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Six Thinking Hats

Edward de Bono

In this book, Edward de Bono helps us to think in a focused manner using an unique approach involving six hats: black hat – critical viewpoint, yellow hat – sunny optimism, green hat – creative ideas, white hat – neutrality, red hat – emotion, blue hat – detached overview. By thinking in a structured manner, we can increase focus and clarity, leading to more effective thinking and more efficient outcomes.  

Introduction

The basic idea behind Western thinking was developed about 2300 years ago by Socrates, Aristotle and Plato. Socrates laid great emphasis on dialectic and argument. In many of the dialogues in which he was involved, there is no constructive outcome at all. Socrates saw his role as simply pointing out what was ‘wrong’. He wanted to clarify the correct use of concepts like justice and love by pointing out incorrect usage. Plato used this analogy to mention that as we go through life we can see only the ‘shadows’ of the truth. 
Aristotle systematized inclusion/exclusion logic. From past experience we put together ‘boxes’, definitions and categories of principles. When we come across something, we judge into which box it falls. From the past we create standard situations. We judge into which ‘standard situation box’ a new situation falls. Once we have made this judgment, our course of action is clear. 

Western thinking is concerned with ‘what is’ which is determined by analysis, judgment and argument. While this is useful, we also need constructive thinking, creative thinking and looking at a way forward. The Six Hats method clearly lays down the rules of behavior. The method aims at ensuring that, the collective expertise and wisdom of the group is fully leveraged. Everyone is motivated to look and work   in the same direction. 

The Six Hats Method offers us an useful framework for thinking in a systematic manner. Not only does de Bono’s framework ensure that various alternatives are thoroughly explored but also the underlying biases and emotions are properly dealt with. 

Parallel thinking

In traditional thinking, if two people disagree, they argue to prove each other wrong. In normal thinking or argument, if someone says something, then others are expected. In parallel thinking, both views no matter how contradictory, are put down in parallel. If, later on, it is essential to choose between the different positions, one of them is selected. If a choice cannot be made, then the design has to cover both possibilities. In short, in parallel thinking, people do not respond to what the last person has said. They simply add another idea. In the end, the subject is fully explored quickly.  
The biggest obstacle to quick and effective thinking is the ego. Thinking is used to attack and put down other people or show others how clever we are, or to express personal antagonisms. 

Another enemy of good thinking is confusion. How many times we have heard the statement: “There is a lack of clarity in his thought process.” We try to do too many things at the same time. We look for information.  We seek new ideas and options. We have to be cautious. We want to find benefits. All the while, feelings and emotions influence our thinking. 
With the Six Hats method, we try to do only one thing at a time. We try to perform well as a thinker under each of the hats. There is a time when we look for danger (black hat). There is a time when we seek a new idea (green hat). There is a time when we focus on information (white hat). And so on. We do not try to do everything at the same time. 
The Six Hats
White Hat: is neutral and objective. It is concerned with objective facts and figures. 
Red Hat: suggests anger, rage and emotions. The red hat is all about emotions. 

Black Hat: Black is sombre and serious. The black hat is cautious and careful. It points out the weaknesses in an idea.

Yellow Hat: Yellow is sunny and positive. The yellow hat is optimistic and covers hope and positive thinking.

Green Hat: Green represents grass, vegetation and abundant, fertile growth. The green hat indicates creativity and new ideas. 

Blue Hat: Blue is cool. The blue hat is concerned with control, the organization of the thinking process and the use of the other hats.
The White Hat
The white hat defines the questions that should be asked, and lays out the means (such as surveys and questionnaires) for obtaining the needed information.

In order to avoid being drowned in information, people must focus their request in order to draw forth the needed information. Another point to note is that all facts are not verifiable beyond doubt. Indeed, much of what passes for fact is simply a comment made in good faith or is a matter of personal belief at the moment. So in practice a two-tier system is followed: believed facts and checked facts. Believed facts are allowed but they are given second priority compared to confirmed facts.
The key rule for white hat thinking is that something should not be put forward at a higher level than is actually the case. When the statement is properly framed as a belief, then the input is permissible. 

Personal opinion is not permitted under white hat thinking. That would destroy the whole purpose of the white hat. We can, of course, report the actual opinion of someone else.
When wearing the white hat, the thinker puts forward neutral statements. There can be no question of using them to push a particular point of view. If a statement is used to further a point of view, it means the white hat role is being abused.
White hat thinking is a quintessentially practical approach. When wearing the white thinking hat, the thinker should imitate the computer.  The person requesting the information should use focused questions in order to fill in information gaps. 

The Red Hat 
Using the red hat gives us an opportunity to express our feelings and emotions without any need to explain or to justify them. If people think that they have to validate their feelings, they will put forward only feelings that can be validated. So no explanation should be allowed. In every case, the feelings are expressed as they exist then. 
Individuals should not be allowed to say ‘pass’ when they are asked for their red hat feelings. They can use terms like neutral, undecided, confused, doubtful or mixed. If feelings are defined as mixed, then the facilitator may seek clarification. 

Red hat thinking is all about emotions and feelings and the non-rational aspects of thinking. The red hat provides a formal and defined channel for bringing these things out into the open. If emotions and feelings are not permitted as inputs in the thinking processes, they will lurk in the background and affect thinking in a hidden way. A strong background emotion such as fear, anger, hatred, suspicion, jealousy or love may limit and colour all perception. The purpose of red hat thinking is to make visible this background so that its subsequent influence can be observed. 
Emotions can also be triggered by the initial perception.  We perceive (perhaps falsely) that someone is saying something out of self-interest and thereafter we discount everything that person says. We are very quick to make such snap judgments and to become locked into the emotions they release. Red hat thinking gives us an opportunity to bring such feelings directly to the surface as soon as they arise.
The third point at which emotions can come in is after a map of the situation has been put together. Such a map should also include the emotions turned up by red hat thinking. Emotions are then brought in to choose the route on the map. 
Red hat thinking explores the emotions involved. Opinions may be expressed under red, black or yellow hats. When the red hat is used, it is best to express an opinion as a feeling. That is the real value of the red hat. Normally emotions take some time to build up and even longer to die down. There is resentment and sulking. Offence is taken and offence is given. But the red hat allows someone to switch in and out of the emotion mode in a matter of moments. Views expressed under the red hat seem less personal because it is formally recognized and people are ready for it. 
The Black Hat 

The black hat, the most used of all the hats, is the hat of caution. With the black hat we point out what is wrong, what does not fit, and what will not work. It protects us from wasting money and energy through wrong decisions. 
This does not mean that anything goes in the name of caution. There must always be a logical basis for the criticism. If the comment is purely emotional, then it comes under the red hat, not the black hat.

Black hat thinking is concerned with caution. At some stage we need to consider risks, dangers, obstacles, potential problems and the downside of a suggestion. The black hat is about being careful. The black hat seeks to avoid dangers and difficulties. 

The black hat is also about being ‘fit’. Does this suggestion fit our past experiences? Does this suggestion fit our policy and strategy? Does this suggestion fit our ethics and values? Does this suggestion fit our resources? Does this suggestion fit the known facts and the experience of others?
Black hat thinking may point out procedural errors in the thinking itself. But it is not about argument and must not be allowed to degenerate into argument. 

Black hat thinking can be abused and overused. The black hat must be supplemented by other hats. 
The Yellow Hat
Under the yellow hat we try to understand whatever benefit there may be in a suggestion. We see how it may be possible to put the idea into practice.

Yellow hat symbolizes positive thinking, i.e., a mixture of curiosity, pleasure, greed and the desire to ‘make things happen’. 

In general, people will be positive when they are putting forward an idea of their own or if they immediately see something in it for themselves. Self-interest is a strong basis for positive thinking. The yellow thinking hat does not have to await such motivations. The positive aspect is not the result of seeing merit in the idea but precedes this.  The thinker puts on the yellow hat and then follows its requirements to be positive and optimistic. 
Yellow hat thinking covers positive judgment. Yellow hat thinkers should do their best to find as much support as possible for the proffered optimism. But the discussion need not be connected to those points that can be fully justified.  While there should be a full effort to justify the optimism, even if the effort is unsuccessful, the point can still be put forward as a speculation.
Yellow hat thinking epitomises an attitude that moves ahead of a situation with positive hope. Yellow hat thinking sets out to glimpse possible benefits and values. As soon as there is a glimpse of these, exploration takes place in that direction. 
Yellow hat thinking is not directly concerned with creativity. A person can be an excellent yellow hat thinker and never have a new idea. Yellow hat thinking is concerned with the positive attitude of getting the job done i.e., the effective application of ideas. Effectiveness rather than novelty is the essence of yellow hat thinking.
Yellow hat thinking is concerned with generating alternative approaches to a problem and may even define opportunities. But it is not concerned with changing concepts or perceptions. 

The Green Hat 
The green hat represents creative thinking. The green colour symbolizes fertility and growth. Under the green hat, we put forward new ideas. We lay out both obvious and fresh options and alternatives. Under the green hat, we seek to modify and improve suggested ideas. 
The green thinking hat is concerned with new ideas and new ways of looking at things. Green hat thinking is concerned with escaping from the old ideas in order to find better ones. Green hat thinking is concerned with change. 
We cannot force ourselves (or others) to have a new idea, but we can force ourselves (or others) to spend time trying to have a new idea. The green hat provides a formal way of doing this. 

In normal thinking we use judgement. How does this idea compare to what we know i.e., our established patterns of experience? We judge whether it fits or does not fit. Critical thinking and black hat thinking are concerned directly with seeing how well a suggestion fits with what we already know.

We may call this the backward effect of an idea. We look backward at our past experience to assess the idea. Just as a description has to fit what it is describing, so we expect ideas to fit our knowledge. Howe else could we tell if they are correct?
With green hat thinking, however, we replace judgement with movement. With movement we use an idea for its forward effect, i.e., where it will get us what it will lead to. In effect we use an idea to move forward. Just as we use a stepping stone to move across a river from one bank to the other, so we use a provocation as a stepping stone to move across from one pattern to another. 
Sometimes we take an idea and use it as a stepping stone and end up with an idea that is quite different. We may also take a vague idea and then shape it into something concrete and practical. All these are aspects of movement. The key point to remember is that we move forward with an idea or from an idea.
Green hat thinking encourages us to go beyond the known and the obvious and the satisfactory. The green hat thinker uses the creative pause to consider, at any point, whether there might be alternative ideas. Provocation, an important part of green hat thinking, is used to break the usual patterns of thinking. 

The Blue Hat 
The blue hat stands for the organization of thinking. It lays out the agenda or sequence of use of the other hats. The blue hat may also specify other thinking processes and sets the thinking ‘strategy’. During the session, the blue hat maintains the discipline and ensures that people keep to the relevant hat. The blue hat also announces a change of hats.

Wearing the blue hat, we are no longer thinking about the subject. Instead, we are thinking about the thinking needed to explore that subject. Blue suggests detachment and being cool and in control. 

Focus is one of the key issues in blue hat thinking. Blue hat thinking should be used to monitor any drift from this focus. 
The blue hat thinker sequences the hats depending on the situation. Should the subject be one about which the thinkers have strong feelings, then it would make sense to put red hat thinking first on the program. This would bring the feelings to the surface. Otherwise, people might seek to express their emotions indirectly through other means, such as excessive black hat thinking. Once the emotions are made visible, then a thinker is more free of them and can be more objective. 

The next step might be white hat thinking so that all the relevant information can be put on the table. It is usually necessary to go back to white hat thinking from time to time in order to validate different points.

Yellow hat thinking is then used to put forward existing proposals and suggestions. There can be an interplay between blue hat thinking and yellow hat thinking as the blue hat thinking asks questions and pinpoints problem areas. White hat thinking can also put forward state-of-the art approaches to the problem. 

Blue hat thinking might define focus areas that need new concepts. Green hat thinking would then try to generate some new concepts. Alternately, there could be a formal green hat period in which individual thinkers carry out their own creative pause. 
Where there is to be a fixed program, it is essential that it be made visible to each person taking part in the thinking. If people know that a black hat session is coming up shortly, they will feel less compelled to put in a black hat interjection for fear that otherwise a point will slip by.

Conclusion
The biggest enemy of thinking is complexity, for that leads to confusion. When thinking is clear and simple, it becomes more enjoyable and more effective. Six hats thinking promotes, clarity, simplicity and focus. As the author sums up, “If you have to drive to a certain destination and the people involved know the roads only vaguely, there will be a lot of argument about which road to take. If,  however, there is a road map laying out the roads, the traffic densities and the nature of the road surface, then it is easy to choose the best road. The choice has become obvious to all. Exactly the same thing happens with the Six Hats Method.”
