
 
Jennifer Phillips, Washington State Department of Social and Health Services, February 2023 

 Climb Out of Mental Valleys 
 

Creativity researcher Dr. Edward 
de Bono’s work provides a handy 
way to think about entrenched 
ideas. His research found that 
our minds are similar to how rain 
organizes into streams at the 
bottom of valleys through years 
of erosion. Our minds learn to 
organize language into streams 
of thought. He called these 
mental valleys. Mental models is 
another common term you’ll 
encounter. These natural ways of 
thinking can be hard to recognize 
and can make it hard for us to 
imagine other ways. 

To get out of the box,  

we need to know what box we’re in. 

Pay attention for . . .  

 Autopilot practices 

 Assumptions 

 Traditional mindsets and ideas 

 Rules, policies 

 Patterns  

 Relationships 
 
Mental valleys are helpful for . . .  

 Everyday communications 

 Keeping a stable state 

 Dealing with a complex world 
 
They are unhelpful when: 

 Our problem-solving is stuck 

 We need innovation 

 They exclude, discriminate or otherwise cause harm 
   

Creativity 

“The ability to transcend 
traditional ideas, rules, 
patterns, relationships, or 
the like, and to create 
meaningful new ideas, 
forms, methods, 
interpretations, etc.” 

Dictionary.com 

 

Innovation 

“Doing things differently, 
and doing different things, 
to create a step change in 
performance.” 

Creating the Culture for 
Innovation – Practical Guide 
for Leaders, NHS 

 

Signs We Need 

Creative Thinking 

 Going around and 
around with little 
progress 

 Solution inadequate to 
meet the need 

 Resource constraints 
make progress feel 
impossible 

 Skepticism high 

 Falling behind 
customer expectations 
or competition 
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A Few Ways to 

Identify Valleys 
 

Look at your lean and user 
design data with this lens 

Role play explaining your 
situation to someone 
from another planet 

List out the who, what, 
when, where and how 

Ask lots of questions 

Go on physical or virtual 
field trips to learn from 
other industries, fields, 
roles, settings 

 

Purposeful Leaps 

Be intentional about 
finding other mental 
models that could offer 
possibilities 

Seek out diverse user 
stories, experiences, 
needs and wants  

 
Random Jumps 

Be open to learning from 
anything and anyone to 
find helpful connections 

 
 

Steps to Try 
 

Stop before you start. We tend to autopilot into our usual ways of 
approaching things and miss the chance to think creatively and see 
problems with our current mental models. Try creating a habit of 
pausing to identify mental valleys early and consider whether they are 
useful and appropriate anymore.  
 
Use various methods to identify mental valleys. Get a good list.  
 
Frame your topic for maximum exploration. It’s helpful to create both 
a narrow and broad view of your topic:  

 Narrow: What do you need creative thinking about and why? 
Example: We need creative thinking about how to identify 
stakeholders.  

 Broad: For the sake of what? Revisit (or better define) your end 
goal and design targets. Are you trying to deliver a product or 
service that is convenient for users? Is safety a driving feature? 
Example: We need creative thinking about how to ensure end 
users say our solution is easy for them. 

 
Plan to make some leaps for both your narrow and broad topic. Pick 
an unhelpful mental valley from your list to directly challenge. Dig into 
existing user and process data with new eyes. Plan some field trip 
research. And so on. Mix together a few methods.  
 
Collect ideas for both your narrow and broad topic to explore. Guard 
against instant rejection. And pay attention for ideas getting reaction 
(these might be the most creative).   
 
 

 
 

What innovations have positively impact your life, 

work or personal? Try to identify the underlying 

mental valley(s) that were rewritten. 
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A Few Resources 

30 mental models to add to 
your thinking toolbox – Ness 
Labs article 

 

Unsticking Stuck Mental 
Models: Adventures in 
Systemic Change – Article and 
webinar recording 

 

How to Challenge Your Mental 
Models and Think Differently  
- Article 

 

Thinking Differently – open 
source PDF booklet from the 
UK National Health Service 

 

 

 
4 Ws and How 
 

Sample Questions 

 

 

 

Field Trip Examples 

https://nesslabs.com/mental-models
https://nesslabs.com/mental-models
https://collectiveimpactforum.org/blog/unsticking-stuck-mental-models-adventures-in-systems-change/
https://collectiveimpactforum.org/blog/unsticking-stuck-mental-models-adventures-in-systems-change/
https://collectiveimpactforum.org/blog/unsticking-stuck-mental-models-adventures-in-systems-change/
https://gothamculture.com/2017/03/23/challenge-mental-models-think-differently/
https://gothamculture.com/2017/03/23/challenge-mental-models-think-differently/
•%09https:/www.innovationagencynwc.nhs.uk/media/documents/PIP/thinking_differently%20Book%20(2).pdf

