
 

 

LESSON # 9 
 

 

 

O’Connor’s, 7 Essential Questions 

1. What could we look at in a new way? 

2. What could we use in a new way, or for the first time? 

3. What could we move, changing its position in space or time? 

4. What could we interconnect, for the first time or in a new way? 

5. What could we alter, in terms of design and performance? 

6. What can we make that is truly new? 

7. What can we imagine that would create a great experience for someone? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions that Can Lead to Future Innovations 

 

• Strategist, Bill O'Connor, lead a group of MBA students at the Hult International 

School of Business and UC Berkeley/Hass to consider the 1,000 greatest 

innovations in human history and boil them down to their essence.  

• O’Conner’s 7 essential questions is a techniques designed to make people think 

more closely at a product or service and it is similar to  Bob Ederle’s SCAMPER 

created in the early 70s, and it is still in use today under various formats, by just 

about every company involved in complex problem solving, idea generation, and 

innovation. 

SCAMPER is an acronym for: 

• S = Substitute 

• C = Combine 

• A = Adapt 

• M = Magnify 

• P = Put to Other Uses 

• E = Eliminate (or Minify) 

• R = Rearrange (or Reverse) 

 

 

• In other words, Bill O’Connor spear-headed the develop of key questions, much 

like any philosophical question does where innovations are created through 

questions. As a result the research came up with 7 key questions that often lead 

to solutions that are truly innovative. 

 

 

 

 



O’Connors 7 essential questions: 

 

1. What could we look at in a new way? 

 

2. What could we use in a new way, or for the first time? 

 

3. What could we move, changing its position in space or time? 

 

4. What could we interconnect, for the first time or in a new way? 

 

5. What could we alter, in terms of design and performance? 

 

6. What can we make that is truly new? 

 

7. What can we imagine that would create a great experience for someone? 

 

 

• To understand how Bill and the participants arrived at the 7 questions, let's look 

at some of the innovations studied as found in Bill's original materials.  

 

• Throughout recorded history, one can find many examples of how applying the 

7 questions has led to innovations.  

 

 

 

 

 



Below is a list of how they developed the questions. 

 

1. Look 

Initially fire was discovered by early humans and not invented. One can only 

assume that primitive humans must have looked at deeply and connected the 

dots and saw fire as something not only to be feared, but also something they 

could control and even make at will. 

2. Use 

When the internet first emerged, it was used for frivolous activities like sharing 

pictures of cats. An entrepreneurial company then asked, "How can 

we use the internet to sell things?" And thusly, eBay was born. 

3. Move 

• Man's original form of communication was oral. Then one day he got 

the idea to move language to paper.  

• The written word allows communication to transcend space and time. 

The words were the same.  

• Only the delivery mechanism had changed. 

4. Interconnect 

• The innovation of the bow and arrow did not immediately follow the 

innovation of the spear. In its day, the spear was a fairly decent 

weapon.  

• But how could it be more effective? If it could be used from a distance! 

It only took human beings 391,000 years to think 

about interconnecting "things that are sharp" with "things that go 

boing." 

 



5. Alter 

• The innovation of Jazz was made possible by altering the rules 

associated with musical performance.  

• Musicians were allowed to dynamically improvise instead of strictly 

following what was on the printed sheet music before them. 

 

6. Make 

• Sometimes people make things that are totally new — like the 

transistor.  

• Nothing like it existed before its creation. And the world has never been 

the same since. 

 

7. Imagine 

• Much of Apple's success can be attributed to founder, Steve Jobs, who 

was able to imagine a computer that would be smaller, less expensive, 

and easier to use. 

• This gives you a sense of where the questions came from. Though the 

team looked long and hard for the 8thquestion, eventually candidate 

questions were determined to be derivatives of the 7.  

• This really is the DNA of innovation — the basic essence.  

• To drive home this point, here is an example of a matrix of 49 questions 

that shows various variants of the prime 7. 

 

On the next page are the original key words of the 7 essential questions as well 

as the most relevant questions that are variants of the 7. 

 



 

Look Higher 

What could we look 

at - higher level? 

Reverse 

What could we 

reverse or look at 

inversely? 

Values 

What values 

could we switch 

good or bad? 

Kid 

How could we look 

at this like a kid 

would? 

Ignore 

What could we 

ignore that 

everyone else 

knows is true? 

Holistic 

How could we look 

at this in a more 

holistic way? 

Use Leverage 

What could we 

leverage better or for 

the first time? 

Foundation 

What could we 

use as a 

foundation for 

something else? 

Substitute 

What could we 

substitute for 

something else? 

Aspect 

What new aspect 

of something could 

we use? 

Apply 

What could we 

apply in a new 

way or context? 

Change 

What could we 

change and then 

use differently? 

Move Import 

What could we import 

from another realm? 

Rearrange 

What could we 

rearrange - 

reconfigure? 

Replace 

What could we 

replace with 

something else? 

Remove 

What could we 

remove to help us 

streamline? 

Speed 

What could we 

speed-up or 

slow-down? 

Frequency 

What could we 

make happen +/- 

times frequently? 

Interconnect Power 

What could we use to 

power something 

else? 

Combine 

What things could 

we combine to 

make a new 

thing? 

Network 

What could we 

turn/into make 

more like a 

network? 

Transparency 

What could we 

make more 

transparent 

connecting us with 

more information 

Open 

What could we 

make more open 

to enable co-

operation? 

Partnerships 

What people or 

groups could we 

form new 

partnerships with? 

Alter Quality 

How could we 

radically increase 

quality? 

Design 

How could we 

change/improve 

the design? 

Performance 

How could we 

change/improve  

performance 

Aesthetics 

How could we 

make this more 

beautiful improving 

the aesthetics? 

Experience 

How could we 

improve the 

overall 

experience? 

Standardize 

What could we 

standardize/align 

unify to make 

things better? 

 

Make Processes 

What new processes 

could we create? 

Meaning 

What new 

meaning can we 

create or infuse? 

Harness 

What could we 

harness to make 

something new? 

Instantiate 

What could we 

instantiate into 

something new? 

Functions 

What new 

functions could 

we create? 

Specialize 

What could we 

make more 

specialized and 

focused? 

Imagine Amplify 

What could we 

amplify of increase? 

Easier 

What could we 

make easier or 

more fun? 

Negatives 

What negatives 

could we get rid 

of? 

Crazy 

What crazy idea 

could we try that 

just might work? 

Sci-fi 

What could we 

learn from 

science fiction? 

Try 

What could we just 

TRY to see what 

happens? 



Armed with the 7 questions as a structured way to generate ideas, the next logical 

question that users involved this system often ask is "How do I pick my innovation 

target?"  

 

There are really just two possible types when faced with innovation: 

• Sustaining innovation is about things like constant improvement, reliability, 

scale, responding to trends, and best practices. 

• Breakthrough innovation-invention is about new solutions, unexpected 

surprises, experimentation, leveraging trends, and next practices. 

Sustaining innovation is about keeping up, while breakthrough innovation is about 

leaping ahead. Selecting an innovation target to achieve sustaining innovation versus 

breakthrough innovation depends on where an existing product or service exists on 

what is called the Innovation-Continuum. 

Every innovation in human history passes through 5 very distinct phases in the course 

of its evolution. 

1. Impossible: At first, the innovation is thought to be "impossible" — meaning it 

simply can't be done, or hasn't even been conceived of yet. 

2. Impractical: Next, the innovation enters the "impractical" phase — meaning 

that, while it may be technically possible to do, it's not really a viable option for 

a wide range of people and companies yet, often because of the time, 

expertise, or expense required to make it happen. 

3. Possible: Then the innovation becomes "possible," or widely possible. 

Suddenly, a dramatically larger percentage of the market/population/world can 

access the innovation. This is the phase where industries are formed, careers 

are made, huge amounts of money are generated, media coverage spikes, 

and the world can be changed. 

4. Expected: In the "expected" phase, people have grown accustomed to an 

innovation and just expect to have it available. 



5. Required: At the "required" phase, people really can't operate without the 

innovation, but they don't really notice it either. This is great since it means it's 

become essential, but it also means the innovation has now become a 

commodity. 

Continuum Example: 

1. Impossible: In the year 1965, the American satirical spy television show, Get 

Smart, showed their lead agent, Maxwell Smart, using a "shoe phone." At this 

point, the concept of a mobile phone was still firmly in the impossible phase of 

the continuum. 

2. Impractical: The mobile phone entered the impractical phase around 1984, 

when Motorola released the Dyna-TAC cell phone, made famous by the 

Michael Douglas character, Gordon Gekko, in the 1987 film Wall Street. At this 

point, the mobile phone was no longer impossible, but it was not yet widely 

possible for many people to use (due to high price and low functionality). 

3. Possible: The mobile phone entered the possible phase in the late 1990s, as 

companies like Nokia came out with the kind of cheaper, smaller, lighter, and 

better looking phones that eventually led to mass global adoption. 

4. Expected: The mobile phone entered the expected phase around the mid-

2000s, when a critical mass of people had acquired mobile phones and just 

assumed that other people would have them, too. 

5. Required: Today, in the U.S., 91% of all adults own at least one cell phone, 

moving it firmly into the required phase of the continuum. 

So when considering innovation, it is important to consider where a product or service is 

in its innovation lifecycle. The time to take bold steps in pursuit of breakthrough 

innovation is in the impossible or impractical phases of the continuum. Sustaining 

innovation is appropriate when something is already possible, expected, or even 

required. 



Try it yourself. Determine where you are on the innovation continuum, pick a target for 

either breakthrough or sustaining innovation, and give the 7 questions a whirl with your 

next brainstorming session.  

 

My idea is  ___________________________________________________________ 

At the moment it is here! 

 

 

 

 

                                                      ? 

 

                                                           

So once you find where your idea, product or service is on the 5 step loop 

you will know where innovation need to take place. 
 

 

IMPOSSIBLE 

IMPRACTICAL REQUIRED 

EXPECTED POSSIBLE 


