Thriving in the Chaotic Zone

I once heard Eddie Izzard discuss his theory of the “great wheel of style”.  His point was that as you moved along the spectrum of fashion – what he would call “fashion grooviness” - and progressed from the disastrous, to the merely bad, on through the mediocre to the good, and ever upwards into the genuinely brilliant,  things became increasingly risky. 
He explained that as you reach the end of the “brilliant” zone you suddenly discover that the spectrum is actually a circle and without noticing you will cross the line into “disastrous” again.  Keep pushing it and eventually you will fall off those stacked clogs, Naomi.
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The comic also offered the advice that the membrane at the bottom only allowed movement in one direction: you should not hope that by wilfully lowering your fashion sensibility you will suddenly pop out of the other side of “disastrous” and achieve fashion grooviness. Geeks and nerds beware (this from a man in red spandex leggings, mind).

Rather than draw this phenomenon as a circle, we can also mathematically plot this as a graph where the smooth rise of fashionability suddenly hits a wild chaotic zone where ideas flip between brilliance and disaster in an alarming and unpredictable manner.
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Indeed mathematicians or engineers would recognise this as the maths of “chaos”.  For example, turn a tap on gently and the water will come out smoothly in what is called a “laminar flow”; keep increasing the pressure and suddenly the water starts coming out in a messy, splattery way.  This is known as “chaotic flow”.  Keep turning the tap and things will just get messier – smoothness never returns. Chaos reigns. 
Now in the world of fashion, most of us mortals operate in the safe, shallow end: we would rather stick with mediocrity with a small chance of occasionally hitting “good”, than play in the brilliant zone and risk a fashion disaster.

However, some people - presumably most of the fashion industry -  are prepared to swim in the choppy waters of the chaotic zone and run the risk of ridicule. But there is method in their madness – they at least have a chance of achieving fashion glory; and the kudos and wealth will be theirs.
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The problem here is that us cautious folk never know whether in the real world our fashion purchases will turn out to be good or mediocre (although we do know they are neither brilliant or disastrous).  Similarly the fashion leaders never know if they step out of the door looking fab or daft.  In the words of William Goldman, the Hollywood film writer, “no one knows nothing”. Or to be precise we know whether we are playing safe or risky but don’t know the precise outcome.
Now while this is just part of life’s rich fashion tapestry for most of us, the strategic choice of which end of the creative spectrum to explore is a matter of commercial effectiveness for companies.
For example, should a conservative corporation play safe and produce its advertising in house knowing that their ads will rarely embarrass but rarely will they shine? Or should they hire one of those scary advertising agencies and trade off the risk of a creative howler with the greater possibility of putting a blockbuster on air?

Given that most corporations don’t produce their ads in-house but employ somewhat chaotic agencies, there must be some statistical advantage in working with companies who are good at playing in the chaotic zone.  Can we model how this works?
Let’s divide Izzard’s creative spectrum into four zones so we can get some numbers going:
Mediocre

Good

Brilliant
Disastrous

And let us assume that creative artefacts (an ad, a new product, some new packaging) when they fight it out in the market place with other ideas, do so in a “rock, scissors, stone” sort of way.  Thus Good beats Mediocre, Brilliant beats all, but notably Disastrous loses to all, including humble Mediocre.

Let’s then imagine two competing companies one, a conservative company – SafeCorp – makes its own ads and has a culture whereby 80% of its ideas are at the safe end of the spectrum and 20% are at the scary end. Now, as no one quite knows how an ad will play out in the real world half the safe ideas will be “mediocre” and half will be “good”.  Similarly with the scary ideas : they don’t know until they put then out there that half of them are stunners and half are stinkers.

Thus, if SafeCorp enters the “rock, scissors, stone” marketing game 10 times – these might be new adverts, new promotions, new packaging, new product variants - in any given period it will arrive with the following stance:
Mediocre

Good

Brilliant
Disastrous

4


4

1

1

But matched up against SafeCorp is BoldCorp who employs an advertising agency and hence operates with 80% of its ideas up at the scary end of the spectrum.  In mirror formation to its rival it comes to the contest with the following stance:
Mediocre

Good

Brilliant
Disastrous

1


1

4

4

So who wins?  Well to model this mathematically, we can imagine a statistical grid where the two sets of ideas fight it out in the market place.  Reviewing all the 16 possible combinations of combat sometimes “bold” wins, sometimes it is “safe” who wins and sometimes they draw. Working in percentages then we find the following spread of results :
	 
	 
	 
	BoldCorp plays:
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Mediocre
	Good
	Brilliant
	Disastrous

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	SafeCorp plays:
	Mediocre
	 
	4%
	4%
	16%
	16%

	 
	Good
	 
	4%
	4%
	16%
	16%

	 
	Brilliant
	 
	1%
	1%
	4%
	4%

	 
	Disastrous
	 
	1%
	1%
	4%
	4%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Black
	draws 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Red
	bold wins
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Blue
	safe wins
	 
	 


Totting up the scores and splitting the points for any ties, we discover that it’s a bit of “game of two halves” score draw : BoldCorp’s brilliant inventiveness scores plenty of points but SafeCorp’s slow and steady approach picks up points when BoldCorp gets carried away by their creative enthusiasm

	 
	 
	 
	Bold plays:
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Mediocre
	Good
	Brilliant
	Disastrous
	Total Wins

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	50%

	Safe plays:
	Mediocre
	 
	4%
	4%
	16%
	16%
	

	 
	Good
	 
	4%
	4%
	16%
	16%
	

	 
	Brilliant
	 
	1%
	1%
	4%
	4%
	

	 
	Disastrous
	 
	1%
	1%
	4%
	4%
	

	 
	Total Wins
	50%
	
	
	
	
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Black
	draws - points split
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Red
	bold wins
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Blue
	safe wins
	 
	 
	 



So if there is no advantage in being BoldCorp then how come “creative” agencies are so frequently employed by corporations?  It barely seems worth risking a heart bypass operation being the manager of the reds.  Why not make life easy on yourself and be a boring blue?
The answer comes from Izzards’ notion of deliberately shifting yourself along the creative spectrum, in particular what happens when you push risky ideas back towards the safe zone.  
Now a lot of creative people don’t like it when others tinker with their ideas because it can turn good ideas into mediocre ideas and knock the edges off brilliant ideas to make them simply “good”. This must be very frustrating.  
However, mature creative people also know that “tinkering” can take a high risk, scary, even disastrous idea and turn it into a brilliant one.
This process is known as “creative development”, “giving notes”, “development hell”, “market research” etc. depending on your sector and your role within it, but it is a common phenomenon in the creative industries.  And it seems to be the thing that gives the statistical edge to those corporations prepared to work hard at the creative end of the spectrum.

So rather than let their ideas appear into the market in the pattern above, let us say that with a bit of creative development – from we might call BoldDevelopCorp – the ideas appear in a new pattern.  
Let us make the assumption that after a bit of tinkering an idea still exists in its original box but also in the box one to the left i.e brilliant ideas get diluted to good but critically, disastrous ideas suddenly become brilliant. Let’s also go with the spirit of Izzard and say that when you tinker with a mediocre idea it just evaporates (noted as “void” in the tables below, and not included in the total counts) rather than starts looping round towards the disastrous let alone brilliant zones.

So using this development process at what BoldDevelopCorp, their 4 original “disastrous” ideas still remain, but have spawned 4 new  “brilliant” ideas. (quick digression : you may ask why don’t they just keep the brilliant ones and throw away the disastrous ones?  Well, using the principle of Goldman, all they  know is that they now have 8 ideas: they still can’t tell which are which; no one knows nothing, remember?).  Similarly the 4 good  ideas remain but also sit in a mixed up pile with the progeny of 4 brilliant ones.  And so on.

Working it through, we find that after one round of tinkering we have the following distribution of ideas :

Void
Mediocre
Good

Brilliant
Disastrous

Start


1

1

4

4

Or as %’s :

10%

10%

40%

40%

Tinker one
1
1+1 = 2
1+4 = 5
4+4= 8
4

Or as %’s :

11%

26%

42%

21%


Now let’s not pre-judge things but it is interesting to note a bulge of good/brilliant ideas starting to appear in the middle of the spectrum. This bulge becomes even more pronounced after another round of developmental tinkering in the creative laboratory:
Void
Mediocre
Good

Brilliant
Disastrous

Start


1

1

4

4

Or as %’s :

10%

10%

40%

40%

Tinker one
1
1+1 = 2
1+4 = 5
4+4= 8
4

Or as %’s :
-
11%

26%

42%

21%



Tinker two
1+2=3
   2+5 = 7
5+8 = 13
8+4 = 12
4
Or as %’s :
-
19%

36%

33%

11%

(Aside : it is interesting to note some tensions here.  With two rounds of developmental tinkering, the amount of good/brilliant “quality” in the middle has risen from 50% of the mix to 69%. But while the chance of a disaster has been almost quartered, the possibility of mediocrity has doubled.  It is perhaps this tension between disaster-fearing accountants and mediocrity-fearing creatives – both very understandable positions – that makes managing creative businesses such a challenging task)
But of course it is not just the creatively adventurous companies who can carry out developmental work.  A more developmentally minded version of SafeCorp, namely SafeDevelopCorp can also do the same trick and achieve the following output :

Void
Mediocre
Good

Brilliant
Disastrous

Start


4

4

1

1

Or as %’s :
-
40%

40%

10%

10%

Tinker one
4
4+4 = 8
4+1 = 5
1+1 = 2
1

Or as %’s :
-
50%

31%

13%

6%
Tinker two
4+4=8
   8+5 = 13
5+2 = 7
2+1 = 3
1

Or as %’s :
-
54%

29%

13%

4%
Again we see a drop in the potential for disaster matched by only a modest rise in mediocrity (this why they are doing the research/tinkering of course). But it is in the middle of the spectrum that we find things have gone a bit stodgy for SafeDevelopmentCorp with the good/brilliant section of the spectrum having been diluted from 50% of the mix (the same as BoldCorp incidentally) down to 42%. 
But the only way to see who has the overall best strategy – no one knows nothing! – is to pitch the two approaches against each other:

	 
	 
	 
	Bold Develop plays:
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Mediocre
	Good
	Brilliant
	Disastrous
	Total Wins

	 
	 
	 
	19
	36
	33
	11
	63

	Safe Develop plays
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	
	Mediocre
	54
	10
	19
	18
	6
	 

	 
	Good
	29
	6
	10
	10
	3
	 

	 
	Brilliant
	13
	2
	5
	4
	1
	 

	 
	Disastrous
	4
	1
	1
	1
	0
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Total Wins
	36
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Black
	draws - points split
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Red
	bold wins
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Blue
	safe wins
	 
	 
	 


This time the BoldDevelopCorp wins 63% of the time compare to SafeDevelopCorp on 36% (with l% as an offering to the Gods of Rounding)
So what the maths reveals is that as the very first match up showed, if you are just going to punt your first creative thoughts out there, then there is no statistical advantage to being a bold red or a cautious blue. 
But if you can create an environment where creative ideas – and in particular scary, potentially disastrous creative ideas – can be tolerated and nurtured, then with a bit of time you can face the market with a better mix of ideas than just playing in the safe zone.  
To spell it out, scary ideas are statistically advantageous if handled in the right way.

Just to check this conclusion we might wonder if these companies who develop their ideas are fitter beasts in the corporate jungle than their “stick your first ideas out there” ancestors.

Intriguingly, BoldDevelopmentCorp beats simple old BoldCorp 57% of the time. But SafeDevelopmentCorp achieves what we should take as a statistical draw with SafeCorp : 49 to 51.
Doing some cross competition between the “safeties” and the “riskies” we find that although SafeDevelopmentCorp ties with simple BoldCorp, the most advanced entitity BoldDevelopmentCorp whops plain old SafeCorp 63 :36.

In summary the only one of the four strategies that is better than any of the others is that of BoldDevelopmentCorp and it beats all the other three.  The other three are all equal in terms of competitiveness.

So the ability to handle “hot” ideas is both a personal skill but also an organisational capability.  There are clearly some people who seem more comfortable working with creative ideas (and with training and experience it is possible to walk the creative high wire with a smile on your face, even if your heart is still racing) so maybe if you haven’t got this skill, acquire it or stay out of the way.

But perhaps more importantly, it reveals the statistical advantage gained by corporations who nurture productive relationships with creative people whether within their own ranks or in agencies.  It is this ability to create a “developmental capability” between rational, process driven corporations and scary but brilliant, creative individuals that gives these companies a competitive edge.

And that is the maths behind how companies thrive in the chaotic zone*.


-
-
-
-
-
-

However there is another conclusion that can also be seen.  Yes, it is true that 

Bold companies with development programmes beat similarly Bold companies without.  But it does not follow that the more development the better.  In fact this model suggests that too much development doesn’t start to deliver diminishing returns but negative returns.
Coming back to our BoldDevelopemntCorp (or BDC for short) we can create three variants of it:  BDC 1 who carries out just one round of tinkering before hitting the market, BDC 2 (our current grand champion)  who carries out two rounds and the rather picky BDC 3 who does 3.  Some of you who work in the creative industries may have experienced the clients who endlessly test and test on the assumption that it improves things. Well does it?

Void
Mediocre
Good

Brilliant
Disastrous

Start


1

1

4

4

Or as %’s :

10%

10%

40%

40%

Tinker one
1
1+1 = 2
1+4 = 5
4+4= 8
4

Or as %’s :
-
11%

26%

42%

21%



Tinker two
1+2=3
   2+5 = 7
5+8 = 13
8+4 = 12
4
Or as %’s :
-
19%

36%

33%

11%


Tinker three
10
   20

25

16

4
Or as %’s :
-
31%

38%

25%

6%


Now it looks like all this tinkering is squeezing out the risk but at the same time paying a clear price of piling up the mediocrity. Is this price too much?
Well actually the rot seems to set in quite early on : BDC 1 would have actually beaten our  current champion BDC 2 by 51 to 48.  Now that might be dismissed as almost a “draw” but BDC 1 also beats BDC 3 by 54 to 46.  And if we conjure up the monstrously anal BDC 4 it get whopped by 58 to 42 – things are accelerating :
One round of research “too many” gives a 3 point loss, two too many gives an 8 point loss, three too many gives a 16 point loss.  No wonder people talk about ideas being researched to death.
The only thing that can be said for Bold companies who dilute their creativity with too much development is that they still beat the Safe (with no development) companies. BDC 4 beats plain old SafeCorp 56 to 45.  Maybe this is an example of runaway Evolution: it was a “good trick”, as biologists call it, to invent “research” (or indeed brightly coloured feathers to attract a mate) but that doesn’t mean that endless amounts of research (or tail feathers on a Peacock) is always going to give you an advantage against all the beasts in the jungle (have you ever seen a Peacock fly to safety?).
But the overall finding rather supports that what a lot of experts in the field suggest : the optimum process is to do some pre-testing/developmental work but not too much [example of Guinness swimmer and Guinness horses?]. Out in the real world, knowing when it is time to go to market, because the research has to stop, is a valuable skill. 

And, as yet, I can offer no formula for that skill.
But what the maths does tell us is that the ideal set of competencies needed to “thrive in the creative zone” are:
1. Be able to generate a preponderance of gems in the risky zone.

2. Be able to develop them to knock of the rough edges.

3. Be able to stop developing before you grind them to dust.

The fact that this set of capabilities as a set is hard to deliver probably explains why the creative industries can be high margin businesses with highly paid staff.

It’s not easy.  But it is statistically advantageous.

*Footnote : There is a parallel here with the investment industry : the construction and risk management of investment portfolios. People who use creative ideas for commercial ends know that you can not and should not attempt to completely eliminate probable duds from the system.  On these numbers, the winning organisation entered the market knowing that 10% of their ideas where bound to fail, and indeed encouraged the creators to have full 40% of their initial portfolio likely to fail.  But they knew that this would get better returns in the market than a cautious portfolio if managed professionally.  Advertising and fund management : they’re not that different really.
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