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ABSTRACT

This article discusses the practical application of the Method of Focal Objects in the learn-
ing process of students in the Engineering Design (Interior and Furniture Design) Program at
the University of Forestry, Sofia, Bulgaria. The experiment has been conducted in studied
course Innovative and Strategic Design with the students of the first course from the Master
Degree Program. The experiment's main objective is to examine what influence the Method has
on students' creativity. The methodology of the experimental conducting of the Method and the
way of work have been described. Based on the obtained results, analyses have been made for
the Method's application in students' learning process to develop their non-standard and analyt-

ical thinking.
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INTRODUCTION

The state is considering the practical ap-
plication of the Focal Object method in stu-
dents' learning process in the Engineering
Design (Interior and Furniture Design) Pro-
gram to the Faculty of Forest Industry at the
University of Forestry, Sofia, Bulgaria. The
German psychologist Friedrich Kunze who
calls it the Catalog Method created the
Method around 100 years ago, in 1926. The
American scientist Charles Whiting gave the
name Method of Focal Objects 27 years after
in 1958. Several authors describe similar
methods developed by Whiting, using differ-
ent random kinds of stimulus (Combinations
of noun + verb; noun + adjective; verb + ad-
jective; noun + verb + noun). Such is the
Method of Random Stimulation (Using ran-
dom input to create new connections) that
Edward de Bono described in 1970 (de Bono,
2007). In the publications of Michael
Michalko, we can also see a similar in turns
of actions Method under the name Leonardo
da Vinci Technique (Michalko, 1998, 2006).

The Method of Focal Objects belongs to
the heuristic methods, in which are used dif-
ferent techniques for consciously challenging
creative thinking by synthesizing the charac-
teristics of wvarious objects. Associative
search and heuristic properties of chance are
used for its realization. The Method helps im-
prove existing objects and processes by se-
lecting a large number of original modifica-
tions and creating new objects. These results
can be achieved thanks to the established as-
sociative connections. The Method can also
be used for a successful exercise of creative
thinking. This Method differentiates from the
others by its simplicity and unending possi-
bilities for searching for new solutions. The
great efficiency of the method is due to fo-
cusing different knowledge on the design ob-
ject.

ESSENCE OF THE METHOD

The essence of the Method of Focal Ob-
Jects consists of searching for new ideas by
focusing on an object and attributing it to new
properties, characteristics for others, acci-
dentally similar things. New combinations
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are created, which are developed by the
Method of Free Associations. By selection
the newly created varieties, it comes up a too
large quantity of original modifications with
unexpected properties, and from there to the
improvement of the focal object (Fig.1). The
Method is based on making associations in
every connection of the focal object with a
random word, which could be a noun, adjec-
tive and verb.

According to Markov (2018) the Method
of Focal Objects consists of these stages:

1. The object is identified (the focal
object) that demands an upgrade,
and the purpose is specified. The
keyword, which contains the prob-
lem, is determined. If the problem
consists of searching for new prop-
erties of the technical object, the fo-
cus could be above its name. Three
or more random objects are chosen

METHOD OF FOCAL OBJECT

(nouns). The recommendation is to
be used nouns that are not directly
connected to the object;

. Several features (5-7) for each ran-

domly selected object (nouns) are
recorded as adjectives. The recom-
mendation is to be used features
from different areas such as tech,
poetry or fantasy;

. The chosen features (adjectives) are

taken from the initial object (the fo-
cal object) from which new combi-
nations are made;

. New combinations are developed by

way of free associations. All attrac-
tive solutions are fixed;

. A selection and rating are made on

the most compelling new ideas
based on their realization. New
tasks are formed for developing the
further modifications of the object.

Figure 1: Stages of the Method of Focal Objects
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METHODOLOGY

The main stages which are observed
during the implementation of the method
with the students from the Engineering De-
sign Program are:

e Acquaintance of the students with
the essence of the Method of Focal
Objects and the possibilities for its
application;

e Managing the process of applica-
tion of the Method in laboratory
conditions;

e  Monitoring the process of apply-
ing the method;

e Analysis of the way of work and
use of the tools of the method;

e Interpretation of results.

The application of the Method is con-
ducted in laboratory circumstances in the
studied course of Innovative and Strategic
Design with students from Master's degree,
first year. The analysed examples are taken
from 11 students from one group working in
three teams (3—4 students per team). The pro-
cess of application of the Method is done per-
sonally by the author of the state, who meets
the students with the essence of the Method
and its features, actively leads the Method
while professionally observing and analysing
the results. For the analysis of the results is
used the author's self-experience. All of the
participating students are having their first
use of the Method. Each one of the team has
the task to use the Method of Focal Objects
in the time of one exercise of three study
hours and to show its results. Every team sin-
gle-handedly chooses an object to be trans-
formed and upgraded. Every idea is docu-

mented by visualizing the image using essen-
tial artistic funds for presenting things
(sketching) (Chipev. 2013)

After choosing the focal object, a list of
random objects and their signs are made. By
sequentially comparing these features with
the design object, attempts are made to
change the shape of the focal object, the prin-
ciple of operation, the material, the function
and other characteristics. An assessment is
made of which of the received phrases can
cause subsequent associative development
and which can be rejected. After the selec-
tion, group development of the selected
phrases is started by visualizing the ideas by
the members of the group. As a result of this
team activity, a different number of sketches
appear, among which innovative ideas can be
noticed. The number of drawings, respec-
tively the ideas, depends a lot on the partici-
pants' skills to work in a team, their attitude
to work, the ability to build associative con-
nections between the objects, the freedom to
express their opinion without worrying etc.

RESULTS

The three teams of students chose differ-
ent focal objects.

The first team, which consisted of three
students, chose "an umbrella" for their focal
object. Their randomly chosen objects are
seven: a gun, a cup; a branch; a book; a track-
suit; a brick. To every random object, the
team wrote between five and six adjectives
with a total of 40 combinations of phrases.
From these 40 combinations, the team man-
aged to develop nine new ideas based on as-
sociations which they visualized by pencil in
a freehand sketches (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2: Worksheet of Team 1, containing all stages of the Method, personal archive

The second team, which consisted of formed 25 lists with a total of 122 combina-
four students, chose a "picture frame" for tions of phrases. From these 122 combina-
their focal object. Their random objects are tions, the team managed to develop 18 new
five: pyjama, a cup, gum, a ruler, a T-shirt. ideas based on associations which they visu-
To every random object, the team wrote be- alized by pencil in a freehand sketches
tween four and five adjectives, which were (Fig. 3).
soon connected to the focal object and

Figure 3: Worksheet of Team 2, containing all stages of the Method, personal archive
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The third team, which consisted of four
students, chose a "spring" for their focal ob-
ject. Their random objects are five: a note-
pad; a chair; a bag; a ring, handcuffs. To
every random object, the team wrote five ad-
jectives connected to the focal object and
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formed 25 lists with 125 combinations of
phrases. From these 125 combinations, the
team developed seven ideas based on associ-
ations that they visualized by pencil in a free-
hand sketches (Fig. 4).
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Figure 4: Worksheet of Team 3, containing all stages of the Method, personal archive
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Figure 5: Visualization of the ideas of the three teams of students (from left to right: Team 1;
Team 2 and Team 3), personal archive
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The choice of a source subject to which
other properties will be attributed is often ac-
cepted by students with the words:" What's
new we can think of?"," Everything possible
is already created", especially when it comes
to an everyday object you see all the time. In
the process of work, we can see that it is pos-
sible to come up with original ideas (Fig. 5).
Of course, a portion of the ideas does not dif-
ferentiate with significant innovation, but
that is the whole point of the examination —
more like observing the effect of the Method
on students. The experiment makes it clear
that students efficiently work with the
Method no matter whether it is their first time
using it. An extensive list of ideas and sug-
gestions came up for modifications of the ob-
jects, which had unexpected functions. No
matter the simple steps and the majority of
possibilities for searching for new solutions
to carry out the Method successfully and to
get good results, its participants have to great
imagination and ability to use the language of
speech to be able to develop the combinative
phrases and ideas.

CONCLUSION

The Method of Focal Objects is a pre-
requisite for developing students' creativity,
ability to design new objects, and ability to
handle ideas and opportunities. The Method
is excellent for developing non-standard and
associative thinking, which can be used to
improve things and processes in actual prac-
tice. It helps to overcome the inertia of
thought and the "blockages" in creativity

through the principle of associative connec-
tions between different objects.
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