CHRISTENSEN Has a theory on this, as well: They hadn’c been
trained to question. In business school these furure chief execu-
tives were armed with management theory that was perfectly
serviceable and sensible—up to the point at which the world
changed and the old theory failed. When that poinr was reached,
most leaders weren’t able to step back and ask:

Why isn't this working anymore?

Whar if the business market is now upside-down—and the bottom
bas risen to the top? And if that’s the case . . .

How should my business respond 1o this new reality? How do we
rewrite the old theories?

Today, while market conditions and challenges have become
even more complex, uncertain, and subject to radical disruption
across industries, Christensen feels that businéss leaders, for the
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most pare, still aren’t asking enough questions, and especially the
right kinds of questions.

Keith Yamashita, a longtime consultant to top companies such
as IBM and Coca-Cola, observes that in the business world at
large “we’re coming off a twenty-five-year posteighties period of
efficiency, efficiency, efficiency. I think the unintended conse-
quence of that entire efficiency era is that people diminished
their questions to very small-minded ones. In this quest for incre-
mental improvement, it became all about asking, How can we
save a little bit of money, make it a little move efficient, where can
we cut costs?”

Bur Yamashita says the era of “small-minded questions” is
ending. “Company leaders are realizing that if they're only asking
the small questions, it’s not going to advance their agenda, their
position, or their brands. [n order to innovate now, they have to
ask more expansive questions.”

What Yamashita is talking about is an evolution in business
questions themselves. The old, closed questions (How many? How
much? How fase?) still mateer on a practical level, but increasingly
businesses must tackle more sophisticated open questions (Why?
What if? How?) to thrive in an environment that demgnds a clearer
sense of purpose, a vision for the future, and an appetite for change.

This affeces new companies as much as che escablished ones.
Seart-ups have always had to ask rough questions about their reason
for being (Why does the world need another company? Why should
anyone care abour us? How in the world are we going to break
through?), and that’s truer than ever in 2 market now crowded with
NCEWCOMCrs.

Bur escablished companies in old-line industries may need ques-
tioning even more. Many are dealing with new threats and volatile
changes thar are suddenly calling into question why they’re needed,
what they do, and how they do it. Small wondet, then, that for top
business consultants such as Dev Patnaik of Jump Associates
“questioning is now the number one thing I spend my time on
with clients.”
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IT’s NOT EASY to bring questioning to companies; most of them
weren’t built for it. American businesses in particular, and many
major post=World War II European companies, “were designed
on a military model thar came out of the war, built by people
who'd been through that war, and the businesses were organized
around that mind-set,” Patnaik says, Central to that was che idea
of a formal hierarchy and chain of command that didn’t leave
much room for calling into question the accepted practices and
procedures.

That old model doesn’t lend itself particularly well to a business
market that favors speed, flexibilicy, and collaborative inquiry. But
changing that established business model—specifically, to allow
for more questioning—requires difficult shifts in ingrained poli-
cies and approaches. For example, Eric Ries, the pioneer of the
Lean Startup movement, which teaches entteprencurs and other
companies _.BE to adopt more agile, flexible approaches, points out
that an incentive system has been built through the years w0
encourage answers, not questions. “The industrial economy was all
about knowing the answer and expressing confidence,” Ries said.
“If you did your homework, you were supposed to know. If you
had unanswered questions, that meant you did a bad job and
wouldn’c get rewarded.”

Another challenge is that while rapid change makes it necessary
for businesses to question more, it also causes businesspeople w
feel as if they don’t have time to question what they’re doing. Tony
Wagner, the Harvard education expert who has studied the role of
questioning in business, notes, “The pressure en short-term results
tends to drive questioning out of the equation.”

For those inclined to question, the difficulty may be in knowing
what to ask. “With all the uncertainty our there,” Patnaik says,
“organizations don'’t even know what they don’t know.” Figuring
out the questions that are most critical for 2 particular company to
consider; given current challenges and marker conditions, may be
the first order of business. While the key questions vary depending
on the individual business, a good place to start is at the most
fundamental level—with questions of purpose. -
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Why are we in business? (And by the way—what
business are we really in?)

Almost every company would acknowledge that it is in busingss to
make money so that it can szgy in business. But most companies, if
you trace their origins, were started for more complex reasons than
thar. Many of the companies featured in this book—Paragonia,
W. L. Gore, Nike, Airtbnb, Panera, Netflix—started out on a quest
o fll an unmet need, to make some aspect of our lives a bit easier,
more convenient, more enjoyable. Most good companies are born
trying to answer a question and solve a problem, which provides an
eatly sense of purpose.

But that motivating principle gets buried over time. Asking
Why questions can help to unearth it. (And if, after being dug up,
that sense of purpose needs to be revitalized, freshened up, and
made relevant again, questioning can help with that, too.)

There are different ways of thinking about purpose. A furni-
ture reeailer might choose to chink irts purpose is to sell people
furniture. But it could also approach the business in a very differ-
ent way. Its higher purpose might be that the company brings a
sense of style into the lives of those on a budget; or thag it enables
people to express their creativity through home furnishings.
Getting this right is subele; advertising sometimes actaches
generic or artificial purposes to companies. But if the leaders of a
company think hard enough, and question well enough, about
where the company came from, what it does best, and whom it
serves, they will often uncover a more meaningful and authentic
purpose in the company’s origins.

Yamashita uses a set of questions when he works with compa-
nies to try to identify purpose, One of the main ones is faily
straightforward, if a bit grand:

What is our company’s purpose on this earth?

Yamashita acknowledges chat this may sound high-minded for
a company. But the new business environment increasingly
demands that companies think in terms that go beyond mundane
corporate concerns. To arrive at a powerful sense of purpose,
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Yamashita says, companies today need “a fundamental orientation
that is ourward looking”—so they can understand what people
out there in the world desire and need, and what's standing in che
way. At the same time, business leaders also must look inward, 1o
clarify their core values and larger ambirions.

To figure our the internal values, Yamashita urges company
leaders to look back in time and consider this question:

Who have we (as a company) historically been when we've been at
our best?

At the finest moments in a company’s history, Yamashita holds,
its core values usually came shining through. But from time to
time it may be necessary to revisit that past to reaffirm the compa-
ny’s higher purpose.

Casey Sheahan, the CEO of the outdoor-apparel company
Patagonia, admits that even a company such as his—with a strong,
well-defined mission that is tied to encouraging cutdoor acrivity
and _u_.oannsu_m the environment—has to revisit n_tnmaonw. about
purpose and mission regularly. “There is great tension every day in
the company between being successful in terms of growth, and
what this means in terms of our environmental impact.” The bigger
Patagonia gets, the more challenging this becomes. Shezhan grap-
ples constantly wich the question How can we minimize the
environmental impact of the tremendous carbon foorprins of operating
a $570 million business?

What helps guide the company ar all times, he said, is the
knowledge of how it began. “When the company was started by
the founders, it was basically about protecting what they loved,
nature, and trying expand the sphere of influence in order w
inspire others.”

Not only is that the reason Patagonia exists—it’s also the reason
people come to work there, 1o this day. “Ir’s why they’re going up
the stairs two steps at a time to get to their jobs,” Sheahan says. The
company has enjoyed strong financial growth in recen years, bur
that’s not the Why factor for most people working there. When
Sheahan talks about financial results, chere is mild interest; “but
when I say something like, ‘By the way, we're sending fifty people
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down to the Gulf 10 help with the cleanup efforts down there'—
suddenly people are on their feet cheering. 7%a¢’s why they're here.”

Not every company has a clear environmental mission like
Patagonias, but Sheahan maintains, “For any organjzation, it is
galvanizing to have a strong purpose and values, no macter what
they might be.” A good way to surface that is by looking back o
when the business was founded and asking, What was thar higher
purpose at the outser? And how can we rally pegple around that today?

At the same time, as Yamashita points out, it’s just as important
to look forward when asking big questions about purpose. He
urges clients to work on Whom must we fearlessly become? That can
be a difficule challenge, he says, because it requires “envisioning a
version of the company that does not exist yet.”

PURPOSE QUESTIONS ARE important because if you can answer
them, that frees up company leaders to pursue all kinds of far-
reaching opportunities and questions, knowing all the while that
they are on firm footing. “Products come and go, leaders come and
go, trends come and go,” says Yamashita, “but through all of that,
you need to know the answer to the question What is true about us,
at our core?” .

Knowing that answer becomgs especially critical when a
company finds itself in the midst of dramatic change. The digital
revolution has forced many companies to rebuild and rechink,
sometimes pushing them into unfamiliar territory. A company
that has figured out the hasic questions of identity and purpaose is
in a better position to handle unsettling new questions such as
Whar business are we in now?

Nike provides an instructive example of how a company can
continually adapt through constant questioning of its most basic
approaches. The company tends to guard its secrets closely, but a
few years ago I had an opportunity to talk to a design researcher
who'd done some work with Nike and got an up-close lock at how
it ventures out into the ball fields, courts, and running tracks with
athletes (both pros and the weekend jocks) to study cheir move-
ments and to detect their needs.
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About a decade ago, Nike's researchers observed a profound
change thar digital technology was having on athletes such as
runners. The many more ways to measure, improve, and enrich the
running expetience alse created complications. Runners were
fumbling with various gadgets—stopwatches, heart monitors, music
players—as they ran. Nike went into classic Why mode (Why does
this problem exist? Why hasn't anyone addressed it?). Then, in consider-
ing What If possibilities, the idea emerged of creating a hybrid,
nerworked tool, somehow connected to a Nike running shoe, that
could encompass many of the new needsa runner has: from measur-
ing distances, to charting progress, to getting pumped up by music,
to connecting with other runners. In effect, Nike was proposing:

What if a running shoe could
run your life?

But getting to the How of
this was another mateer; Nike

Are we really who we say we are?

In the mid-1eg0s, the premium cable channel
HBO was in 3 creative rut whery accarding to Fast
was 2 sneaker company, not a Compuny, then-chief programmer Chris Albrecht
digital-device ~ maker.  The  satdown with other HBD executives and asked

company mmcnon_ that the o:_w the question ahove. Albrecht wanted his cal-

H h k at th
way 1o mv_._= off wo_.:nﬁrim as _..,.,_m_ca.aw_m_g_zg and take a ma._g at the
channel's creative output—and consider whath-

audacious as this was nr_.ocm_._ 2 it actually lived up to the high-quality image
partnership  with 2 tech g projecting. The consensurs answer 1o
company. Striking a collabora-  Atbrecht's question: “We're not quite there yer.”
tive deal with Steve Jobs and  Thegroupthen proceeded to apply a set of addi-

. i i h of its shows, asking, & &
) . cdin tional questions to eac
Apple wasn't easy. (Acco g distinctive? fs it good? They focused In on the cen-

€ a press report, Jobs 55».:% ral idea behind each show: Wias it on ariginaf and
berated Nike chief executive  wormwtite ideo? And was this show ihe very best
Mark Parker for trying to realization of that idea? Subsequently. the resuils

expand into digital; stick to the of that rigorous inquiry materiahzed In the form
smeakers was Jobss message of groundbreaking series like Sex and the City and
*

. . The Sepranos.
with a profanity or two thrown .

in) But eventually, Nike won

over Jobs and produced a hybrid product, Nike+, which wirelessly
connected a Nike running shoe to an Apple iPod device, which
was in turn connected to a website. A classic “smart recombina-

tion,” it enabled the runner to program music, track running and
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health data, communicate with other runners, find running part-
ners, share tips, and so forth.

Buc it did something more important for Nike—ir helped
them begin to think outside the shoebox. Nike now has 2 line of
digital products, including its highly successful FuelBand wrist
tracker. It is gradually becoming 2 digital company as much as it
is a shoe company. So if you ask, What business is Nike really in,
the answer is constantly changing-—though ir’s grounded in the
core purpose of serving an athlete’s lifestyle needs, in whatever
form they might take.

Nike isn’t the only company going through these kinds of
core changes of late. A recent arcicle in Fast Company pointed
out that 2 number of today’s leading companies—Nike, Apple,
Netflix—have increasingly been finding success by moving
outside their primary area of expertise. The article, with the
provocative headline “Death to Core Competency,” suggests
that whatever a company’s specialty product or service might
be—whatever got you to where you are today~—mighr ror be the
thing that gets you to the nexr level. Even newer companies
must make these kinds of major shifts: In 2008, Facebook—
having already achieved remarkable carly growth in terms of
attracting nearly 100 million users—brought in a new exccurive,
Sheryl Sandberg, who reportedly posed a fundamental question
w0 the company’s leaders and employees: What business was
Facebook in?With all of its rapid subscriber growth, the company
had yet to settle'on a model for making money. Sandberg’s ques-
tion prompred internal debate—and resulted in a new strategy
that was much more advertising-focused.

I¢’s a sobering realization for many businesses: They czn’t rest on
what they’ve already done, or what they know. The need 10 bring 2
“beginner’s mind” to business may make it necessary to—if only
temporarily—set aside all history, and all notions of what has
worked in the past, in order to ask questions from a fresh
perspective,
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What if our company didn’t exist?

Early in its history, the microprocessor company Intel found
itself facing a difficult decision. The company had started our
making computer memory chips, and its success with that prod-
uct established Intel. But as the memory-chip business began to
slow down, Intel’s cofounders, Andrew Grove and Gordon
Moore, had to decide whether to shift the company’s focus into
more promising areas. Yet they were torn: Chips were central 10
their identity—and Intel wouldn’t have gotten to where it was
without them.

Then Grove posed an intetesting question to his partner:

If we were kicked out of the company, what do you think the new
CEO would do?

Grove and Moore reasoned that a new leader would feel no
emotiona] attachment co the declining memory-chip business and
would probably leave it behind. So they did likewise, shifting
Intel’s focus to microprocessors—which set the stage for remark-
able growth in the years to follow.

When companies are facing disruptive change (and these days,
what company isn’t?), old habits and traditions can sometimes get
in the way of progress. One of the things hypothetical What If
questioning can do is remove those constraints, if only briefly, to
allow for more fresh thinking,

You could ask, as Grove and Moore did, Whar if different leaders
were brought in?, but Clay Christensen suggests a bolder version of
this question: What if the company didn’t exist? That question allows
you to take a clean-slate approach in chinking about the industry
and your place in it. Christensen points out that chinking about
your company as if there were no history enables leaders to stop
focusing on preexisting beliefs and structures—“the stuff they've
already invested in”—and consider new possibilities. That’s partic-
ularly useful “if, at any point in the future, you see the possibiliry
that the core business might slow down,” Christensen says. (While
contemplating a world in which your company did not exist,
another question worth considering is Whe woeuld miss ws? The
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answer to that can help clarify who your most important custom-
ers are and what your real purpose is.)

It’s not easy for a company to move away from what it has done
in the past. The consultant Jack Bergstrand of Brand Melocity
thinks one of the most important questions companies should ask
regularly is What should we stop daing? Company leaders naturally
tend to focus on what they should sters doing. Bergstrand notes
that coming to terms with what you're willing to eliminate is
always harder. Ye if you can’t answer that question, he maintains,
“it lessens your chances of being successful at what you wantro do
next—because you'll be sucking up resources doing what's no
longer needed and taking those resources away from what should
be a top priority.” Moreover, if you can’t figure our what you should
stop doing, it might be an early warning sign that you don’t know
whart your strategy is.

Bergstrand explains char it's difficult for most companies to
stop doing things—especially putting an end w0 programs or
products that were once successful—because “we don't like 0
kill our babies.” In addition, corporate politics can get in the
way; individuals or groups within a company are naturally
inclined to protect their own projects, “Even asking the question
about ‘what should we stop’ makes -people inside a company
uncomfortable,” Bergstrand says. For thar teason, it may be
necessary to adopt the What if the company didn’t exist? mind-
s¢t—=s0 that you can then be willing to cut ties with old programs,
products, and _u-,mnmnnw.

HISTORY AND ROUTINE arent the only things that can impede a
company’s forward movement. Various real-world constraints
can also inhibit a company’s ability to adapr and innovare; for
example, being overly concerned with practical issues such as
costs and budgets tends to limit the scope of creative thinking,
Thar’s why some business leaders (including Steve Jobs when he
headed Apple) have been known to use What If hypothetical
questioning to temporarily remove practical constraints. One
such approach is to encourage teams working on projects to ask
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themselves, Whar if money were ne object? Hotw might we approach

the project differently?

By temporarily removing these restrictions, people’s imagina-
tions are freed up 1o find the best idea, cost notwithstanding. You

might end up with a ground-
breaking possibility that can
then be scaled back to make it
more affordable.

Conversely, using What If
questions (o impose constraints
can also be effective. By chal-
lenging people to think abour
creating or achieving somerhing
within extreme limits—Whas if
we could only charge ven bucks for
our hundred-dollar service’—it
forces a rechinking of real-world
practicalities and assumptions.
Sometimes the fantasy becomes
reality, As the business consul-
tant and Dartmouth University
professor  Vijay Govindarajan
notes, hospitals in India have
developed incredibly inexpen-
sive (yet still safe and reliable)
surgical approaches to provide
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What if we were 1o compete against oussefves?

In 2007, the 150-year-old Aot AMonthly was
suffering 2long with many other advertising-
starved magazings, Publisher David G. Bradley
brought in new editorial and business leams and,
the New York Times reports, they brainstormed
as if they were launching a Sificon Valley startup
whase mission was to atrack the magazine,
asking: Whar wouwld we do if the goal wus 10 ag-
gressively connibalize ourselves? Answer: theyd
launch an assault on the digital fiont. Knowing
that news aggregation was kiling magazines,
they started their own “killerss® Thedtlantic
Wire.com, TheAtlanticCities.com, and Quartz.
They gradually merged the previously separate
digital and print staffs, ended the paywall for
Auantic.com readers, and even officially dropped
“monthiy” from their name. By late zmz, traf
fic to web properties was up 2500 percent and
revenue doubled; the company was profitable
for the first time in decades. They essentialy ate
their own lyrch, and now are dining out on that
greal decision.
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operations for a fraction of their cost in other countries—in parc
because they were forced by marker pressures to question the
prevailing assumprtions abour surgical costs.

What if we could become a cause
and not just a company?

As businesses throw off constraints and imagine bold Whar If
possibilities, some may consider an ultra-ambitious one: Can a
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company transform itself into a cause? And why would ic want to
do so?

The answer to the second question partly has to do with a new
dynamic in the relationship berween consumers and business.
Because of the Interner and social media, people know more abour
companies and brands than ever before. And they care more than
ever about how companies are behaving, what a company’s values
are, whar that company stands for.

" Employees feel this even more strongly. Younger workers, in
particular, have shown they want to align themselves with
companies that supporc principles and values similar to cheir
own, and companies thar are conttibuting to a greater good.
“The modern worker is not the salary worker of old,” says Tim
Ogilvie of the censulting firm Peer Insight. “Increasingly, they're
saying, ‘T want to do something I really believe in,” So to the
extent a company <an stand for something more than just what
it sells or creates, it can develop a deeper relationship with both
consumers and employees.

Keith Yamashita says companies can try 1o find cheir cause by
asking, What does the werld hunger for? This may require some
contextual inquiry—venturing beyond the corporate bubble
spend time with the people who are your customers—to figure out
whar they care about or feel passionate about. The next step is to
identify what may be standing in their way——an obstacle, a prob-
lem. To the extent you can alleviate that problem, your company
can be seen as more than just a business out to make money.

A case in point is Panera Bread, the growing U.S.-based
chain of bakery/restaurants. Panera CEQ Ron Shaich recalls
that as the company scught to find a more meaningful role in
communicies, it looked for a problem that matched up well
with its capabilities and resources. At one point, Shaich had a
conversation that questioned:

Whas does the world need most . . . thar we are uniquely able to
provide?

Shaich says he wrestled with that question for a while, then
worked his way 1o an answer with the launch of Panera Cares~—an
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initiative to open a number of pay-what-you-can cafés that are iden-
tical to the chain’s other restaurants, except customers pay what they
wish or can afford (based on suggested donation amounts).

With so much fresh-baked bread in so many outlecs, Panera has

always been “uniquely able” o
provide lefrover bread to people
in need—and the company has,
for years, been a contriburer to
community foed pantries. But
theres a difference berween
donating to charity (something
many companies do, almost by
rote), and fully committing to a
cause. “We started asking
outselves, What more can we do?”
Shaich says. ‘I felt like, [ want w
put our bodies on the line”
What gradually became clear
was that Panera could provide
not just bread giveaways, bur a
more complete dining experi-
ence for those going hungry.
That extra level of involvernent—
“purting bodies on the line,”

use Shaich’s words—made the
effort bigger and more distine-
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How can we drive more ounces into more
bodies, more often?

During the years effrey Dunn was a top ex-
ecutive at Coca-Cola, the “unbeautiful question”
above was (entral to the marketing of Coke's
sugary soft drinks. Coke wasn't alane, of course:
Author Michael Moss has revealed that compa-
nies throughout the snack food industry have
heen similarly focused on ingenicus questions
and methods aimed at increasing consumption
of products Inaded with salt, sugar, and fat—
even 3s America's obesity epidemic has steadlly
worsened. Today, Duan has moved on fo 2 more
heafthful product, as the head ofthe carmot com-
pany Bolthouse Farms (which pioneered the mar-
keting of “baby carrts” after alocal grower, tired
of throwing away misshapen or gnarly carrots,
wondered, What if{ peel off the skin and cut them
into perfect mini-carrors?). At Balthouse, Dunn
has been promoting baby caviots as crunchy
tieats available in snack-packs—an endeavor
10 answey his new question, What #f we markered
E& corrots fike funk food?
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tive than a standard corporate charity program.

‘The first Panera Cares café opened about two years ago. Now,
the five cafés around the country serve over a million people a year
{and for the most part cover costs, as high donations from some
customers tend o balance out lower ones by others).

SHAICH NOTES THAT as the company was developing the Panera

Cares ideca and putting it into practice (with the CEO himself
working ar the first café), a number of tough choices were made
to ensure the integrity of the program: offering 2 full menu
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instead of a limited one, using donation boxes at the cafés instead
of cash registers (Shaich was concerned that the latter could
create psychological pressure on cuscomers to pay). Ax each step,
Shaich says, the company had t ask, Do we want ro take qshori-
cut on 1his or do it righe?

As Peer Insight’s Tim Ogilvie observes, being true to a cause
often requires making rough decisions and sacrificing at times.
“When you come to the point where you can’t serve both the
bottom line and the cause, one or the other must suffer,” says
Ogilvie, pointing to the Whole Foods supermarket chain, which
stopped selling live lobsters for an extended time until it found a
supplier that did humane harvesting. “Those are hard choices,
but when you opt for the cause over the bottom line, employees
can see that, and then they believe in the company and the cause
even more.”

One of the challenges for markerers in becoming a cause is that
while they may be used to saying they're “for” cerrain things, they
rarely go the other way and ask themselves, Whar are we againse?
As parr of its stand against excess consumerism, Patagonia went
out on a limb when it considered:

What if we asked peaple not 1o buy from us? v

The company decided it was willing to risk losing sales in
support of a larger cause and ran ads urging people o to buy its
clothing (or at least, not to buy a new jacket if they didn'c actually
need it). Says Paragonia’s Sheahan, “Those ads were just asking
people to question their consumerism and maybe be a little more
mindful abouc che stuff they’re purchasing.” Still, it was a high-risk
message, though Sheahan says ic actually helped the brand gain
market share by atcracting more customers—who presumably
admired the stand Patagonia was taking with che ads.

How can we make a better experiment?

Questioning zlso has an important role in everyday business
matters such as product development. As Lean Starcup’s Eric Ries
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points out, it is central to testing out new ideas to see whart works.
Ries believes one of the most important questions businesses need
to ask today is che one above. It's somewhat counterintuitive for

most managers—who tend to think in terms of “making prod-
ucts,” not “making experiments.” But as Ries points out, anytime
you're doing something new “it’s an experiment whether you admit
it or not. Because it is not a fact that it’s going to work.”

So how do companies get better at experimenting? Ries says you
start with the acknowledgment that “we are operating amid all

this uncertainty—and that the
purpose of building a product
ot doing any other activity is to
create an experiment to reduce
that uncerrainty” This means
that instead of asking What will
we do? or Whar will we build?
the emphasis should be on Whar
will we learn? “And then you
work backwards to the simplest
possible thing—rthe minimum
viable product—that can get
you the learning,” he says.

Just this one change—Dbefore
you get to any of the more
complex Lean Startup method-
ology—can make a world of
difference, Ries insists. For one
thing, it can help unlock the
creativity that’s already there in
your company. Most compa-
nies are full of ideas, but they
don’t know how to go abour

What is your tennis ball? (and other entrepre-
neurial questions)

Dvew Houston, founder of the online storage ser-
vice Dropbox, thinks al! wouid-be enirepreneurs
should try to answer the above question. “The
most successful people are obsessed with solving
an important problem, samathing tat matters
ta them,” according to Housten. “They remind
me of a dog chasing a tennis ball.” To enhance
your prospects, “find your ennis ball-—the thing
that pulls you PayPal cofounder Peter Thiel be-
lieves entreprenurs can find ideas to pursue by
asking themselves, What is something | believe
that nearly no one agrees with me ond If self-
examination doesn't work, try {ooking around:
Brian Spaly, @ serial entrepreneur in the apparet
industry, advises, “Whenever you encounter a
service or customer experience that frustrates
you, ask, fs this o problem F could solve?” Lasily,
don't just focus on the mercenary question Will
consumers pay for fiis? The staitup business
coach Dave Kashen thinks the better question
to ask about any new venture s, Will this make
people’s fives meaningfully better?
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finding out if those ideas work,” Ries says. “If you want to harvest
all those ideas, allow employees to experiment more—so they can
find out the answers to their questions themselves,”

Peer Insight’s Tim Ogilvie points out that it’s also important for
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companies to give people a safe place to test ideas and run experi-
ments. To chat end, he says, companies need to be able to answer:

Where is our perri dish?

That question is really asking, Where in the company is it safe
to ask radical questions’ “As an established business,” Ogilvie
says, “you've got all these promises you're keeping to your
current customers—you have to stay focused on that. Bue that
may not have a future.” So the question becomes “Where,
within the company, can you explore heretical questions that
could threaten the business as it is—without contaminating
what you're doing now?”

Company leadership needs to “provide permission and proto-
cols for experimentation,” he says. That means providing the time
and resources for people to explore new questions, as well as estab-
lishing methods: “How might we?” questioning sessions,
ethnography, in-market experimencation. It can also mean cordon-
ing off rhis area of the business—-although a clear line of visibility
should remain berween the core business and the “petri dish” part
of the company, so that each can influence the other.

Ogilvie says that yet another way to phrase this question is
Where is the place we can be a stare-up again? Surprisingly, he thinks
it’s a question thart even start-ups should ask themselves. “Start-ups
are 0 desperare not to be a start-up,” says Ogilvie (himself a former
start-up CEQO). “They’re so anxious to be postrevenue and post-
proht that you can almost give up what's great about being a
start-up too soon. They get built for execution, and once they're
having success, they'll very quickly start thinking, “We've got to
stick to our knitting,” All of which means they've outgrown their
original petri dish—and might need a new one.

If we brainstorm in questions,
will lightning strike?

In the business world these days, brainstorming has a mixed repu-
tation. Increasingly, it's understood that people tend to do their
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best creative thinking—particularly in coming up with fresh
insights and random associations by way of connective inquiry—
in informal, relaxed settings, when they're not really trying.

A brainstorming session runs counter to thaw Everyone is
stuck in a room trying desperately to come up with original
ideas. “There is too much pressure and too much influence from
others in the group,” according to Debra Kaye, author of the
book Red Thread Thinking. “The free association done in brain-
storming sessions is often shackled by peer pressure and as a
resule generates obvious responses.”

Bur many businesses are reluctant to walk away from brain-
storming because they recognize the critical importance of being
able 1o tackle challenges 2s a group. Collaborative thinking in
problem solving is essential because it brings together multiple
viewpoints and diverse backgrounds. While it's understood that
creativity spmetimes requires solitude (“Be alone, thar is when
ideas are born,” Nikola Tesla said), we also know that it fourishes
when diverse ideas and thoughts are exchanged.

One solution to this conundrum may be to shift the natuze of
brainstorming so that it's abour generating questions instead of
ideas. Interesting findings about this are coming from a number of
groups and individuals, working in both the education and busi-
ness sectors,

The Right Question Institute—which specializes in teaching
students 1o tackle problems by generating questions, not solu-
tions—has found that groups of students (whether children or
adults) seem to think more freely and creatively using the “ques-
tion-storming” method, in which the focus is on generating
questions. The RQI's Dan Rothstein believes that some of the peer
pressure in conventional brainstorming is lessened in this format.
Answers tend 1o be judged more harshly than questions.

In the business world, Hal Gregersen has been studying the
effectiveness of question-storming at major corporations and has
found it to be far more effeccive than conventional brainstorming,
“Regular brainstorming for ideas often hits a wall because we only
have so many ideas,” Gregersen says. “Part of the reason we hit that
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wall is we're asking the wrong questions.” When people in a group
are struggling with an issue and find “they’re getting nowhere,
they're stuck,” Gregersen says, “that’s the perfect poinc to step back
and do question-storming.” ..

Gregersen will typically advise group members to try to gener-
ate at least fifty questions about the problem that’s being “stormed.”
As those questions are being written down for everyone to see,
“other team members are paying attention and thinking of a better
question.” It's usually easier to come up with questions than ideas;
we don’t have to divine a solution from the air or connect ideas in
a fantastically original manner; we just have to come ar the prob-
lem from a slightly different angle of inquiry.

After observing about a hundred Q-storm sessions around the
world, Gregersen has noted some patterns. “At around twenty-five
questions, the group may stall briefly and say, “That’s enough ques-
tions.” But if you push on beyond thar point, some of the best
questions come as you get to fifty or even seventy-five.”

The RQI approach to question-storming focuses less on
volume and moves more quickly to “improving” the questions
generated by che group, by opening closed questions and clos-
ing open ones. The key is to converge around the bestquestions,
as decided through group discussion. This gets to one of the big
problems wich brainstorming in general; Many ideas are tossed
out, but the groups often don’t know how to winnow down to
the best ideas. It can be easier to winnow down questions
because the best questions are magnetic—they intrigue people,
make them want to work more on those. RQI recommends
coming out of a session with three great questions that you
want 10 explore further.

Question-storming can be more realistic and achievable than
brainstorming. Instead of hoping that you'll emerge from a meet-
ing with “the answer” (which almost never happens and thus leaves
people feeling frustrated), the goal is to come out of it with 2 few
promising and powerful questions—which is likely to provide a
sense of direction and momentum.
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As I was examining the ways some of today’s cutting-edge compa-
nies are uying to reinvent brainstorming, an interesting trend
surfaced: a specific form of questioning using three words—How
might we? I’s a simple way of ensuring that would-be innovators
ate asking the right questions and using the best wording.
Proponents of this practice say it is surprisingly effective-—and 2
testament to the importance of wording a question just right to
spark creative thinking and freewheeling collaboration.

When people within companies try to innovate, they often talk
about the challenges they're facing by using language thar can
inhibit creativity instead of encouraging ir, says the business
consultant Min Basadur, who has taught the How might we?
{(HMW) form of questioning to
a wide range of companies over
the past four decades. Basadur
explains. “People may start out

What would Neil Patrick Harris do?
Andrew Rossi of the marketing firm M Booth has

kine. ‘H do this?” found that one of the best ways fo stoke creativ-
asking, Iow can we do this: of ity during hrainstorming sessions is 10 ask people

‘How should we do that?” But as  pnhe group 1o think abaut the problem they're
soOn as you start using words  trying fo solve from an unusisal perspective. 3o,
like can and should, you're for example, if a company is introdicing 3 new

maw_ﬁ:m ju n_mam:ﬁ Can we tocthpaste, they might ask: How would KEA
really do it? And should we?” By
substituting the word might, he

tackle a chaflenge ike this? Anather approach is
1o add in an odd constraint, such as What if your
idea had to involve speed dating” Rossi's group

says, “You're able to defer judg-  sometimes suggests adopting the perspective of

ment, which helps people to a well-known artist or entertainer: What would

create options more freely and Jay-Zdv in this situetion? How would 1 K. Rowling
P Y think about This? Whar might Neil Patrick Harris

opens up more possibilities. do? (The lattes has been described a5 “an actor,
Tim Brown, the chief execu-  singer. dancer, producer, director, writer, child
0 . P
tive of IDEQ, says that when his  stardom survivor, evil genius, amateur puppe-
firm takes on a design challenge " and magic enthusisst’—so he might do
. . just about anything.)
of almost any type, it invariably ST
starts by asking How might we?
Brown observes that within the phrase, each of those three words
plays 2 role in spurring creative problem solving: “The how part
assumes there are solutions out there—it provides creative confi-
dence. Mighr says we can put ideas out there that might work or
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might not—either way, ic's okay. And the we parc says we're going
to do it together and build on each other’s ideas.”

Although the HMW has been used at IDEO for 2 number of
years, its origins can be traced back fifty years to Sidney Pirnes, a
leading creativity expert at the time who headed up the Creative
Problem Solving Institute in Buffalo, New York. Min Basadur
studied at the CPSI during his tenure as a creative manager at
Procter & Gamble in the early 19705, and he adapred some of
Parnes’ brainstorming ideas to help P&G’s marketers—who, ac the
time, were working themselves into a lacher as they tried 1o compete
with Colgate-Palmolive’s popular new soap, Irish Spring, which
fearured a green stripe and an appealing “refreshment” promise.

By the time Basadur was asked to assist on the project, P&G
had already tested a half dozen of its own copycar green-stripe
bars, though none could best Irish Spring. Basadur figured the
P&G ream was asking the wrong question (How can we make a
better green-stripe bar?) and soon had them asking a series of more
ambitious HMW questions, culminating with How might we
create @ more refreshing soap of our own? That opened the creative
Hoodgates, and over the next few hours, Basadur says, hundreds of
ideas were generared for possible refreshment bars—with the team
eventually converging around a theme'of finding refreshment ac
the seacoast. Out of that came a coastal-blue and white-striped bar
named {(what else?) Coast, which became a highly successful brand.

As the Coast story suggests, there’s more co HMW method-
ology than just using those three words. Basadur employed 2
larger process to guide people toward the right HMW ques-
tions. This included a number of Why questions {as in, Wy are
we trying so hard 1o make another green-striped soap?). He also
urged the P&G weam to seep back from their obsession with 2
competitor’s product and look at the situation from a consumer
perspective. For the customer, it wasn’t about green stripes—it
was about feeling refreshed.

Basadur maintains that i‘s commen for companies to expend
efforts asking che wrong questions and trying 10 solve the wrong
problems. “Most businesspeople have limited skills when it comes
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to ‘problem-finding’ or problem definition,” he says. “If's not
raught in MBA programs.” To fill that void, Basadur opened 2
consultancy, Basadur Applied Creativity, which developed its own
“Simplex” process of creative problem solving for business—with
HMW questioning at che core of it.

Gradually, Basadur took the How might we? approach beyond
P&G to other companies, including the tech firm Scient. One of -
his converts at Scient, the designer Charles Warren, then took the
methodology with him as he moved to IDEO, IDEO’ Brown
confesses that when he was introduced to the notion of encourag-
ing businesspeople 1 ask How might we?, “1 was skeptical at
first—it sounds a bit Californian.” But before long, says Warren,
IDEO was conducting companywide question-storming sessions
with seven hundred people asking the question together.

When Charles Warren then moved from IDEO to Google, the
infectious MMW approach found a new host. Warren led the
user-experience design team that took on the challenge of crear-
ing Googles+. “We were asking How might we? questions every
day,” he says. At Google, such questions can run the gamut from
How might we predics whether a flu outbreak is going 1o happen,
based on search queries? vo How might we help more people feel move
comfortable sharing more of their lives in social media? Most
tecently, HMW was carried from Google to Facebook by a
member of the Google+ team.

HMW proponents say this form of questioning can be applied
to almost any challenge—though ic works best with ones that are
ambitious yet also achievable. Brown says it doesn't work as well
with problems that are too broad {How mighs we solve world
hunger?) or o narrow (Fow might we increase profits by 5 percent

next quarter?). Figuring out the right HMW questions to ask is
process, Brown says; “You need to find the sweet spot.”
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“The genesis of many great startups is the simple questian, “Wouldn' je
be cool if?’” Warren Berger helps you understand the power of questions
to change the world. Real men ask questions, they don' spout our
answers.” —Guy Kawasaki, former chicf evangelist at Apple dnd
awthor of APE: Author, Publishes, Entreprencur

“Mastering the art of asking, questions is essential co creativity and
innovarion. A Mose Beantifid Question should be standard reading for
all aspiring design thinkers as well an inspiration to those searching
for a life of curiosity and meaning.” —Tim Brown, chief execucive
at IDEO and author of Change by Design

“In an age of instant informarion, i’s casier than cver to find answers,
but also easy 1o forget how important it is to ask the right kinds of
questions. In this decply %o:mrn._unocoﬁsm book, Warren Berger
shows how learning the art of good questioning is the path to a far
more fruitful and creative way of engaging with the world, at worls,
and in life as a whole” —Oliver Burkeman, columnist at 7he
Guardian and auvthor of The Antidote: Happiness for People Wheo
Can't Stand Positipe Thinking

“A More Beawrifil Question provides a framework ro help leagers ask
the most important questions—which is one of the most fundamental
characreristics of a great leader—while sharing inspiring stoties to show
the incredible power of this concept.” —Jim Stengel, former global
marketing officer at Procter & Gamble and author of Grow: How
{deals Power Growth and Profit at the World’s Greatesy Companies

“Why has a book like this never been written before? Here is a persua-
sive case for the simple and yet extraordinary power of a guestion,
Fascinating, engaging stories give life 1o a strong argument about how
much can be accomplished, in every domain of our lives, ‘just’ by
asking questions. Innovators, entreprencurs, citizens, parents, teachers,
idealists, and realists—all of us have much to gain by reading 4 More
Beautifiel Question” —Dan Rothsecin and Luz Saneana, co-directors
of the Right Question Institute and co-authors of Make Just One
Change: Teach Students 10 Ask Their Own Questions
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