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When it comes to long-term learning, TRIZ has it covered. Pronounced "trees," TRIZ is a Russian acronym that describes a holistic problem-solving technique. 

It contains elements of most of the 10 Secrets To Success. 

"Hmm, you pretty much could write about TRIZ for all of these," said TRIZ consultant Ellen Domb. 

That might not be hyperbole. 

TRIZ proponents embark on a long - perhaps lifelong - learning process. You also could turn around that statement and say that lifelong learners are the types of people most attracted to TRIZ. 

But when you go down the Secrets, you could say that those attracted to TRIZ also are: thinkers, goal setters, action takers, hard workers, detail analyzers, time focusers, innovators, communicators and folks who take responsibility. 

So just what is this TRIZ? 

"It's a science that takes a lot of patience to learn and master," said TRIZ consultant Jack Hipple. 

TRIZ was invented in the former Soviet Union in the late 1940s, mostly by a Russian Navy patent examiner named Genrich Altshuller. He died in 1998. 

He and a few other early USSR disciples found there are many similarities among problems, solutions and the technical evolutions found in every industry and science. By categorizing these similarities, people and companies can create and improve products, services and systems. 

This is a much more radical notion than it might seem. A person might logically believe there are billions, at least millions, of principles involved in the process of invention. 

"Sure, you'd think that," said Hipple. "But actually, TRIZ advocates have documented just a couple of hundred." The caveat is this small number excludes many possibilities that come up in biology and the synthesis of chemicals, he says. 

Slowly at first, but faster since the mid-1980s, TRIZ has gained disciples. They include units of Motorola Inc., Unilever Inc., Boeing Corp., Ford Motor Co., Procter & Gamble and Dow Chemical Corp. 

The number of corporate users rises steadily, says Domb, who also publishes the online TRIZ-Journal. Her journal's Web site had 36,000 unique visitors in April, up from 25,000 in April 2002 and zero in 1996. 

Often, companies choose to keep their TRIZ successes close to the vest for competitive reasons, Domb says. But Samsung Corp. last year let her post a story on how the company hired six TRIZ specialists from the former USSR for an 18-month project. The six worked with various groups at the company. From their TRIZ work, Samsung documented $91.2 million in direct benefits, she says. 

TRIZ differs from more well-known problem-solving techniques such as brainstorming, says Hipple. 

TRIZ also differs from popular ways firms use to solve problems, such as Six Sigma, championed by the likes of former General Electric Co. Chief Executive Jack Welch, or QFD (quality function deployment). Six Sigma or QFD can be incorporated within a TRIZ program. 

"It's very hard to get people over thinking that their problem is unique," Hipple said. "TRIZ gets people to think outside their world, in order to solve problems. I have yet to see a problem that wasn't also someone else's problem in disguise." 
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