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Rudy C Tarumingkeng: Tony Ryan's Thinker's Keys

Tony Ryan's Thinker’s Keys

A Narrative Overview of Tony Ryan’s Thinker’s Keys

Unlocking Creative Thinking for the Future of Learning and
Innovation

In 1990, Tony Ryan introduced a transformative and learner-friendly
toolset known as the Thinker’s Keys. These 20 thinking strategies are
designed to stimulate creativity and innovation through specific
question prompts and imaginative tasks, particularly useful when dealing
with any issue, problem, or phenomenon (denoted here as "XYZ").

The framework serves as a counterbalance to rigid thinking patterns
such as bounded rationality, cognitive bias, or groupthink. Instead of
merely teaching students what to think, the Thinker's Keys empower
them with how to think creatively and divergently.

@ The 20 Thinker's Keys — A Journey into Structured Creativity

Each "Key"” is a cognitive tool that opens new pathways of thinking.
Here's a narrative guide to all twenty:

1. The REVERSE Key
Think of 10 things XYZ cannot do. This key trains reverse logic and
stimulates critical questioning.

2. The WHAT IF Key
Ask a hypothetical question (e.g., What if gravity stopped working?).
This encourages scenario-based imagination.
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3. The DISADVANTAGES Key
Identify weaknesses of an idea and brainstorm ways to resolve or
eliminate them—similar to the Theory of Constraints.

4. The COMBINATION Key
Take two unrelated objects or concepts and merge them into a
single new idea—a foundation of integrative thinking.

5. The BAR Key (Bigger, Add, Replace)
Modify an object or idea to make it better—linked to TRIZ (Theory
of Inventive Problem Solving).

6. The ALPHABET Key
Create a list of words from A to Z connected to a central theme.
Great for vocabulary expansion and ideation.

7. The VARIATIONS Key
Explore how many different ways something can be done—
building creative fluency.

8. The PICTURE Key
Draw or interpret a visual image and link it to XYZ. It's aligned with
Design Thinking.

9. The PREDICTION Key
Forecast what will happen to XYZ in 10 years. This builds strategic
foresight and future thinking.

10. The DIFFERENT USES Key
Find 10 alternative uses for a common object. Related to Synectics,
this boosts lateral thinking.

11. The RIDICULOUS Key
Justify a bizarre or silly statement (e.g., “Cats should drive buses”).
A creative spin on absurd reasoning.
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12. The COMMONALITY Key
Find connections between unrelated items (e.g., a dolphin and a
drone)—a practice in relational cognition.

13. The QUESTION Key
If XYZ is the answer, what might be the question? This reverses
traditional inquiry, encouraging deep reflection.

14. The BRAINSTORMING Key
Classic creative thinking: produce a long list of possible solutions
or ideas to a given challenge.

15. The INVENTIONS Key
Design a new object or concept. A pure invitation to imagination
and creativity.

16. The BRICK WALL Key
Challenge a “non-negotiable” assumption, and explore new ways
around it. Encourages breakthrough thinking.

17. The CONSTRUCTION Key
Build or design a model from given materials. Promotes hands-on,
constructive cognition.

18. The FORCED RELATIONSHIPS Key
Combine unrelated things (e.g., cloud + shoe) and find how they
can work together—linked to Mind Mapping.

19. The ALTERNATIVE Key
Suggest 3 different ways to solve or approach a problem—
promotes flexibility and resilience.

20. The INTERPRETATION Key
Give 3 explanations for an event or situation—develops multiple-
perspective analysis.

© Why Use the Thinker’s Keys?
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Tony Ryan emphasizes three educational advantages behind this
approach:

1. Thinking can be exciting and enjoyable
Students experience fun while learning. This creates a positive
emotional connection to the subject matter.

2. Learning becomes deeper through engagement
Creativity enhances memory retention, as emotional involvement
boosts cognition.

3. Developing creativity strengthens adaptability
In a rapidly changing world, creative thinkers are more resilient
and capable of coping with disruption.

s Educational and Professional Applications

« In education: Use Thinker's Keys as inquiry-based learning tools,
group projects, or journal prompts.

« In business and leadership: Ideal for innovation labs, problem-
solving retreats, and brainstorming new strategies.

« In personal development: Helps individuals become more open-
minded and reflective in everyday challenges.

Thinker’s Keys in the VUCA World (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex,
Ambiguous)

In the era of VUCA, the 20 Thinker's Keys are not just for classroom
curiosity—they're strategic tools for leaders, educators, and
changemakers to cultivate innovation capacity, critical adaptability, and
forward-thinking habits.
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Below is a simulated case study using selected Thinker’s Keys tailored
for management and entrepreneurship training, particularly for youth,
startups, or business school students.

B Simulated Case Study: “Reviving EcoBox - A Failing Green
Startup”

Applying Thinker's Keys for Strategic Creativity and Entrepreneurial
Problem-Solving

I} Case Background (Contextual Setup)

EcoBox, a startup in Bandung, Indonesia, launched reusable food
packaging made from cassava starch. Initially supported by a green
innovation grant and viral on social media, their growth plateaued within
18 months due to rising production costs, low repeat orders, and weak
B2B partnerships.

You are the new innovation team hired to rethink EcoBox’s direction
using Thinker’s Keys.

& Thinker’s Keys Application Framework
Key Task Purpose

Uncover bad

List 10 things a sustainable . ,
practices to avoid

The REVERSE
© packaging business should

Ke and challenge
y not do. i g
assumptions.
The List EcoBox's current Promote structured
DISADVANTAGES weaknesses, then brainstorm )
, problem-solving.
Key 3 solutions per weakness.
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Key

The

Task

Combine EcoBox with
another product, service, or

COMBINATION Key trend (e.g. food delivery,

The
PREDICTION Key

The
RIDICULOUS Key

The
INVENTIONS Key

The
ALTERNATIVE Key

The
INTERPRETATION
Key

waste apps, QR tech).

Predict what sustainable
packaging will look like in 10
years.

Justify the statement: "EcoBox
should be edible.”

Design a new version of
EcoBox that solves both cost
and retention issues.

Propose 3 new ways to sell
EcoBox besides online stores.

Provide 3 interpretations of
why EcoBox sales declined.

Team Discussion Prompts (Per Key)

REVERSE Key:

« What would a “bad” eco-business look like?

Purpose

Create hybrid
solutions or business
models.

Encourage long-term
strategic thinking.

Encourage lateral
and out-of-the-box
thinking.

Stimulate
prototyping and MVP
(Minimum Viable
Product).

Explore alternative
distribution channels.

Develop analysis
from multiple
stakeholder views.

« Is EcoBox accidentally doing some of these things?

DISADVANTAGES Key:
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« High cost — Bulk buy option? Partner with factories?

« Low reorder rate — Subscription model? Loyalty point system?
COMBINATION Key:

« Can EcoBox be bundled with eco-conscious food brands?

« Could it be linked with a zero-waste lifestyle tracker?
PREDICTION Key:

« In 10 years, will packaging be biodegradable, blockchain-verified, or
personalized with Al?

RIDICULOUS Key:

o What if EcoBox could be eaten after use? Cassava is edible — could
this be a niche market?

INVENTIONS Key:
« Design a "Smart EcoBox” with temperature sensors for delivery.
+ Introduce a QR-linked return-reward system.

ALTERNATIVE Key:

« Sell via B2B partnerships with catering services, eco-events, or
university canteens.

INTERPRETATION Key:
1. Lack of brand trust
2. Misalignment with local customer behavior

3. Inadequate logistics or after-sales service

~/ Final Team Output

Ask participants to present:
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« A redesigned business canvas (BMC) for EcoBox 2.0
« One prototype sketch using the BAR Key (Bigger—-Add-Replace)

« A 5-minute pitch with Key-based solutions

® Learning Outcomes

Skill Developed
Creative and strategic thinking
Entrepreneurial problem-solving

Design thinking integration
Multidisciplinary collaboration

Adaptability and change mindset

¢ Optional Enhancements:
« Use Canva or Miro for collaborative visual mapping
. Invite a local eco-entrepreneur for feedback

« Turn this into a competition-style “Startup Recovery Sprint”

10
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THINKER'S KEYS

&

THE REVERSE KEY

Name 10 things you cannot XYZ.

Tulis 10 hal yang tidak dapat
dilakukan oleh XYZ.

REFLECT

e What can you learn from
these answers?

e Apa yang dapat kamu pelajari
dari jawaban ini?

11
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Below is a deeper pedagogical and strategic explanation of the
Thinker’s Keys used in the simulated EcoBox case study, focused on
their cognitive purpose, creative logic, and application in
management or entrepreneurship training.

@ In-Depth Explanation of Selected Thinker’s Keys
(Entrepreneurship Context)

1. The REVERSE Key

What it does:

Encourages learners to think from the opposite direction—identifying
what should not happen or what fails to work. This is related to reverse
engineering and critical incident analysis.

Why it works in entrepreneurship:

Helps uncover unspoken assumptions, errors in strategy, and common
mistakes. In startup management, this is similar to identifying what
causes product-market fit failure.

Example Task:

“List 10 things a green packaging startup should NOT do.”
— Answers might include: using plastic wrappers, ignoring customer
feedback, or lacking B2B strategy.

2. The DISADVANTAGES Key

What it does:
Focuses on recognizing weaknesses or negative attributes in a concept
or product, then forces solution-oriented thinking.

Relation to management:
This is essentially a SWOT analysis in action, emphasizing the “W"
(Weaknesses), and how to mitigate them (strategic planning).

12



Rudy C Tarumingkeng: Tony Ryan's Thinker's Keys

Example Task:

Identify 3 weaknesses of EcoBox (e.g. high cost, low customer retention),
then brainstorm 3 possible improvements for each.

3. The COMBINATION Key

What it does:

Combines two or more unrelated ideas or systems to produce a new,
innovative result—based on associative thinking and design
innovation.

Strategic implication:

Many business models today are based on the combination of
previously independent domains, e.g., Gojek (transport + payment),
Ruangguru (education + tech).

Example Task:

Combine EcoBox with food delivery platforms, gamification apps, or
blockchain verification to create added value.

4. The PREDICTION Key

What it does:
Fosters foresight thinking—anticipating trends, risks, and future
scenarios.

Use in entrepreneurship:
Teaches students to think like futurists and strategic planners,
anticipating how consumer behavior, regulation, or tech may evolve.

Example Task:

What will "eco-packaging” look like in 10 years? Could Al, biodegradable
sensors, or digital waste tracking be involved?

13
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5. The RIDICULOUS Key
What it does:

Uses an absurd or exaggerated idea and then asks learners to justify or
rationalize it. A form of lateral thinking (Edward de Bono-style).

Why it's powerful:

This key allows for creativity beyond logic and can generate
breakthrough ideas that initially seem irrational but spark innovation.

Example Task:

“EcoBox should be edible.”
Ask: Could the idea actually work in events, children's packaging, or
disaster zones?

6. The INVENTIONS Key

What it does:
Invites learners to design something new—a product, process, or
feature—using both imagination and logic.

Use in management/entrepreneurship:
Encourages prototyping, solution design, and value creation. Related
to MVP (Minimum Viable Product) design thinking.

Example Task:

Redesign EcoBox to reduce cost and improve customer experience—e.g.,
via a smart refillable version, or a tracking/return program.

7. The ALTERNATIVE Key

14
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What it does:
Challenges students to explore multiple routes to a solution.
Encourages strategic options thinking.

Why important:
In decision-making, seeing more than one path allows for agility. This is
akin to developing Plan A, B, C in crisis planning or expansion strategy.

Example Task:

“Besides selling online, what other 3 ways could EcoBox reach
customers?”

— Possible answers: through eco-coffee shops, university canteens, zero-
waste community networks.

8. The INTERPRETATION Key

What it does:
Stimulates multiple-perspective thinking. Students must offer several
possible explanations for a situation or outcome.

Relevance in management:

Encourages the ability to view challenges through the lenses of
stakeholders, customers, or market conditions—a valuable skill in root
cause analysis.

Example Task:

“Why did EcoBox fail to grow?”
— Possible interpretations: bad marketing, unsuitable pricing, or lack of
distribution partners.

€ Summary: How These Keys Build Entrepreneurial Competencies

15



Rudy C Tarumingkeng: Tony Ryan's Thinker's Keys

Thinker’s Key Core Competency Developed

Reverse Critical thinking, assumption testing
Disadvantages Problem-solving, analytical planning
Combination Innovation, lateral & integrative thinking
Prediction Strategic foresight, anticipatory leadership
Ridiculous Creative confidence, idea incubation
Inventions Design and product development mindset
Alternative  Option generation, agile decision-making

Interpretation Multi-perspective analysis, stakeholder empathy

16
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USING

THINKER'S KEYS

CREATIVE TOOLS FOR ENTREPRENEURSHIP

MANAGEMENT

REVERSE
List-10 things )YZ should NOT do

DISADVANTAGES

Find disadvantages of XYZ, then 3 solutions

COMBINATION
Combine XYZ with something else

, PREDICTION

Predict 10 years ahead for XYZ

RIDICULOUS
Justify a bizarre XYZ concept

INVENTIONS

Design a new version of XYZ

ALTERNATIVE

Propose 3 new ways to sell XYZ

INTERPRETATION

Provide 3 theories to explain XYZ

17
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Berikut adalah Glosarium Bilingual (Indonesia-Inggris) untuk
mendampingi modul dan infografik Thinker’s Keys dalam konteks
pelatihan manajemen dan kewirausahaan:

B Glosarium Thinker’s Keys

Dalam Konteks Manajemen dan Kewirausahaan

Istilah (ID) Term (EN)

Kunci Pemikiran  Thinker's Key

Pemikiran Terbalik Reverse Thinking

Kombinasi Ide ldea Combination
Prakiraan Strategic
Strategis Forecasting

Alternative
Solusi Alternatif , o
Solutions
Multiple
Perspektif Jamak P _
Perspectives
Prototipe Prototype

Penjelasan / Explanation

Alat berpikir kreatif berbasis
pertanyaan, dikembangkan oleh
Tony Ryan.

Strategi berpikir dengan
membalik asumsi umum.

Menggabungkan dua ide berbeda
menjadi satu inovasi baru.

Kemampuan memperkirakan
masa depan untuk pengambilan
keputusan.

Beragam cara untuk
menyelesaikan masalah yang
sama.

Pendekatan berpikir dari berbagai
sudut pandang.

Bentuk awal dari produk/ide
untuk diuji dan diperbaiki.

18
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Istilah (ID) Term (EN)

Brainstorming Brainstorming

Asosiasi Bebas Free Association

Absurd
Justification

Justifikasi Tak
Masuk Akal

Ide Gila Ridiculous Idea

) ) Innovative
Solusi Inovatif i
Solution
Analisis Akar Root Cause
Masalah Analysis
Pengambilan Adaptive

Keputusan Adaptif Decision-Making

Kreativitas
Divergen

Divergent
Creativity

Pemikiran Lateral Lateral Thinking

Minimum Viable
Product (MVP)

Minimum Viable
Product (MVP)

Penjelasan / Explanation

Teknik curah pendapat untuk
menghasilkan banyak ide dalam
waktu singkat.

Teknik kreatif yang melibatkan
penghubungan ide secara bebas.

Pembenaran untuk ide yang
tampak aneh atau tidak lazim.

Gagasan yang ekstrem atau
konyol tapi memicu pemikiran
baru.

Pendekatan baru yang
memberikan nilai tambah dalam
menyelesaikan masalah.

Proses menemukan penyebab
utama dari suatu masalah.

Kemampuan menyesuaikan
strategi saat situasi berubah.

Proses menghasilkan berbagai
kemungkinan dari satu ide dasar.

Pendekatan berpikir tidak linier
untuk menemukan solusi tidak
konvensional.

Produk awal dengan fitur
minimum untuk menguji konsep
bisnis.

19
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Istilah (ID)

Disain Berpikir

Foresight

Pemecahan
Masalah Inovatif

Model Bisnis
Hybrid

Term (EN)

Design Thinking

Foresight

Creative Problem
Solving

Hybrid Business
Model

Penjelasan / Explanation

Metode pemecahan masalah yang
fokus pada empati, definisi
masalah, dan eksperimen.

Kemampuan memperkirakan tren
dan implikasinya di masa depan.

Menyelesaikan masalah dengan
cara kreatif dan tidak biasa.

Model usaha yang
menggabungkan dua pendekatan
bisnis yang berbeda.

20
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Berikut adalah Bibliography / Daftar Pustaka bilingual (Bahasa
Indonesia — English) untuk mendukung modul Thinker's Keys dalam
konteks manajemen, pendidikan, dan kewirausahaan kreatif:

L Bibliography / Daftar Pustaka

L Primary Source / Sumber Utama:

Ryan, T. (1990). Thinker's Keys: A Set of Strategies for Creative
Thinking. Sydney: Instructional Intelligence.

Ryan, T. (2007). Creating Your Future: Thinker’s Keys for the 21st
Century. Sydney: Australian Gifted and Talented Association.

® Supporting Literature in Creativity & Thinking Skills / Literatur
Pendukung dalam Kreativitas dan Keterampilan Berpikir:

De Bono, E. (1992). Lateral Thinking: A Textbook of Creativity.
London: Penguin Books.

(Pemikiran lateral yang melandasi beberapa kunci pemikiran seperti
“Ridiculous” dan "Alternative”).

Costa, A. L., & Kallick, B. (2000). Habits of Mind: A Developmental
Series. Alexandria: ASCD.

(Mendukung pengembangan kebiasaan berpikir reflektif dan kreatif).

Robinson, K. (2011). Out of Our Minds: Learning to Be Creative.
Capstone Publishing.

(Menggali pentingnya kreativitas dalam dunia pendidikan dan
bisnis).

Michalko, M. (2006). Thinkertoys: A Handbook of Creative-Thinking
Techniques. Ten Speed Press.
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(Berisi pendekatan dan permainan berpikir kreatif untuk manajemen
(de).

Root-Bernstein, R., & Root-Bernstein, M. (1999). Sparks of Genius:
The Thirteen Thinking Tools of the World's Most Creative People.
Mariner Books.

~~ Entrepreneurship & Innovation Thinking / Wirausaha & Inovasi:

Osterwalder, A., & Pigneur, Y. (2010). Business Model Generation.
Wiley.

(Berguna untuk mengintegrasikan kunci seperti “Inventions” dan
“Combination”).

Ries, E. (2011). The Lean Startup: How Today's Entrepreneurs Use
Continuous Innovation to Create Radically Successful Businesses.
Crown Publishing.

(Konsep MVP, iterasi, dan problem-solution fit relevan dengan
beberapa Thinker's Keys).

Brown, T. (2009). Change by Design: How Design Thinking Creates
New Alternatives for Business and Society. Harvard Business Press.
(Terkait erat dengan kunci seperti “Picture”, “Invention”, dan
“Prediction”).

b Pedagogical & Cognitive Theory / Teori Kognitif dan Pendidikan:

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in Society: The Development of Higher
Psychological Processes. Harvard University Press.

(Dasar teori zona perkembangan dan berpikir imajinatif dalam
pembelajaran).

Bloom, B. S. et al. (1956). Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The
Classification of Educational Goals. Longmans.
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(Digunakan untuk mengelompokkan kunci dalam level berpikir:
analisis, sintesis, evaluasi).

« Paul, R, & Elder, L. (2006). Critical Thinking: Tools for Taking Charge
of Your Learning and Your Life. Pearson.

Web-Based Resources / Sumber Digital:

« T12manage.com. (n.d.). Thinker's Keys - Description & Examples.
Retrieved from
https://www.12manage.com/description ryan thinkers keys.html

« TeachingThinking.net — Archive and Community for Creative
Thinking Tools

« Mbaskool.com — Business Concepts Glossary for application of
entrepreneurship terms

ChatGPT 40 (2025). Copilot for this article. Access date: 26 June 2025.
Author's account. https://chatgpt.com/c/685cbb8d-4790-8013-980f-
205d8d448171
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