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adversarial perspective. The Delphi Method is a structured process for 
eliciting opinions from a panel of outside experts.

REFRAMING TECHNIQUES

Three of the techniques in this chapter work by a process called reframing. A frame 
is any cognitive structure that guides the perception and interpretation of what 
one sees. A mental model of how things normally work can be thought of as a 
frame through which an analyst sees and interprets evidence. An individual or a 
group of people can change their frame of reference, and thus challenge their own 
thinking about a problem, simply by changing the questions they ask or changing 
the perspective from which they ask the questions. Analysts can use this reframing 
technique when they need to generate new ideas, when they want to see old ideas 
from a new perspective, or any other time when they sense a need for fresh thinking.4

Reframing helps analysts break out of a mental rut by activating a different set 
of synapses in their brain. To understand the power of reframing and why it works, 
it is necessary to know a little about how the human brain works. The brain is now 
believed to have roughly 100 billion neurons, each analogous to a computer chip 
capable of storing information. Each neuron has octopus-like arms called axons 
and dendrites. Electrical impulses flow through these arms and are ferried by 
neurotransmitting chemicals across the synaptic gap between neurons. Whenever 
two neurons are activated, the connections, or synapses, between them are 
strengthened. The more frequently those same neurons are activated, the stronger 
the path between them.

Once a person has started thinking about a problem one way, the same 
mental circuits or pathways are activated and strengthened each time the person 
thinks about it. The benefit of this is that it facilitates the retrieval of information 
one wants to remember. The downside is that these pathways become mental 
ruts that make it difficult to see the information from a different perspective. When 
an analyst reaches a judgment or decision, this thought process is embedded in 
the brain. Each time the analyst thinks about it, the same synapses are triggered, 
and the analyst’s thoughts tend to take the same well-worn pathway through the 
brain. Getting the same answer each time one thinks about it builds confidence, 
and often overconfidence, in that answer.

Another way of understanding this process is to compare these mental ruts to the  
route a skier will cut looking for the best path down a mountain top (see Figure 9.0). 

4.  Reframing is similar to the Problem Restatement technique Morgan Jones described in his book The Thinker’s Toolkit (New York: 
Three Rivers Press, 1995). Jones observed that “the moment we define a problem our thinking about it quickly narrows considerably.” 
We create a frame through which we view the problem, and that tends to obscure other interpretations of the problem. A group can 
change that frame of reference, and challenge its own thinking, simply by redefining the problem.
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