
Analogies are a natural way to see new possibilities. 

Analogies answer the question, “Where else do these 

conditions occur, and what has been done to solve 

them?” A simple way to stimulate analogies is to convert 

the user’s circumstances into a list of attributes and then 

brainstorm other situations that share some of those 

attributes. You’ll become a “thief” as you steal elements 

of the analogous solutions, and then you’ll “doctor” 

For example, when Christi Zuber at Kaiser Permanente 

-

tion rounds, she and her team looked for analogies. One 

attribute they noted was that nurses need 100% con-

centration on their task during medication rounds but are 

required to multitask at other times.

The role of airplane pilots struck them as an analogy. Take-

off and landing are crucial moments, but the pilot’s role 

they visited an airline crew, Christi and her team learned 

about “the sterile cockpit,” which is a time period when 

no one is allowed to speak except the pilot and co-pilot, 

and they can speak only about takeoff or landing.

The template on this page can be used to facilitate a 

brainstorming session to identify analogies. In the “User 

Context” box you might write “Nurse medication rounds,” 

describe the context. These might include “high-risk 

environment, time pressure, many potential distractions, 

temporary role change,” and so forth.

Next, start brainstorming with the key attributes as your 

trigger questions. Place your Post-it notes on the bull’s-eye, 

ranging from “mild” (highly similar context) to “wild” (very 

dissimilar analogies that stretch our thinking).

Finally, it is time to adapt the analogies to your context. 

What opportunities do you see to translate a business 

practice from the analogy to your context? (Better yet, 

think about making a site visit to that business, as Christi 

Zuber and her team did.)
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