O— KNOWLEDGE CAPACITY: REVERSAL

Reversal as a capacity involves challenging one’s perspective and reimagining the representation of
problems and solutions, while the latter encompasses actualizing those new perspectives into actionable
reality. It is about upending conventional perceptions and actions to redefine and reshape one’s approach to
various challenges and situations, flipping the script—turning situations inside out or upside down to gain
fresh insights and uncover alternative solutions.

Reversal is identified with the ‘Looking and Seeing’ scope in the Knowledge Capacity framework as
it involves a deliberate cognitive strategy to invert perspectives and challenges conventional perceptions. It
acts upon our mental faculties to induce creative thinking and innovative problem-solving by considering
opposites or negations as legitimate pathways to insights. Reversal also operates in the ‘Perceiving and
Representing’ scope as it embodies the capacity to reconceptualize situations and interpret challenges in
innovative ways, fostering the creation of alternative solutions and approaches to what is conventionally
accepted or expected. It enables a deeper readjustment of one’s viewpoint to facilitate a fresh understanding
and novel representations of problems or ideas.

Imagine a financial consultancy traditionally focused on risk aversion suddenly adopting a risk-
embracing philosophy. By reframing their strategies and services to focus on aggressive growth
opportunities, they attract a new breed of entrepreneurial clients, sparking a dynamic shift in company
culture and client engagements. Reversal helps in approaching problems in novel ways, challenging default
linear thinking, introducing transformative ways to view problems and opportunities, often streamlining
solutions and processes more effectively. This aligns perfectly with the principles of Whole Thought by
fostering cognitive flexibility and creativity.

Reversal is a crucial skill for applying theoretical patterns in new and innovative ways. As an example,
during the major Acquisition Reform movement in the U.S. Department of the Navy, part of which was the
shift to performance-based standards, there was the need to eliminate thousands of standards that had crept
into various contracting vehicles over the years. Given one year and a pot of money to accomplish this task,
the DON began down the same path as the other services, holding mini-trials with each standard the
defendant, where, one-by-one, it had to be ‘proved’ that a standard was not needed. This task was an
impossible one; there was always a contractor or contracting officer who felt that each standard was
absolutely essential. As the weeks went by and maybe 5 or 6 standards had been eliminated out of several
thousand needed to be addressed, it was clear this approach was doomed to failure. A different approach
was needed. Embracing the Knowledge Capacity of Reversal, a/l of the standards were eliminated, and
mini-trials were held for those around which contractors and contracting officer had enough energy to bring
back to the board and prove the need for their reinstatement. This was a game changer; when all was said
and done, a couple of hundred standards were important enough to invest the energy necessary to have them
reinstated.

There is a unity of Reversal and Whole Thought in application. The Reversal capacity complements
the Whole Thought landscape by blending itself with Praximorphic Cognition and Temporal Integration.
In challenging ourselves to think backwards or oppositely, we learn to anticipate futures that diverge from
the linear extrapolation of past trends. We invent and innovate by considering what has not been rather than
merely what has been. It aligns with The Ethical Responsibility Principle by promoting the consideration
of alternative viewpoints and actions, which can lead to more ethical and holistic decision-making. Lastly,
Reversal is a key aspect of The Dynamic Balance Principle as it requires maintaining balance in thinking,
ensuring flexibility and readiness to pivot when necessary.

The practice of Reversal adds incredible value as it cultivates creative problem-solving and innovation.
For individuals, it expands cognitive boundaries, allowing for personal growth and a deeper understanding
of different viewpoints and possibilities. For organizations, Reversal is instrumental in breaking through



creative blockades and stagnant thinking, fostering an environment where unconventional ideas are
encouraged and explored. This leads to innovative solutions that can push the boundaries of what's
achievable, keeping businesses at the vanguard of their industries.

How to Cultivate the Capacity of Reversal

For a quick start in cultivating the ability to approach problems from the opposite direction or an alternative
perspective, take an existing project or problem and flip the objectives or constraints to explore new
possibilities. For example, an operations team challenges the status quo by asking “What if we had
unlimited resources?” which leads to new thinking on process efficiencies. A second quick start approach
is to facilitate regular brainstorming sessions where the team is encouraged to reverse roles or objectives.
For instance, sales personnel could approach a problem from the perspective of the customer service team,
and vice versa. Let’s create a scenario demonstrating that approach.

Innovation had stalled at DirectCorp, and CEO Misa was feeling the pressure. In a stroke of Reversal, she
decided to run the factory backwards for a day. The staff reversed their roles, from sales to engineering, and
from management to frontline. Among this chaotic yet eye-opening exercise, Pat, a junior accountant, found
himself 'designing' logistics software. His fresh perspective identified a process bottleneck that everyone else
had missed. Misa, seeing the untapped potential, pivoted the company’s development approach. DirectCorp soon
released a logistics platform that simplified supply chains, echoing Misa's Reversal experiment. The company's
culture transformed, embracing continuous role-reversal workshops, catalyzing innovation and fostering a
working environment that resonated with The Collaborative Co-Creation Principle.

For those seeking to harness the power of Reversal, the table below provides a strategic guide to
reorienting one’s perspective.

WHAT

DESCRIPTION

WHY

Quo

Question the Status

Begin by challenging standard assumptions. Ask
yourself, “What if the opposite of what | believe is
true?”

‘This can unearth novel
untapped potential

approaches and

Implement “What
if” Sessions at the
Organizational
Level

Regularly conduct brainstorming sessions centered
around “what if” questions that speculate on the
reversal of current truths or practices.
(Organizational level)

Stimulates creativity and can unearth innovative
ideas that emerge from thinking outside the
norm.

Flip the Problem

When faced with a challenge, try to view it as an
opportunity.

By turning a problem on its head, you may find
an innovative path to a solution otherwise
obscured by conventional thinking.

Role-Playing
Reversals

At an individual level, put yourself in someone
else’s shoes. At the organizational level, reverse
roles within a team or organization to gain a new
perspective on processes and decision-making.

By adopting a different role or stance, you can
gain empathy and insight, which can lead to
more effective and comprehensive solutions.
Experiencing the work from another orle can
shed light on wunseen opportunities for
improvement or innovation.

Contrarian Debate
Exercises

Regularly engage in debate or discussion where
participants are required to argue a position contrary
to their own.

This mental practice of considering and
understanding the opposite side can uncover
new insights and perspectives.

Deconstruct to
Reconstruct

Break down existing ideas, processes, or systems
into their fundamental components, and explore
reconfiguring them in new ways.

unconsidered
efficiency or

This practice can reveal
possibilities that enhance
effectiveness.

Practice Reverse
Brainstorming

Generate questions instead of answers. For example,
ask, “How could we possibly fail?”

This reverse questioning/approach can highlight
potential pitfalls and lead to proactive strategies.

Reverse-
Engineering
Processes

Take existing solutions or products and work
backwards to understand their foundational

Understanding how things are built or conceived
from the end to the beginning can offer insights
into optimization and uncover overlooked value.




principles, potentially revealing new angles for
innovation.

Counterintuitive
Actions

the potential outcomes if you pursued them.

Practice Routinely challenge existing scenarios and plans by | Counterfactual thinking encourages the brain to
Counterfactual considering their opposites or alternatives. consider different possibilities and scenarios that
Thinking it would typically discard.

Explore Consider actions you’d typically avoid and explore | This opens up a field of innovation that defies

standard logic but could lead to significant
breakthroughs.

Utilize Dissenting
Opinions

Invite and value the perspectives of those who
disagree with you.

Conversations that engage contrarian viewpoints
can spark revelations and new solutions.

Backward Goal-

Start with the end goal and work backwards to

This approach often provides a clearer path to

Based Thinking

creativity.

Setting outline the necessary steps to get there. As a second | success.
approach, instead of starting with a problem, begin
with the desired end state and work backwards to
determine the necessary steps to achieve it.
Adopt Constraint- Impose artificial constraints on a situation to foster | Limitations can sometimes lead to brilliance by

necessitating non-standard approaches.

Innovate Through
Subtraction

Instead of adding new elements to solve a problem,
consider what might happen if you removed
elements.

This subtractive innovation can streamline
processes, clarify value propositions, and lead to
minimalist, efficient design.

Reverse Simulation
and Modeling

Use simulations to run scenarios in reverse. For
instance, in product development, instead of
modeling the creation process, model the product’s
decomposition or recycling.

This can provide insight into long-term
sustainability and end-of-life management.

Contemplate
Opposite Day

Designate days where everything must be
approached from an opposite angle, from daily
routines to project strategies. Conduct ‘Opposite
Day’ workshops where goals are reversed.

Continuous  and deliberate  contrarian
approaches engrain the flexibility and out-of-
the-box thinking that is essential for Reversal.
Instituting an ‘Opposite Day’ exercise where
common practices are flipped can challenge
teams to think differently and foster a culture
that questions the norms, leading to potential
innovations.

Conduct Red Team-
Blue Team
Exercises

Exercises wherein one team develops a plan while
the other team looks for ways it could fail. Then
reverse roles.

This not only uncovers potential weaknesses but
also promotes innovative thinking and problem-
solving.

These actions for embodying Reversal are not merely tactical maneuvers, but reflections of a more
profound philosophical embrace of Whole Thought—all geared towards honing the ability to see the known
world through an unaccustomed lens. Understanding that perspective is not fixed but fluid can be liberating
and can catalyze progress and discovery. In practice, Reversal equips individuals with a toolset that is not
bound by traditional confines. Be it in strategic planning, product development, or daily problem-solving,
this capacity incites us to upend the proverbial chessboard and consider the game from a completely

different angle.

Tool: Flip Frame Workshop

Objective: To develop the capacity for Reversal, enhancing creativity and innovative thinking by
challenging conventional assumptions and perspectives.

Materials: Notecards or post-it notes, flip charts or whiteboards, markers, a timer, and an open space for

group interaction.
Steps:

1. Challenge Assumptions: Begin by writing down the common assumptions or traditional
perspectives that influence your current projects or personal beliefs.




2. Reverse Brainstorming: Use the notecards or whiteboards to brainstorm how the opposite of these
assumptions could also be valid. Encourage wild ideas and complete reversals of conventional
wisdom.

3. Role Swap: Engage in role-playing exercises where you and your team members assume the
opposite of your actual roles or advocate for views contrary to your own.

4. Time Travel: Imagine how a problem or a project would have been approached in a different era
or how it could be addressed in the far future.

5. Develop Alternative Outcomes: With the ideas from the brainstorming session, discuss and
develop a series of alternative outcomes for current challenges grounded in the reversed
perspectives.

6. Constraint Reframing: Impose intentional constraints that are the opposite of what would help in
solving a problem. This exercise will force innovative thinking to circumvent these obstacles.

7. Construct a Reversal Map: Visually map out the steps, goals, or outcomes of a current project or
belief system then create a mirrored map with the reversal ideas from the workshop.

8. Actionable Insights: Decide on at least one idea from the 'Flip Frame Workshop' to test in a real-
world scenario, assessing its viability and potential for practical application.

Outcome: This workshop aims to stretch cognitive flexibility, help break down rigid thought patterns, and
encourage a mindset open to exploring the unorthodox. It can lead to the discovery of novel solutions,
inspire creativity, and foster a culture of innovation that resonates with the principles of Whole Thought.

Follow-Up Actions

To continue learning and practicing Reversal, reflect on historical reversals. Regularly analyze historical
instances where a reversal of perspective led to significant change or innovation. Reflect on how these
instances can apply to current situations. For example, what if digital hadn’t replaced analog, or if remote
work predates office work? How would that shape practices of today? This thought experiment can stretch
the imagination and drive innovation. And be sure and engage with opposing viewpoints. Actively engage
with literature, media, and people that offer a perspective opposite to yours, staying open to learning.

By mastering Reversal, one becomes not just an agile thinker but a visionary able to pivot adroitly
amidst change and chaos. It is an essential skill for the trailblazers and game-changers who seek not to
follow where the path leads but to venture where there is no path and leave a trail of progress in their wake.
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