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one to eight 128

Curiosity is a skill,
not a trait.

A short guide to curiosity, questioning and generating ideas. How to ask
better questions, think clearly and create ideas worth keeping.

B Y Brendan O'Keefe
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The problem with brainstorming
Picture the scene. A group project. Someone says, "Let's brainstorm ideas."
Everybody starts shouting suggestions. The loudest voice wins. The good
idea gets lost somewhere in the middle. And twenty minutes later, the group
settles on the first idea that nobody actively hated.

That is not a decision. That is a retreat.

Here is the uncomfortable truth: the research on brainstorming is clear.
Individuals working alone often produce more ideas, and better ideas, than
the same people working in a group.

This is not an argument against teamwork. Teamwork is essential. This is an
argument for doing the thinking right.

Group brainstorming has four quiet killers:

Production blocking. Only one person can speak at a time. While you

are waiting for your turn, your idea evaporates.

Evaluation apprehension. Nobody wants to look silly in front of the

group. So nobody says the idea that might be brilliant.

Social loafing. Someone always coasts while the others do the work.

Social matching. Everyone unconsciously slows down to match the

least productive person in the room.

The research was done by two researchers named Diehl and Stroebe in the
late 1980s. They kept finding the same result: real groups produce fewer
ideas than the same number of people working alone and combining their
lists afterwards.

Think about that. The group looks productive. Everyone is talking. It feels
like progress. And yet the thinking is thinner than it would have been if
everyone had sat quietly and worked alone first.
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Why the question matters more
than the answer
Every answer starts from a question. The question you ask determines the
answer you can find.

Ask a weak question and you get a weak answer, even if you try hard. Ask a
good question and the answer becomes almost inevitable.

Tim Hurson, who wrote a book called Think Better, built his whole method
around this idea. The quality of your thinking is determined by the quality of
your questions. Change the question and you change everything downstream
of it.

You cannot outwork a bad question.

Most people grab the first question that comes to mind and then work very
hard in the wrong direction. They spend hours answering a question they
never actually chose.

The skill is not answering faster. The skill is asking better.
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Curiosity as a skill
Curiosity is usually treated as a personality trait. You either have it or you do
not. That is not quite right. Curiosity behaves much more like a skill. It can be
practised. It can be strengthened. It can be directed.

There is a well-known idea called the curiosity gap. It comes from a
researcher named George Loewenstein. The basic insight is this: we get
curious when we notice the gap between what we know and what we want to
know.

You do not need to make yourself a curious person. You need to notice the
gaps.



There is also a difference between shallow curiosity and deep curiosity.

Shallow curiosity asks what. What is that? What happened? What are

they doing?

Deep curiosity asks why, how, what if and what else. Why does that

work? How could it be different? What if the opposite were true?

What else could this be?

Shallow curiosity is satisfied quickly. Deep curiosity keeps going.

And here is a quiet connection to the first essential of one to eight. You
cannot wonder properly if you are never quiet. Curiosity needs space. If
every gap in your day is filled with a screen, the gaps never get noticed.

P A R T  4  ·  O N  Y O U R  O W N

Generating ideas by yourself
Some of the best thinking you will ever do will be done alone, on paper, with
nobody watching.

Free writing

Set a timer for ten minutes. Write without stopping. Do not edit. Do not
judge. Do not worry about spelling or sense. The goal is to get the obvious
thoughts out of the way so the interesting ones can surface.

Mind mapping

Write one idea in the middle of a page. Draw branches out from it. Let each
branch grow its own branches. You are not organising thoughts. You are
letting them connect.

Word association

Start with one word. Write the next word it pulls out of you. Then the next.
Do not think. Let the chain grow.



The question list

Before you try to answer anything, write down twenty questions about the
thing. Do not answer them. Just collect them. The questions themselves will
change how you see the problem.

The awful idea

Deliberately generate terrible ideas first. The worst possible idea. The idea
that would get you laughed out of the room. This loosens the brain. Once you
have written down the terrible ideas, the good ones feel easier to say.

SCAMPER

S

Substitute

C

Combine

A

Adapt

M

Modify

P

Put to another use

E

Eliminate

R

Reverse

?

What else?

Take any idea and run it through SCAMPER. What could you substitute?
What could you combine? What would happen if you reversed it? Each
question is a door into a different version of the idea.

Stepping away

The best ideas often arrive when you stop trying. When you walk, when you
shower, when you are doing something else entirely. The brain keeps
working in the background. This is not magic. It is what happens when the
conscious mind stops blocking.

The discipline is to have paper nearby when the idea arrives.



“ Ideas are not found by waiting for lightning. They are found by giving
the brain material to work with. ”
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The first idea trap
The first idea is rarely the best idea.

It is usually the most obvious, the most familiar and the most socially
acceptable. It is the idea everyone else would have had. It is the idea that
requires no thinking.

Great ideas are often second, third or seventh.

The fix is not to reject the first idea. The first idea can be fine. The fix is to
refuse to stop there.

A simple discipline: generate at least
ten ideas before you choose one.

This is not a rule that came from nowhere. Research on ideation keeps
finding the same pattern. The early ideas in a session are the obvious ones.
The good ideas tend to arrive later, once the brain has cleared out the familiar
answers.

Quantity creates quality. You have to get through the obvious ideas to reach
the interesting ones.
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Generating ideas with other people
Groups are good at many things. Generating raw ideas in a shouting match is
not one of them.

The fix is simple: think first, then talk.

It is called brainwriting, and it is the plain English version of something
researchers call the nominal group technique.

1. Everyone sits quietly and writes down their own ideas. No talking.

2. After five or ten minutes, the ideas are shared, one at a time, around

the circle.

3. Everyone writes down new ideas inspired by what they hear.

4. The group discusses the ideas in rounds, without judging during

generation.

5. Someone collects everything. The best ideas get tested.

Why it works

It removes production blocking. Nobody is waiting for a turn.

Everyone is writing.

It reduces evaluation apprehension. Nobody is watching you think.

It stops social loafing. Everybody contributes before the talking starts.

Rules for group ideation

No judging during generation

Write everything down

Build on each other's ideas

Take silence seriously as thinking time

Someone facilitates and protects the process



“ A good group session is not a competition to be heard. It is a way to
collect thinking. ”
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Getting ideas with the help of AI
Here is a tool your grandparents never had. A thinking partner that never gets
tired, never gets embarrassed, never judges your first draft, and is happy to
produce fifty ideas before breakfast.

AI will not think for you. But it will think with you, and it is remarkably
good at pushing past the obvious if you ask it to.

AI gives you what you ask for

The same rule applies to AI as to everything else in this chapter: the question
determines the answer.

Ask for obvious ideas and you will get obvious ideas. Ask it to push the
boundaries and it will push them. The quality of what comes back depends
almost entirely on the quality of what you send in.

Ways to push AI past the obvious

Ask for quantity first. "Give me fifty ideas for this." The first ten will

be average. The ideas get stranger and more interesting the further

down the list you go.

Ask for the wild versions. "Now give me ten ideas that would never

survive a committee meeting." AI is very good at being uncensored

when you give it permission.

Ask what it would never suggest. "What ideas would you normally

hold back?" The opposite framing pulls out ideas you would never

have thought to request.



Ask for combinations. "Combine this idea with that unrelated

concept." Some of the best ideas come from mashing two things that

have never met.

Ask from another field. "How would a chef solve this problem? A

musician? A gardener? A pilot?" Pulling ideas across domains is one

of the oldest creativity tricks, and AI is fluent in every domain at once.

Ask it to argue against its own ideas. "Which of these would fail,

and why?" Stress-testing is part of generating.

Iterate on the rubbish. Take its worst idea and ask how to make it

good. Take its best idea and ask how to make it better. The second pass

is often where the gold is.

The boundary-pushing games

The constraints game. Add a random constraint on purpose. What

would this look like if it had to be done in an hour? With no money?

With no screen?

The scale game. Make it tiny. Then make it enormous. The same idea

at different scales is often several different ideas.

The audience game. Design for a completely different person. What

would this look like for a five year old? For a ninety year old?

The time game. What would this look like in 1920? What would it

look like in 2120?



The reversal game. What is the opposite of the obvious answer?

What happens if we drop the assumption everyone is making?

These games work on your own too. AI just makes them faster, because it
will happily play all of them at once.

The honest warning

AI is a mirror of everything that has already been written. Its default ideas
are the average of the internet. That makes it a brilliant starting point and a
terrible destination.

Think first, then ask. If you always ask AI before you think, you

never learn to think. The sequence matters. Generate your own ideas

first, then use AI to push further.

Your judgement is the part that counts. AI can produce the strange

idea. Only you can recognise which strange idea matters, and decide

to pursue it.

Never let AI choose for you. Ask it to give you more to choose from.

The choosing is yours.

“ AI is brilliant at producing the tenth idea. It is terrible at knowing
which idea matters. ”

Prompts worth keeping

"Give me thirty ideas for this. Then pick the five weirdest and develop

them."

"What would an expert in a completely different field suggest?"

"What am I not seeing?"

"Break this idea in the most interesting way possible."

"What is the assumption everyone is making here, and what happens if

we drop it?"

Notice something. Every one of those prompts is a better question. The tool
changes, the skill does not.
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Six Thinking Hats, in plain English
Edward de Bono spent his life studying how people think. One of his best-
known tools is the Six Thinking Hats. The idea is simple: everyone in the room
thinks in the same direction at the same time, one direction at a time.

When everyone thinks in the same direction together, the thinking gets
deeper instead of more defensive.

W H I T E  H A T

The Facts

Just the facts. What do we
know? What do we need to
find out? No opinions, no
feelings.

R E D  H A T

Feelings

Feelings and intuition. How do
we feel about this? No
justification needed. Feelings
are allowed to be feelings.

B L A C K  H A T

The Caution

What could go wrong? The
caution hat. This is where the
risks get named honestly.

Y E L L O W  H A T

The Optimism

What could go well? The
optimism hat. What are the
benefits? What is the value?

G R E E N  H A T

The New

New ideas and possibilities.
The creativity hat. What if?
What else? What could be?

B L U E  H A T

The Process

Running the process. What hat
are we wearing now? What
comes next? The control hat.

Example. A group of students deciding what to do for a school project. They
start with the white hat: what are the facts, what are the requirements. Then
red: how do we actually feel about these options. Then black: what could go
wrong with each. Then yellow: what would be worth it. Then green: what
could we do that nobody has suggested yet. Then blue: which ideas deserve
to be tested.

Nobody is attacking anybody's idea. Every hat is a direction, not a debate.
The thinking happens in parallel instead of in opposition.

De Bono also gave us lateral thinking, which simply means solving a
problem by approaching it from an unexpected angle instead of pushing
straight at it. His favourite tool for this was a provocation: deliberately



introducing a wild idea to break the pattern. Sometimes the wild idea is
useless. Sometimes it unlocks the real one.
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Questions that lead somewhere
Not all questions are equal. Some questions close the door. Some questions open
it.

Diagnostic questions ask for an explanation. Why is this happening? Who is
to blame? What went wrong? These questions are useful, but they can
become a trap. They produce analysis. Analysis is not the same as progress.

Generative questions produce movement. What could I try? What would I
do differently? What is one small step? These questions produce action.

A good question does not just ask for an answer. It makes something happen.

“ The dead questions are not wrong. They are just where thinking stalls.
The live questions are where thinking starts moving. ”
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Your question practice
Curiosity and questioning are skills. Skills need practice. Here is a rhythm that
takes almost no time and changes how you think.

One question a day. Write down one good question. No pressure to

answer it. Just collect it.



One deep question a week. A real question about something you care

about. Why does this matter to me? What would I do if I were not

afraid?

One idea session a week. Ten minutes of solo ideation. Pick a

problem, write down ten ideas, do not judge any of them.

One group session a month. Brainwriting with friends or family.

Think first, then talk.

One curiosity walk. No phone, no music. Just walk and notice. Let

the questions surface.

My question journal

Today's question

What I noticed when I sat with it

One idea I generated this week

One idea I did not judge too quickly

The question I keep avoiding

What is the smallest possible step I could take?

What would I do if I were not afraid of looking silly?

What did I learn this week about how I think?
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The bottom line

Every invention, every story, every discovery, every good decision began with
a question.

Questioning is not weakness. It is the engine of learning. The people who
move things forward are rarely the ones who know everything. They are the
ones who ask the question nobody else thought to ask.

Curiosity is not something you lose as you grow up. It is something you
practise, or something you let rust.



The eight essentials give you a foundation. Silence teaches you to notice.
Skills teach you to build. Community teaches you to listen. Knowledge
without Wi-Fi teaches you to think for yourself. And questions give you
direction.

“ A note on the sources. The ideas in this chapter come from a long line
of people who studied thinking: Alex Osborn, who invented
brainstorming in 1953 and wrote its rules; Edward de Bono, who gave
us lateral thinking and the Six Thinking Hats; Tim Hurson, who argued
that questions shape thinking; George Loewenstein, who explained the
curiosity gap; and the researchers Diehl and Stroebe, who showed that
groups underperform when they shout instead of write. If you want to
go deeper, start with Hurson's Think Better and de Bono's Six Thinking
Hats. ”

Ask a better question.

Ask a better question.

Start your question practice today. One question a day. One idea session a week.

One curiosity walk. The next great idea in your life is waiting for the right question.

ByBrendan O'Keefe


