
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
Big Little Breakthroughs

			“As a seasoned entrepreneur and investor, Josh Linkner knows that innovation rarely happens in a blinding flash of inspiration. With engaging stories and rich examples, he shows how ordinary ideas can fuel extraordinary results.” 

			—Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of Think Again and Originals, and host of the chart-topping TED podcast WorkLife

			“Big Little Breakthroughs sets the new standard for using creativity in everyday life. Inspiring stories, fascinating research, and a practical guide that shows how all of us can be everyday innovators.” 

			—Mel Robbins, New York Times bestselling author of The 5 Second Rule and star of The Mel Robbins Show

			“Big Little Breakthroughs provides a clear path to help you build an army of everyday innovators, and turn ideas into action.” 

			—Steve Case, CEO, Revolution; co-founder and former CEO, AOL

			“Big Little Breakthroughs is a work of creative genius. Josh Linkner unlocks the techniques behind some of the world’s most remarkable innovations and shows how those techniques are there for the taking—accessible to anyone curious enough to set aside old ways and find out just how creative they can be.” 

			—Eric Schurenberg, CEO, Fast Company & Inc.

			“Here’s a secret that the top business schools don’t want you to know: everyone has the ability to be an innovator. With the tools and practices found in Big Little Breakthroughs, you’ll learn how to unleash your inner creativity and apply it to everything you do. With never-before-told stories of everyday innovators from across the globe, Josh Linkner inspires us to contribute to our communities through our creativity.” 

			—Vijay Govindarajan, New York Times bestselling author of The Three-Box Solution and the Coxe Distinguished Professor at Dartmouth College’s Tuck School of Business

			“Building a culture of innovation in large companies is critically important, and there’s no better way to learn than with a trusted roadmap of tools and real-life examples. Big Little Breakthroughs illustrates how innovative thinking is possible for every employee and business leader, so we can all unlock our full creative potential.” 

			—Mike Kaufmann, CEO, Cardinal Health

			“This is a terrific book. It could change the way you approach your creative practice. Don’t hesitate, it’s worth your time.” 

			—Seth Godin, New York Times bestselling author

			“This is a masterclass on creativity from one of the most creative people I’ve ever met. The stories are compelling, the steps are clear, and the advice is hard fought from thirty years of building up companies and individuals. Josh Linkner continues to shine when it comes to creating actionable advice for people like you and me.” 

			—Jon Acuff, New York Times bestselling author of Do Over, Finish, and Soundtracks

			“A true breakthrough in the study and practice of innovation. Josh Linkner makes human creativity accessible in a practical way for leaders who are driven to accelerate growth despite breathtaking change.” 

			—Mark C. Thompson, world’s #1 CEO coach and New York Times bestselling author

			“I’ve had the pleasure of sharing the stage with Josh Linkner and he’s the real deal. This book is littered with bright light bulb ideas that will inspire a-ha moments!” 

			—Johnny Cupcakes, top innovator in retail, keynote speaker, and CEO of the world’s first T-shirt bakery

			“Josh has created a roadmap for injecting innovation into everyday life and everyday business. He brings you actionable advice, inspiring stories, and even some laugh-out-loud moments. If you want to unlock your inner creative, this book is for you!” 

			—Peter McGraw, Ph.D., director of the Humor Research Lab at University of Colorado and author of Shtick to Business

			“Big Little Breakthroughs provides a blueprint to a culture of innovation and achievement. When teams get more creative, they perform better and enjoy far better outcomes. In our highly competitive world, this book delivers the edge we’re all looking for.” 

			—John Foley, former lead Blue Angels pilot and New York Times bestselling author

			“Organizations that equip every single team member to become innovators are the ones that win over the long term. Big Little Breakthroughs delivers a powerful framework that will unlock hidden creativity in order to drive growth, innovation, and sustainable success. It will undoubtedly become the new standard for everyday innovation.” 

			—Duncan Wardle, former head of innovation and creativity, Disney

			“An adventure worth taking. Big Little Breakthroughs shows us how to inject innovation into our daily lives through captivating stories, surprising research, and practical tools that are easy to implement. It’s my new field guide for creativity.” 

			—Alison Levine, team captain of the first American Women’s Everest Expedition, New York Times bestselling author, and professor at United States Military Academy, West Point

			“Big Little Breakthroughs is the ideal mix of academic rigor and practical application. The book provides a systematic framework to harness and maximize both individual and organization creativity in order to boost results. Inspiring stories reinforce the point that we can all be innovators, regardless of our background or job function.” 

			—David Brophy, Ph.D., professor of finance, University of Michigan Ross School of Business; founding director, Center for Venture Capital and Private Equity Finance

			“Josh is a wonderfully engaging storyteller who masterfully folds entrepreneurial tales into little meringue-like peaks of inspiration. Big Little Breakthroughs is a perfect potion for those I-can’t-do-it blues.” 

			—Neil Pasricha, New York Times bestselling author of The Happiness Equation and You Are Awesome

			“Beginning with a single microscopic idea, each of us has the power to create the change we seek. Big Little Breakthroughs flips innovation on its head with POWERFUL and practical advice for anyone looking to up their everyday innovation.” 

			—Tiffani Bova, global growth and innovation evangelist, Salesforce; WSJ bestselling author of Growth IQ

			“Big Little Breakthroughs provides an insightful framework for innovation and creativity by demonstrating how small is big and humble is bold.”

			—Dr. Kent Fuchs, president, University of Florida
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Introduction

			As the hurried shopkeeper navigated the crowded London sidewalk, his right hand began the habitual sequence of flicking his nearly finished cigarette butt onto the cobblestone street. But just before launching the smoldering projectile, a bright yellow object caught his eye. Clutching his fast-fading cigarette, he was drawn toward the edge of the sidewalk on Villiers Street to discover a glowing yellow container mounted at eye level on an aluminum post.

			In large black letters on the lemon-yellow box, a question was posed: “Who’s your favorite superhero, Batman or Superman?” To vote his allegiance to the Man of Steel, the storekeeper inserted his cigarette butt into the small opening under his hero’s name. He watched his nicotine-stained filter fall into the receptacle, behind the glass front, and land atop a mound of others, piling high on one side of the bin. Realizing that his hero was, in fact, in the lead over the Caped Crusader, a nearly undetectable smile rose in the corner of his tightly closed jaw. The merchant rushed off to open his store, barely realizing that he’d broken his morning routine of littering in the crowded streets.

			While each butt is less than an inch long, cigarette remnants are the single biggest litter problem in the UK. In central London alone, the annual cost to clean up and properly dispose of cigarette butts is over $1.4 million. Worldwide, an estimated 4.5 billion cigarette butts are thrown on the ground each year, releasing harmful toxins and creating a serious hazard for children or wildlife that may ingest them. They are the largest source of marine litter, outranking both plastic straws and plastic bags.

			Enter Trewin Restorick, an environmental activist who uses his creativity to help the planet. With a dry British wit, he reminds me of a slightly disheveled James Bond who traded in his overpriced tuxedo for a pair of faded jeans. He’s the kind of guy you’d love to spend a couple of hours with at a neighborhood pub, savoring his stories as much as the cold pints and warm chips (or as Londoners prefer, warm pints and cold chips). He’s neither a world-famous inventor nor an artistic luminary.

			Trewin, in fact, is one of us. Just like you and me.

			Staring down the cigarette litter problem with the intensity of a pistol duel, he just knew the problem could be solved. Lacking an aristocratic trust fund or benevolent benefactor, Trewin tapped into the universal resource that we all share: the great equalizer of human creativity. His invention—the Ballot Bin—challenged people to “vote with their butts.”

			The fluorescent-yellow Ballot Bins are made from powder-coated steel with a bonded glass front and can be mounted on a pole, wall, or railing. The funky ashtrays are customizable, allowing for any two-answer question such as “Brexit, yes or no?”, “Would you rather watch the Grand Prix or the US Open?”, “Favorite food, pizza or hamburgers?”, or “Trump’s hair, real or fake?” Smokers then vote by putting their cigarette butts in the slot beneath their preference, immediately seeing a tally of which option is in the lead.

			While other efforts to decrease cigarette pollution have largely been ineffective, the Ballot Bin reduces litter by up to 80 percent on city streets. A video of the first receptacle on London’s Villiers Street reached more than six million people in just forty-five days. Today, the inventive ashtrays are used in twenty-seven countries, making a significant impact on the global environment.

			The Ballot Bin didn’t take years to develop or millions to fund. It wasn’t designed by a team of lab coat–wearing super geniuses or Silicon Valley tech wizards. In fact, Trewin’s Ballot Bin is a Big Little Breakthrough.

			Big Little Breakthroughs are small creative acts that unlock massive rewards over time. They are the sparks that fuse into a raging fire. Sometimes microscopic and invisible to the naked eye, they are the molecules that bind together to solve our trickiest problems and unlock our biggest opportunities. Big Little Breakthroughs are the unsung heroes that, in the aggregate, drive far more progress than their elusive change-the-world counterparts.

			Throughout this book, we’ll travel the globe to explore the stories of everyday innovators like Trewin Restorick. We’ll examine cutting-edge research, dispel common myths, and bust down barriers that seem impenetrable. We’ll also study the habits of well-known creative luminaries such as Lady Gaga, Steven Spielberg, and the mysterious artist Banksy to decode their habits and borrow from their approaches. We’ll explore the dramatic ups and downs of celebrity entrepreneurs, leaders of iconic global brands, and mad-scientist inventors.

			To discover surprising truths, we’ll go behind the scenes of a high-tech chemistry lab in Santa Barbara, a punk rock concert in Berlin, a greasy burger joint in Manhattan, and a disaster-relief effort in Nepal. We’ll even visit a Texas prison and New Zealand yacht racing team. All to uncover a practical approach to unleashing your own creative potential.

			But this book isn’t only about stories and science. For me, this book is personal.

			From an early age, I always felt a bit odd. If there were twenty kids in the room, I felt like the outcast misfit. To be clear, I didn’t feel superior. Quite the opposite, I was filled with self-doubt and insecurity. I just felt weird most of the time, and still do.

			Yet developing creative skill became my salvation. It powered my successes and helped me bounce back from my many defeats. Creativity is who I am, not because I was born with creative chops but because I deliberately developed them over time. You may still be skeptical, but together we’ll see how creativity can be learned, just like math or tennis or Jazzercise.

			I discovered the Big Little Breakthroughs framework through nearly thirty years of research and practical experience. I’ve personally used these principles to start and sell tech companies, launch a venture capital fund, perform as a working jazz musician around the world, and raise four beautiful and quirky kids. The ideas we’ll explore together are simple, practical, and accessible. Take it from a kid who was born in the city of Detroit…these concepts can absolutely work for you.

			Like me, Trewin Restorick was no creative prodigy. “I was definitely not one of their best students,” he tells me about his university days as we sat down to chat over a pot of extra-dark coffee. Trewin grew up in a working-class family and didn’t demonstrate exceptional promise as a kid. After barely graduating college and carrying a mountain of student debt, he returned to his home of Plymouth, a shipyard town in southwest England. He landed a gig with the local municipality, helping to train unskilled workers to find new jobs during a period of particularly high unemployment. He lived a pretty normal life by all accounts, just trying to pay the bills and make it through the week.

			But there was a little flicker inside him, an instinct that his life could be something more. Perhaps you recognize that feeling and have a similar spark of your own right now. For Trewin, he’d been drawn toward environmental causes from a very young age. He had a deep love for nature and felt somehow compelled to help make a difference in our increasingly polluted world.

			Although he lacked any training or experience in the environmental sector, Trewin began doing volunteer work to help clean up his hometown. The more he got involved, the more he wanted to make activism his new career. He decided to take the plunge in 2013 when he founded a small nonprofit called Hubbub. “We had no money but had massive ambition,” he reminisces. “I was determined to make it work.”

			Trewin’s primary asset was human creativity, a resource that we all share but too often remains dormant. Instead of dealing in monetary donations to tackle complex environmental challenges, imagination was Trewin’s primary currency. “Our mission is to make everybody an environmentalist, whether he or she knows it or not,” he explained.

			To move his mission forward, Trewin carefully studied traditional environmental charities and quickly found the flaws. Typical programs use guilt in an attempt to compel supporters to cough up donations. The causes often feel too abstract, a key reason why most efforts fall flat. In contrast, Trewin saw an opportunity to make activism fun, accessible, and easy. The Ballot Bin was lighthearted and simple, which is why the pint-sized idea drove such an oversized result.

			Through a series of Big Little Breakthroughs, Trewin’s Hubbub gained momentum. One time, they installed small speakers inside public garbage cans in a busy town square to encourage people on the street to properly dispose of their trash. Would you litter when you can put your empty coffee cup into a trash can that thanks you in a funny voice or burps after you deposit your no-longer-needed shopping bag?

			Today, Hubbub has nearly one hundred full-time employees, thousands of volunteers, and major corporate backing and is making a significant environmental impact in thirty countries around the world. But we can’t forget that it began just a few years ago in a small seaport town by a normal guy with a big dream.

			Funny enough, Trewin didn’t originally think of himself as especially creative. “I guess in my mind, a creative person was somebody who was a brilliant artist or maybe someone who could act. I felt the creative people were all in creative industries, and I knew that definitely wasn’t me.” Yet his success only materialized when he expanded his definition of what it meant to be creative, unlocking his imagination in order to achieve.

			Big Little Breakthroughs aren’t just for propeller-head inventors, fancy pants CEOs, or hoodie-donning tech billionaires. Instead, they enable every one of us to become an artist in our own way. Whether you’re old or young, a Stanford MBA or high school dropout, Big Little Breakthroughs can help you grow into the person you’re meant to become, in the same way they enabled Trewin to realize his vision.

			In our time together, we’ll dispel the myth that innovation is only for C-suite execs, senior-level R&D leaders, and marketing savants. Instead, we’ll see how a healthy dose of creativity can be injected into every functional area, pesky problem, and box on the org chart.

			The approaches we’ll discover aren’t just for prodigies with multiple Ivy League degrees and celebrity connections. Quite the opposite. In fact, the Big Little Breakthroughs framework is innovation for the rest of us.

			It’s for Trewin Restorick.

			It’s for the customer service rep who wants to contribute more and get a promotion.

			It’s for the lawyer who wants to win more cases.

			It’s for the startup that’s looking to take on industry giants.

			It’s for the dentist who wants to grow her practice and serve more patients.

			It’s for the multinational corporation trying to gain competitive advantage against other industry giants.

			It’s for the family-owned business hoping to lock in a path to sustainable success.

			It’s for the new college grad trying to stand out in a competitive workforce.

			It’s for the small business owner who wants to break into the next category of growth.

			It’s for the leader of a company in a developing country that’s trying to compete in the global markets.

			It’s for the architect trying to boost his practice by producing more inventive designs.

			It’s for the church leader seeking to drive change in his community.

			It’s for the achievement junkie looking to take her game to the next level.

			It’s for the factory foreman who seeks creative ways to drive efficiency and boost safety in the manufacturing process.

			It’s for the high school basketball coach trying to discover new tactics for her team to win a state championship.

			It’s for the playwright hoping to get her show funded on Broadway.

			It’s for the ad agency trying to land that big new account.

			It’s for high-potential up-and-comers.

			It’s for senior leaders and middle managers. 

			It’s for entrepreneurs.

			It’s for dreamers and doers. 

			It’s for us all.

			Dots and Circles

			In 1884, the now-legendary artists Georges Seurat and Paul Signac broke free from their conservative counterparts to pioneer a new painting technique called pointillism. Unlike the popular impressionist artists of the day who mixed their paints into thousands of individual hues before applying the paint in elegant brushstrokes onto the canvas, Seurat and Signac used small precise dots of pure, unmixed color as the basis of their revolutionary technique. Neither the paint mixture nor the application technique was remarkable at all, but when combined in a creative way, the small dots became the stunning masterpieces that have been studied and revered ever since.

			The neo-impressionist movement of pointillism is a good way to think about Big Little Breakthroughs. Just like the cover of this book, each individual dot of color is actually pretty basic. You, me, or any self-respecting seven-year-old could easily produce a purple or yellow dot with ease. Yet as one dot fuses with the next, they coalesce into a work of art that has texture, depth, and meaning. The masterpiece, therefore, is the assembly of lots and lots of small creative pokes, not a singular imposing work of divine inspiration.

			Together, we’ll explore how to generate an abundance of microscopic creative flourishes that can add up to gigantic outcomes. We’ll learn how to reverse-engineer the biggest breakthroughs imaginable, deconstructing them into their requisite bite-sized components. And by the end of our conversation, you’ll be generating your own Big Little Breakthroughs with ease.

			From Georges Seurat’s The River Seine at La Grande-Jatte (oil on canvas, 1888) to Henri-Edmond Cross’s The Lake in the Bois de Boulogne (oil on canvas, 1899), many of the most famous pointillism works depict the still waters of ponds and lakes. If you’ve ever been on a summer picnic, you’ll recall what happens if you toss a small rock into the resting water. As the pebble breaks the water’s surface, ripples emanate from the point of impact. A rock no bigger than a gumball can send circular swells all the way to the still shores in the distance.

			As we learned in middle school, the ripple effect is the notion that a small disturbance can cascade into large-scale, pervasive impact. Seemingly small acts throughout history—such as Rosa Parks’s refusal to give up her seat on an Alabama bus—have set into motion revolutionary movements and wide-sweeping transformation. As the rings of change radiate from their source, the littlest acts can lead to the largest achievements.

			Think of a Big Little Breakthrough as that stone cast into a sleeping pond causing a chain of events to unfold on a distant shore. Beginning with a single microscopic idea, each of us has the power to create the change we seek. Throughout this book, we’ll explore how remarkable successes were once nothing more than a small pebble colliding with a tranquil lake.

			Not Giving Up My Shot

			The thunderous applause was deafening. I could feel my heart pounding through my chest as I leapt to my feet alongside 2,192 other wide-eyed fans. I had chills.

			It was the fall of 2015 and I knew I’d just witnessed history. The standing ovation continued for so long that my hands became numb from clapping so much. The scene was the historic Richard Rodgers Theatre in New York City where my wife, Tia, and I had just experienced Hamilton.

			A breathtaking performance of the Founding Fathers engaged in an epic battle of right and wrong, punctuated by hip-hop music, expressive modern dance, and nonwhite historical figures, instantly propelled the musical to become one of the most successful Broadway shows of all time.

			Hamilton racked up eleven Tony Awards, a Pulitzer Prize, a Grammy, and a Billboard Music Award. Rolling Stone and Billboard both featured the music in their Best Albums of 2015 issues, and the New Yorker labeled the show as “an achievement of historical and cultural reimagining.” It broke the single-week Broadway box office record in November 2016 with $3.3 million earned in just eight performances. By January 2020, total box office sales eclipsed $625 million, making it the seventh most successful Broadway show in history. In July 2020, Disney anteed up $75 million to broadcast the musical on its Disney+ streaming service.

			Getting tickets to Hamilton was about as easy as catching a barehanded fly ball from the bleachers at a Yankees game. And if you were lucky enough to score a seat, you’d shell out as much as $2,500 for the privilege.

			Hamilton wasn’t created by Broadway royalty such as Andrew Lloyd Webber or Stephen Sondheim. Instead, it’s the work of Lin-Manuel Miranda, who was just thirty-five years old when the show opened to sold-out crowds. He wrote his first Broadway hit, In the Heights, before he was old enough to order a beer.

			With such remarkable success at such a young age, it’s easy to think of Miranda as a natural-born legend. The one-in-a-million virtuoso who won the creative lotto at birth. The Beethoven of his day. We conclude his otherworldly talents were imbued by the gods and that his angelic gift is completely out of reach for us mere mortals.

			Yet his story is nothing like you’d imagine. In fact, Lin-Manuel Miranda is surprisingly more like Trewin Restorick than you may think.

			Miranda was born to immigrant parents and grew up in Inwood, a working-class Hispanic neighborhood of New York City. He was an awkward kid, often unsure of himself and frequently an outcast. He had pimples. He was bullied. His girlfriend dumped him. He didn’t get picked first (or even third) for the football team. He didn’t attend the Juilliard School.

			In fact, Lin-Manuel was just like you and me in so many ways. And he still is.

			“Anytime you write something, you go through so many phases. You go through the ‘I’m a fraud’ phase. You go through the ‘I’ll never finish’ phase,” said Miranda in 2018, long after his extraordinary rise. “Sometimes the writing doesn’t happen as fast as I’d like it to. I have a hard time finding the balance between not beating myself up and not wasting time while I wait for it to happen.”

			That’s right. This legendary creative force struggles, just like we all do.

			It took Miranda a long time to find his voice. He worked at his craft, bit by bit, in the same way a welder learns her trade. He composed lousy music. He wrote stories that were awful. He had hundreds of ideas that fell flat. He has bad days and good days, and then more bad days. He was plagued by doubt and uncertainty, anxiety and fear. He wasn’t conceived a creative genius; he grew to become one.

			And if he could grow into it, what if we all could?

			Having studied many of the most celebrated inventors, entrepreneurs, musicians, and artists, I learned that breakthrough creativity is more like a magic trick than wizardry. The wizard has innate powers, allowing him to cast spells and live for a thousand years (not to mention, grow one hell of a beard). A magician, on the other hand, appears to create magic but actually has no inherent special powers. David Blaine is an illusionist—not a wizard—enthralling his audiences with seemingly impossible feats, all while possessing no actual magical capabilities. In fact, he learned and practiced a skill that, when performed at high levels, appears magical.

			That’s exactly how human creativity works. It’s a universal skill that can be learned rather than a biological advantage only bestowed upon a select few. From Beyoncé to Jimi Hendrix, Henry Ford to Elon Musk, Pablo Picasso to Georgia O’Keeffe, master creators are people who develop and practice their crafts. While they may possess some natural talent, their achievements are far more the result of their habits than their DNA.

			Imagine how tragic it would be if Lin-Manuel never cultivated his talents and shared his creativity with the world. No Hamilton, no Academy Award, no In the Heights, no soundtrack to Moana. Not only would the world miss his incredible music, but think what a waste it would be if he’d never pursued his calling. Imagine how unfulfilled he’d be had he taken a menial job just to pay the bills. Thankfully, Lin-Manuel refused to give up his shot, just like immigrant-turned-Founding-Father Alexander Hamilton refused to give up his own.

			The Surprising Power of Little Ideas

			The pressure to generate big ideas can feel overwhelming. We know that bold innovations are critical in these disruptive and competitive times, but when it comes to breakthrough thinking, we often freeze up.

			Instead of shooting for a $10 billion IPO or a Nobel Prize, the most effective innovators focus instead on something much smaller. According to Harvard University professor Stefan Thomke, 77 percent of economic growth is attributed to small creative advances, not radical innovations. While change-the-world transformations are sexy, it’s the understated Big Little Breakthroughs that drive our economy.

			Our fifth-grade Little League coach demanded that we swing for the fences, which is the exact opposite approach we should take if we want to become more innovative. (Incidentally, I achieved the game-losing strikeout using this strategy on the last game of the season, officially ending my pursuit of baseball glory.) Instead, developing a daily habit of creativity is the ideal, albeit counterintuitive, route. Small creative acts not only drive a high volume of little wins, but daily practice is the fastest route to discover the massive breakthroughs we seek.

			The Big Little Breakthroughs framework provides a specific and practical approach to unlocking dormant creative capacity. Instead of wild, risky, and expensive moonshots, you’ll learn how to unleash little, daily creative sparks that drive gigantic results over time. You’ll see how cultivating high volumes of micro-innovations builds the much-needed skills that lead to colossal transformations and the creative confidence to take responsible risks.

			In Part One, we’ll examine human creativity under the microscope. We’ll dissect and demystify the creative process, learning from neuroscientists, billionaires, nerdy researchers, and even a convicted felon. We’ll dive into the need for creative problem solving and inventive thinking in all roles and walks of life. We’ll also explore how to build creative muscle mass, one small step at a time.

			By the end of Part One, the foundation will be set. You’ll understand how creativity works, where innovation comes from, and how to develop your own skills. The myths will be busted, the blockers will be removed, and the poisonous voices of complacency will be silenced. You’ll be energized and may even feel a little punch-drunk, ready to rocket your abilities to the next level.

			Part Two delivers a systematic framework for inventive thinking and creative problem solving. We’ll explore the Eight Obsessions of Everyday Innovators through the stories of legends and misfits, heroes and troublemakers. We’ll reveal their mindsets, learn their secrets, and steal…er…I mean…borrow their tactics.

			Simply put, Part Two will give you all the tools you need to blast off. You’ll be inspired, entertained, and equipped with a new tool kit to harness and deploy Big Little Breakthroughs as a powerful competitive advantage. You’ll laugh, you’ll be surprised, and you’ll even snag some fresh material to try out at cocktail parties.

			You can also access a trove of bonus material at BigLittleBreakthroughs.com/toolkit. This online tool kit includes a Quick Start guide, a summary of key points by chapter, downloadable worksheets, reference material, team exercises, and a Big Little Breakthroughs cheat sheet.

			In our time together, I’m hoping you’ll consider an upgrade. Upgrades are pervasive in our lives, from the new mobile phone with a 117-megapixel camera to that must-have liquefying blender. We upgrade our laptops, minivans, and lawnmowers. At work, we upgrade our manufacturing equipment, office furniture, and the food for the annual summer picnic. In our personal lives, we work hard to upgrade our relationships, health, and neighborhoods. And as we explore the power of Big Little Breakthroughs, let’s set our sights on a Creativity Upgrade.

			For starters, I don’t recommend trying to leap too quickly from rigid-rule-follower to raucous-and-racy-Rembrandt. Instead, consider a 5 percent Creativity Upgrade—a growth spurt that is completely accessible to us all. Expanding your creative capacity by just 5 percent can translate into a disproportionally massive boost in your overall performance. Your 5 percent Creativity Upgrade will not only help you earn more, it will help you get more out of all the areas of life that matter most. And a 5 percent upgrade is completely within your grasp.

			Together, let’s dispel the myths, unpack the science, and embrace the inventive mindset. Let’s unleash a torrent of Big Little Breakthroughs to fuel the progress we seek. And let’s have some fun along the way.

			So, grab your double espresso, and let’s dive in.

			





PART ONE

			Lightning in a Bottle

			





Chapter 1

			Decoding the A-HA

			After completing her intense daily workout, Caron Proschan craved something refreshing. Coming off the high of her exercise routine, she gulped down some purified water and then reached for her trusty pack of gum. But something just didn’t add up.

			Caron was passionate about living a healthy lifestyle, eating organic foods, and caring for the environment. Pulling the crumpled, stale gum package from her musky gym bag, she felt perplexed. Why was her favorite gum so synthetic that it could survive a direct hit from a 41,000-pound nuclear warhead? As Caron looked down at the glowing neon package of gum in her athletic hand, the disconnect was jarring. Alien blue is not a shade generally found in nature, after all.

			As someone who valued clean living, Caron was frustrated. Why must something that’s supposed to be refreshing have the nutritional value of a half-eaten Twinkie? Racing up the stairs of her Brooklyn apartment, she couldn’t wait to search online for a healthier alternative. If there were organic, non-GMO, free-range, grass-fed, all-natural, ethically raised pomegranate seeds, there just had to be a healthy gum option.

			Shocked at what she found—well, more like what she didn’t find—Caron had a big idea. What if she started a healthy gum company to make a product with all-natural ingredients that would satisfy the tastes and preferences of those who prefer wheatgrass shots and acai bowls over vodka shots and three-bean chili? From the colors to the ingredients to the eco-hazardous packaging, there’s nothing natural about most elements of the $26 billion global chewing gum industry, so Caron decided to change all that.

			A dream—and a startup—was born. It was simply called: Simply Gum.

			Over the years, I’ve been fascinated with the mythical a-ha moment—those magical instants that change the world. Where do these ideas come from? Why do some people generate more a-has than others? Do breathtaking ideas only come from super-genius savants and prodigy artists? Is there a way for everyday people like you and me to generate more and better ideas?

			In this chapter, we’re going to put the idea-creation process under the microscope. We’ll explore how the human brain forms new ideas so we can understand the psychology of ideation and learn how creative conception actually occurs. Together, let’s decode the human a-ha.

			Back to that moment in Caron’s tiny kitchen when her newborn idea took its first breath of life, the initial spark alone could have easily been extinguished like so many others that appear on the high-def technicolor screens of our minds. It could have been one of those flashes that was quickly discarded, considering Caron had zero industry experience, capital, manufacturing know-how, or distribution contacts.

			But because it was protected, nurtured, and developed, the idea took root. First, Caron had to learn all she could about the gum industry. She learned that 60 percent of the entire global market is controlled by two multinational giants, Wrigley and Cadbury. She learned that the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) allows manufacturers to list “gum base” as a catch-all ingredient, but upon further exploration it turns out this vague description covers more than eighty synthetic ingredients, including plastic. The more she learned about gum, the more she agreed with the old adage of never swallowing a piece.

			She had a cause: healthy gum. She had an enemy: the gum industry oligopoly. Now she just needed…um….a product, a brand, a process, a team, capital, a manufacturing facility, distribution, packaging, inventory, equipment, and enough profit to buy a couple batches of cold-pressed kale-lemon-celery-carrot juice to keep her moving. She had to walk, chew gum, and get extremely creative all at the same time.

			With no formal training or fancy equipment, Caron began to experiment in her kitchen, which wasn’t much bigger than the packs of gum she was hoping to produce. The idea for a healthy gum came quickly, but figuring out how to actually make the stuff took her over a year of green tea–fueled late nights. She undertook thousands of experiments using every natural ingredient you can imagine.

			To ditch the plastic and still offer the right chew and elasticity, constant tinkering led her to an alternative approach using chicle, the milky sap from the Central American sapodilla tree. In order to produce an end product that had the right texture with a delicious flavor while lasting long enough to compete with other gums, the a-ha of her initial idea became more complicated than inventing a new procedure to treat chronic rheumatoid arthritis.

			“I don’t have a chemistry background; I can barely even cook. It definitely was a leap for me to decide to just make it on my own in my kitchen,” Caron told me as we sat down over sparkling mineral water. “I just started tinkering and experimenting, and it was very tedious. I had no idea what I was doing, but sure enough, one year later, I finally was able to create a formula that tasted like real gum.”

			The gum was biodegradable, a claim that no major competitor could make. It had no artificial flavors or ingredients, polluting neither the body nor the environment. In an industry that had seen little innovation in decades, Caron had set out to reinvent gum the way the Wright brothers set out to reinvent transportation.

			Realizing that she could finally make the gum itself, her challenges were far from over. So often, the process of innovation is like the game of whack-a-mole: knock down one obstacle, and three new hurdles pop right up. Gum foundation conquered; now on to flavor.

			Most gums offer the obvious and predicable flavor options such as cool mint or cotton candy. Simply Gum, instead, offers natural flavors such as Ginger, Maple, and Fennel. Caron even invented her own flavor combos such as Cleanse (grapefruit, prickly pear, cayenne, and sea salt), Boost (lemongrass, turmeric, and cayenne), and Revive (lime, chili, and sea salt).

			Great gum, fun flavors…but you can only make so much gum on a two-burner stovetop in a walk-up kitchen. The obvious solution would be to outsource manufacturing, considering the high costs of machinery, labor, and real estate. Manufacturing is a messy business full of safety hazards and equipment malfunctions. Naturally Caron rejected tradition, opting instead to build her own manufacturing facility in Brooklyn.

			“I didn’t have any manufacturing experience and so it was a steep learning curve,” Caron told me. “But making the gum is such an important part of what we do, and no one else can make it the way that we do. Even now, people ask if we could train someone else to do it. That would certainly be easier, but having our own manufacturing plant gives us a level of control, it gives us a level of flexibility that we wouldn’t have if we used a co-manufacturer or a third party. I’m very glad that we’re doing it ourselves. It’s proving to be a competitive advantage.”

			At this point, she could actually make a decent product. But Caron didn’t set out just to produce gum; she was determined to actually create a company, requiring many more ideas to launch and thrive. The raw material for her gum base may have been from a sapodilla tree, but the raw material for her fledgling businesses was imagination. Lots of it. Next up on the innovation docket: packaging.

			Wanting a highly differentiated, modern, inviting, and upscale look, she decided to design the packaging herself, despite the fact that she had no design training or experience. “I think the best thing we did was to not use any sort of agency that does CPG [consumer packaged goods] products because they most likely would have just come up with another version of what was already out there,” she told me with a beaming smile. “I think that by looking at it as an outsider and thinking about it totally out of the box, I was able to come up with a product and package that didn’t look like what was already available, which served us really well. My inspiration was Apple and the fact that their packaging was almost universal in its appeal, equally appealing to both males and females, to every kind of age group and demographic.”

			After hundreds of concepts, failures, and missteps, the final package is worthy of display at the Museum of Modern Art. With its gorgeous, clean matte white box with photographic images of raw ingredients, you won’t confuse Simply Gum for a pack of Bubble Yum. The label includes every single all-natural ingredient in the gum rather than hiding behind the cloak of an FDA term that was likely developed over expensive dinners in wood-paneled steakhouses hosted by pinstripe-suit-clad lobbyists. “There are some innovations in the packaging as well,” Caron explains. “There are little wrapping papers that are tucked into the back of the package for quick and clean disposal when you’re done chewing. People love them. Because how many times have you been in a situation where you need to dispose of your gum but can’t find a napkin?”

			But a tasty natural gum and sleek packaging still wasn’t enough. How does a solo-preneur with no industry contacts get her gum on store shelves? Caron explains, “I didn’t have relationships at Target or Kroger. I knew that we weren’t going to start that way. It was really going to be hustling, going door to door and starting at the smallest local level. I went to the Whole Foods in Columbus Circle here in New York and at that time, local stores were allowed to make individual buying decisions. It took another seven or eight months for me to convince the buyer in that single store to stock the product.”

			After two hard years of hustle, rejection, and too many nights in sketchy motels, Caron started to build meaningful distribution.

			Once Simply Gum was stocked in the obvious places, Caron continued to break free of conventional thinking, seeking out nontraditional locations to sell her gum unlike her clunky giant competitors. Simply Gum is now the only gum offered in specialty stores like Urban Outfitters, Cost Plus, and Anthropologie. She also sells the gum direct-to-consumer from the Simply Gum website, a practice that was historically taboo in the gum industry. Always bucking the trend and looking for creative approaches to grow her business, she embraced the dual strategy of selling both direct and through retailers. If there’s a new way to get this natural gum in customers’ hands, Caron is going to find it. Her product is now one of the top-selling gums on Amazon, for example, with a recent Prime Day boosting her sales by 1,327 percent in a single afternoon.

			In 2017, Caron expanded into mints. Mints have a similar function—a refreshing way to boost your breath—so it made for the ideal extension. Just like gum, she had to once again figure out the product, packaging, flavors, manufacturing, and distribution. And once again, through a mix of creativity and grit, she nailed it.

			Today, Simply Gum is simply thriving. The company’s products are now on shelves in more than ten thousand retail stores, and it’s the number one selling product in the natural gum category, which has since attracted a slew of copycats. Even fighting against deeply entrenched multibillion-dollar competitors, Caron figured out a way to launch, scale, and win.

			Simply Gum wasn’t just a solitary idea followed by mindless execution. Caron’s success was based on hundreds of Big Little Breakthroughs. There was the initial idea for a healthy gum, followed by the idea to research and dissect the gum industry. The idea to use tree sap instead of plastic, followed by the idea of having coffee bean–flavored gum instead of Outrageous Orange. And the big idea to keep manufacturing internal along with the thousands of micro-innovations that enabled that to actually happen. The idea to sell both direct and through retailers; the idea and hustle to find a way into Whole Foods. The idea for upscale, gorgeous packaging and then to expand into mints.

			With so many interconnected Big Little Breakthroughs, we envision Caron as a gifted creative prodigy. As a toddler, she was probably sitting at her highchair painting stunning seascapes out of pureed carrots while fluently speaking the Romance language she learned the prior Thursday.

			Yet even after her incredible success, Caron still didn’t consider herself a creative person when I complimented her ingenuity. “It’s funny that you say that. I actually still to this day don’t necessarily think of myself as creative, but I suppose I am. I was not traditionally creative growing up. I didn’t really have any creative hobbies. No music, no painting, no art. I think that it’s manifested itself in this other way, which is to make gum. And that’s really, I guess, how I’ve expressed my creativity. And you are right: designing a company, designing organizations, designing teams, all of that is actually a creative endeavor. I think that it’s really only now that I’ve kind of come into that and realized that.”

			Caron’s story is fascinating to me on so many levels. She built a wildly successful company in a highly competitive industry, with no experience, capital, or formal training. She wasn’t handed anything and had to figure it out for herself, against overwhelmingly difficult odds. Her achievement was not only based on a single idea but by innovating in every aspect of her business. And her ability to win at the highest levels was driven by dozens of smaller creative feats, all while she didn’t consider herself to be an especially creative person.

			Caron Proschan’s epic quest for gum supremacy will serve as the backdrop for our exploration into how ideas are actually formed and how we can master the process of creating them.

			Your Brain, On Creativity

			When we hear stories about business builders like Simply Gum’s Caron Proschan, or widely celebrated virtuosos like Lin-Manuel Miranda for that matter, we immediately think these people must have some special gift that we normal folk are missing. As if the skies opened for a brief moment and the gods anointed a chosen few with heavenly powers. We’re led to believe that we’re either creative or we’re not, and there’s very little we can do about it.

			This is what we’ve been told our whole lives. And it’s dead wrong.

			Over the last decade, neuroscientists have made massive leaps forward in understanding the human brain. Much of this bold discovery has been the result of advanced technology such as fMRI machines, providing history-making clarity and unlocking century-old mysteries about how the brain functions.

			A key finding is the concept of neuroplasticity, now widely accepted in the scientific community. Until recently, the prevailing belief was that your brain was fixed. It was wired the way it was wired, and that was that. You’ve probably heard myths such as brain cells can’t regenerate or that cognition is the result of a piece of static equipment, incapable of adapting or growing.

			If your brain was the lawnmower you bought at a garage sale, there was nothing you could really do to upgrade it shy of replacing it entirely by shelling out $1,900 for a brand-new John Deere E120 42 in., 20 hp, V-twin Gas Hydrostatic Riding Mower (try discount code: neuroplasticity).

			It turns out, the brain isn’t at all like the old lawnmower that can’t be rebuilt. It’s more like the lawn itself. Your lawn is malleable, responding to changes in environment, fertilizer, pesticides, new seeds, and your neighbor’s yappy brown poodle. If you never water your lawn, it turns to scorched earth. Leave it unprotected and it becomes a hideous weed field. But if you add new seeds, fertilizer, and irrigation, trimming—if you protect and care for it—your emerald-green lawn can become the envy of the subdivision. A lawn is something that responds to change; it can be grown or killed, thickened or depleted, beautified or polluted. With the right care, it can quickly bounce back from previous neglect, once again growing and thriving.

			That is the essence of the incredible breakthrough of neuroplasticity: your brain isn’t fixed…it can change, adapt, and grow. One of the least-technical definitions I found was from a 2017 article in the painfully dry scientific journal Frontiers in Psychology: Auditory Cognitive Neuroscience: “Neuroplasticity can be viewed as a general umbrella term that refers to the brain’s ability to modify, change, and adapt both structure and function throughout life and in response to experience.” (Pro tip: reading technical neuroscience research is an excellent cure for insomnia.)

			What made bespectacled research scientists want to stand up from their lab desks to dance in a conga line? It was the proof that our brains can form new pathways, synapses, and connections. We’re not just talking learning; we’re talking actual changes in brain chemistry and composition. Just as coal can transform into diamonds and snotty teenagers can eventually transform into tolerable human beings, your brain is something that can be shaped and developed.

			Relating to your creativity, I’m taking a big leap here and coining a new phrase: INNOplasticity. (Should I disappear unexpectedly, please notify the authorities to investigate the evil geniuses behind Frontiers in Psychology: Auditory Cognitive Neuroscience.)

			Building on its big brother neuroplasticity, innoplasticity is the notion that your creativity is expandable just like your brain. Swapping out a few words from the above definition, think of innoplasticity as “a general umbrella term that refers to one’s ability to modify, adapt, and grow creative capacity throughout life and in response to training, development, and experience.”

			Innoplasticity is a fancy way of saying that your creative potential is far greater than the creativity you had at birth, in eleventh grade, or even now. All of us can cultivate and improve our imagination, the same way brains—and front lawns—can transform for the better. Caron Proschan did it, and you can too. And these changes can happen much faster than you might think.

			Awesome, Dude

			Most of us have experienced that chills-down-your spine feeling of awe. The texture of handmade al dente pasta at La Darsena, an outdoor café in the lakefront town of Como, Italy. The dangerous acrobatics of a Cirque du Soleil performance during a hot Montreal summer. For me, seeing my newborn twins—Avi and Tallia—make it through 104 days in neonatal intensive care after being born fourteen weeks premature and each weighing only two pounds. (Today they are both happy, healthy, and hilarious four-year-olds.)

			Moments of true awe are inspiring. It turns out, they also boost creativity.

			In the Lombardy region of Italy, just seventy-four minutes by car from the aforementioned pasta, researchers conducted a study to gauge the impact of awe on creativity. Participants volunteered for the 2018 study, which was a joint effort between Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore and Webster University Geneva.

			Each participant was given a virtual reality headset and asked to watch a short film. Split into two randomly selected groups, half the participants were shown an awe-inspiring video that depicted stunning nature scenes—majestic redwood trees, dramatic cliffs descending into crashing waves in the ocean below, a rainbow of iridescent fish circling a coral reef. The less-lucky control group tried to stay awake while being shown an incredibly dull video of hens wandering the grass.

			Immediately after viewing the videos, participants were asked to complete parts of the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking, widely considered to be the gold standard test for measuring creativity. The participants were an equal number of men and women, all from the same geographic region with similar educational backgrounds and work experience, so you’d expect each group to perform identically. Yet the simple step of experiencing awe or dullness had a massive impact on creative output. In fact, participants who first experienced awe crushed the other group with the ferocity that an NFL Pro Bowl team would smoke a group of high school freshmen.

			The Torrance Test measures four components of creativity: fluency, flexibility, elaboration, and originality. In the experiment, the awe-inspired group outperformed the dullness group by 70 percent on fluency, 69 percent on flexibility, 79 percent on elaboration, and a whopping 114 percent on originality. When averaged together, the group that was nearly identical going in outperformed their peers by 83 percent simply by having an inspiring experience before attempting a creative task.

			Whether or not a subject viewed themselves as creative before arriving, simply injecting a little awe into their consciousness boosted their creative performance by a country mile. How can such a small change to environment play such a gigantic role in output? The key insight: we already have an enormous reservoir of dormant creativity waiting to be unlocked. The high percentage increase indicates that the participants’ ability was already there, since a new skill can’t be learned and mastered so quickly. Instead, those abilities were hidden away, just waiting for someone to unlock the vault and let them out to play.

			Researchers at Stanford University conducted a similar experiment back in 2014, inspired by one of their local heroes: Steve Jobs. Jobs wasn’t only known for his business temper tantrums; most people who had a meeting with Steve found themselves walking instead of sitting. Accordingly, the Stanford team wondered if creativity was enhanced by going for a walk. Could a simple stroll be one of the keys to Jobs’s brilliance?

			The study of 176 students and adults tested how walking impacted creative output. Various walking experiments were conducted to explore how duration, scenery, weather, and companionship affected creativity. Immediately following the walks, participants were given divergent thinking tests, which involve coming up with a nonobvious use for an item. For example, after being shown a picture of a tire, a subject might suggest it could be used as a pinky ring for the Jolly Green Giant.

			Researchers isolated walking from all other factors to determine the impact of strolling on creativity. The results: creative output increased by an average of 60 percent when the person was walking compared to sitting. Not .6 percent, not 6 percent, but 60 percent.

			In addition to getting people in a fresh environment and allowing them to zoom out during their walk, a likely factor of the creative boost is something called Brain Derived Neurotrophic Factor, or BDNF for short.

			Harvard’s Dr. John Ratey refers to BDNF as “Miracle-Gro for the brain.” A family of proteins that gets released in the brain after exercise, BDNF binds to brain cells to keep them fresh and energized. Targeting the hippocampus region of the brain (a key area for creativity), the BDNF proteins stimulate neurogenesis. Said plainly, moving your body triggers BDNF production, which in turn stimulates a key part of the brain for imagination while playing a role in actually growing new brain cells.

			Remember, Caron Proschan’s initial a-ha moment emerged immediately following a workout. Accordingly, her BDNF rush may deserve some credit in Simply Gum’s juicy success.

			The Italy study of awe and the Stanford study of walking both demonstrate that a person’s creativity is not fixed but instead can be influenced by external factors. And there are dozens of similar studies that show, one after the next, that levels of creativity are like your weight, not your height. I’m not likely to sprout eleven inches taller at the age of fifty, but my weight can expand or contract, based on the number of Krispy Kreme raspberry jelly doughnuts I wolf down per sitting.

			Hey…Don’t Steal My Imagination

			Positive external factors can clearly boost creativity, but as you might expect, negative external factors can be depletive. Unfortunately, we are subjected to a seemingly endless stream of these negative factors, resulting in highly underutilized creativity muscles in most adults.

			Back in 1968, Dr. George Land conducted a now famous experiment. After devising a creativity test for NASA to help select innovative scientists and engineers, he gave the same test to 1,600 children, ages three to five. He then retested the same kids at age ten and age fifteen. The test was designed to measure a subject’s level of creativity over time, through the influence of external factors. The results were jaw-dropping:

			Average test scores for three- to five-year-olds: 98 percent

			Average test scores for ten-year-olds: 30 percent

			Average test scores for fifteen-year-olds: 12 percent

			Same test given to 280,000 adults: 2 percent

			“What we have concluded,” wrote Land, “is that non-creative behavior is learned.” In the same way our minds can expand and learn to be more creative, most of us suffer the opposite phenomenon. Unfortunately, instead of growing into our creative ability, too many of us grow out of it. It’s been said that we enter kindergarten with a full set of colorful crayons and tragically graduate high school with a single blue ballpoint pen.

			Seeing stats like these are infuriating. In a world that needs our full creativity more than ever, we’re allowing it to be suppressed. Examining why this occurs, it’s really a combination of factors. Well-intentioned parents trying to look out for us rather than let us explore, a school system that was designed in an era when doctors smoked cigarettes during checkup exams, and bosses who are too busy protecting their positions in the hierarchy to create something new. Diving into the root causes of society’s creative decay is a discussion for another day, but these factors are hard at work trying to find your imagination’s power-off switch. It’s up to each of us to fight back.

			The ABCs of BLBs (Big Little Breakthroughs)

			There’s more confusion around the meaning of words like “innovation” than the chaos at the airline ticket counter after a cancelled flight. At this point, I think it makes sense for us all to be on the same page to make the most of our time together.

			Let’s start with imagination. Imagination is the raw material that can be formed into creativity and innovation. Think of imagination as our ability to envision anything new. Imagining the world’s biggest skyscraper floating sideways in the Suez Cancel and covered in a 1980s pastel argyle pattern or an oddly shaped goat that can perform graduate-level trigonometry calculations are both examples of imagination. As far as I know, neither of these things exist in the actual world, so the fact that I’m describing them requires me to imagine them.

			You’ll notice that neither my skyscraper nor goat idea possesses even a shred of utility or value. While both are novel ideas, neither one will win me a Peabody Award. For imagination to move up the food chain into creativity, it has to have some inherent value.

			When Avi (my four-year-old) pounds on my piano with the force of a sumo wrestler, he is doing something imaginative but not all that creative. He may play the same number of notes per minute as the legendary jazz pianist Herbie Hancock, but I’m afraid that Avi is not yet threatening Herbie for a gig at Carnegie Hall.

			Next, we can define creativity as something that’s imaginative (novel, fresh, new) and also has some inherent value. Herbie Hancock carefully selects which notes to play and how to play them, following a specific set of musical guidelines. He also decides what not to play, so his reasoning and judgment are involved as he creates music that will be appealing to others. Avi is more likely to color on the piano with a Sharpie or to explore how his PB&J sandwich may fit nicely between the keys. That’s imaginative but not creative.

			When creativity graduates to innovation, the element of “utility” enters the picture. In other words, does the creative act produce something useful? If I dump five buckets of neon paint on my wife Tia’s car, that is imagination. But raw imagination without value or utility translates to me sleeping on the couch for six months. Now, if she always wanted a racing stripe on her car and I carefully painted flaming stripes in her favorite color, her desire for novelty combined with my shaky painting skills may qualify as something creative. Here, creativity is in the eye of the beholder. Tia would likely find her newly painted car to be an eyesore, while I may appreciate its artistic value. Creativity is subjective, to be sure, as is the case with music, sculpture, spoken-word poetry, and all other forms of art.

			Following this one step forward, if I were able to invent a new paint compound that could change colors based on an electrical current, enabling car owners to choose their paint color each morning with a button on their dashboards, that would qualify as innovation. It would be useful, and the profits could help me fund some much-needed painting lessons.

			Let’s recap:

			Imagination = any new idea

			Creativity = a new idea that has some value, artistic or otherwise

			Innovation = a creative idea that has utility

			Does Size Matter?

			For some reason, we’ve been taught that for creativity and innovation to count they need to have a magnitude the size of the 1989 San Francisco earthquake.

			As you may recall, earthquakes are measured on something called the Richter scale. According to the American Heritage Scientific Dictionary, the Richter scale is “a numerical scale for expressing the magnitude of an earthquake on the basis of seismograph oscillations.” Simply put, the higher the number the more damage it does. The San Francisco earthquake was a monster, coming in at 6.9 on the Richter scale. But does that mean that the magnitude 5.8 earthquake that hit Puerto Rico in January 2020 didn’t count? Whether a quake is a magnitude 9.0 (total devastation) or a magnitude 2.4 (barely felt), an earthquake is still an earthquake.

			The same is true for innovation and creativity. Inventing a lifesaving drug therapy is a bigger innovation than inventing a new doorbell that tells knock-knock jokes, but both are still considered to be innovative. My most recent jazz composition pales in artistic quality compared to Miles Davis’s historic Kind of Blue album, but both are, in fact, creative.

			Creativity researchers Dr. James C. Kaufman and Dr. Ronald Beghetto developed a clever structure called the 4C model. Think of it as the Richter scale of creativity. Their model begins with “mini-c,” which are the baby steps of creativity. When my four-year-old Tallia shows me what she just made with finger paint, we can all agree this isn’t going to be featured in the Louvre. This mini-c was still made with care, but it lacks the objective artistic value of a work by Joan Miró. That said, if Tallia is to become a famous artist, she’ll develop her skills one mini-c at a time.

			Next up is “little-c,” Kaufman and Beghetto explain. Here, a creative work has perceived value beyond its creator. Three years from now, if Tallia’s paintings are featured in the school newspaper and subsequently win a local award, she’ll have graduated to little-c status. At this point, her work won’t fetch $175,000 at auction, but hey…it’s progress.
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