From Steve Hansen

Practical Free Association

Let’s face it, most of us who write for organizations aren’t paid to write poetry, at least not by the organizations that hire us to write about them.  But figurative language—the similes, metaphors and analogies of poetry—can serve the very practical purpose of making things easier to understand, less mysterious and even more fun for employees and other organizational audiences.  Whether for poetry or proactive communications plans, however, good figurative language requires a little imagination.
A well-applied analogy can explain new concept in terms familiar to most readers.  At our electric utility, for instance, it was useful to explain the difference between “kilowatts” and “kilowatt-hours” as the difference between what is measured by the speedometer and the odometer in a car.  The speedometer measures the rate of speed in miles per hour at any given time; kilowatts represent the rate at which power is being produced or used at any given time.  The odometer measures the total distance traveled over time; kilowatt-hours represent the total amount of electricity produced or used over time.

Where do similes, metaphors and analogies come from?  Quite often, the source is free association.  Free association occurs when your mind picks up on something quite dissimilar to the subject at hand but draws parallels.  Free association comes to some of us easier than it does to others, and easier at some times for all of us than at other times.
Like coming up with exactly the right thing to say.  (Aha! A simile!)
How can you trigger constructive free association?  One of the best ways I’ve found is to increase your understanding of the subject at hand.  That requires research, asking questions and just plain thinking about your subject.  Quite often, this process by itself will engender some very good comparisons, because you, too, have to compare the unfamiliar to the familiar so you can achieve full understanding.  Sometimes you just need to remember points in your learning process to develop a good comparison.
I have often repeated excellent analogies from content experts (with attribution, of course—usually), because the experts have had to develop them to explain things to the people they work with.   That’s especially true for inventors, who often apply free association to develop innovations. DuPont’s chemistry wizards developed Kevlar material, for instance, and it found early use in bullet-proof vests.  Later innovators found uses for it in automotive belts and hoses, tires, underground pipelines and as the primary material in some snow skis and kayaks!

Kevlar’s widening array of uses brings to mind another technique for triggering constructive free-association, called “attribute listing.”
In its web content section called “A-Z of Creativity Techniques,” Mycoted, a science and technology firm, defines “attribute listing” as “a technique from the early 1930's which takes an existing product or system, breaks it into parts, identifies various ways of achieving each part, and then recombines these to identify new forms of the product or system.”  It’s also a good way to develop a simile, metaphor or analogy.  
  Kevlar, a man-made fiber, has the following attributes, according to DuPont.  Kevlar is very strong, very resilient, very flexible and very light.  Innovators who want to meet those needs with products they develop are likely to match their specifications with Kevlar’s qualities.
What if you had to introduce Kevlar to your employees?  How would you describe it?  You can combine attributes and associate them with things that share those combinations of attributes.  What else do you know that’s strong and light?   Titanium…aluminum…a greyhound … Resilient?  Spring steel… a punching bag… Bill Clinton?   Light and flexible?   Pipe cleaners…rubber bands…nylon…bubble wrap?

Well, you could say that Kevlar combines the strength and lightness of a greyhound, the resiliency of Bill Clinton and the flexibility of bubble-wrap, but that doesn’t sound right, does it?  Constructive free-association also requires the use of your critical faculties to distinguish the dead-on from the almost-there.
DuPont would prefer it if you said Kevlar combines the strength and light weight of titanium with the resiliency of spring steel and the flexibility of nylon.   All of these comparisons are to other industrial materials, so they match thematically.  Could you come up with a better series of comparisons?  I hope so.
Sometimes, it can even be useful to think of how something made you feel and remember something else that made you feel the same way.  I came up with this passage:  “Some parts of your job are like a favorite song.  You look forward to them and can repeat them over and over again without tiring of them.  Others are like income taxes, unpleasant to do and in their result, but subject to unforgiving deadlines.”   All of us could write something similar just by remembering what we like and dislike about our jobs, and what other things we like and dislike in similar ways.
Figurative language is useful when it helps readers understand and appreciate things more.  It also makes your copy more fun to read.  More fun equals more reach.  Free association to create good figurative phrases takes a little more time, but for most of us, it adds life and meaning to our writing, and, I would hope, an element of fun to our work life, too.
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