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Oh no! We have a rebel in our 
team. But is that such a disaster?

That one colleague who is out of step and contrarian is 
quickly referred to as a troublemaker. Change your 
perspective. That rebel can be the key to successful 
innovation.

Coco Chanel was quite a rebel

Today we know the Chanel brand mainly as one of the 
most luxurious fashion and perfume brands in the 
world. The founder, Coco Chanel was an elegant lady. 
But what is perhaps less known, is that she also was 
quite rebellious.

In those days, from the 1920s to the 1950s, it was quite 
normal to change for dinner. But Chanel just wore the 
clothes she had been wearing all day. She cut her long 
hair short, did not get married, and never had children. 
She also refused to participate in the latest fashion 
trends, as often, these clothes were impractical and you 
could hardly move freely in them.
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Many innovations start with wonder

She wondered why women’s clothing was so 
uncomfortable while sportswear was very enjoyable to 
wear. She decided to design clothes that were just as 
nice and practical to wear as sportswear, while also 
being elegant. Her world-famous black dress was also a 
very daring invention: at the time, black clothing was 
mainly associated with servants and people who were 
mourning.

Fosbury backward high jump

The story of Coco Chanel certainly does not stand 
alone. If it weren’t for Dick Fosbury, the Fosbury Flop —
the backward high jump — would never have been 
invented. In high school, he failed to master the then-
common straddle technique.

Instead of giving up, he started experimenting with 
different ways of jumping. As he continued to develop 
his style, opponents questioned whether it was legal. 
They thought he was crazy and told him it would never 
work. But this never discouraged him. In 1968, he won



the gold medal at the Olympics in Mexico City and he 
became a legend. At the next Olympics, 28 out of 40 
jumpers adopted this technique; today, everyone uses 
the Fosbury Flop.

The experiment became the norm

The same has happened with the clap skate 
(‘klapschaats’). In the beginning, no one wanted to use 
it either. But soon it became the standard as one 
success after another was achieved with the typical ice 
skate. And there are countless examples where a 
rebellious view of everyday things has led to innovation.

Rebels are troublemakers, are they?

We often see that rebels are seen as troublemakers. 
But are they really such pain in the asses? Rebels are 
mainly characterized by three elements.

#1: Rebels are curious and open to new things

They can be very surprised and excited about 
incomprehensible and illogical rules and procedures. 

9



They denounce this, precisely because they can see the 
world through different eyes and know that things can 
be done differently. Rebels are always looking for new 
things and constantly learning. They keep asking a lot 
of questions, even to the point that it can become 
annoying.

#2: Rebels are creative and practical

In addition, rebels feel an enormous urge to make 
things better and to create something new. They 
always find solutions to problems they encounter, often 
by going off the beaten track. They use ideas from 
completely different contexts to solve their problems.

#3: Rebels are brave and authentic

They are extremely driven to share their findings and 
ideas, even though they know that often they will 
receive lots of opposition. It takes a fair amount of 
courage to do that. Their natural urge to improve 
things is often so strong that saying or doing nothing is 
not an option for them. Rebels don’t shy away from 
heated dialogues. And as long as they don’t hear good 
arguments to the contrary, they stick to their idea.



Rebels are often misunderstood

Many organizations misunderstand the power of 
rebellious people — they see the problems, not the 
possibilities. True rebels are not crazy or out of control. 
Their actions are not meant to defeat the current 
regime, but to improve it. They feel discomfort with the 
status quo, usually earlier than others do.

The urge to speak out about something they firmly 
believe in overcomes the natural urge to conform and 
belong. They do not break the rules because they want 
to, but because they feel they have to.

Ambassadors for innovation

Rebels are very good at spotting what goes wrong, can 
come up with creative solutions, and take ownership to 
make it happen. So do not immediately rush headlong 
into a defensive reflex toward that rebellious colleague. 
That rebel in your team may very well be the key to 
success for your innovation journey.
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Kickstarting innovation? Six tips to 
empower rebels in your team

Rebels are seen as difficult and organisations often go 
around them. A crying shame. These tips will help you 
to make full use of their potential.

KLM’s deadlock

Turning aircraft around — all processes to get a plane 
ready for take-off again after landing — is an airline’s 
core operational business. The shorter the turnaround 
and thus the time an aircraft is on the ground, the 
more efficiently it can be deployed.

At KLM Royal Dutch Airlines, the operational and 
commercial departments could not agree on how to 
shorten the turnaround time without significantly 
increasing costs. The topic was in a deadlock situation 
for years.
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Taking ownership

In 2012, a team of rebels took ownership of the 
challenge. A mix of people, representing every 
discipline involved in the turnaround, all with hands-on 
experience in the field, gathered for a full week.
During that week, they shared all information and data 
they had, including every pain point. Together they 
created a new design with a 30 percent shorter 
turnaround time. Almost no investment was needed to 
implement it.

After a few months of extensive testing and fine-tuning 
of the solutions, the new design was formalized. The 
loss suffered on European flights vanished in thin air, 
and shortly after short flights started to become 
profitable again.

Empower your rebels

Often rebels are experienced as difficult and people 
tend to go around them. But by empowering rebels, 
they become your most valuable employees. They will 
be the drivers for innovation and continuous
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improvement of your organization. Here are six tips on 
how to deal with a rebel in your team:

#1: Let them work on your biggest challenges

Rebels like to be challenged. They get uncomfortable 
with the status quo and have a natural urge to improve 
and create new things. Their curiosity enables them to 
get to the heart of the matter. Their creativity helps 
them to find surprising solutions to these long-lasting 
problems.

#2: Give them space

Make sure to give them room for maneuver. In the KLM 
example, the team had restricted itself with only one 
limitation: there was no money available for major 
investments. Almost everything else was negotiable. 
This opened up the space for changing and 
transferring tasks from one department to another, 
ultimately saving significant time in the turnaround 
process.



#3: Bring them together

For years, KLM employees had been sharing ideas 
about shortening and improving the turnaround 
process. But nothing had ever been done with it. By 
bringing all these solutions together and looking at 
them more holistically, their true value was revealed. 
Many small ideas can lead to a big result.

#4: Listen to them

Rebels can sometimes get frustrated and dig their 
heels in if their ideas aren’t listened to. Because of their 
ability to look at things differently, they come up with 
solutions that may seem strange or even idiotic at first. 
Often, they really have given thought to the topic.

Suppress the urge to immediately write off their ideas. 
Instead engage in conversation to understand where 
the rebel is coming from. It will lead to surprising and 
new insights that would otherwise never have 
emerged.
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#5: Be radically honest

During the week that KLM organized to shorten the 
turnaround time, ideas surfaced that participants had 
passionately talked about for years, but which were not 
acted upon.

What turned out? At first glance, their solutions 
seemed good. But by looking at them from all angles, 
they were not that practical after all. By clearly 
explaining this, employees could finally put their idea to 
rest. This also created more openness for other, better 
ideas.

#6: Coach them

Rebels often enthusiastically plunge into new ideas and 
solutions. They don’t always feel whether the timing is 
right or not. Also, quite often, they will unintentionally 
bypass colleagues and managers, which can be a very 
delicate issue in organizations. By coaching them they 
will learn to better navigate an organization and 
become more effective. 



No longer will they be seen as a troublemaker, but 
rather as an innovator of the organization.

Rebels may not be like you, and that is a good thing.
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Want to innovate? Learn how to be 
comfortable with feeling 
uncomfortable
Change makes people insecure, but organizations can 
also use it to drive innovation. Create the right context 
for your employees and magic will happen.

Certainty above all

Time and again, scientific research shows that people 
naturally seek security and certainty. We prefer to keep 
things as they are, even if we know that changing now 
means we will be better off in the future.

Organizations struggle with this daily. They know that 
they have to continuously keep up with all changes, 
but all too often the ‘we have always done it this way’ 
attitude reigns. Sticking your head above the ground is 
still very difficult in many organizations.
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Certainty is an illusion

The pace of change has never been as fast as it is today, 
and it will never be this slow as today. We all know that 
change brings uncertainty, a feeling that makes us 
uncomfortable and something we want to avoid as 
much as possible.

But here is the thing. Change is the only constant we 
have and one thing is certain: certainty is an illusion. So 
the key is to get comfortable with that uncomfortable 
feeling.

Fear is stronger than curiosity

From an early age, we have been taught that making 
mistakes is bad. At school, we strive for error-free tests 
that yield the highest grades and the most 
compliments. But that also means that we no longer 
dare to take risks. We are careful not to go off the 
beaten track.

For most people, fear trumps curiosity and excitement. 
When people don’t feel free to try new things, their



work becomes more repetitive and boring. There are 
fewer new ideas and soon teams find themselves in a 
downward spiral, with unhappy people who are no 
longer productive.

To innovate is to feel uncomfortable

As the American writer and management consultant 
Margaret Wheatley once said, “The things we fear most 
in organizations — fluctuations, disturbances, 
imbalances — are the primary sources of creativity and 
innovation.”

Innovating means being open to other perspectives, to 
widen your reference frame. It means daring to change 
your mind. Daring to admit that you don’t know and 
that you don’t know what the future will bring.

Innovation means experimentation: trying new things, 
making mistakes, learning, and daring to stop 
initiatives when they don’t work. Helping others in the 
team without necessarily benefiting yourself, and 
daring to come up with solutions that initially seem 
way too crazy (and therefore will probably generate a 
lot of resistance).
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When people don’t feel free and safe, they suppress the 
urge to try new things. They will also stop sharing their 
concerns and honest opinion; both are essential for 
innovation.

Practice makes perfect

In 1974, Philippe Petit, the French tightrope walker, 
spanned a tightrope between the two Twin Towers in 
New York. In just 45 minutes, he walked eight times 
back and forth between the two towers. A breathtaking 
and frightening act.

When Petit was asked how he pulled this off, he 
answered that he was a strong believer in continuously 
challenging himself to overcome his fears. By training a 
lot, he learned to embrace that uncomfortable feeling.

If you hesitate, your fear grows. When you dare, your 
courage grows

Another more recent example, also coincidentally in 
New York, is from Lee Kim. In 2017, she started to create 
and wear a silly hat every day. Wearing these hats on 
the street and in the subway made her extremely
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uncomfortable. People stared at her. Sometimes they 
asked her questions which led to such fun and 
interesting conversations that she started to feel better. 
It broke her daily routine.

The initial plan was to stop after a year. But she 
overcame the uncomfortable feeling, and very much 
enjoyed the many beautiful serendipitous moments. To 
this day she wears a different homemade silly hat every 
day.

Curiosity is contagious

The good news is that curiosity is contagious. When a 
leader is curious, she or he is open to other perspectives 
and actively seeks them out. By asking open questions 
to the team, there is room for wonder. Team members 
actively explore new ideas and feel encouraged to 
come up with new, sometimes weird, or even radical 
solutions.

Make innovation super fun

There are simple ways to create an open and safe space 
in a team. For example, Vueling Airlines’ innovation 



team in Barcelona spun a digital ‘wheel of fortune’ in 
their weekly team meetings. When the wheel stopped 
on the picture of a team member, she or he had to 
create a simple prototype within a week. This should be 
shown to the others in the following team meeting.

When they started, the team members were a bit 
anxious. But soon, everyone got used to it. It became 
the highlight of the team meeting, and the bond 
between team members strengthened as they started 
to help each other. Trust in the team increased 
dramatically. On top of all, in just one year, fifty new 
ideas were brought to life.

Magic happens if you create the right context

People are naturally curious. Create the right context 
and magic will happen. Organisations that understand 
this are more comfortable with uncertainty and 
ambiguity. They no longer become uncomfortable with 
the constant changes, but instead, they have found 
ways to benefit from it.
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It's not rebels that 
make trouble

but trouble that 
makes rebels

Ruth Messinger







Do you feel lucky? You’ll be much 
better at cultivating serendipity

How you deal with unexpected events influences your 
success. Be open to the unexpected. And who knows, 
that revolutionary business idea comes your way.

Lucky people counting pictures much faster

In the 1990s, scientist Dr. Richard Wiseman performed 
a simple experiment. He asked a group of people to flip 
through a newspaper and count the number of 
pictures they saw. Before starting, they first had to 
complete a short questionnaire. One of the questions 
was whether they felt lucky or not.

On average, it took the people who felt unlucky about 
two minutes to come up with the right answer, 
whereas the people who identified as lucky took just a 
couple of seconds.

How come?
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On the second page there was a huge ad that said 
“Stop counting. There are 42 pictures in this paper.” The 
lucky ones saw this ad, but the people who considered 
themselves less fortunate demonstrated more anxiety, 
which detracted from their powers of observation. They 
totally overlooked the ad and continued flipping 
through the newspaper to count pictures.

Attention spotlight

One of the most interesting differences between lucky 
and unlucky people is what we call the ‘attention 
spotlight’. Lucky people are always looking for an 
opportunity — big and small ones — and seize them 
when they spot one. The unlucky, on the other hand, 
seem to move forward without paying as much 
attention, completely missing the positive effects of 
changes that happen right in front of them.

Dealing with the unexpected

Throughout the day things happen that we do not 
expect. The train is delayed, the road is blocked so that 
you have to take a different route, or an appointment is



moved to a different time or location. The way you deal 
with these changes has a huge impact on your success.

Do you sulk on a bench to wait for the next train, or do 
you engage in a conversation with someone else on the 
platform? That person might just be the one who can 
help you with a problem you can’t solve by yourself or it 
could be the start of a nice collaboration.

9/11 brought two inventors together

Chris van der Ree, the technical mastermind behind 
BlueAlp, happened to be in New York when the 9/11 
attacks took place. He was stuck for two weeks before 
being able to return to the Netherlands. He started 
talking to a German professor who was also stranded in 
the same hotel. The two clicked. When they both 
returned to their home country the contact remained, 
albeit sporadically.

Years later, the professor put Van der Ree in contact 
with a Swiss company that could bring unrecyclable 
plastic waste back to its origin: oil. A circular world first. 
They struggled to get the installations working

33



properly. Eventually, Van der Ree and his team fixed 
the issues. After years of innovation, at the end of last 
year, BlueAlp’s first factory was put into operation, and 
a second one is now under construction.

We underestimate the unexpected

Christian Busch, a scientist at New York University, 
became fascinated by the subject of serendipity and 
started researching the topic. He wrote the book ‘The 
Serendipity Mindset’ and discovered that the 
unexpected is often underestimated, leaving many 
opportunities untapped. His research shows that the 
most successful, inspiring, and joyful people are 
intuitively able to make the most out of unexpected 
situations and encounters. They flexibly deal with 
changes by seeing the possibilities, not the limitations.

Haier’s potato washing machine

One of Christian Busch’s childhood friends used to say, 
“It’s quite probable that the improbable will happen.” 
When Busch collaborated with Haier, the innovative 
Chinese white goods manufacturer, he encountered a



great example of dealing with an unexpected situation. 
Chinese farmers complained to Haier that the washing 
machines broke down too quickly. After some research, 
they found out that the farmers used these machines 
to wash potatoes. Instead of explaining to farmers that 
the machine was not made for that, they saw an 
opportunity and developed a machine that could also 
wash potatoes.

Cultivating serendipity can be trained

Everyone can learn to get more out of luck, for example 
by simply asking the question “What surprised you this 
week?” in the weekly team meeting. You can also 
stimulate serendipity by mentioning a few very 
different things when someone asks about your work 
or passions. By leaving these different hooks, there is 
almost always one that resonates and leads to an 
engaging conversation. If you approach someone 
yourself, you may learn much more by asking, for 
instance, which book someone is currently reading and 
why. You will be surprised by the interesting things you 
hear. And if you do, it is up to you to follow up on that 
conversation.
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Diversity struggles? At Bumble, 
the innovation team came up with 
the solution
You don’t always have to look externally for the 
solution to a problem. Internal teams can also provide 
a fresh perspective. The key to success often lies in 
breaking through the silos.

Lack of cognitive diversity can have drastic results

“Why didn’t the CIA see the September 11 attacks 
coming?” asked Matthew Syed, author of the book 
‘Rebel Ideas’, himself. After extensive research, he 
concluded that the CIA’s strict hiring policy had 
resulted in hardly any people working there with 
adequate knowledge of Islam. As a result, they were 
unable to see all the signs and connect the dots 
leading up to the attacks on that dramatic day. The CIA 
lacked cognitive diversity.

Every day we read about the importance of diversity in 
teams. Countless studies show that this generally leads
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to better results. To come up with the best innovations 
and solutions, it is often crucial to bring a completely 
different perspective.

Dare to deviate from the norm

In the 1990s, many villages in Vietnam struggled with a 
malnourished population. Instead of the usual question 
of how to feed these people, Jerry Sternin of Save the 
Children asked why some children from poor families 
were healthy.

He found that in most villages, families reduced the 
number of meals when they had limited food. The 
conventional village wisdom was also to avoid certain 
foods for reasons of status, and to eliminate feedings 
during bouts of diarrhea. As a result, families were 
almost continuously malnourished.

The healthy families had broken with tradition. They 
kept feeding small, but consistent portions of food 
many times a day, even to children with diarrhea. They 
gathered tiny shrimp from the rice fields and harvested 
sweet potato vegetables, a food that many looked



down upon. By deviating from conventional wisdom, 
these families created new behaviors and increased 
their chances of survival.

Bumble’s innovation team brought a different 
perspective

Often, the solution lies in doing things differently. In 
many organizations, the HR department is concerned 
with getting a more diverse and inclusive workplace. 
This is especially a struggle in teams where there is 
typically little diversity, such as in software 
development where the vast majority of employees are 
white men. Traditionally, expensive executive search 
agencies are hired to look for new talent.

The American Bumble, founded in 2014 by Whitney 
Herd, generally had no issues attracting diverse talent. 
There was one exception. They did not succeed in 
getting their tech teams more diverse. Only 14% of 
these teams were female and the LGBTQ+ percentages 
were much lower. The leaders of these teams 
struggled. Together with HR, they tried to recruit more 
diverse technical talent. But that was not a success. 
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The traditional approach to recruitment did not result 
in good candidates for Bumble.

Innovation team comes to the rescue

Bumble's innovation team figured that an innovative 
collaboration could offer the solution. They got in touch 
with the Barcelona-based startup CodeOp, which 
focuses entirely on solving the so-called “pipeline 
problem”. This is the theory that diversity initiatives are 
failing because there simply are not enough skilled 
members of underrepresented groups — women, 
people of color, LGBTQ+ folks, disabled talent, and 
veterans — out there.

CodeOp’s mission is to help women and people from 
the LGBTQ+ community make the transition to a career 
in technology. Together with Bumble, they developed a 
concept in which CodeOp ensured the recruitment of 
talent and provided the training to become a skilled 
programmer or data scientist. Bumble paid for the full 
training and provided a monthly salary as a junior 
developer from day one of the training.
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Win-win-win

This construction solved several problems at once. The 
participating junior software developers were able to 
follow the training full-time during the day, making it 
much easier to combine career and family 
responsibilities. This also removed the barrier to paying 
for training without any prospect of a job guarantee.

Because CodeOp is well connected to the LGBTQ+ 
community, they were able to reach talent easier than 
the traditional recruiting agencies or Bumble itself. 
Bumble’s tech teams were able to become a lot more 
diverse fast, increasing the quality of their products.

Letting go of the zero-sum mindset

Often different teams in organizations are so caught up 
in achieving results in their area that there is little to no 
connection with other teams. For example, the 
sustainability team works on making their existing 
products and services more sustainable, while the 
innovation team creates totally new products and 
services, replacing the existing ones. There could be



great overlap and room for constructive collaboration 
between these teams. But in reality, often teams are 
competing for the scarce time and energy of leaders 
and employees. If one team wins, the other team loses 
(also known as a zero-sum mindset). This leads to sub-
optimal solutions for the organization and in the end, 
everyone loses.

The key to success may well lie in breaking the silos 
and constructive collaboration between teams, as was 
the case with Bumble. This often starts with breaking 
the norm, asking a different question to solve the 
problem, and looking for win-win solutions.
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Innovation almost never starts 
with a great idea

One of the biggest myths about innovation is that it 
starts with a brilliant idea. But nothing could be further 
from the truth. Meaningful innovations often begin 
with a good dose of wonder. And wonder starts with 
observing and seeing things differently.

Innovation often starts with observation

In the dictionary, to observe is described as “to note or 
perceive something and register it as significant”. And 
thus, innovation often starts with an observation. One 
of the most famous examples is that of Isaac Newton 
resting beneath an apple tree when an apple fell and 
struck him on top of his head. This made him wonder 
why apples always fall downward. While we’re not sure 
if he really was sitting under that apple tree, we do 
know that his observation of falling apples led him to 
develop his law of universal gravitation.

And there are many more examples.
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The origin of TikTok

Alex Zhu, a Chinese tech entrepreneur, was still reeling 
from his failed adventure to launch an app where 
people could create short videos and learn from each 
other. While sitting on a train in Silicon Valley, a group 
of teenagers sat across from him. He became 
fascinated by how these teenagers used their mobiles. 
He saw that half of the time they were listening to 
music. The rest of the time, the teenagers were making 
videos and selfies and showed them to each other. He 
got the idea that an app that would combine these 
elements could be a success. This was the start of 
Musical.ly which later became TikTok.

Four ways to observe better

But doesn’t observation just happen by default? When 
my eyes are open, I observe, right? But there is an 
essential difference between looking and observing. 
Seeing is passive while observation is active. When you 
observe, you assume a heightened state of 
consciousness or wakefulness. You look at everything 
without explicitly looking for anything.



there is an essential 

difference between 

looking and observing; 

seeing is passive while 

observation is active



There are four simple ways that will help you to 
become a better observer and discover opportunities 
for innovation more quicker:

#1 Don’t take anything for granted

Sometimes we are so used to doing things a certain 
way that we don’t even perceive them as inconvenient 
or annoying anymore. This is exactly where a lot of 
potential for innovation lies.

Almost unthinkable nowadays, but years ago 
telephones were wired so they were in a fixed place in 
homes. To record voicemails, you had to have a 
separate device, which was called an answering 
machine. When the first mobile phones were 
introduced, many people were extremely skeptical 
about their usefulness. Today, we feel anxious if we are 
separated from our mobiles for just a couple of 
minutes.



#2 Look for frictions and frustrations

Inconveniences such as having to wait a long time or
not understanding how a product or service works, are 
clear signs that something is wrong. And they’re often 
easy to spot, too, if you just look around you.

In the 1960s, toothbrushes for children used to be made 
like mini versions of adult toothbrushes. The handles 
were just as thin, yet shorter. While brushing their 
teeth, kids dropped these mini toothbrushes all the 
time. It turned out that children don’t have the same 
dexterity and grip as adults do. Oral-B spotted this and 
was the first to introduce a special toothbrush for 
children with a thicker handle.

#3 Find workarounds

People are super creative and often find solutions to 
everyday problems. Usually these are temporary 
solutions and therefore a good source of inspiration for 
innovation.
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A classic example is the ketchup bottle. To get the last 
bit out of the bottle, people put it upside down in the 
cupboard. In 1991, this observation led to the design of 
the ‘upside down’ ketchup bottle, which was later also 
embraced by shampoo and toothpaste manufacturers, 
among others.

#4 Learn from other unrelated areas

Solutions are around every corner, but you have to have 
a very open mind as they often lie outside your own 
radius. In addition, it also requires imagination to see 
how a solution can be applied in a different way.

In 1970, Bernard Sadow, a senior manager at the US 
Luggage company, went on a family vacation. When 
returning home, lugging two heavy suitcases through 
the airport, he got a key insight. While waiting at 
customs, he observed a worker effortlessly rolling a 
heavy machine on a wheeled skid. He wondered how 
easy it would be if he would have wheels under his 
heavy suitcases. That’s how the wheels ended up on 
our suitcases.



Learn to observe if you want to be a good innovator
Many things that look normal have hidden 
opportunities. Observing seemingly normal things can 
lead to the next breakthrough. But for that, you have to 
have an open mind, like Isaac Newton watching an 
apple fall downwards and Alex Zhu carefully observing 
teenagers on a train.
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Never underestimate your 
employees’ ideas; they could just 
be the next breakthrough
Major breakthroughs can very well come from within 
organizations. Pioneering ideas such as Post-Its, the 
PlayStation, and IKEA stores are living proof of this.

Two revolutionary IKEA concepts

Big ideas often start very small. The key to success lies 
in seeing the potential of an idea early on and then fully 
embracing it. Like the opening of the very first IKEA 
store in 1965. That first day so many people showed up, 
that not everyone could be served quickly. The store 
manager decided to instruct people to pick up their 
selected furniture from the warehouse themselves. This 
eventually led to the world-famous ‘self-service’ 
concept that we all know today.

And when an IKEA employee bought a table himself 
and wanted to take it home, it was almost impossible 
to get it in his car. His idea of cutting the legs off the
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table seemed absurd at first glance. Instead of 
disregarding this idea, IKEA explored it and ultimately 
designed the world-famous self-assembly furniture.

In LEGOLAND waiting in line has become fun

At the amusement park LEGOLAND, also a 
groundbreaking idea came from one of their 
employees. One of the biggest annoyances for visitors 
was the long wait for attractions. Children got bored to 
death, sometimes even resulting in some major 
temper tantrums.

A frontline park employee who experienced this on a 
daily basis felt sympathy for these kids and their 
parents and decided to do something about it. He 
placed tables with Lego pieces in the center of the area 
so that the children could play and have fun while the 
parents waited in line. This made life a lot easier, for the 
children, the parents, and the LEGOLAND employees. It 
turned out to be a concept that completely changed 
the customer experience at LEGOLAND, and many 
other organizations dealing with waiting lines copied 
the concept.



Perseverance was the key to success for the Post-Its

Almost everyone knows the story of the origin of the 
Post-Its. At 3M, Spencer Silver was trying to create a 
super-strong glue. Many of his experiments failed. One 
of these tests resulted in a glue that was not very 
strong, but that could make a piece of paper stick to a 
surface without affecting it.

Silver sensed that this failed product had potential, but 
he had no clear purpose for it at that time. He kept 
talking about it and years later he finally found a 
problem for his solution. He met his colleague Art Fry, 
who was looking for a bookmark that would stick 
without damaging the pages. Together they developed 
the Post-It as we know it today.

Dare to rebel

In the late 1980s, Ken Kutaragi had been working in 
Sony’s digital research lab for several years and was 
known as a ‘tinkerer’. He created a chip that made his 
daughter’s Nintendo more powerful to provide a better 
gaming experience. It worked great. He went to his
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managers with the idea of creating a new type of 
console for Sony, but he hit a wall. At the time, many 
managers at Sony believed that the gaming industry 
was just a short-lived fad.

Kutaragi refused to give up and turned to Sony CEO 
Norio Ohga. Increasingly aware of the value of the 
gaming industry, Ohga kicked off a joint venture with 
Nintendo. Licensing disagreements meant that the 
partnership eventually faded, but Sony continued to 
develop their own console: the PlayStation. The 
PlayStation was launched in 1994 and has sold over half 
a billion units since.

It’s all about being brave

We often tend to think that major breakthroughs can 
only come from the outside. But a lot of good ideas live 
within organizations. Often, these ideas are overlooked 
and are too quickly dismissed as idiotic solutions that 
will never work or won’t add any value.

Therefore, it is key for management to be open-minded 
and learn to sense when an opportunity presents itself. 



Can you see the potential of an absurd idea such as 
that of the IKEA employee to saw off the legs of a 
table? And if you do, do you dare to openly embrace it?

At the same time, you need employees with a good 
dose of courage. Employees who dare to think 
differently and are brave enough to share their ideas 
and solutions, knowing that they can be dismissed as a 
‘weird bird’ or a troublemaker.

It is the combination of these two that can lead to 
unimaginable success.
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We make things more and more 
complex, while the solution often 
lies in simplification
We have a natural tendency to make things 
increasingly complex, while the solution often lies in 
simplifying things. How this works can be explained 
with examples of cows and electric cars.

A growing amount of people have gluten allergy or 
intolerance

An increasing number of people suffer from a gluten 
allergy or intolerance. As a result, they can not eat 
products such as bread and breakfast cereals. The 
gluten-free products market is booming and has 
grown to a multi-billion market with a yearly growth of 
almost 10%. Also, countless medicines and remedies 
have been invented.

Farmer Jan de Vries from the small Frisian town of 
Harich was fascinated by this. He learned that the 
gluten problem is caused by several artificial
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interventions in the bread-baking process. Also, today 
almost all grain has been modified to serve the 
industrial way of farming. Farmer Jan searched for an 
ancient, naturally pure type of grain that had not been 
modified and started experimenting with it. His bread 
turns out to be so tasty that no additives are needed 
and it can be eaten by people who are sensitive to 
gluten.

Complexification is deeply rooted in humans

When engineer Leidy E Klotz and his 2.5-year-old son 
were playing with Lego, a brick was missing to make 
the legs of a bridge the same height. While Klotz was 
looking for the missing brick, his son solved the 
problem simply by removing a brick from the longer 
leg.

This got Klotz thinking. He noticed that minimalist 
designs, in which elements are removed from an 
existing model, were quite uncommon. He started 
researching this at the University of Virginia, and he 
discovered that people have a natural preference for 
complicating things rather than simplifying them. 



When faced with a problem, people tend to select 
solutions that involve adding new elements instead of 
taking existing components away.

A clear explanation of why people do this is still missing. 
Possibly it has to do with another human heuristic: our 
aversion to loss, where we feel the pain of loss twice as 
intense as the pleasure of gain.

Many innovations are based on symptom control

A lot of complexification examples can also be found in 
agriculture. Methane is a by-product of the natural 
digestion process of grazers such as cows. The more 
difficult the animal feed is to digest, the more methane 
is released. DSM is investing millions of euros in the 
development of an animal feed additive to significantly 
reduce the methane emissions of cows. But if cows eat 
young grass and herbs, which are better to digest, the 
methane emissions are automatically lower.

Another example is potty training for calves. A group of 
German and New Zealand scientists developed this 
training to ensure that urine and feces are kept
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separate, resulting in significantly less harmful 
ammonia being released. But if you just let a cow graze 
outside, they will never urinate in the same place they 
poop.

Search for the root causes of problems

The more complex we make things, the more difficult it 
becomes to oversee the entire picture. The probability 
of errors increases, and most of the time usability 
decreases. The solution often lies in simplifying 
processes and products. Successful examples are the 
Google website, which has been kept extremely simple 
with only a search function field in the middle. Another 
example is the Apple computer mouse, which has been 
designed in such a way that there are no visible 
buttons on it.

From the aviation industry, we learn that root cause 
analysis is a great way to get to the core of problems. If 
an incident takes place, there is always an in-depth 
investigation into the real causes of the problem. 
Solutions are only searched for after this careful 
analysis.



Always be alert

Another interesting example is electric cars. These help 
us towards a fossil-free world. At the same time, it also 
creates a new problem. An enormous and complex 
network of charging stations is needed. The Dutch 
scaleup Lightyear, which has developed a solar-
powered car, largely solves this problem by installing 
solar panels on top of the car. As a result, the car is 
directly and continuously supplied with energy so the 
car needs to be charged far less often. And if you still do 
need to charge, you can just use the normal power 
sockets at home.

A healthy dose of courage

Going against the grain is never easy. It takes a lot of 
courage and wisdom to do that. Hundreds of years 
before Christ, the founder of Taoism, Lao Tzu, said it 
succinctly: “To acquire knowledge, you have to add 
things every day. To gain wisdom, you take things away 
every day.”
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Launching something new? Trust 
emotion over data

Relying too much on data without considering the 
human factor can be one of the most dangerous 
things a business can do. The examples of Nokia, 
Airbus, and American Airlines show that. More data 
does not necessarily lead to more insight.

Nokia over-relied on data

Everybody knows that Nokia missed the boat with the 
mobile phone. Less well-known is the story behind it. In 
2009, when Nokia was emerging as the world’s largest 
mobile phone company, ethnographer Tricia Wang 
made an important discovery. Hired by the company, 
she had spent years doing ethnographic work in China, 
from living with migrants to working as a street vendor 
and hanging out in internet cafes for months. She 
found that people with a low income were willing to 
pay for more expensive smartphones, even if it meant 
spending over half of their monthly income to get one.
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So Wang saw a huge untapped market. Nokia had 
already launched a smartphone, but it was expensive 
and complex, and therefore only used by a select 
audience. She advised Nokia to change its current 
product development strategy from making expensive 
smartphones for elite users to smartphones that would 
be affordable for everyone. Nokia did not know what to 
do with these findings. They believed a sample size of a 
hundred was too weak and small compared to their 
sample size of several million data points. In addition, 
they said that there weren’t any signs that backed her 
insights in their existing datasets and disregarded 
Wang’s advice.

How Airbus’ largest commercial plane A380 flopped

In the 1990s, Airbus was faced with the question of how 
air travel would develop in the coming decades. One 
thing was certain: air travel would continue to grow at a 
massive rate over the next 20–30 years. Studies showed 
that the growth would be so rapid that capacity at 
airports and in the air could well become the limiting 
factor. Airbus concluded that a larger aircraft would be 
needed. They developed the A380, the largest



passenger aircraft in the world, measuring 73 meters in 
length with a wingspan of almost 80 meters.

In 2007, the first commercial A380 flight took place. 
Airbus expected to sell well over a thousand planes in 
the first 20 years. But ten years later, the orders dried 
up after only 250 planes had been sold. The production 
was stopped with a total loss of about 25 billion euros.
Airbus had well predicted the enormous growth of the 
market. However, they overlooked the fact that budget 
airlines were on the rise and accounted for most of the 
market growth. To save costs, these airlines often fly to 
secondary airports. But these airports are far too small 
to handle such a large aircraft as the A380. 

Furthermore, contrary to expectations, customers were 
more than happy to go to these more distant airports 
as the price of their flight tickets was significantly lower. 
Airbus completely missed this, then still weak, signal.

Human dynamics are hard to capture in data

Using ‘Big Data’ can be incredibly valuable to an 
organization. But more data does not necessarily lead
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to more insights. There is a danger in relying solely on 
data. People can become completely obsessed with 
numbers that they are not open to weaker, crucial 
insights. Relying too much on data without considering 
human dynamics can be one of the most dangerous 
things a business can do. Nokia and Airbus are 
examples of that.

Don’t always listen to what customers say

At the same time, often people don’t know what they 
want. They say they will do or buy something, but in 
practice, they do the exact opposite. In the late 1990s, a 
customer survey conducted by American Airlines 
showed that passengers were willing to pay more for 
extra legroom. Based on that insight, American Airlines 
began retrofitting all their aircraft in 2000, removing 
two rows of seats from their airplanes. Planes were 
taken out of service for a short while and huge budgets 
were spent on marketing to promote the new product. 
This whole operation took months and they spent 70 
million dollars in total.

But American Airlines soon learned that despite



consumers’ enthusiasm for the idea of more legroom 
when they fly, in reality, the vast majority didn’t pay 
those extra dollars. And so, four years later, they spent 
more money putting all the seats back.

Spotting weak signals and emerging trends

Customer feedback can be very valuable in discovering 
friction in an organization’s service or process. But it 
does not turn out to be a good indicator at all for 
innovation or creating something new. It’s like Henry 
Ford said, “If I’d asked my customers what they wanted, 
they’d have said a faster horse.”

It is important to realize that human dynamics drive 
trends, which is difficult to capture in data. Emerging 
trends can be noticed much earlier with keen 
observation. It will lead to unexpected, surprising 
insights that may contradict what you have always 
believed and undermine what you have always been so 
sure of.

The key is to be open-minded, to let go of your 
assumptions, and to dare to make choices that are not 
(yet) supported by the data.
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Accept that people 
who don't agree 
with you are not 

flaming idiots

Daniel Dennett







Why going to the bathroom is 
good for innovation

Often you get the best ideas in the bathroom or in the 
shower. You can dream away without being disturbed. 
But to come up with really good ideas, something else 
is needed: distraction.

“Slide to Unlock” on the first iPhones

Freddy Anzures was part of the Apple design team that 
worked on the very first designs of the iPhone. Anzures 
worked on a solution to easily unlock the phone. The 
challenge was that it should not accidentally happen 
while the phone was in a pocket or bag. He struggled 
to find a solution. When he was on a plane to visit his 
brother in New York, he had to go to the bathroom. 
While closing the toilet door with the typical sliding 
lock, he was inspired to use this principle. Back in San 
Francisco, he designed the famous “Slide to Unlock” 
feature.
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Let new ideas bubble up

He was not the only one at Apple who got inspired at 
the toilet. In his early days, Steve Jobs liked to go to the 
office toilet where he would dangle his bare feet in a 
tub of water while relaxing and thinking quietly. It was 
one of his ways to let ideas spring to mind.
The Japanese inventor Nakamatsu, with thousands of 
patents on his name, took it a step further. He had a 
custom-made ‘calm room’ for thinking built in his 
house. This room was basically a bathroom, tiled in 24-
carat gold, which he believed blocked out broadcast 
signals that harmed his creativity.

Creativity boost for musicians

For singers, the bathroom also proves to be very 
inspiring because of the great acoustics, which has a 
stimulating effect on their creativity. For example, Ed 
Sheeran revealed that he improved his songwriting 
skills by writing and singing on the toilet. He regularly 
goes to the bathroom to create musical magic.



He is not the only singer with this habit. Paul 
McCartney also liked to use the bathroom for writing 
Beatles songs. It is not exactly known which songs 
originated in the small room, but we know for sure that 
the song ‘Another Girl’ from the album ‘Help’ was 
written on the toilet during a holiday in Tunisia.

Let your mind wander

But it is not only the good acoustics that musicians like 
so much about the bathroom. McCartney explained his 
habit: “The trick is to separate yourself, be alone, and 
create peace and quiet. Toilets are perfect for that”.

We feel very free in the toilet. You are there on your 
own, without others nagging you, or any other social 
pressure. Being away from your normal routine allows 
for undisturbedly letting your mind wander for a while. 
Because of that relaxed atmosphere, bathrooms are 
bubbling with creativity.

Alice Flaherty, one of the most renowned 
neuroscientists researching creativity, agrees. She 
indicates that dopamine is crucial for us to be creative. 
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The more dopamine that is released, the more creative 
we are. When we feel relaxed and great, the flow of 
dopamine increases. Typical triggers are, for instance, 
going to the bathroom, taking a warm shower, and 
exercising where the chances of having great ideas are 
significantly higher.

But that’s not all there is to it. Dopamine alone, which 
gets triggered in hundreds of events where we are not 
very creative, is not the only reason. Another crucial 
factor is distraction.

Incubation period for ideas

When we are very focused, our attention tends to be 
directed outward, toward the details of the problems 
we are trying to solve. While this pattern of attention is 
necessary to solve problems analytically, it prevents us 
from detecting the connections that lead to new, 
innovative insights.

When our minds are at ease, we are more likely to 
direct the spotlight of attention inward. Only then 
remote associations and fresh ideas that were created



by our subconscious mind will come to the surface. It is 
therefore extremely important to let things rest for a 
while after working hard on them. Scientists call this 
the incubation period of ideas.

So, if you are in a relaxed state of mind, full of 
dopamine and not too focussed on the topic, your brain 
is most likely to give you your best, most creative ideas.
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A bit of rebellion can lead to 
magical results

What do Spider-Man, Bohemian Rhapsody, and Ikea 
have in common? They almost didn’t exist. Fortunately, 
the inventors were rebellious go-getters. Ground-
breaking innovations often require a healthy dose of 
courage.

Bohemian Rhapsody broke all the rules

When Freddy Mercury proudly presented Bohemian 
Rhapsody to his producers, they were anything but 
enthusiastic. The song completely differed from all the 
other songs of that time. The song had no chorus and it 
was six minutes long, way longer than all successful 
pop songs that were just three to four minutes long. It 
also contained no fewer than five different musical 
styles, including opera. And so the producers refused to 
release it.

But Mercury was convinced this was a good song and
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called his good friend and radio DJ Kenny Everett. He 
asked him to play the song on the radio over the 
weekend to find out how the public would respond to 
it. They immediately loved it and went en masse to the 
music stores on Monday to buy it. This convinced the 
producers to release the song after all. Today 
Bohemian Rhapsody is one of the most streamed 
songs of the last century.

Spider-Man almost did not come to life

Stan Lee, the spiritual father of Spider-Man, also initially 
did not receive any cooperation from his publisher of 
the monthly magazine Amazing Fantasy. When asked 
to come up with a new superhero after the success of 
‘X-Men’ and ‘The Fantastic Four’, he thought that the 
new superhero should be able to move quickly and 
flexibly, for example like a spider.

But his publisher didn’t like this at all: “Stan, this is 
seriously the worst idea I’ve ever heard”. He believed 
that people hate spiders. He also didn’t like the idea 
that a teenager with personal problems would be a 
superhero. Back then, teenagers were always the



sidekick but never the superhero themselves. And 
personal problems weren’t befitting a superhero.

Lee didn’t push any further. After a while, due to a lack 
of success, it was decided to stop the monthly 
magazine. Because Lee still believed in Spider-Man, he 
published the story in the very last issue and put him 
on the cover as well. When the sales figures came in, it 
turned out to be a great success. They decided to make 
a series out of it, and today everyone in the world 
knows the superhero.

Don’t despair and follow your gut

If Mercury and Lee hadn’t taken matters into their own 
hands, Bohemian Rhapsody and Spider-Man would 
never have existed. All too often innovation is held back 
by the establishment, often due to a lack of empathy 
for the new idea. It is so far beyond imagination that its 
potential is overlooked. Both examples show the power 
of following your ‘gut feeling’ and having the guts to try 
out an idea to see what happens.
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Dare to go off the beaten track

It also shows that it takes a good dose of guts to 
persevere in the face of opposition. When Ingmar 
Kamprad, the founder of IKEA, started, he encountered 
a lot of resistance from other Swedish furniture 
manufacturers. They blocked him to exhibit his 
furniture at the annual major furniture shows. Instead 
of giving up, Kamprad opened a warehouse in the 
Swedish countryside. People could come to explore the 
showcased furniture and order from a list. This is how 
IKEA’s world-famous ‘concept store’ came about.

Elon Musk also received a lot of opposition when, in 
2002, he founded SpaceX as the first commercial 
organization to launch rockets into space. The US Air 
Force refused SpaceX to launch from a base in 
California. Musk diverted to the island of Omelek, in the 
middle of the Pacific Ocean. There was an old military 
base from where he could freely launch missiles. In just 
four years, SpaceX launched five rockets. Although 
three of them failed miserably, they did provide very 
valuable information to improve the technology.



Rebellion needed

Innovative ideas often seem completely idiotic at first 
and are rarely welcomed with open arms. They go so 
far beyond imagination that, most of the time, they are 
rejected immediately. However, often these ideas are 
the very beginning of breakthrough innovations. So, 
when you have an idea like that, it takes a good dose of 
rebelliousness to persevere.
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Too much in love with your 
solution? Be careful not to suffer 
the same fate as BlackBerry
BlackBerry was so focused on its own success that the 
threat of the iPhone was ignored. Therein lies a lesson 
for entrepreneurs. Every now and then you have to 
take a step back and observe. And then speed up 
again, exactly like Slack did in 2012.

Falling from grace

We all know what happened to the BlackBerry. It is 
interesting to reflect on why things could go so wrong. 
BlackBerry was the pioneer in sending and receiving 
emails on a mobile phone. With its trademark QWERTY 
keyboard, BlackBerry became an instant darling of 
world leaders, corporate hotshots, and the rich and 
famous. Years ago, owning a BlackBerry device was a 
status symbol.

When the iPhone was launched in 2007, Mike Lazaridis, 
the inventor of the BlackBerry, was anything but afraid

87



of the consequences. Sales figures continued to rise 
and in 2011 BlackBerry was at its highest peak. Lazaridis 
proudly proclaimed: "It is an iconic product: it is used by 
companies, it is used by leaders, and it is used by 
celebrities." At that very moment, BlackBerry had 
already lost its dominant market position. Even when 
Blackberry sales started to plummet in 2012 and 
iPhones were sold like hotcakes, Lazaridis was still 
resisting the idea of typing on glass: "The keyboard is 
one of the reasons why people buy Blackberrys."

So, what went wrong? Lazaridis focused on the 
keyboard tastes of millions of existing users, completely 
ignoring the appeal of a touchscreen for billions of 
potential new users.

Wearing blinders

Falling in love with your solution can have a dramatic 
outcome. But how can people be so fixated that they 
are closed to other perspectives? In the case of 
Lazaridis, it was a combination of factors. He was 
overconfident and assumed he was on the right track 
as BlackBerry sales were still on the rise. He firmly kept



believing in a solution that was most likely based on his 
private signals and preferences. On top of that, he also 
ignored signs and arguments from people indicating 
that customer behavior was changing.

Another reason for tunnel vision is that there is so 
much emphasis on winning, that people only focus on 
achieving that one goal. They won't take time for 
reflection, and signals that changes are imminent are 
completely missed.

Slack was the result of a major turnaround

There is another way. In 2009, Glitch was launched, an 
online adventure non-violence game focussed on 
collaboration. Together players could create a whole 
new world. The developers worked from different 
states in the USA. They discovered that there wasn't a 
team collaboration tool on the market that met their 
needs. So they created one themselves.

Meanwhile, Glitch had about 150,000 loyal players, but 
it didn't really take off. After a few years, the team 
decided to make a significant turnaround. The
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collaboration tool they had developed seemed to have 
a lot of potential. They named it 'Slack' and launched it 
in 2013. In the first 24 hours of its launch, 8,000 
companies signed up for it. Quickly after that, Slack 
raised a lot of money and grew into the multi-billion 
dollar company it is today.

Be open to contrary views

While Lazaridis had fallen in love with his keyboard, the 
Glitch team took a step back and saw that their original 
product was less successful than they had hoped for. A 
good way to prevent tunnel vision is to be open to 
other perspectives. For example, by listening carefully 
to your customers, and observing them when they use 
your product or service.

But the most important thing is to be open to 
contradiction. There are always people who can pick up 
on the first, weak signs that something is about to 
change. Rejecting others' ideas too quickly should 
therefore be avoided. To prevent yourself from 
groupthink, the best thing you can do is to organize 
people around you with completely different 
viewpoints.



Slow down to speed up

It is very easy to fall in love with a solution and 
completely forget about the problem you are trying to 
solve. It's human nature to get excited and jump in to 
come up with a cool solution. The danger is to 
completely miss changes that happen in the 
meantime. At times, you have to hit the brakes, look 
around and observe what is happening. When you do 
pick up something, you have to have the guts to 
change course.
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Those who say 
it cannot be done 

should not 
interrupt those 

who are doing it

James Baldwin







Bonus



What makes 
a rebel?



curious
creative

courage

ask questions, judge less, 

crave novelty, remain 

open to different 

perspectives

dare to be you, take 

ownership, be brave 

enough to speak up

cultivate serendipity, 

connect ideas, 

turn problems into 

opportunities





14 things you 
absolutely 

need to know 
about rebels



#1
Rebels are not troublemakers. They are 

passionately driven to make things better

#2
Rebels want to create something new rather 

than extend current perspectives

#3
Rebels want to be part of the solution 

and not the problem

#4
Rebels see things with a fresh mindset rather 

than blindly following established wisdom



#5
Rebels are excellent 'friction hunters'. 

They even feel uncomfortable when they 
see that things clearly need improvement

#6
They don't want to rebel for the sake of it. 

Rebels want to make impact and they 
want to be stretched

#7
Challenge rebels with your toughest 

problems and they will bring you magical 
solutions



#8
Rebels care about work more than 

anyone else. That's why they are willing 
to engage in a conflict

#9
Rebels need an environment where it is 

safe to disagree and challenge the 
status quo

#10
Don't give rebels lip service. Be 

transparent and tell them as it is. They 
can handle that, really



#11
Their urge to speak up is so much stronger 

than the will to fit in

#12
Love their difference and quirks. Rebels may 

not be like you and that is a good thing

#13
Appreciate them and rebels will move 

mountains for you

#14
Rebelliousness is a positive behaviour. It is an 

act of courage and risk taking



www.rebella.la/rebels



Share your 
rebel story 

with me

Yes, I want to 
share my story

www.rebella.la/share-your-rebel-story



Looking for more 
inspiration?

Yes, I want more 
inspiration

www.rebella.la/free-inspiration



Thank you & 
Keep rebelling!



Simone van Neerven is a rebel herself. She knows 
what she is talking about. After a long and 

successful corporate career she quit and founded 
her company 'reBella'. 

She is now on an mission to create a better 
understanding about rebels. She believes that 

they can become your ambassadors for change 
and innovation.

Simone works with a wide variety of organisations 
and has the talent to unleash the value of the 

rebel within organizations and beyond.

Simone is also a columnist for MT/Sprout, the 
largest business and management platform in 

the Netherlands. Monthly, she writes about 
innovation. The twelve reflections in this booklet 

were originally published on this platform.
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