
Thinking out of the box. 
 

Don Pilkington, the founder of the Institute of Inventors and Innovators (III) and mentor to 

many inventors, had lots of good advice for innovators. In particular, he would always 

challenge an inventor to consider the broadest possible view of a new idea. Among the 

questions you can ask yourself  are ‘Is there a simpler way of doing this?’ and ‘Is there 

another way of doing this?’ This is a lesson we should always remember and apply.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We must think out of the box.  
Yep!  It’s a cliché because everyone uses it, and they use it 

 exactly because the advice it offers is so good, especially for inventors. 

 

Rudyard Kipling said: 

“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.” 

 

”Don would advise that you ask these critical questions in any order and several times 

over when reviewing your idea.  
 

How can the idea be improved or simplified? How else could it be made to work? There 

is, as the saying goes, more than one way to skin a cat. 
 

Who will use this idea most? Who will it benefit and is there a way to attract more people 

to use it by broadening the scope?  
 

What does the idea offer, are there other applications to which it could be applied? What 

else could be improved by the idea? What could be added to the idea to make it more 

useful? What could be done to simplify it?  

 



Why did you have this idea? Why does it do what you want? Why is it needed in the first 

place, does it satisfy a burning need? Ask Why there is this need and why not look deeper 

at the problem which created this need? 
 

When will this idea be of use? Is the idea practical? When will it no longer be needed? 

Can it be manufactured and at the right cost for someone to buy it? When is the right 

time to market this idea?  
 

Where will this idea be of use? Where will it not be of use and can it be made to be of 

more use? Where will it be available? 
 

If you add Which to Kipling’s serving men you’ll be able to interrogate your invention 

further, and to your obvious benefit (even if some of the answers you come up with are 

difficult to acknowledge or deal with). 
 

By challenging us to ask ourselves these kinds of questions Don inspired many an 

improvement or re-thinking of an idea. Innovators always become very focused on their 

Eureka moment; on the wonderful revelation of their brainwave; and when this happens 

it is easy to be so focused that they do not realise they are wearing blinkers or that they 

are not applying twenty-twenty vision to their thinking.  
 

This brings me to my own mantra. I always apply this one belief of my own “there is always 

a better way”, so even if I think I have the perfect idea I will always try to improve it. This 

logic is challenging oneself, but if you have thought of it, someone else has probably 

thought about it and a competitor will be trying to find a better way to find and exploit 

the weaknesses and other opportunities of your idea. So, it has often been shown that 

the one who pioneered something new is overtaken by the one who follows second, but 

who does something about it. 
 

The point is, this sort of questioning and thinking tests the validity of an idea; it explores 

the hidden opportunities buried in said idea. One day someone else will discover those 

opportunities and find the better way which you could have found if your eyes had been 

really open.  
 

Remember the world is a huge place so you should think 

global and not local! We now have a wonderful tool to 

help us with this thinking. It is called Google! We can 

explore everything that has gone before and everything 

that has not. What’s more – Google is always up to date.  
 

If you follow the advice above and you realise your idea 

is not as good as you thought it could be … and that it 

can’t be fixed, be prepared to drop it, at least until it can 

be fixed.  
 

If, however, you see opportunity, follow your dreams! 

 


