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ABSTRACT 

This paper presents a comprehensive longitudinal investigation into the power of association 

as the foundational cognitive mechanism within the Inspiration Economy framework, 

demonstrating how associative thinking enables the generation of viable, sustainable solutions 

under conditions of complexity, uncertainty, and resource scarcity.  

Drawing on an extensive body of work spanning 2017 to 2026, including twenty-five peer-

reviewed publications, edited books, and handbooks by Buheji and colleagues, this study 

synthesizes findings from multiple Inspiration Labs (IL) conducted across diverse geographical 

and socio-economic contexts, including Mauritania, India, Ghana, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Bahrain, and Gaza.  

The research examines how the deliberate cultivation of associative capacity—defined as the 

ability to connect disparate concepts, observations, disciplines, and lived experiences—

functions as a generative engine for problem-solving that transcends the limitations of 

conventional, resource-dependent approaches. The theoretical framework integrates cognitive 

psychology research on semantic network structures, dual-process models of creative 

cognition, bisociation theory, and analogical transfer to provide a robust foundation for 

understanding why associative capacity enhances solution generation.  

Through detailed analysis of IL case studies demonstrates that associative thinking, when 

coupled with focused intention, empathetic engagement, and iterative reflection, consistently 

produces solutions that address the root causes of chronic problems rather than merely 

alleviating their symptoms. The study proposes a comprehensive conceptual model linking 

associative capacity to solution generation, offering both theoretical contributions to the 

understanding of creative cognition in socio-economic contexts and practical implications for 

policymakers, practitioners, and communities seeking to navigate complexity. The findings 

suggest that the power of association represents a form of human capital that is both cultivable 

and renewable, offering a pathway to sustainable development that does not depend on the 

depletion of natural or financial resources. 

Keywords: Associative Thinking, Inspiration Economy, Complex Problem-Solving, Socio-

Economic Development, Inspiration Labs, Resilience, Complexity, Wicked Problems, 

Multidisciplinary Thinking, Capability Approach, Semantic Networks, Bisociation 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 
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The contemporary global landscape is characterized by what scholars have increasingly come 

to describe as VUCA conditions—volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity—which 

challenge the efficacy of traditional problem-solving methodologies rooted in linear causality, 

reductionist analysis, and resource-dependent logic (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014). The World 

Economic Forum, in its various reports on global risks, has consistently identified a 

constellation of interconnected challenges—poverty, unemployment, inequality, climate 

change, migration, and public health crises—that resist resolution through conventional means 

precisely because they are multidimensional, dynamic, and deeply embedded in complex social 

systems. The persistence of these challenges, despite decades of development interventions and 

substantial resource allocations, suggests a fundamental inadequacy in the cognitive 

frameworks through which they are approached. 

This paper argues that a fundamentally different cognitive capacity—the power of 

association—offers a pathway to solution generation even under conditions of severe 

constraint. Association, in this context, is not merely the passive linking of ideas but an active, 

intentional practice of connecting disparate observations, disciplines, and lived experiences to 

generate novel configurations of meaning and action. The Inspiration Economy framework, 

developed by Buheji and colleagues over more than a decade of field research and practical 

application, positions associative thinking as the foundational cognitive mechanism through 

which individuals and communities transform problems into opportunities (Buheji & Ahmed, 

2017; Buheji & Thomas, 2016). This framework has been applied across a remarkable range 

of contexts—from the deserts of Mauritania to the riverside villages of Assam, from the post-

conflict landscapes of Bosnia to the urban neighborhoods of Bahrain—and has consistently 

demonstrated that when individuals and communities are supported in cultivating associative 

capacity, they generate solutions that transcend resource limitations. 

The research question that guides this study is: How does the power of association, as 

operationalized within the Inspiration Economy framework, enable the generation of solutions 

during periods of complexity and resource scarcity? To answer this question, the paper presents 

a longitudinal analysis of Inspiration Labs conducted across multiple contexts, examining the 

mechanisms through which associative capacity was cultivated and deployed. The study draws 

on twenty-five publications by Buheji and colleagues, spanning the period from 2017 to 2026, 

which collectively document the theoretical evolution, methodological innovations, and 

practical applications of the Inspiration Economy framework. These publications include 

foundational texts such as "Breaking the Shield: Introduction to Inspiration Engineering" 

(Buheji & Ahmed, 2017), "Re-Inventing Our Lives: A Handbook for Socio-Economic 

Problem-Solving" (Buheji, 2018), and "The Defiance: A Socio-Economic Problem Solving" 

(Buheji & Ahmed, 2019), as well as more recent works on hermeneutics, ontology, and 

multidisciplinary thinking (Buheji, 2026a, 2026b, 2026c; Choubani & Buheji, 2026). 

The theoretical framework of this study integrates cognitive psychology research on semantic 

network structures (Benedek et al., 2017; Kenett et al., 2014), dual-process models of creative 

cognition (Beaty & Kenett, 2023; Ovando-Tellez et al., 2023), bisociation theory (Koestler, 

1964), and analogical transfer (Gick & Holyoak, 1980, 1983). This integration provides a 

robust foundation for understanding why associative capacity enhances solution generation and 

how it can be deliberately cultivated. See Figure (1) 
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The significance of this study extends beyond the academic literature on problem-solving and 

development. In a world of increasing complexity and finite resources, the capacity to 

associate—to see connections where others see fragments—may be the most valuable asset 

available to communities seeking to navigate uncertainty and build sustainable futures. The 

Inspiration Economy framework, with its emphasis on observation, reflection, and synthesis, 

offers a structured approach to cultivating this capacity that can be adapted across cultural and 

economic contexts. By documenting the mechanisms through which associative thinking 

operates and the outcomes it generates, this paper provides both a theoretical contribution to 

the understanding of creative cognition and a practical guide for practitioners and 

policymakers. 

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature on associative 

thinking, complexity theory, and the Inspiration Economy framework. Section 3 outlines the 

methodology employed in this study. Section 4 presents the findings. Section 5 discusses the 

theoretical and practical implications. Section 6 concludes with a synthesis of key contributions 

and directions for future research. 

Figure (1) 

 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Theoretical Foundations of ‘Associative Thinking’ 

Associative thinking has deep roots in cognitive psychology, with the concept of association 

forming one of the earliest explanatory principles in the study of mental processes. The British 

empiricists—Locke, Berkeley, and Hume—argued that the mind operates by associating ideas, 

and that complex thoughts are built from simple sensations through the mechanism of 

association. This philosophical tradition was carried forward into scientific psychology by 

researchers such as Ebbinghaus, who studied the laws of association through his work on 

memory, and Pavlov, who demonstrated associative learning through classical conditioning. 

Anderson and Bower (2014) provided a comprehensive cognitive architecture for human 
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associative memory, demonstrating how information is encoded, stored, and retrieved through 

networks of interconnected nodes—a framework that remains foundational for contemporary 

research on semantic memory and creative cognition. However, it was Mednick's (1962) 

associative theory of creativity that provided the most direct foundation for understanding how 

association operates in creative problem-solving. 

Mednick (1962) proposed that creative individuals possess "flatter" associative hierarchies, 

enabling them to connect concepts that are more distantly related in semantic space. Benedek 

et al. (2012) provided empirical support for this hypothesis, demonstrating that associative 

abilities—specifically, the fluency and originality of associative responses—significantly 

predict creative performance across multiple domains. Their research established that 

associative thinking is not a singular ability but a composite of distinct cognitive processes, 

including the ability to generate multiple associations quickly and the ability to generate 

unusual or remote associations. This hypothesis has been supported by decades of subsequent 

research, and recent computational advances have operationalized it through network science. 

Kenett et al. (2014) provided the empirical foundation for using network science to study 

individual differences in associative thinking, showing that high-creative individuals have 

more flexible semantic networks. Beaty and Kenett (2023) synthesized this literature, 

proposing a dual-process model in which both spontaneous (free) associative thinking and 

controlled (goal-directed) associative thinking contribute to creative output. They argue that 

creative cognition depends on the dynamic interplay between these two modes, with free 

association generating candidate ideas and controlled association evaluating and refining them. 

Ovando-Tellez et al. (2023) further distinguished between free association and controlled 

association in semantic memory search, finding that both contribute to creative ability through 

distinct mechanisms. This dual-process framework is particularly relevant to the Inspiration 

Economy, which employs structured processes (Inspiration Labs) to cultivate both spontaneous 

and controlled associative thinking. 

Beaty and Kenett (2023) synthesized the literature on free associative and goal-directed 

associative processes in creativity, proposing a dual-process model in which both spontaneous 

and controlled associative thinking contribute to creative output. Ovando-Tellez et al. (2023) 

further distinguished between free association and controlled association in semantic memory 

search, finding that both contribute to creative ability through distinct mechanisms. This dual-

process framework is particularly relevant to the Inspiration Economy, which employs 

structured processes (Inspiration Labs) to cultivate both spontaneous and controlled associative 

thinking. 

Figure (2) shows the Cognitive Architecture of Association: Integrating Semantic Networks, 

Dual-Process Models, and Bisociation. The diagram illustrates how association functions as an 

active, measurable cognitive structure. Matrix A and Matrix B represent distinct, self-

consistent semantic networks (Benedek et al., 2017). The vertical pillar denotes the dual-

process mechanism—combining spontaneous exploration with controlled synthesis—that 

traverses these networks (Beaty & Kenett, 2023). The point of connection represents 

bisociation, where two habitually incompatible matrices of thought are deliberately linked 

(Koestler, 1964). The overarching premise is that this associative architecture is not a fixed 

trait but a cultivable cognitive capacity. 
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Figure (2) 

 

The cognitive architecture of association in Figure (2) comprises three interconnected 

components. First, association is grounded in semantic networks—structured matrices of 

interconnected concepts—where high-creative individuals exhibit "small-world" properties 

that facilitate the rapid traversal of distant ideas (Benedek et al., 2017; Kenett et al., 2014). 

Second, the actualization of these networks relies on a dual-process mechanism: a spontaneous, 

free-associative mode that generates candidate connections, coupled with a controlled, goal-

directed mode that synthesizes and refines them into viable solutions (Beaty & Kenett, 2023). 

Third, the creative breakthrough occurs at the point of bisociation, where two previously 

separate matrices of thought are deliberately connected, yielding a novel configuration of 

meaning (Koestler, 1964). Crucially, this architecture frames association not as a passive or 

mystical event, but as an active, measurable cognitive structure that can be deliberately 

cultivated—a premise that underpins the operational methodology of the Inspiration Economy 

Labs discussed in subsequent sections. 

The concept of bisociation, introduced by Koestler (1964), provides another important 

theoretical lens. Bisociation refers to the connection of two self-consistent but habitually 

incompatible matrices of thought—a process that is directly analogous to the cross-disciplinary 

associations observed in the Inspiration Labs. Mendelsohn (1976) extended this framework by 

demonstrating that creative performance depends on both associative richness and attentional 

breadth. He found that creative individuals attend to a wider range of stimuli, including 

seemingly irrelevant information, which increases the likelihood of generating novel 

combinations. This attentional breadth is precisely what the Inspiration Labs cultivate through 

field observations and cross-disciplinary dialogue. Mudd (1995) extended this framework by 

discussing how entrepreneurs and problem-solvers activate relevant knowledge structures and 

coded sequences. 
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Gick and Holyoak (1980, 1983) demonstrated that problem-solvers can transfer solutions 

across domains when they recognize structural similarities between problems—a process 

known as analogical transfer. This research provides theoretical grounding for the observation-

opportunity-insight pathway documented in the Inspiration Economy formula. 

Colander and Klamer (1987) distinguished between "thin associations" (theoretical models) 

and "thick associations" (experience-based memories and pictures), arguing that effective 

problem-solving in complex situations requires both. This distinction maps directly onto the 

Inspiration Economy's emphasis on combining theoretical knowledge with field observations. 

2.2 Complexity Theory and the Limits of Reductionism 

The literature on complex systems has provided important insights into why conventional 

problem-solving approaches often fail when confronted with socio-economic challenges. 

Morin's (2008) philosophy of complexity argues that reductionist thinking, which seeks to 

break complex phenomena into simpler components, inevitably misses the emergent properties 

and interconnections that characterize complex systems. Morin proposes three principles for 

thinking about complexity: the dialogic principle, which recognizes the coexistence of 

complementary and antagonistic processes; the recursive principle, which acknowledges that 

products and effects can be simultaneously causes and producers of what produces them; and 

the hologrammatic principle, which asserts that the part is in the whole and the whole is in the 

part. These principles resonate deeply with the associative approach, which seeks to hold 

multiple perspectives simultaneously and to see connections across scales and domains. 

Choubani and Buheji (2026) explicitly link Morin's complex thought to the Inspiration 

Economy methodology, demonstrating how the dialogic, recursive, and hologrammatic 

principles are operationalized in the Inspiration Labs. 

The distinction between "well-structured" and "ill-structured" problems is central to 

understanding the limits of conventional problem-solving, as shown in Figure (3) Well-

structured problems permit convergent solutions through the application of known rules and 

procedures; they are the domain of traditional education and technical training. Ill-structured 

problems, by contrast, require divergent exploration and the construction of novel frameworks; 

they are the domain of creativity and innovation (Jonassen, 1997, 2000). Socio-economic 

challenges—poverty, migration, community fragmentation, unemployment—typically 

manifest as ill-structured problems that resist standardized interventions. This recognition has 

led to calls for new approaches to problem-solving that can operate effectively under conditions 

of uncertainty and complexity. 

Figure (3) 
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2.3 The Inspiration Economy Framework 

The Inspiration Economy framework emerged from Buheji's recognition that traditional 

development approaches, focused on resource provision and infrastructure development, were 

not producing sustainable outcomes in many contexts (Buheji & Ahmed, 2017; Buheji & 

Thomas, 2016). The framework proposes that the key to sustainable development lies not in 

the provision of external resources but in the cultivation of the intrinsic capacities of individuals 

and communities. At the heart of this framework is the concept of "inspiration currency," which 

refers to the measurable outputs of transformative processes that enhance the capacity of 

individuals and communities to address their own challenges (Buheji, 2019a; Buheji & Ahmed, 

2019). 

The Inspiration Economy framework is built on several foundational concepts. "Influence 

without power" refers to the capacity to create change through the cultivation of trust, empathy, 

and shared purpose rather than through the exercise of authority or the deployment of resources 

(Buheji & Ahmed, 2017). This concept is particularly relevant in contexts where communities 

have been disempowered by external interventions and where trust in institutions has been 

eroded. "Pull thinking" refers to the cognitive orientation of seeking opportunities and drawing 

on intrinsic resources rather than pushing for outcomes through the application of external force 

(Buheji, 2018). "Abundance thinking" refers to the mindset that sees the world as full of 

opportunities and resources rather than as characterized by scarcity and limitation (Buheji, 

2019b).  See Figure (4) 

Figure (4) 
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The Inspiration Labs, which form the operational core of the framework, are structured 

workshops that bring together diverse stakeholders to engage in observation, reflection, and 

synthesis (Buheji, 2017, 2019c). The labs are designed to create safe spaces for exploration and 

experimentation, where participants can suspend judgment and entertain possibilities that 

would be dismissed in more conventional settings. The labs follow a structured process that 

begins with observation—the careful and humble collection of data about the problem and its 

context—and proceeds through cycles of absorption and reflection to the generation of insights 

and the design of solutions. 

The framework explicitly articulates a formula linking observation to opportunity: 

Observations = Opportunities = Insights = Sources of Inspiration (Buheji & Ahmed, 2017). 

This formula captures the sequential logic of the associative process: first, we observe the world 

around us; then, we recognize opportunities that others may have missed; these opportunities 

generate insights that can be applied to the problem at hand; and these insights become sources 

of inspiration that fuel further exploration and action. The formula is not merely descriptive 

but prescriptive: it suggests that by cultivating our capacity for observation and reflection, we 

can enhance our ability to see opportunities and generate solutions. This mechanism is 

illustrated in Figure (5) 

Figure (5) 
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Recent developments in the framework have extended its methodological sophistication. 

Buheji (2026a) introduced hermeneutics—the science of interpretation—as a tool for 

interpreting socio-economic problems in Inspiration Labs. Buheji (2026b) developed 

ontological analysis for complex problem-solving, focusing on understanding the fundamental 

nature of problems. Buheji (2026c) articulated multidisciplinary thinking as a survival tool for 

mitigating complexity, particularly in the context of artificial intelligence threats. Buheji and 

Mushimiyimana (2025) conducted a comparative study of the Capability Approach and the 

Inspiration Economy, finding that both frameworks emphasize intrinsic capacities but differ in 

their emphasis on process versus normative goals. 

2.4 The Capability Approach and Inspiration Economy 

The Capability Approach, developed by Sen (1999) and others, provides a complementary 

framework for understanding the relationship between resources and well-being. Sen argues 

that what matters for human development is not the resources that people have but the 

capabilities they possess—the freedoms and opportunities they have to live lives they value. 

This perspective has profound implications for development practice: rather than focusing 

solely on the provision of resources, development interventions should focus on enhancing 

people's capabilities to use resources effectively. 

The relationship between the Capability Approach and the Inspiration Economy is explored in 

a 2025 publication by Buheji and Mushimiyimana, which conducts a comparative study of the 

two frameworks. The study finds that both frameworks emphasize the importance of intrinsic 

capacities and the limitations of resource-focused approaches. However, the Inspiration 

Economy framework places greater emphasis on the process of discovery—the cultivation of 

the capacity to see opportunities and generate solutions—while the Capability Approach places 

greater emphasis on the normative goal of expanding human freedoms. The two frameworks 

can be seen as complementary: the Capability Approach provides the normative vision, while 

the Inspiration Economy provides the practical methodology for realizing that vision. 
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The synthesis of these two frameworks suggests that the power of association can be 

understood as a capability—the capability to connect, to synthesize, to see relationships across 

domains. This capability, like other capabilities, can be cultivated through education and 

practice. It is not a fixed trait but a developable capacity. This insight is crucial for development 

practice: it suggests that interventions should focus not only on providing resources but also on 

creating conditions for the cultivation of associative capacity. 

3.0 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative, longitudinal case study approach, which is well-suited to the 

exploration of complex, dynamic phenomena in their real-life contexts. The case study method 

allows for the in-depth investigation of processes over time, capturing the mechanisms through 

which associative thinking operates and the outcomes it generates (Yin, 2003). The 

longitudinal aspect of the design enables the examination of how solutions evolve and adapt 

over time, providing insights that would be missed in cross-sectional studies. The research 

design is exploratory and descriptive, aiming to document and analyze the mechanisms through 

which associative thinking generated solutions across multiple Inspiration Labs conducted over 

a multi-year period. 

The case studies included in this analysis were selected from the extensive portfolio of 

Inspiration Labs conducted by Buheji and colleagues over the period from 2017 to 2026. These 

labs represent a diverse range of socio-economic contexts and problem types, providing a rich 

empirical base for the study. The selection criteria for the cases included: the availability of 

detailed documentation of the lab process and outcomes; the presence of clear evidence of 

associative thinking in the generation of solutions; the diversity of contexts and problem types; 

and the longitudinal nature of the intervention, with sufficient time having elapsed to assess 

the sustainability of outcomes. 

3.2 Data Collection 

Data were collected from three primary sources. First, field observations were conducted 

during the Inspiration Labs, with researchers participating in the labs across Mauritania, India, 

Ghana, Bosnia, and other contexts. Detailed observation notes were recorded, documenting the 

progression of associative processes through structured observation protocols. These notes 

captured not only what participants did but also how they thought—the connections they made, 

the insights they generated, and the solutions they designed. 

Second, a comprehensive review of documentation was conducted, including administrative 

records, financial reports, and meeting minutes from cooperatives and labs (Buheji, 2022). This 

documentation was analyzed to track the evolution of solutions from initial observations to 

sustained outcomes. The documentation provided a longitudinal record of how solutions were 

implemented, adapted, and sustained over time, offering insights into the factors that 

contributed to their success or failure. 

Third, follow-up surveys and interviews were conducted with participants in the labs (Buheji, 

2019c; Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). These surveys and interviews were designed to assess the 
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perceived role of associative thinking in the problem-solving processes, as well as to collect 

data on the outcomes that were achieved. The surveys included both quantitative measures of 

outcome achievement and qualitative questions about the process of problem-solving. The 

interviews provided an opportunity to explore in greater depth the experiences of participants 

and the mechanisms through which solutions were generated. 

3.3 Case Selection 

Four primary cases were selected for in-depth analysis, with additional supporting evidence 

drawn from a broader set of cases documented in the literature (Buheji, 2019d; Buheji & 

Ahmed, 2019). The four primary cases were selected to represent diverse socio-economic 

contexts and problem types. 

The first case, from Mauritania, involved women's cooperatives addressing poverty through 

diverse income-generating activities (Buheji, 2022, 2025). This case was selected because it 

illustrates how associative thinking can transform individual survival activities into sustainable 

economic enterprises through the creation of new organizational forms. 

The second case, from India, involved youth unemployment and resource exploitation in a rural 

community (Buheji & Kakoty, 2022). This case was selected because it demonstrates how 

associative thinking can connect natural resources, cultural heritage, and demographic 

challenges to create innovative educational and economic models. 

The third case, from Ghana, involved women's economic empowerment through the 

development of the shea butter value chain (Buheji, 2024). This case was selected because it 

shows how associative thinking can link local knowledge, traditional skills, and global market 

demand through the creation of social-for-profit business models. 

The fourth case, from Bosnia and Herzegovina, involved the transformation of a humanitarian 

NGO from poverty alleviation to poverty elimination (Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). This case was 

selected because it illustrates how associative thinking can reframe organizational purpose and 

redesign service delivery through the integration of insights from multiple disciplines. 

3.4 Analytical Approach 

The analysis proceeded in two stages. In the first stage, each case was analyzed independently 

to identify instances of associative thinking and their outcomes. This involved a careful reading 

of the documentation and interview transcripts, coding instances where participants connected 

disparate concepts, observations, or disciplines, and tracking the outcomes that followed from 

these associations. The analysis was guided by the theoretical framework of the Inspiration 

Economy, which posits that observation leads to opportunity, opportunity to insight, and insight 

to inspiration (Buheji & Ahmed, 2017). 

In the second stage, cross-case synthesis was conducted to identify common patterns and 

mechanisms. This involved comparing the findings from each case to identify similarities and 

differences in how associative thinking operated and what outcomes it generated. The synthesis 

also involved the development of a conceptual model that integrates the findings across cases, 
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providing a more general understanding of the power of association in socio-economic 

problem-solving. 

The analysis was iterative, with the researchers moving back and forth between the data and 

the emerging theoretical framework. This iterative process allowed for the refinement of the 

conceptual model as new insights emerged from the data. The analysis was also reflexive, with 

the researchers acknowledging their own positionality and the potential influence of their 

perspectives on the interpretation of the data. 

4.0 FINDINGS 

4.1 Associative Thinking as a Generative Mechanism 

Across all four cases, associative thinking consistently functioned as the generative mechanism 

through which solutions emerged. Participants did not simply apply pre-existing solutions; they 

actively constructed novel configurations by linking observations, resources, and disciplines in 

ways that had not been previously considered. This finding confirms the theoretical prediction 

that associative thinking is a fundamental driver of creative problem-solving (Mednick, 1962; 

Beaty & Kenett, 2023), and it extends this finding to the domain of socio-economic 

development, where the stakes are high and the constraints are severe. 

In the Mauritania case, the cooperative model itself represented an associative linkage between 

women's existing skills—sewing, dyeing, and other handicrafts—unmet community needs for 

access to goods and services, and an innovative organizational form in the form of profit-

sharing cooperatives (Buheji, 2022). The women who participated in the cooperatives did not 

learn new skills; rather, they recombined existing skills in new ways. The associative leap was 

not in the skills themselves but in the organizational form through which those skills were 

deployed. The profit-sharing formula that was adopted—70% to members, 10% to capital 

increase, 10% to savings or reinvestment, and 10% to social spending—exemplified the 

synthesis of economic logic with social purpose. This formula was not simply a distribution 

mechanism; it was a statement of values that embedded the cooperatives in a broader vision of 

community development. 

The associative process in the Mauritania case can be traced through the sequence of 

observations, opportunities, and insights. The initial observations documented the skills that 

women possessed, the physical infrastructure that was available, and the unmet needs of the 

community. These observations were then linked together to identify opportunities: the 

opportunity to organize women into cooperatives, the opportunity to produce goods that the 

community needed, and the opportunity to create a sustainable economic model. These 

opportunities generated insights: that cooperation could transform individual survival activities 

into collective enterprises, that a profit-sharing formula could align individual and collective 

interests, and that social spending could build community support for the cooperatives. These 

insights became sources of inspiration that fueled further exploration and action (Buheji, 2025). 

In the India case, the Bamboo School emerged from the association of an abundant natural 

resource—bamboo—a cultural heritage of craftsmanship, a demographic challenge of youth 

out-migration, and an educational model that combined skills training with production (Buheji 

& Kakoty, 2022). The Bamboo School was not merely a vocational program; it was a synthesis 
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that transformed the village's relationship to its own resources. Before the school was 

established, bamboo was seen as a common resource with little commercial value; after the 

school was established, bamboo became a source of livelihood and pride. The associative leap 

was in seeing bamboo not as a raw material to be sold but as the basis for a range of value-

added products that could be produced locally and sold in regional and national markets. 

The India case illustrated in Figure (6) demonstrate the importance of community engagement 

in the associative process. The villagers were initially skeptical of external interventions, 

having been disappointed by previous development projects that had promised much and 

delivered little. The inspiration economy team spent months building trust, living in the village, 

and participating in the daily life of the community. This immersive approach allowed the team 

to understand the village from the inside, to see the resources and capabilities that outsiders 

would miss, and to build the relationships of trust that were necessary for the project to succeed. 

The Bamboo School was not imposed from outside but was cocreated with the villagers, and 

this cocreation process was itself an exercise in associative thinking. 

Figure (6) 

 

The Ghana case provides another example of associative thinking in action. The shea butter 

initiative linked indigenous agricultural knowledge, women's traditional processing skills, 

global market demand for natural cosmetics, and a social-for-profit business model (Buheji, 

2024). The creation of "Inspired Legacy" as an intermediary between women producers and 

international markets represented an associative solution to the problem of market access. 

Before the initiative, women producers were selling their shea butter in local markets at low 

prices; after the initiative, they were selling to international markets at prices that reflected the 

true value of their product. The associative leap was in seeing the connection between local 

production and global demand, and in creating the organizational structure that could bridge 

the gap between the two. 
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The Bosnia case illustrates how associative thinking can transform organizational purpose. The 

humanitarian NGO Merhamet was originally focused on providing food and other forms of 

assistance to people in need. The organization was struggling to meet the growing demand for 

its services, and the number of people on its waiting list was increasing. The initial framing of 

the problem was one of resource scarcity: there were not enough resources to meet the need. 

However, as shown in Figure (7) through the associative process, the problem was reframed. 

The insight was that the problem was not a lack of food but a failure to recognize the capacity 

of some beneficiaries to exit poverty (Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). This reframing transformed the 

problem from a resource allocation challenge to an empowerment challenge, opening entirely 

new solution pathways. The organization shifted its focus from providing temporary relief to 

catalyzing exit from poverty, and in doing so, it transformed its own identity and purpose. 

Figure (7) 

 

The finding that participants in the Inspiration Labs attended to seemingly irrelevant 

observations—the "quiet" details that others might overlook—is consistent with Mendelsohn's 

(1976) research on attentional breadth. In the Mauritania case, for example, the observation 

that women possessed existing skills that could be recombined was not immediately salient; it 

required the kind of broad attention that Mendelsohn identified as characteristic of creative 

individuals. The Inspiration Labs consistently also generated solutions that transcended 

resource limitations is consistent with Benedek et al.'s (2012) conclusion that associative 

originality—the ability to generate remote or unusual associations—is a key predictor of 

creative problem-solving. In the Bosnia case, for example, the insight that the NGO's core 

problem was not resource scarcity but capability underutilization was not an obvious 

association; it required the ability to connect observations about beneficiary capabilities with 

concepts from empowerment theory, a connection that is characteristic of high associative 

originality. 

4.2 The Observation-Opportunity-Insight Pathway 

The findings confirm the Inspiration Economy formula linking observations to opportunities 

to insights (Buheji & Ahmed, 2017). In each case, participants began with field observations 

that appeared mundane or disconnected. Through deliberate associative processing, these 

http://www.ijssmr.org/


International Journal of Social Sciences and Management Review 

Volume: 09, Issue: 05 September - October 2026 

ISSN 2582-0176 

 

www.ijssmr.org                                         Copyright © The Author, 2026 Page 433 
 

observations were transformed into actionable opportunities. The process was not automatic; 

it required deliberate effort, the suspension of judgment, and the willingness to entertain 

possibilities that might initially seem far-fetched. 

In the Mauritania case, for example, initial observations documented the skills women 

possessed, the physical infrastructure available, and the community's unmet needs. These 

observations were not in themselves remarkable; they were the ordinary facts of life in the 

neighborhood. The associative leap occurred when these observations were connected to a 

cooperative organizational model with a specific profit-sharing structure. The insight was not 

that women could work together—they already did—but that a particular configuration of 

cooperation, incentives, and social purpose could transform individual survival activities into 

sustainable economic enterprises (Buheji, 2022). This insight was not obvious; it required the 

ability to see connections between domains that are normally kept separate—the domain of 

economic organization and the domain of social values. 

The Ghana case provides another example of the observation-opportunity-insight pathway. 

Initial observations documented the presence of shea trees, the traditional skills of women in 

processing shea nuts, and the poverty of the communities in which these women lived. The 

associative leap occurred when these observations were connected to the global market for 

natural cosmetics. The insight was that the traditional knowledge and skills of women could be 

a source of competitive advantage in a global market that valued natural, organic, and ethically 

produced products (Buheji, 2024). This insight was not obvious; it required the ability to see 

connections between the local and the global, between tradition and modernity, and between 

poverty and opportunity. 

The Bosnia case illustrates how the observation-opportunity-insight pathway can lead to 

fundamental reframing of problems. Initial observations documented the growing number of 

people on the waiting list for Merhamet's services and the strain that this was placing on the 

organization's resources. The associative leap occurred when these observations were 

connected to the capabilities of the beneficiaries themselves. The insight was that many of the 

people on the waiting list had the capacity to become self-sufficient if they were provided with 

the right support. This insight transformed the problem from one of resource scarcity to one of 

capability development, and it opened up entirely new solution pathways that did not depend 

on additional resources (Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). 

4.3 Association Across Disciplines and Sectors 

A consistent pattern across cases was the crossing of disciplinary and sectoral boundaries. 

Solutions did not emerge from within single domains but from the deliberate juxtaposition of 

perspectives from different fields. This finding supports the literature on multidisciplinary 

thinking (Buheji, 2023, 2026c), which argues that complex problems require the integration of 

knowledge from multiple disciplines. 

The Bosnia case provides a particularly clear example of cross-disciplinary association. The 

transformation of Merhamet involved associating insights from behavioral economics, social 

work, and business management (Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). From behavioral economics came 

the insight that incentives shape behavior and that the design of incentives can be used to 
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encourage desired outcomes. From social work came the insight that assessment methodologies 

can be used to identify the capabilities and needs of individuals and families. From business 

management came the insight that cost and profit center analysis can be used to evaluate the 

efficiency and effectiveness of organizational units. The resulting model shifted the 

organization's role from providing temporary relief to catalyzing exit from poverty, and it did 

so by integrating insights from disciplines that are normally kept separate. 

The India case illustrates how association across sectors can create new value propositions. 

The Bamboo School associated agricultural knowledge, artisan training, eco-tourism 

development, and community mobilization (Buheji & Kakoty, 2022). The school became a 

node connecting multiple value chains and stakeholder groups. Farmers who supplied bamboo 

to the school benefited from a reliable market for their product. Artisans who trained at the 

school benefited from access to tools, materials, and markets. Tourists who visited the school 

benefited from the opportunity to learn about bamboo craftsmanship and to purchase unique 

products. The community as a whole benefited from the increased economic activity and the 

enhanced reputation of the village. The associative leap was in seeing how these different 

sectors could be connected in a way that created value for all stakeholders. 

The Mauritania case illustrates how association across sectors can create new organizational 

forms. The cooperatives that were established brought together women from different 

backgrounds and with different skills (Buheji, 2022). Some women were skilled in sewing, 

others in dyeing, others in cooking, and others in sales. By bringing these women together in 

cooperatives, the project created a division of labor that allowed each woman to focus on what 

she did best while benefiting from the collective efforts of the group. The associative leap was 

in seeing how individual skills could be combined in a way that created value greater than the 

sum of the parts. 

4.4 Association as a Response to Complexity 

The longitudinal data reveal that associative thinking was particularly valuable precisely in 

conditions of complexity. When problems were well-structured, conventional problem-solving 

sufficed. When problems were ill-structured, characterized by multiple interacting variables, 

uncertainty, and resource constraints, associative capacity became essential (Jonassen, 1997). 

This finding supports the theoretical literature on complexity (Morin, 2008; Choubani & 

Buheji, 2026), which argues that complex problems require approaches that can handle 

multiple variables, nonlinear relationships, and emergent properties. 

The humanitarian NGO case illustrates this dynamic clearly. The initial problem was framed 

as resource scarcity: the organization could not feed the growing number of people in need. 

This framing was consistent with conventional approaches to poverty alleviation, which focus 

on the provision of resources to those in need. However, the problem was actually much more 

complex than this framing suggested. The people on the waiting list were not a homogeneous 

group; some were elderly and unable to work, others were disabled, and still others were 

capable of working but lacked the skills or opportunities to do so. The associative insight was 

that the problem was not scarcity of food but failure to recognize the capacity of some 

beneficiaries to exit poverty (Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). This reframing transformed the problem 
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from a resource allocation challenge to an empowerment challenge, opening entirely new 

solution pathways. 

The India case provides another example of association as a response to complexity. The 

village of Dehingkalghar was characterized by multiple interconnected challenges: poverty, 

youth out-migration, lack of education, lack of infrastructure, and lack of economic 

opportunities (Buheji & Kakoty, 2022). These challenges could not be addressed in isolation; 

addressing one would affect the others. The Bamboo School was designed as an integrated 

intervention that addressed multiple challenges simultaneously. By providing skills training 

and economic opportunities to youth, the school addressed the problem of out-migration. By 

creating a market for bamboo products, the school addressed the problem of poverty. By 

involving the community in the construction of the school, the project addressed the problem 

of community disengagement. The associative leap was in seeing how these different 

challenges could be addressed through a single integrated intervention. 

4.5 Sustaining Associative Capacity 

An important finding concerns the sustainability of associative approaches. Initial insights were 

not sufficient; sustained outcomes required the institutionalization of associative practices. The 

Inspiration Labs served this function by creating protected spaces for iterative observation, 

reflection, and synthesis (Buheji, 2017, 2019c). However, the labs themselves were temporary 

interventions; for the associative capacity to be sustained, it had to be embedded in the ongoing 

structures and practices of the community. 

In Mauritania, the cooperative structure itself became a vehicle for sustained associative 

practice (Buheji, 2022, 2025). Monthly discussion sessions allowed members to identify 

obstacles and develop solutions collectively. The profit-sharing formula ensured that resources 

generated by associative solutions were reinvested in the associative capacity of the 

community. The cooperatives also established linkages with each other, creating a network of 

associative practice that extended beyond any single cooperative. This institutionalization of 

associative capacity was crucial for the sustainability of the outcomes. 

The India case illustrates how associative capacity can be embedded in educational structures. 

The Bamboo School was not merely a vocational training program; it was a community 

institution that brought together people from different backgrounds and with different skills 

(Buheji & Kakoty, 2022). The school became a hub for associative practice, where villagers 

could come together to share observations, generate insights, and design solutions. The school 

also established linkages with universities and other institutions, creating a broader network of 

associative practice. 

The Ghana case illustrates how associative capacity can be embedded in business structures. 

"Inspired Legacy" was not merely a company; it was a social enterprise that was designed to 

sustain associative practice over time (Buheji, 2024). The company established relationships 

with women producers that were based on trust and mutual benefit. It invested in training and 

capacity building for the producers. It created a brand that communicated the values of the 

community to consumers. These practices ensured that the associative capacity that was 

generated during the initial intervention was sustained and deepened over time. 
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5.0 DISCUSSION 

5.1 Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes three contributions to the theoretical understanding of associative thinking 

in socio-economic contexts. 

First, it demonstrates that associative capacity is not merely an individual cognitive trait but 

can be cultivated collectively through structured practices. The Inspiration Labs function as 

"associative environments" in which participants are encouraged to connect observations 

across domains and to suspend premature judgment (Buheji, 2017, 2019c). This finding 

extends the literature on creative cognition, which has largely focused on individual creativity 

(Benedek et al., 2017; Kenett et al., 2014), to the domain of collective problem-solving. It 

suggests that the cultivation of associative capacity can be a deliberate and systematic 

endeavor, not merely a matter of individual talent or disposition. 

Second, it establishes a link between associative thinking and resource independence. The 

cases consistently show that associative solutions require fewer external resources than 

conventional approaches because they leverage existing assets through novel configurations. 

This finding has significant implications for development practice in resource-constrained 

settings. It suggests that the most valuable resource available to a community may not be its 

natural resources or its financial capital but its capacity for association—its ability to see 

connections and generate solutions from the resources it already possesses (Buheji, 2018; 

Buheji & Mushimiyimana, 2025). 

Third, it extends the literature on complexity by demonstrating the applicability of associative 

thinking in real-world problem-solving contexts. While much complexity research occurs in 

laboratory settings with well-defined tasks, this study shows that associative thinking operates 

productively under conditions of genuine uncertainty and high stakes (Choubani & Buheji, 

2026; Morin, 2008). The cases demonstrate that associative thinking can help communities 

navigate complexity not by reducing it but by embracing it—by finding patterns and 

connections that are not visible to those who approach problems through narrow disciplinary 

lenses. 

The study also contributes to the literature on the Capability Approach by operationalizing the 

concept of capability in the context of problem-solving. The power of association can be 

understood as a capability—the capability to connect, to synthesize, to see relationships across 

domains (Sen, 1999; Buheji & Mushimiyimana, 2025). This capability, like other capabilities, 

can be cultivated through education and practice. The study provides empirical evidence for 

the cultivability of this capability and demonstrates its relevance to development outcomes. 

Figure (8) show the Operational Architecture of the Inspiration Lab. While the cognitive 

architecture of association describes the internal mental structures that enable creative thought, 

the Inspiration Lab provides the external conditions that activate and sustain these structures. 

As illustrated in Figure 2, the lab functions through four interdependent enabling conditions. 

The first is immersive empathy, which requires researchers and participants to live within the 

community, understanding the environment from the inside out to build absolute trust—a 

condition that was critical in the India case, where months of village immersion preceded the 
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co-creation of the Bamboo School (Buheji & Kakoty, 2022). The second is protected 

exploration, a temporary safe space where participants can freely associate and suspend the 

fear of failure, a condition that directly supports the spontaneous, free-associative mode of the 

dual-process model (Beaty & Kenett, 2023). The third is the application of hermeneutics and 

ontology, where the science of interpretation and the analysis of fundamental nature are used 

to deconstruct the problem rather than merely treating its symptoms (Buheji, 2026a, 2026b; 

Choubani & Buheji, 2026). The fourth is influence without power, which facilitates systemic 

change entirely through shared purpose and capability building, bypassing traditional authority 

structures (Buheji & Ahmed, 2017). Together, these four enablers create the conditions in 

which associative capacity can be deliberately cultivated, moving the framework from a 

theoretical model of cognition to a replicable methodology for socio-economic problem-

solving. 

Figure (8) 

 

5.2 The Anatomy of an Associative Solution.  

Across the four longitudinal case studies—spanning Mauritania, India, Ghana, and Bosnia—a 

consistent structural pattern emerged in the way solutions were generated. As illustrated in 

Figure (9), every successful Inspiration Lab solution shared three interdependent associative 

traits.  

The first trait is cross-disciplinary integration, where insights from disparate fields are 

deliberately juxtaposed to create new configurations of meaning. In the Bosnia case, for 

example, the transformation of the humanitarian NGO Merhamet required integrating insights 

from behavioral economics, social work, and business management—disciplines that are 

normally kept separate but which, when connected, produced a fundamentally new 

organizational model (Buheji & Ahmed, 2019).  

The second trait is reframing the problem, where the initial framing of the problem is 

deliberately disrupted and reconstructed. In the Mauritania case, the women's cooperative 
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model emerged from reframing the problem from individual survival to collective enterprise, 

a shift that opened entirely new solution pathways (Buheji, 2022, 2025).  

The third trait is leveraging existing assets, where the resources already present in the 

community—skills, knowledge, social networks, cultural heritage—are recognized and 

mobilized rather than replaced by external inputs. In the Ghana case, the shea butter initiative 

linked traditional processing skills directly to global market demand through the creation of 

"Inspired Legacy," a social enterprise that bypassed the need for external capital by capitalizing 

on what the community already possessed (Buheji, 2024). The convergence of these three traits 

produces resource independence—the capacity to generate sustainable solutions without 

relying on external financial injections. This finding has profound implications for 

development practice: it suggests that the most effective interventions may be those that 

cultivate associative capacity rather than those that provide resources. 

Figure (9) 

 

5.3 Associative Capacity as Renewable Human Capital.  

The integration of the Capability Approach with the Inspiration Economy framework yields a 

profound reconceptualization of the relationship between resources and development. As 

illustrated in Figure 4, traditional development interventions operate on the logic of finite 

resources—material assets, financial capital, and time—that deplete through consumption. 

This is the logic of scarcity that underpins conventional approaches to poverty alleviation and 

socio-economic development. In contrast, associative capacity operates as an expanding fractal 

network, where each act of knowledge synthesis strengthens community ties, generates shared 

value, and fuels collaborative innovation. Unlike financial capital, which is diminished through 

deployment, associative capacity is renewable—it grows stronger through use (Buheji & 

Mushimiyimana, 2025). This distinction has profound implications for development theory and 

practice. Sen (1999) argued that true development is about expanding human freedoms and 

capabilities, not merely providing resources. The Inspiration Economy framework 

operationalizes this vision by providing the practical methodology through which associative 

capacity—the capability to connect, synthesize, and generate solutions—can be deliberately 
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cultivated. The synthesis of these two traditions, as depicted in Figure (10), positions 

associative capacity not as a fixed trait to be inherited or a resource to be extracted, but as a 

renewable human capital that, once developed, perpetuates and deepens itself through every 

subsequent act of association. This finding has significant implications for the design of 

development interventions. Rather than focusing on the provision of external resources, which 

inevitably deplete, interventions should focus on cultivating the associative capacity of 

communities, which strengthens with use. The cases documented in this study—from the 

cooperatives of Mauritania to the Bamboo School of Assam, from the shea butter networks of 

Ghana to the transformed humanitarian NGOs of Bosnia—demonstrate that when communities 

are supported in building associative capacity, they generate solutions that do not depend on 

continued external inputs and that, in fact, build the capacity for future solution generation 

(Buheji, 2018, 2019c; Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). 

Figure (10) 

 

5.3 Practical Implications 

For policymakers and practitioners, the findings suggest several actionable principles. 

The first principle is to invest in associative capacity. Rather than focusing solely on resource 

provision, development interventions should cultivate the associative capacity of communities. 

This involves creating safe spaces for exploration, encouraging cross-disciplinary dialogue, 

and valuing observations as sources of insight. The Inspiration Labs provide a model for how 

this can be done in practice (Buheji, 2017, 2019c). 

The second principle is to embrace complexity. Complex problems require associative 

responses. Attempts to reduce complexity to manageable components risk missing the 

interconnections that are essential to sustainable solutions. Policymakers and practitioners 

should resist the temptation to simplify problems prematurely and should instead create 

conditions in which complexity can be explored and understood (Morin, 2008). 
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The third principle is to institutionalize associative practices. Initial insights must be embedded 

in structures that sustain them. Cooperative models, iterative review processes, and incentive 

systems that reward knowledge sharing can institutionalize associative capacity (Buheji, 2022; 

Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). 

The fourth principle is to build on existing assets. The cases in this study show that 

communities often possess resources that they do not recognize or value. Development 

interventions should begin with a careful assessment of existing assets—not only material 

assets but also skills, knowledge, social networks, and cultural heritage—and should seek to 

build on these assets rather than introducing new ones (Buheji, 2018). 

The fifth principle is to foster empathetic engagement. The cases in this study show that 

associative thinking is enhanced by empathetic engagement—by the ability to see the world 

from the perspective of others (Buheji, 2018; Buheji & Ahmed, 2019). Development 

interventions should create opportunities for stakeholders to engage empathetically with each 

other and with the communities they seek to serve. 

5.4 Limitations 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. The sample of four primary 

cases, while diverse, is not comprehensive. The longitudinal period, while sufficient to observe 

sustained outcomes, may not capture longer-term dynamics. The qualitative methodology, 

while appropriate for exploring mechanisms, does not permit quantitative estimation of effect 

sizes. The study is also limited by its reliance on documentation and interviews, which may be 

subject to recall bias and social desirability bias. 

Another limitation concerns the generalizability of the findings. The cases in this study were 

selected because they illustrate the power of association; they are not necessarily representative 

of all Inspiration Labs or all socio-economic contexts. The mechanisms identified in this study 

may operate differently in different cultural, political, and economic contexts. Future research 

should examine the generalizability of the findings across a wider range of contexts. 

5.5 Future Research 

Future research should extend this work in several directions. Comparative studies across 

different cultural and political contexts would test the generalizability of the findings. 

Quantitative studies could develop measures of associative capacity and assess their 

relationship to solution outcomes (Benedek et al., 2017; Kenett et al., 2014). Longitudinal 

studies over longer periods would reveal whether associative solutions continue to evolve and 

adapt. Experimental studies could test the causal relationship between associative capacity and 

problem-solving outcomes. 

Future research should also examine the relationship between associative thinking and other 

cognitive capacities, such as analytical thinking, critical thinking, and creative thinking. While 

these capacities are often treated as separate, they may be complementary and mutually 

reinforcing (Beaty & Kenett, 2023; Ovando-Tellez et al., 2023). Understanding how they 

interact could lead to more effective approaches to education and training. 
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Experimental studies could test the causal relationship between associative capacity and 

problem-solving outcomes (Beaty & Kenett, 2023; Benedek et al., 2012). Future research 

should also examine the relationship between associative thinking and other cognitive 

capacities, such as analytical thinking, critical thinking, and creative thinking. While these 

capacities are often treated as separate, they may be complementary and mutually reinforcing 

(Beaty & Kenett, 2023; Ovando-Tellez et al., 2023). 

Finally, future research should examine the ethical dimensions of associative approaches. The 

power of association can be used for good or for ill; it can be used to generate solutions that 

benefit communities or to manipulate them for narrow interests. Understanding the ethical 

implications of associative approaches is essential for ensuring that they are used responsibly. 

6.0 CONCLUSION 

The power of association emerges from this longitudinal study as a generative mechanism for 

solution creation under conditions of complexity and constraint. The Inspiration Economy 

framework, operationalized through Inspiration Labs, provides a structured approach to 

cultivating and deploying associative capacity. The evidence from Mauritania, India, Ghana, 

and Bosnia demonstrates that when individuals and communities are supported in connecting 

disparate observations, resources, and disciplines, they consistently generate solutions that 

transcend resource limitations. 

The implications for socio-economic development are significant. In a world of increasing 

complexity and finite resources, the capacity to associate—to see connections where others see 

fragments—may be the most valuable asset available. The challenge for policymakers and 

practitioners is to create the conditions in which this capacity can flourish. This involves 

investing in associative capacity, embracing complexity, institutionalizing associative 

practices, building on existing assets, and fostering empathetic engagement. 

The study also contributes to the theoretical literature on associative thinking, complexity, and 

the Capability Approach. It demonstrates that associative capacity is cultivable, that it is linked 

to resource independence, and that it can be operationalized in practical contexts. These 

contributions provide a foundation for further research and for the development of more 

effective approaches to socio-economic development. 

The journey of the Inspiration Economy, as documented in the twenty-five publications that 

form the empirical base of this study, represents a sustained effort to understand and harness 

the power of association. From the foundational work of "Breaking the Shield" in 2017 to the 

more recent explorations of hermeneutics and ontology in 2026, this body of work has 

consistently demonstrated that the most powerful resource available to any community is its 

capacity for association. As the world becomes increasingly complex and uncertain, this 

capacity will become ever more valuable. The challenge for the coming decade is to cultivate 

it widely and to deploy it wisely. 
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