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It’s crucial to get to the 
simplicity on the other side 

of complexity.

JUSTICE OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES, JR.

The ability to combine ideas from
different areas is the core of innovation.
Restricting yourself to one discipline
rarely leads to breakthrough ideas and
reduces your creativity to a minimum.
Obviously, in order to connect the dots
you firstly need exposure to the whole
map. Connection in this sense also
means networking and finding a deeper
meaning. To be successful in
synthesising you must be able to filter out
any information that’s unnecessary and
find the real pearls. Last but not least,
collecting the information and creating
new meaning isn’t enough. You have to
ensure you create a powerful and simple
message that people understand – a
message summarising your idea so that
you can support it.

The only way to sharpen this skill is to keep practising. Here’s a 7-
step guide on how to start, created by Bob and Gregg Vanourek¹:

1. Immersion. To synthesize, you must dive into all that messy 
complexity, listening and reading voraciously to understand deeply.

2. Sorting. Then you’ll have to sort information, determining what is 
relevant, discarding non-credible data, and digging under symptoms 

to get to root causes.

3. Patterns. You can then group the relevant information into 
patterns.

4. Stepping Back. Next you step back and look at the patterns. Is 
there a logical or compelling theme that seems to dominate?

5. Drafting. Then you draft a clear, simple, powerful message that 
captures the emergent theme. A summary sound bite or tagline is 

useful. Winston Churchill synthesized the noble courage of the 
Royal Air Force in the Battle of Britain, forcing Germany to cancel its 
planned invasion, with, “Never in the field of human conflict was so 

much owed by so many to so few.”

6. Feedback. Now try your draft out on knowledgeable and trusted 
colleagues who have the courage to tell you the truth. You may have 

to loop back several times between these steps to get the final 
version.

7. Present. Finally, you present the synthesis to wider audiences, 
adjusting as you listen and learn.

‘Creativity is just having enough dots to connect.’
Steve Jobs

WHY? HOW?

1) Bob and Gregg Vanourek, father and son, are co-authors of Triple Crown Leadership: Building Excellent, Ethical, and Enduring Organizations, winner of the 2013 International Book Awards 
(Business: General); http://triplecrownleadership.com/synthesis-a-critical-leadership-skill/; Twitter: @TripleCrownLead
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To learn more social innovation skills, visit www.socialinnovationacademy.eu
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