Where do new ideas come from? The problem with problem-solving

Problem solving is one of the most marketable abilities the modern graduate can aspire to. If you can problem solve, you not only demonstrate that you have the critical thinking abilities to adapt to the context of the problem, but that you have control over it. It has been suggested, however, always seeking control and resolution limits problem solving to relying on existing knowledge, so is an adaptive rather than generative process. It may also lead to habitual thought patterns that compromise problem solving’s ability to produce new knowledge. This paper addresses the limits of problem solving for cognitive flexibility and the generation of new ideas. It then considers the implications for how critical thinking is currently understood and taught in higher education, drawing on the findings of a phenomenological study of information processing during creative activity. Visual thinking was the technique used to elicit participant responses for the study; data collection methods included field notes and semi-structured interviews. The lived experience of adults exploring their potential to meet challenges during creative activity provided experiential material for analysis using Merleau-Ponty’s existential phenomenology. The analysis found creative ideation requires some appreciable form of constraint against which to press so that mental re-modeling of cognitive patterns can occur. The characteristics of not-knowing, not-thinking, openness and embracing complexity facilitate this re-modeling. A key finding questioned the reliance on existing mental models and stage processes in problem-solving approaches and their effect on the generation of new ideas. This paper provides insights into how new ideas emerge and the conditions for their emergence. It proposes an alternative approach to problem solving, one that puts the focus on the question rather than answer, enabling a less constrictive understanding of critical thinking and how to foster it.
