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Connecting Imaginary Dots

I spent a portion of last week in Naples, FL, at the ‘Imagine Solutions’ conference (http://www.imaginesolutionsconference.com).  Akin to the Aspen Ideas Festival and/or the TED conference, ‘Imagine Solutions’ brought together roughly 40 thought leaders in diverse fields to present our ideas to an audience of some 600 community and business leaders who are, ostensibly, in a position to do something with them.

The dark side of a parade of imagined solutions is that the problems at which the solutions are directed are on prominent display, and at a certain point, this gets a bit lugubrious.  We face a truly daunting confluence of perils and in their midst, optimism at times seems in need of life support.  
Oceanographers spoke of our assault on the oceans, the depletion of fisheries, the neglected mysteries of the deep sea.  Economists highlighted not only the reasons for and reverberations of our current financial crisis, but the forces rapidly conspiring to shift economic power from the U.S. to China.  Educators described ominous slippage in U.S. rates of college graduation compared to other nations, and noted that all-too-common relative illiteracy in the 4th grade was among the better predictors of a future behind bars.   Activists noted the need to restore disappearing play to the daily routines of children, and anthropologists chronicled the rapid erosion of the world’s cultural diversity.

We were confronted with unsustainable population growth, and environmental degradation.  We heard about global warming, melting glaciers, and disappearing aquifers.  And a mentalist bent spoons, and inches from my very eyes, the tines of my fork.  I concede the display was impressive, but have yet to deduce the particular problem to which this was the purported solution.  I suppose there may be a place where inadequately angulated tableware is among the more urgent social concerns, but I’ve never been there.

As might reliably be predicted, I was there to talk about the dire toll of diet and lifestyle at odds with our native requirements, and to suggest both the benefits of, and path toward, reconciling these.  I presumed to suggest that food could be the very best of medicine, but that the proverbial ‘spoon full of sugar,’ in the form of tools that guide people to better nutrition- of which the NuVal system I helped develop (www.nuval.com) served as my principal example- would be required for that medicine  actually to go down.  I even sang.  No one told me “keep your day job,” but we may safely infer they thought it.

Potential solutions abounded, if at times a bit lost in the shadows of the problems themselves.  I indulge myself here in imagining the string for the proffered pearls of insight, and possibility.

Starting with what I know best, imagine if we not only made the unfailing identification of nutritional quality easy for everyone, but if we directly incentivized the selection of more nutritious foods?  Large employers and health insurers could enter into relationships with retail grocery chains in which they provide subsidies for objectively more nutritious foods to loyalty card shoppers they insure or employ.  In this scenario, everyone wins: the consumer gets better nutrition at a bargain price; the grocer has the nutrition guidance and discounts it provides underwritten by an insurer; and the insurer saves much more on the costs of disease care than it spends to subsidize nutritious food.

Since the best foods for health are the ‘mostly plants’ advocated by Michael Pollan, the environment benefits as well.  Simply eating more plants and fewer animals would foster more sustainable land use practices; reduce water consumption; lower carbon emissions; and help attenuate food-borne infections and antibiotic resistance.  Couple this with dedicated resources to help control global population growth (which, as a father of 5, I mention while blushing)- and it really starts to matter.
Lowered health care costs associated with better dietary patterns would make a meaningful, if not dramatic, contribution to U.S. economic competitiveness.  I met a high-ranking Starbucks executive at the conference who told me Starbucks spends more on health care than it does on coffee.  

The X Prize (http://www.xprize.org) was presented as a means to fan the flames of entrepreneurial ingenuity- a means that has already produced the first private space flight, and will give us a 100-mpg car this coming summer.  So how about every large company sponsoring its own version of the X prize for problem-solving innovation in its own industry, which it would then be in a position to commercialize? 

While at it, imagine if every large company- and small company for that matter, as well as chamber of commerce- adopted a ‘subject’ of interest in the school districts of its home turf.  They would fund prizes and scholarships for students and teachers excelling in these areas.  As an example, automakers and utilities could be incentivizing the development of engineers; every company in Silicon Valley could help generate its own future employees by awarding prizes in math and science.  That this approach can work has been demonstrated by the success of the National Math and Science Initiative (http://nationalmathandscience.org). 

I can at least begin to glimpse a grand synthesis.  Power centers in the current economy invest in education.  Better education translates directly into sustainable economic advantage, along with more brain power directed at ever better solutions to prevailing problems.  
Incentivizing better nutrition improves health, which in turn enhances learning- and also lowers associated costs, benefits the economy, and helps to slow environmental degradation.  More play and physical activity for children may foster better learning and better health, and even reduce conflict and violence.  In every instance, funds for needed innovation can come from the entities that stand to gain directly from the innovation.  Everyone who does good, does well; there is hope, even in the absence of pure altruism.     

I have been around long enough to know that much of what could and should happen does not.  But I have not yet been around long enough- and hope I never am- to be convinced it can’t.

I don’t know for sure that we will implement the best solutions we can imagine.  But I still believe the best way to predict the future is to create it, and we will certainly never create anything good that we don’t first imagine.  So let’s, by all means, imagine solutions.
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