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Using Out-Of-The-Box Thinking In Everyday Life 

Chartered Accountants occupy positions of power and influence in corporations - as top executives, consultants, 
internal auditors, etc. A lot depends on their decision making capability. In such an environment analytical, logical and 
linear thinking skills are not enough, they need to develop out of the box thinking capabilities to generate new ideas, 
solutions and adapt to the new market needs.The one who thinks outside the box is a leader in true sense. But one 
needs not to be a leader in order to think outside the box. Exploring the muddle is an adventure that keeps entering 
and exiting the journey of one’s life. Out of the box thinking is having an open mind with unconventional wisdom but 
then such thinking exclusively shall not be reflection of one's intelligence. This article deals with certain techniques 
which can be used to boost creative thinking process. Read on to have a view out of the box.

When we see 7 x 6, 42 
occurs to us automatically. An 
experienced accountant looks at 
the financial statements and he 
gets an idea about the soundness 
of the business plan and financial 
projections. An architect looks at a 
plan and is assured of the aesthetics 
of the actual building. Our mind 
forms patterns based on past 
experiences and we do most tasks 
almost automatically without any 
conscious thought. This makes our 
functioning efficient as it simplifies 
things to cope with a complex 
world. Additionally, these thinking 
patterns enable us to perform 
routine tasks, such as swimming or 
driving a car, rapidly and accurately. 

CA. Debaditya Gupta

(The author is a member of the Institute. He 
can be reached at eboard@icai.org)

But this patterning creates a mental 
block when we need creative 
solutions to problems, especially 
when confronted with unusual data. 
Consider the following examples: 
▪ A group of ten people were 

each given a piece of paper 
and were told to create 
something that they could 
launch and would go the 
farthest distance. Everybody 
came up with different shapes 
of paper airplane. Each was 
launched and the distance it 
flew was measured. When all 
measurements were taken, 
the person conducting the 
test took a piece of paper, 
crumpled it up into a tight 
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ball, and threw it across the 
room, far outdistancing the ten 
magnificent paper aircrafts.i 

▪ A man is sentenced to death. 
He can make a final statement, 
after which he will be shot if the 
statement is false, or hanged if 
it is true. He is released after his 
statement. What did he say that 
saved his life?

 He says “I will be shot”. If this 
were true, he’d be hanged, thus 
not be shot. That would make 
his statement false, for which 
he would be shot, making his 
statement true again, and so 
on. So the death sentence 
cannot be executed, he was 
freed.

1.1. Concept 
Thus, innova-
tive thinking can 
help us devise 
creative and im- 
aginative solu-
tions to prob-
lems and help us 
spot opportunities that we might 
otherwise miss. Such thinking has 
been variously described as lateral 
thinking, creative thinking, out of 
box thinking, etc. 

The terms are not synonymous 
but the common purpose is a new 
idea. The term "out-of-the-box 
thinking" came from solution to the 
"nine dot problem" – where there 
are three rows of three dots and the 
problem is to connect all the dots 
with just four lines.

The solution lies in drawing a line 
that goes outside the "box" formed 
by those nine dots. "Thinking out 
of the box" means thinking of a 
solution that is somehow out- 
side of what you 
already now and 
do, coming up 
with something 
wholly new.ii

The "box" is 
the normal way 

of looking at things, doing things, 
and making assumptions that 
almost everyone is making.iii  To think 
outside the box is to identify and 
challenge all those assumptions. 
However, we can’t just tell people 
to think out of the box as pushing 
harder doesn’t work. But we can 
employ certain methods to get the 
creative juices flowing.

1.2. Need
One may say, these thinking 
processes are fine for manufactu-
ring concerns but why do 
professional accountants need to 
think creatively? Haven’t we 
dedi-cated many years first in 
studying hard and then building 
out professional career from  
articleship to work experience? 
We have been busy nurturing  
analytical, logical and linear 
thinking skills. After all, these are 
the skills that today’s successful 
accountants need – right? No. 

In the past decade, the business 
environment has changed so 
much that these skills are woefully 
insufficient. The new world eco-
nomy demands new skills. Some 
suggestions:

▪ Develop a new perspective to 
day to day work
 Continually create new 

services, ideas and business 
solutions. 

 Reduce dependency on 
routine process-driven au-
dit, accountancy, tax and 
statutory compliance work. 

 Adapt to meet new market 
needs. 

▪ Strive to create value 
 Question yourself the rea-

son for doing the things we 
do (do our clients know, like 
or even care?). 

▪ Think on our feet.
▪ Acting on the idea. 

2. New age skills 
These skills may be developed/
augmented by various techniques 
which boost the creative thinking 
process. One thing is true for all 
finance professionals: Having work 
means having clients – whether 
we do consulting, book keeping, 
auditing or secretarial work. And it is 
vital that we maintain and enhance 
our relationship with them. 

The major requisite here is 
the ability to create new ideas 
and solutions, adapt to market 
needs and become efficient and 
effective. Numerous techniques 
have been suggested by  
Michael Michalko, Andy Van 
Gundy, James Higgins, Dilip 
Mukerjea and others, each with  
techniques for different parts of 
the creative process. For example, 
techniques for defining a problem, 
exploring attributes of a problem, 
generating alternatives, visual 
explorations, metaphors, analogies, 
and evaluating and implementing 
ideas .We discuss some of them 
below:

Brainstorming:
Brainstorming combines a relaxed, 
informal approach to problem-
solving. The aim is to provide a 

ur mind forms 
patterns 
based on past 
experiences and 
we do most tasks 

almost automatically without 
any conscious thought. 
This makes our functioning 
efficient as it simplifies things 
to cope with a complex 
world. Additionally, these 
thinking patterns enable us to 
perform routine tasks, such 
as swimming or driving a car, 
rapidly and accurately. But this 
patterning creates a mental 
block when we need creative 
solutions to problems, 
especially when confronted 
with unusual data.

O
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freewheeling environment in which 
everyone can participate.iv In a 
conventional group, aggressive 
participants can drown out or 
intimidate quieter members. 
Others feel pressurised to conform 
to the group view, or withhold 
their opinions out of an excessive 
respect for authority. This is not so 
with brainstorming where the aim is 
total participation of all members to 
bring out original, creative solutions 
to the problem, or have ideas that 
can spark still more ideas. Quirky 
ideas are welcomed as practical 
ideas often emerge from wild, 
impossible ideas. A bizarre idea  
may lead people to think in a 
direction which can change an 
unworkable solution to a great 
problem. For example, the idea- 
“pray to God to help us recycle” 
sparked off the idea to involve 
religious institutions like churches 
and ashrams in spreading the 
message of the benefits of 
recycling. 

During brainstorming sessions 
there should be no criticism of 
ideas as judgments and analysis 
stunt idea generation. Ideas should 
only be evaluated at the end of the 
session – then the solutions can be 
further explored using conventional 
approaches.

In the finance world, there have 
been numerous instances where a 
draconian law has been changed 
because somebody thought the 
seemingly unsurmountable issue 
of changing the law was possible. 
Similarly, top management bought 
an idea because it was presented 
in a manner acceptable to them.

1. The Journalistic Six 
The Five W's (and one H) forms 
the basis of information gathering 
in news research which ensures 
that reporters get the "full" story. 
A report is considered complete 
if it provides answers to the six 
questions – Who? What? Where? 

When? Why? How? This maxim 
was memorialised by Rudyard 
Kipling in his "Just So Stories" 
where a poem opens with:

I keep six honest serving-men
(They taught me all I knew);
Their names are What and 
Why and When
And How and Where and 
Who.v 

Sounds simplistic? Obvious? 
Never underestimate the power 
of simple questions. Ask these 
questions and you can uncover 
a wealth of knowledge and 
opportunity. Do not restrict your-  
self to single syllable questions. 
Some variations that you can 
explore:

Who?
Who is involved? Who uses it, wants 
it? Who has created or added to 
the situation? Who can help deal 
with it? Who’s concerned about the 
task, or excited about it? Who will 
be included, will be excluded?

What?
What is it? What has been done 
before? What resources do we 
have or need? What went or could 
go wrong? What would we like to 
see happened? 

When? 
When did we become aware of 
this? When do we think most about 
it? When must action be taken? 
When is the best or worst time to 
work on it?

Where?
Where does the action take place? 
Where did, will, should this occur 
or be performed? Where else 
has anyone dealt with a similar 
situation? Where are the best or 
worst places to be? Where would 
we like to be in the near future? 

Why?
Why do we have this situation? 
Why should it be done, avoided, 
permitted? Why hasn’t this been 
dealt with? Why do we really want 
to do it? 

How 
How can the situation be described, 
understood? How do others view 
it? How would I like to see changes 
made? How would other ideas be 
different from the present? How 
have other efforts succeeded or 
failed?

2. Problem Reversal 
Tao-te Ching by Lao-tzu stresses 
that a successful leader needs 
to see opposites everywhere. In 
order to lead, the leader learns 
to follow. In order to prosper, the 
leader learns to live simply. vi This 
is true for all behaviour. To get 
your creative juices flowing, see 
things backwards, inside out, and 
upside down. State your problem 
in reverse: change a positive 
statement into a negative one, 
define what something is not, do 
what no one else is doing and so 
on. Change your perspective to 
see things anew.

Say, when the target is to 
increase your client base think of 
what would decrease clients. Like 
calling prospects, being rude to 

nnovative 
thinking can 
help us devise 
creative and 
imaginative 

solutions to problems and 
help us spot opportunities 
that we might otherwise 
miss. Such thinking has been 
variously described as lateral 
thinking, creative thinking, out 
of box thinking, etc.

I
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iv Brainstorming - http://www.mindtools.com/brainstm.html
v  Journalistic Six- http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Six_Honest_Serving_Men
vi Problem reversal-  http://www.mycoted.com/Problem_Reversal
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clients, showing poor knowledge, 
praising the competitor and so on. 
Now reverse the questions: How 
can I increase clients by giving 
better service? How can competitor 
help my case? Study their strategy 
and learn. Challenge the notion that 
increasing client base will increase 
revenue by finding ways to increase 
revenue by reducing client base. 
This could be done by focusing on 
bigger customers, better paying 
specialised jobs, retraining staff, 
delegation, etc.

3. SCAMPER technique
This technique was developed by 
Bob Eberle, who writes on creativity 
for children. The keystone of this 
approach is that if you cannot think 
of any response promptly, force a 
response, even though it sounds 
ridiculous and then devise means 
to make it work. SCAMPER is an 
acronym for:
S – Substitute/Simplify: Substitute 
some part of the accepted situation, 
thing or concept and replace it with 
something else. Typical questions 
include: What can be substituted 
to make an improvement? What 
will happen if I swap this for that? 
How can I substitute the place, time, 
materials or people?
C - Combine: Join, affiliate, 
or force together two or more 
elements of the subject matter to 
form a combination that provides 
a solution. Like: What materials, 
features, processes, people, 
products or components can be 
combined? Where can we build 
synergy? 
A – Adapt: Consider which parts 
of the product/process could be 
adapted to remove the problem or 
changing the nature of the product/
process. Questions include: 
What part of the product could be 
changed? And in exchange for 
what? What would happen if the 
characteristics of a component 
were changed? What might I 
copy? 

M – Modify/distort: Consider 
many of the attribute of the thing 
you are working on and change 
them, arbitrarily, if necessary. 
Attributes include: size, shape, 
other dimensions, attitude, position, 
history and so on. 
Purpose (Put to other use): 
Modify the intention of the subject. 
Think about why it exists, what it is 
used for, what it's supposed to do. 
Challenge all of these assumptions 
and suggest new and unusual 
purposes. Typical questions: What 
new ways are there to use this? 
Can this be used in other places? 
Which other people might I reach? 
How I can I modify this?
E – Eliminate: Eliminate one or 
some elements of the process/
problem and consider what you 
might do in that situation. Say, 
what would happen if I removed a 
component or part of it? How else 
would I achieve the solution without 
the normal way of doing it?
R – Reverse/Rearrange: Change 
the direction or orienta-tion. Turn it 
upside-down, inside-out, or make it 
go backwards. View the issue from 
different angles.vii

4. The TRIZ technique
TRIZ (Teoriya Resheniya 
Izobretatelskikh Zadatch) is a 
“Theory of Inventive Problem 
Solving” (TIPS) developed by a 
Russian scientist Genrich Altshuller 
and his colleagues (beginning in 
1946). Altshuller and his associates 

n RCA, 
information from 
the previous 
process step 
provides 

output for the next step. The 
process is iterative and wrong 
assumptions or decisions 
made in earlier stages can 
be corrected by creating a 
feedback loop back to the 
step where the assumption or 
decision was initially made.

I

studied a vast array of technological 
solutions, patents, inventions. 
They discovered that majority 
of problems require solutions to 
overcome a dilemma or a trade-
off between two contradictory 
elements which can be solved by a 
limited number of basic principles 
(techniques). The initial tool had 40 
Inventive Principles.viii The “Typical 
solution” is found by defining 
the contradiction to be resolved 
and considering which principles 
may be applied to overcome the 
“contradiction”, enabling a solution 
that is closer to the “ultimate ideal 
result”. The central purpose of TRIZ-
based analysis is to systematically 
apply the strategies and tools to  
find superior solutions that 
overcome the need for a 
compromise or trade-off between 
the two elements.

 One result of Altshuller's theory 
– that inventiveness and creativity 
can be learned - has fundamentally 
altered the psychological model 
of creativity. Although little known 
outside ex-USSR before the end 
of last century, today more and 
more organisations recognise TRIZ  
as the best practice of innovation. 
Some examples of the TRIZ 
principlesix :
Principle 1: Segmentation- This 
could be done by dividing an 
object into independent parts like 
replacing a large truck by a truck 
and trailer. Or by making an object 
easy to disassemble like Modular 
furniture.
Principle 4: Asymmetry-Change 
the shape of an object from 
symmetrical to asymmetrical. 
Asymmetrical mixing vessels or 
asymmetrical vanes in symmetrical 
vessels improve mixing (cement 
trucks, cake mixers, blenders).
Principle 6: Nested doll- Just 
like Russian dolls, placing one 
object inside another and that 
in turn inside another is another 
technique. This principle is used 
in measuring cups and storage  
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vii Scamper technique - http://www.brainstorming.co.uk/tutorials/scampertutorial.html
viii TRIZ principles http://triz40.com https://www.triz.org/
ix  TRIZ principles - http://www.triz40.com/aff_Principles.htm
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boxes. Another alternative is to 
make one part pass through a 
cavity of the other as in a radio 
antenna, zoom lens and retractable 
aircraft landing gear.
Principle 10: Preliminary action 
- This can be done by performing, 
before it is needed, the required 
change to an object (either fully 
or partially) like sterilising all 
instruments needed for a surgical 
procedure on a sealed tray. Another 
application is to pre-arrange  
objects such that they can 
come into action from the most 
convenient place and without 
losing time for their delivery. Eg. 
Kanban arrangements in a Just-In-
Time factory.
Principle 11: Beforehand 
cushioning - this principle sug-
gests that emergency means 
are prepared beforehand to 
compensate for the relatively 
low reliability of an object. Eg. 
Back-up parachute, Alternate air 
system for aircraft instruments. 
Another example is found in the 
pharmaceutical industry where 
sleeping pills are coated with  
a film of an emetic substance. 
If more than the prescribed  
number of pills is swallowed at 
one time, the concentration of 
the emetic substance reaches a 
threshold value, which induces 
vomiting.
Principle 13: The other way round 
- Just inversing the action can solve 
the problem like making movable 
parts (or the external environment) 
fixed, and fixed parts movable. E.g. 
rotating the part instead of the tool 
or having a moving sidewalk with 
standing people.
Principle 16: Partial or excessive 
actions - If 100 per cent of an 
object is hard to achieve us-ing 
a given method then, by using 
'slightly less' or 'slightly more' of the 
same method, the problem may be 
considerably easier to solve. Like 

over spray when painting, then 
remove excess or use stencil.
Principle 17: Another dimension: 
Change of dimension can help too. 
Like infra red mouse moves in space 
so can be used for presentations. In 
case of dump truck, tilting the body 
allows the truck to be emptied at 
one go.

TRIZ in business
In recent years, a number of TRIZ 
researchers and practitioners 
have been experimenting with 
extending TRIZ to a range of non-
technical areas, including busi-
ness and management systems.x  
Top management who make 
crucial decisions could benefit from 
TRIZ to solve issues which have 
numerous variables and demand  
“out-of-the-box” thinking.

One such method is “xTRIZ” (i.e. 
”eXtended TRIZ”) which helps to 
analyse business and management 
problems, to identify root conflicts 
and causes, to select the problems 
to solve, to generate new ideas 
and solution strategies, and 
evaluate the final results. (Valerie 
Souchkov, TRIZ for business) in 
addition to standard TRIZ tools, 
includes additional techniques to 
enhance the problem solving and 
decision making process, such 
as Root Conflict Analysis (RCA), a 
Comparative Ranking Scorecard 

and Multi-Criteria Decision Matrix.

The basic process of the xTRIZ 
for business applications has six 
steps:
▪ Problem identification and 

documentation; defining cons- 
traints and limitations; esta-
blishing targets and goals.

▪ Problem analysis and 
diagnostics with RCA+; find-
ing, linking and grouping 
conflicts/contradictions.

▪ Assessment of the RCA+ 
diagram and selection of 
contradiction(s) to solve.

▪ Resource analysis within a 
conflict space.

▪ Using Contradiction Matrix  
and Inventive Principles to 
generate new solutions or 
strategies.

▪ Solution strategies evaluation 
and assessment with Multi-
Criteria Decision Matrix and 
TRIZ criteria.
In RCA, information from the 

previous process step provides 
output for the next step. The 
process is iterative and wrong 
assumptions or decisions made 
in earlier stages can be corrected 
by creating a feedback loop back 
to the step where the assumption 
or decision was initially made. A 
format of event and causal tree is 
given with an example. xi
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x   Valerie Souchkov, TRIZ for business and management http://www.xtriz.com/TRIZforBusinessAndManagement.pdf
xi  Valerie Souchkov, TRIZ for business: Application of RCA+ to analyse and solve business and management problems
   http://www.xtriz.com/RootConflictAnalysisIntroduction.pdf
xii  Root cause analysis - http://www.hq.nasa.gov/office/codeq/rca/rootcauseppt.pdf
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Another method involves twelve double principles for Business 
and Management (Pavel Livotov, 2008)xiii. They assist the user in 
resolving organisational contradictions and conflicts by broadening 
individual experiences and intuition. They can be used to formulate 
different approaches to solve the issue at hand. Each principle has two 
contradictory lines of action. It is left to the user to think creatively and 
select the suitable course of action. 

Twelve Principles for resolving organisational tasks  
(Paul Livotov, 2008)

1.  Combination - Separation
2.  Symmetry - Asymmetry
3.  Homogeneity - Diversity
4.  Expansion - Reduction
5.  Mobility - Immovability
6.  Consumption- Regeneration 
7.  Standardisation – Specialisation

8.  Action - Reaction
9. Continuous action - 

Interrupted action
10. Partial action - Excessive 

action
11.  Direct action - Indirect 

action
12. Preliminary action -Preli-

minary counteraction

Example 1: A company is having communication problems  
between its highly technically competent staff and other staff. This is 
affecting productivity and personal relations. The above principles 
provide some alternatives.

Principle 1: Combination - Separation:
▪ “Isolate” the person from the staff by eliminating direct contact.
▪ Arrange for the person to work at home or work flexi time. 
▪ Set up a database or an expert system to make the expertise of the 

person available to others through the system. 

Principle 2: Symmetry - Asymmetry:
▪ Reduce asymmetry in company expertise by internally training 

others or outsourcing. 

Principle 4: Expansion - Reduction and Principle 10: Partial 
action - Excessive action:
▪ Reduce the amount of time that the individual spends in projects. 
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▪ Make the person part of an 
Excellence (Expert) centre 
which lends his expertise on 
need basis thereby reducing 
the frequency of interaction

Principle 8 Action – Reaction 
and Principle 11. Direct action - 
Indirect action:
▪ Provide a mediator for the 

individual in the team or in the 
company. 

▪ Arrange social and 
psychological guidance for the 
individual. 

Example 2: Another issue 
which organisations face is effective 
operation of their corporate 
innovation programs. They find 
it difficult to manage day to day 
operations and simultaneously 
explore opportunities for growth. 
Applying the separation principle to 
the conflict of ongoing business Vs. 
innovation and new business, new 
alternatives can be discovered:
▪ Separation in time: Set aside a 

specific time for discussion of 
only new, unrelated to current 
business activities.

▪ Separation between parts and 
the whole: Set up a separate 
team to pursue new activities 

reporting to a senior manager 
with direct accountability for 
generating "new” business.

▪ Separation upon condition: 
Have a simulated exercise 
based on real or imagined 
condition (i.e. a new patent, an 
impending merger, etc.). Based 
on this, generate ideas relating 
to what the organisation might 
do.
This is just a brief overview 

of how TRIZ can enhance 
and accelerate business and 
management innovation. The 
analytical tools can be used to 
identify broad range of problems 
and challenges, while TRIZ patterns 
and problem solving techniques 
can help to generate better ideas. 
TRIZ provides a breakthrough in 
thinking. Instead of groping in the 
dark or oversimplifying the situation, 
we thoroughly analyse a situation, 
reveal contradictions, and resolve 
them in “win-win” way. However, 
TRIZ will not replace the need to 
think. It provides a structure to the 
way we think, and helps ensure 
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ost people want
to operate in
their comfort
zone. Usually,
this means

taking the tried and tested
path and conforming to
norms. Others bow to societal
pressure. Following these
tendencies may be enough
to survive, but is it enough to
leave a mark? Thinking out
of the box gives us a chance
to go beyond this bare
existence and fulfill our true
potential. Not everyone can
be a genius, but we can all try
to maximise our potential.

M

that all possibilities are covered. At 
the end of the day, the more effort 
you put into TRIZ the more benefit 
you will get out of it.

3. Conclusion 
Most people want to operate in their 
comfort zone. Usually, this means 
taking the tried and tested path and 
conforming to norms. Others bow 
to societal pressure. Following 
these tendencies may be enough 
to survive, but is it enough to leave 
a mark? Thinking out of the box 
gives us a chance to go beyond 
this bare existence and fulfill our 
true potential. Not everyone can 
be a genius, but we can all try to 
maximise our potential. 

Thinking out of the box is hard. 
It requires us to stretch our mental 
faculties, but we need not to do it all 
the time. Most times it is fine to drift 
along on auto-pilot, saving our out 
of the box thinking for things that 
matter to us most. All we can take 
from this world is experience, so 
make the most of it by challenging 
the accepted ways. n  


