
In creative work you rout inely venture into

the unknown. You make big leaps to figure

out what your work w i l l do, look like, or

feel like when it?s done. Can you get good

at describing where you?re headed even

before you ful ly know i t yourself? You can!

And reaching for a metaphor can point you

in the right direction. A metaphor serves

as a cognitive bridge that helps you leap
ahead but st i l l feel like you?re standing on

familiar, solid ground, not hovering precar-

iously in th in air.

Metaphors allow you to experience or
understand one thing in terms o f another.

In a beautiful short video called ?The Ar t

of the Metaphor,? poet Jane Hirshfield

notes that i f you?ve ever felt like you were

drowning in paperwork, you?ve done more

than simply describe a large volume of

documents; you?ve offered a visceral feel-

ing o f the experience. Metaphors help you

think wi th your imagination, your feelings,

and your senses all at once. Here?s another

one: it?s raining cats and dogs conjures an

image of torrential downpour and perhaps

even the smell of damp fur or the sound

of hissing felines.

Metaphors are more than just colorful
language to describe something already
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known. You can also use them to express

emerging ideas or come up wi th new per-

spectives on complex challenges.

This assignment helps you use metaphors

to understand the problem you're t ry ing

to solve or to define the opportuni ty for

your creative impact. (There are many

other ways to creatively use metaphors:
check out The Solution Already Exists on

page 114 to work wi th metaphors to come

up w i t h ideas, or Tell Your Granddad on

page 181 to use metaphors to communicate

abstract concepts.)

You can do this entirely on your own or

wi th a group of people to develop common

language around the th ing you?re t ry ing to

discover together. »



\ oat ot
i a ]

y a . &



Th ink about a challenge that you are

current ly facing in your l i fe or work. Look

at the photos opposite and pick an image

that captures the essence o f your current

problem in some way.

I f you?re struggling, t r y p ick ing the

i m a g e ? o r m e t a p h o r ? t h a t :

Best captures how you feel about the

current situation

Best captures how you want to feel (or want

others to feel) after you?ve designed a solution

to the current issue

Seems like it?s the closest to what your

intervention or design might be like

Once you?ve chosen an image, start by

making a l i s t o f as many dif ferent parts

o f the system or object as you see or can

imagine. For example, for the airport ,

y o u m i g h t l i s t l o t s o f d i f f e r e n t j obs and

ro les, l i k e p i l o t s , f o o d se rv i ce wo rke rs , a n d

baggage h a n d l e r s ; t y p e s o f e q u i p m e n t , l i k e

eng ines , t r u c k s , a n d c o n v e y o r be l ts ; t y p e s

o f expe r iences , l i k e delays, a n t i c i p a t i o n ,

earaches, fears; a n d t y p e s o f f o r m a l and

i n f o r m a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , l i k e concess ions

c o n t r a c t s , gate a l l oca t i ons , a n d seatmates.

T h i s l i s t b a r e l y scra tches t h e sur face; each

o f t hese i l l u s t r a t i o n s has been c h o s e n f o r

i t s r i c h n e s s a n d t h e huge ar ray o f i n t e r a c -

t i o n s i t can descr ibe . P o t e n t i a l m e t a p h o r s

abound ; i f a n o t h e r one comes t o m i n d , feel

f ree t o use t h a t one.

Now t r y to connect the di f ferent com-

ponents on your l is t w i t h the aspects o f

the challenge you?re work ing on. In your

world, who or what is represented by the

pi lo t -copi lo t relat ionship or the experience

o f watching your luggage disappear after

you check it? Wha t wou ld you want those

elements to represent in your solution?

You might f ind yourself immediately con-

necting the dots: O h ? I know exactly what

that endless line at airport security represents

in my project! or you might have to push 83

yoursel f by methodical ly going down your

l is ts and making connections. Do th is for

f i f teen to twenty minutes, making as many

connections as you can.

Then step back and ask yoursel f

three questions:

What new insights do I have about the

challenge I?m addressing?

What new ideas do I have about the types

o f solutions I need to consider?

How can I use parts o f this metaphor to

more easily describe what I?m working on?

B r i n g i n g c r e a t i v i t y t o any cha l l enge

i n v o l v e s l o o k i n g at i t d i f f e r e n t l y .

M e t a p h o r s are a q u i c k a n d easy w a y t o

l o o k at s o m e t h i n g t h r o u g h a d i f f e r e n t

lens . A n d t h e y h e l p y o u o r g a n i z e f u z z y

t h o u g h t s i n t o a f a m i l i a r f r a m e . I f you?re

ever f e e l i n g s t u c k o r o v e r w h e l m e d b y t h e

a m b i g u i t y o f t h e cha l l enge you?re t r y -

ing to address, t h i nk i ng w i t h metaphors

w i l l help the di f ferent tumblers fal l i n t o

place as you str ive to unlock the problem.

Metaphors can also inspire you to bui ld

solut ions based on deliberate, posi t ive

models. Wha t wou ld i t be l ike i f walk ing

in to your doctor?s wa i t i ng room fe l t l ike

walk ing in to a coffee shop? H o w about an

auto repair shop that takes care o f your car

the way a spa takes care of you?

I f you?d l ike to bui ld your own set of me t -

aphors to use in your work, just look for

images o f systems. Ecological and natural

systems almost always wo rk well , as do

transportat ion hubs, collections o f objects,

or highly designed experiences (like the

circus, a fancy hotel lobby, or a professional

basketball game). Pr int these images and

make a set o f metaphor cards you can use

in your current and future work.


