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Lateral Thinking

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Creativity, Problem Solving, Cognitive Science

1. Core Definition

Lateral Thinking, a term originally coined by Edward de Bono in 1957, refers to a distinct method

of problem solving that diverges significantly from conventional, linear, or "vertical" logical

approaches. Unlike traditional methods which typically involve sequential steps, direct analysis,

and the application of established rules or formulas to arrive at a solution, lateral thinking

advocates for an indirect and creative pathway. It emphasizes the generation of novel ideas and

solutions by looking at problems from new, often unconventional, angles, thereby circumventing

the limitations of entrenched thought patterns. This approach acknowledges that while many

academic and practical challenges can be effectively resolved through the direct application of

established disciplines such as mathematics, physics, or formal logic, there exists a class of

problems that benefits immensely from, or even necessitates, alternative means of inquiry and

resolution.

At its heart, lateral thinking challenges the inherent human tendency to approach problems with

pre-existing frameworks and assumptions, which often lead to predictable and sometimes

suboptimal solutions. Instead of digging deeper into the same hole, it suggests digging a hole in a

different place entirely. This involves a conscious effort to restructure existing patterns of thought

and to introduce new perspectives that might initially seem irrelevant or illogical. The objective is

not merely to find the "correct" answer within an existing paradigm, but to explore an array of

possibilities, often leading to simpler, more elegant, or profoundly innovative solutions that would

remain hidden to purely logical deduction. It is fundamentally about changing concepts and

perceptions, rather than processing existing ones, thereby fostering a broader intellectual

landscape for problem exploration.

The core tenet of lateral thinking is the deliberate creation of discontinuity and the exploration of

multiple entry points into a problem. Rather than following a straight path from problem to solution,

it encourages detours, reversals, and the introduction of seemingly extraneous information to

disrupt the established logical flow. This deliberate "illogicality" is not an absence of reason, but a

purposeful shift in reasoning strategy, designed to break free from the constraints of conventional

wisdom. By doing so, it opens up new avenues for insight, enabling individuals and groups to

overcome mental blocks and discover solutions that are often simple yet profoundly effective,

precisely because they were not immediately obvious through direct analysis.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of Lateral Thinking was formally introduced and extensively developed by the
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Maltese physician, psychologist, and philosopher Edward de Bono. De Bono coined the term in his

1967 book, "The Use of Lateral Thinking," though the seeds of his ideas were present in his earlier

works. His motivation stemmed from a perceived gap in traditional education and problem-solving

methodologies, which predominantly focused on "vertical" or logical thinking. Vertical thinking, in

de Bono's view, is characterized by sequential steps, building upon previous steps in a linear

fashion, much like building a wall by adding bricks layer upon layer. While essential for analysis

and refinement, de Bono argued that it was often insufficient for generating truly novel solutions or

for re-framing intractable problems.

De Bono's work emerged during a period of increasing interest in creativity and innovation,

particularly in business and education, as societies grappled with complex challenges requiring

more than incremental improvements. He posited that the human mind, by its very nature, tends to

form patterns based on experience, which are highly efficient for routine tasks but can become

rigid and restrictive when confronted with novel situations. Lateral thinking was conceived as a set

of specific techniques and attitudes designed to deliberately break these patterns and generate

new ones, or to approach existing patterns from an entirely different angle. His pioneering efforts

aimed to formalize a process for creativity, making it accessible and teachable, rather than relying

solely on innate talent or serendipity.

Throughout his career, de Bono published numerous books and articles further elaborating on

lateral thinking and related concepts, such as the Six Thinking Hats. His methodologies gained

significant traction globally, being adopted by corporations, educational institutions, and

governments seeking to enhance creative capacity and problem-solving effectiveness. De Bono's

contribution was not merely in naming a phenomenon but in providing practical tools and a

conceptual framework that demystified creativity, positioning it as a skill that could be learned and

applied systematically, rather than an elusive gift. This widespread adoption underscores the

enduring relevance and practical utility of lateral thinking in diverse fields.

3. Key Characteristics

Lateral Thinking is distinguished by several key characteristics that collectively define its

approach to problem-solving. One of its most fundamental attributes is the emphasis on

challenging assumptions. Traditional problem-solving often operates within a set of implicit

assumptions that are rarely questioned. Lateral thinking deliberately seeks to identify and

dismantle these hidden assumptions, recognizing that they can be significant barriers to novel

solutions. By questioning the "given" conditions or the conventional ways of viewing a situation,

new possibilities emerge that were previously obscured by unchallenged beliefs. This critical

skepticism towards the obvious is a powerful catalyst for innovation.

Another crucial characteristic is pattern breaking. The human brain is a highly efficient pattern-
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recognizing machine, which allows us to navigate the world effectively. However, this efficiency

can lead to mental rigidity, where problems are always processed through familiar patterns of

thought. Lateral thinking actively employs techniques to disrupt these established neurological

patterns. This can involve introducing random words or images into the problem space, reversing

the problem statement, or deliberately taking an "illogical" step to force the mind out of its habitual

grooves. The goal is to generate new connections and perspectives that would not arise from

following a sequential, logical path.

The approach is also characterized by its indirectness. Instead of directly attacking a problem with

the most obvious tools, lateral thinking often opts for circuitous routes. This indirectness is not a

sign of inefficiency but a strategic maneuver to bypass mental blockages and explore alternative

entry points. It prioritizes exploration and idea generation over immediate judgment or evaluation.

Furthermore, lateral thinking values the generation of multiple alternatives, even those that

initially appear impractical or absurd. The quantity of ideas is often considered more important than

their immediate quality, as an abundance of diverse ideas increases the likelihood of stumbling

upon a truly breakthrough solution. This open-mindedness to divergent thinking is pivotal in

uncovering unexpected insights.

4. Applications and Examples

The practical application of Lateral Thinking can be vividly illustrated through various scenarios,

particularly those where conventional logic proves insufficient or yields only predictable outcomes.

One classic and entertaining example that effectively highlights the essence of lateral thinking

involves a physics professor challenging a class to find three distinct ways to use a barometer to

determine the exact height of a building. This challenge, on the surface, appears to be a

straightforward physics problem, but it cleverly opens the door to solutions that transcend the direct

scientific application of the instrument.

The first solution, representing the most conventional and "vertical" approach, involves utilizing the

barometer for its intended scientific purpose. This method requires measuring the air pressure at

ground level and then again on the top floor of the building. With these two readings, students

could then apply established physics principles and formulas related to atmospheric pressure

changes with altitude to precisely calculate the building's height. This solution is entirely logical,

direct, and adheres strictly to the primary function of a barometer, embodying the systematic

application of scientific knowledge to solve a quantifiable problem.

However, the subsequent solutions dramatically shift away from this conventional use, showcasing

the power of lateral thinking. The second solution proposes tying a long piece of string to the

barometer, carefully lowering the instrument from the top floor of the building until it touches the

ground, and then simply measuring the length of the string. This approach effectively uses the
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barometer as a weighted object, turning a scientific instrument into a tool for direct physical

measurement. It's an ingenious workaround that bypasses complex calculations entirely, focusing

instead on a pragmatic, albeit unconventional, application of the barometer's physical presence.

The third solution ventures even further into the realm of the unconventional, demonstrating a

highly creative and people-centric approach. This method suggests taking the barometer to the

building manager or caretaker and offering it as a gift in exchange for the exact height of the

building. This solution completely re-contextualizes the barometer, transforming it from a

measuring device into a valuable commodity or a tool for negotiation. All three of these solutions

undeniably use the barometer to arrive at a legitimate answer regarding the building's height.

However, the latter two solutions are prime examples of lateral thinking because they utilize the

barometer in ways that are not immediately obvious, nor are they part of its conventional design

function, thereby illustrating the profound impact of approaching problems from novel and indirect

perspectives.

5. Significance and Impact

The significance and impact of Lateral Thinking extend far beyond mere academic curiosity,

profoundly influencing various domains from business innovation to personal development. Its

introduction by Edward de Bono provided a crucial counterpoint to the prevailing emphasis on

purely analytical and logical thought, highlighting the indispensable role of creativity in navigating

complex and ambiguous situations. In an increasingly dynamic world where problems are often ill-

defined and solutions are not found through incremental improvements, the ability to think laterally

has become a highly valued skill. It empowers individuals and organizations to break free from

intellectual ruts, to challenge established paradigms, and to envision possibilities that conventional

thinking might overlook.

In the realm of business and entrepreneurship, lateral thinking has been instrumental in fostering

innovation and competitive advantage. Companies that encourage lateral thought among their

employees are often better equipped to develop disruptive products, create new markets, and

devise unconventional strategies to overcome challenges. It enables leaders to approach strategic

dilemmas not as fixed constraints but as opportunities for re-framing and imaginative solutions.

Similarly, in fields like design, engineering, and scientific research, lateral thinking can lead to

breakthrough discoveries and novel solutions by encouraging researchers to connect seemingly

unrelated concepts or to question fundamental assumptions that have long been taken for granted.

Furthermore, lateral thinking has had a substantial impact on education and personal development,

promoting a more holistic approach to problem-solving. It teaches individuals to cultivate curiosity,

to embrace ambiguity, and to develop a flexible mindset that is open to diverse perspectives. By

providing concrete techniques for generating new ideas, de Bono effectively demystified creativity,
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making it a learnable skill rather than an innate talent. This has empowered countless individuals to

enhance their cognitive abilities, fostering a greater capacity for original thought and adaptable

problem-solving in all facets of life, from managing daily challenges to contributing to societal

advancements.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread adoption and recognized benefits, Lateral Thinking has not been without

its share of debates and criticisms. One common critique revolves around its perceived lack of

rigor compared to traditional logical or analytical methods. Some argue that while it can be

effective for generating a multitude of ideas, it may not always provide a systematic framework for

evaluating or implementing those ideas. Critics sometimes suggest that lateral thinking, if not

carefully integrated with vertical thinking, might lead to an overemphasis on novelty at the expense

of practicality or feasibility, resulting in solutions that are imaginative but ultimately unworkable.

The unstructured nature of some lateral thinking techniques can also be seen as a drawback,

making it difficult to measure its direct effectiveness or to apply it consistently in highly structured

environments.

Another point of contention concerns the distinction between lateral thinking and other forms of

creative problem-solving. Some scholars argue that lateral thinking is not entirely unique but rather

an articulation of principles already present in concepts like divergent thinking, brainstorming, or

design thinking. They question whether de Bono's framework offers genuinely new insights or

merely re-packages existing ideas under a new label. Furthermore, the term itself, while catchy,

can sometimes lead to a misunderstanding that it promotes irrationality or an outright disregard for

logic, rather than a strategic complement to it. De Bono consistently emphasized that lateral

thinking is meant to be used alongside, not in place of, vertical thinking, but this nuance can

sometimes be lost in its popular interpretation.

However, proponents argue that these criticisms often stem from a misinterpretation of de Bono's

intentions. They emphasize that lateral thinking is a tool for exploration and idea generation, which

must then be followed by logical evaluation and refinement--a process where vertical thinking plays

a crucial role. The value of lateral thinking, they contend, lies precisely in its ability to unlock new

pathways when conventional methods hit a wall, thereby preventing stagnation and fostering

genuine innovation. The debates surrounding lateral thinking underscore the ongoing discussion

about the nature of creativity, the optimal balance between divergent and convergent thought, and

the most effective methodologies for tackling complex problems in an ever-evolving world.
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