
 
 

Six Thinking Hats 
 

Edward DeBono “Thinking is the ultimate human resource.  Yet we can never 
be satisfied with our most important skill.  Not matter how good we become, we 
should always want to be better.” 
His book presents a simple but effective way to become a better thinker.  He 
separates thinking into six distinct modes, identified with six colored “thinking 
hats.” (Have switched two colors for our purposes) 
 

Hats: 
Black Negative, Critical 
Yellow Positive, Constructive 
Red  Emotions and Feelings 
White Neutral, Figures, Objective Information 
Green Creativity and New Ideas 
Blue  Thinking Steps, Process, Thinking about Thinking 

 
“Putting on a hat” focuses thinking 
“Switching” hats redirects thinking 
 
Clearly defining parts of the thinking process can help discussions be better 
focused and more productive.  Using the hats can improve communication and 
thus decision making - Deliberate thinking, Intentional role playing 
Refer to hats by their color, and not by their function. 
…I want you to take off your black hat. 
…For a few moments let us all put on our red thinking hats. 
…That’s fine for yellow hat thinking.  Now let’s have the white hat. 
 
White Hat thinking -Like a computer -Neutrality 
Used to gain information 
Two tiers—facts that are checked and proven and those believed to be true but 
not yet fully checked 
White hat thinking is a discipline and a direction.  The thinker strives to be more 
neutral and more objective in the presentation of information.     
 
Red Hat thinking  Allows us to say “this is how I feel about the matter” 
Legitimizes emotions and feelings as an important part of thinking 
Makes feelings visible 
Allows a thinker to explore the feelings of others by asking for a red hat view 
Never a need to justify the feelings or provide a logical basis for them 
Two types of feelings—ordinary emotions and complex judgements such as 
intuition, taste, hunch, etc. 



 
Black Hat thinking (or yellow or gray) Pessimistic view 
Specifically concerned with negative assessment.  Points out what is wrong, 
incorrect and in error 
Why it will not work. Critical judgement 
Not an argument, but an attempt to put the negative elements onto the map 
Yellow hat should always be used before the black hat 
 
Yellow Hat thinking (or black) Positive and constructive—optimism 
Concerned with positive assessment 
Ranges from logical and practical to dreams, visions, and hopes 
Probes and explores for value and benefit, then strives to find logical support for 
this value and benefit 
Not concerned with mere positive euphoria (red hat) nor directly with creating 
new ideas (green hat) 
 
Green Hat Thinking    Creative thinking 
Fertility, growth, and the value of seeds 
Search for alternatives—go beyond the known and the obvious and the 
satisfactory 
Outside our usual patterns of thinking 
 
Blue Hat t=Thinking  The control hat that organizes the thinking itself 
Calls for the use of the other hats 
Defines the problems and shapes the questions 
Summaries, overviews, and conclusions 
Ensures that the rules of the game are observed—stops argument and insists on 
the process 
Can be used to choreographic the process (begin with white hat thinking, then 
yellow, then black…..) 
May be assigned to one person, but still open to anyone to offer blue hat 
comments and suggestions. 
 
Two purposes of six hat thinking: 

1. To simplify thinking by allowing a thinker to deal with one thing at a time 
2. To allow a switch in thinking.  For instance, a person who is persistently 

negative can be asked to “take off the black hat”.   
 
Best analogy is that of color printing.  Each color is printed separately and in the 
end they all come together. 
 


