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A Creative Introduction




“Creativity is just connecting things. When you ask creative people how they did something, they feel a little guilty because they didn’t really do it, they just saw something. It seemed obvious to them after a while. That’s because they were able to connect experiences they’ve had and synthesize new things.”


- Steve Jobs




Is it really possible to come up with a brilliant idea every 60 seconds? Reflecting on the perspective of Steve Jobs, the co-founder of Apple Inc., we can appreciate that creativity and ideation is more tangible than we realize. For me, it became a matter of professional survival.


Early in my career, I established a 60-second time challenge: to state a creative idea within the first 60 seconds of a meeting with a client, which would compel them to take me more seriously within the creative process. This powerful connection would eventually draw in all the other participants in any creative meeting and a different experience would unfold.


What kinds of ideas have the power to get this kind of attention? The answer to that question is the reason I wrote this book. It is not necessarily about the “Big Idea”. In fact, it’s more about the not-so-big idea: the simple ideas by some standards, but, when examined closer, can yield incredible things. I think of them as actionable ideas.


Creativity is a big-basket word. What the world perceives as being creative, whether it is associated with art, science, music, advertising, fashion, writing, films, business, sports, politics, education --- in fact, everything ---- is heavily influenced by the creative machines in such creative hubs as Hollywood, Silicon Valley, New York, Toronto, Vancouver, Montreal, London, Paris, Hong Kong… and even in my neck of the woods, Edmonton, Alberta.


Radio, television and the Internet also influence what we think a brilliant idea looks like. Films, TV programs, videos, radio programs, commercials, music, books, blogs, --- they all take us somewhere, creatively. They shape our perception of what we think is creative and, by implication, what we think about our own creativity.


Ask someone on the street what he or she thinks is an example of creative thinking, and rarely does anyone say anything about an idea of their own. What do you think about your own creativity? Have you had a good idea lately? Would you know if you did?


I wish I had a quarter for every person who has ever said to me, “I wish I could be as creative as you. How do you come up with ideas like that?” The truth is, I don’t really come up with ideas; I find them. Sometimes, they find me.


In the world of advertising where I honed my idea-generating process, the Big Idea was the prize everyone chased, and still does. Rather than climb creative mountains to reach the Big Idea, I decided to look for actionable ideas. It became a process that fueled the way I operate creatively. It rendered the notion of creativity, sometimes defined as a divinely prescribed gift, which we generally refer to as “talent”, into something more relevant and on-the-street where most of us live and operate creatively.


An actionable idea is one that either helps us or inspires us to define the solutions we need; solutions to problems, titles, themes or slogans, solutions that allows us to articulate a process or procedure, concepts that inspire inventions or product innovations, solutions to improve relationships, strategic solutions… it is an endless list.


Actionable ideas are the derivatives of a string of ideas that come before it. We can produce several actionable ideas, all of which contribute to a solution. If we ever find a Big Idea, it owes its incarnation to the string of ideas that preceded it. You will learn more about “Idea Strings” (among several other things) and how every thought is part of an ongoing Idea String unravelling in our minds moment to moment.


We have ideas all the time, but we miss or overlook the brilliant ideas that flit through our minds even when they occur. Over the years, I learned to appreciate how ideas are connected and began to focus more on how a string of ideas is produced and how important every idea was to the process. Thomas Edison, the inventor of the light bulb, said, “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10000 ways that won’t work.” Adapting his thinking to mine, my belief is that a successful creative process produces many ideas leading to those which truly take us forward towards our objectives.


The objective of my methodology is to make the process of generating ideas more tangible for everyone. We tend to see ideas and creativity as something out there. You are probably familiar with the phrase “thinking outside the box”. As much as I appreciate the analogy, I feel it positions ideation as something mythical. In my ideation about ideation (deliberate redundancy), there is nothing outside the box. We are always in a box of some kind, but we can make the box bigger, pushing the edges further out with every idea we generate. So, this is good news for everybody. We have ideas all the time and I am going to show you how to appreciate and harness the way you operate creatively.


In this book, ideas are interlaced throughout every chapter. The last chapter on case studies is devoted solely to ideas and concepts and you may be tempted to jump the cue. I encourage you to read “A Brilliant Idea Every 60 Seconds” from cover to cover. Or, if you decide to cut through the line and go to the last chapter pre-maturely, please return to your original place in the lineup of information afterwards. It will make much more sense to you in the end.


Before we get started, here are a few simple rules; truths really --- creative truths.













A Few Creative Truths: Volume 1



1. There is no such thing as a stupid idea. I did not coin this rule. It is a universal proposition enforced by the creativity police everywhere. It was stolen from the public domain.


2. Only God, Allah, Buddha, Brahman --- all capital ‘C’ Creators --- actually come up with Big Ideas. I mean --- I just don’t have the qualifications to create a universe of reality driven by a time-continuum based on relativity.


3. Creativity is a thousand doors. Pick one.


4. Your children, mother, father, grandparents and favorite school teacher think you are creative. Are they wrong? On this rare occasion, they are right. As John Cleese said, “Creativity is not a talent… It is a way of operating.”


5. The moment you yell, “I’m such an idiot!”, and whack yourself on the side of your head, is a moment of pure, absolute creativity. The moment you start a sentence with, “It occurred to me…”, is the moment your brain (while you weren’t looking) connected some dots around something you’ve been thinking about and kicked it upstairs to your conscious mind where you found it.


6. Have you ever lied? The truth doesn’t require creativity in the telling of it. Politicians sometimes legislate a version of truth and lawyers interpret it for the rest of us. That’s a lot of creativity. Of course, we know that all kinds of people lie. Lying is hard work and requires a lot of creativity.


7. When you were a child, did you pretended to be someone else at Halloween. (Some of us still do.) You also turned an inanimate object into a weapon of destruction, transformed yourself into royalty with a handful of clothes, and managed to convince your parents that you were too sick to go to school. In some cases, you did this all on the same day.


8. Creativity is not exclusive to one person. It is a shared process, an ongoing collaboration that happens either by design or spontaneously.


9. Everyone is creative. People who say they are not creative are lying to themselves, and that’s very creative.


10. Perfection is imperfection at work. Just as there is no such thing as a stupid idea, there is no such thing as a perfect idea.
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PART ONE













1. The Road to Brilliant




“Creativity is a great motivator because it makes people interested in what they are doing. Creativity gives hope that there can be a worthwhile idea. Creativity gives the possibility of some sort of achievement to everyone. Creativity makes life more fun and more interesting.”


- Edward de Bono




Edward de Bono, physician, author (Six Thinking Hats) and inventor, coined the term “lateral thinking” in 1967, which is described as the process of solving problems through an indirect and creative approach, using reasoning that is not immediately obvious and involving ideas that may not be obtainable by using only traditional step-by-step logic. I didn’t know about lateral thinking until recently, but it accurately describes my creative experience.


My entire life has been driven by creativity. I pursued any opportunity to try something new or test an idea. I started as a radio copywriter, a position I knew nothing about, but I was given an unexpected opportunity at a time when the requirements to get into the field were minimal --- almost nonexistent. If someone asked me about my capabilities to do something I had actually never done before, my answer was always an unflappable “Yes!” It was the only way I knew how to do things.


Even from the very beginning as a writer-producer-director working first in radio and later in all media, I had this propensity to run past myself. In the face of chaos and stress, my loosely defined mission to discover everything around creativity kept me moving forward. Inevitably, someone would say, “Give up. It isn’t going to work”. Telling me that something wasn’t worth doing (or trying) convinced me that it was worth examining, at least. And that was how I approached my first job as a copywriter in a small radio station in Northern Alberta.


Back then, radio copywriters or ad writers were not held in the highest regard. Over three decades later, not much has changed, sad to say. Copywriters are necessary cogs in the wheel because someone has to script and produce the ads for paying clients. The service (in radio) is free to the client, which further undermines any real value or consideration of creative skill. Unfortunately, most ad writers are not trained. The average radio copywriter understands little if nothing about activation methods, tone and manner --- in other words, the technical aspects of writing ad copy. Neither did I when I started.


How I won my first national award within the first 6 months of writing and producing commercials is a function of imagination gone wild, unbridled and uninformed. The commercial that triggered it all was a funky rap I wrote and produced for a propane gas distributor. The acknowledgment was motivating. It also compelled me to learn about the craft; about marketing and advertising communications, and creative strategy --- what activation methods and tone and manner were and how they worked.


However, there was nothing substantial in any form, which spoke to me about creative process, creative thinking, concept development and ideation. I relied only on my innate creative abilities. I did not learn to be creative or think creatively based on any particular educational process. Creativity was, for me, always there like an invisible friend. Eventually, I asked the question that launched my investigation: how do I generate ideas? How does anyone generate ideas and concepts? The other question was, why do many people say they don’t have a creative bone in their body? This always baffled me.


Over the years, I worked with several clients who did not have faith in their own creativity. On top of that, they didn’t have faith in radio copywriters either. Understandably, back then (latter 70s – early 80s), copywriters wrote by the seat of their IBM typewriter balls. Apart from a passing understanding of the importance of a good hook in a message, most copywriters relied on clichés to drive the message. At first, so did I.


You can still hear them today. “Act now.” “The Purrfect Pet Store wants you to know (fill in the blank).” “Hurry, this sale will end soon.” (And so will your career.) I realize I’m over-simplifying a smidge, but most veteran copywriters will understand the pith of what I’m pithing. It wasn’t that writers didn’t generate interesting ideas and concepts, it was the execution, which would unravel the best creative intentions.


I didn’t want to be one of those writers. I wanted to know how and why the creative process worked. So I tried to educate myself. Having read a few simple books relating to marketing communications and advertising, I developed a layman’s understanding of how creativity served a business function. Creating commercials wasn’t just about the written or spoken expression of ideas. It was much more than that.


It was a process connected to defining who the audience was, the position of the brand in the marketplace, the unique selling proposition (USP), the way radio actually worked as a medium and the nagging fact that radio commercials were heard but not really listened to. Commercials were annoying; they still are for the most part. For me, it was like working in a vacuum where no one can hear you scream.


Speaking of screaming. In those days, hard sell commercials reigned supreme. We engaged in barking and yelling at the target audience because, as many clients repeated over and over ad nauseum, this would be the way to get the masses’ attention. Yelling in a library will get attention, too, but, it didn’t mean anyone would actually hear anything of value or remember the message. For me, getting attention was becoming an art and science.


I liked using radio as a canvas, engaging the theatre-of-the-mind to position thoughts and ideas in people’s heads. Granted, most of the time, it was about making a purchase. Nonetheless, the objective was to create commercials that would creep into the mind via the ear with strategic stealth. I talked to my clients about “purchasing behavior” and “consumer psychology”, waxing eloquently about “activation methods” such as “motivation through psychological appeal” --- blah blah blah as it was known to them.


Sales people would advise me (nag me, really) to just give the client what they want, to which my response was that what the client really wants is an ad campaign that actually works. Research backed me up. Consumers didn’t believe 85 percent of the things communicated in advertising regardless of the medium, especially commercials that asserted notions such as, “the customer is number one”. My point was that squawking among the many other squawkers on the air wouldn’t do anything to generate results.


With all the knowledge I was accumulating about advertising communication, I was missing the mark. It wasn’t just art and science. It was about how we think, work and operate creatively. As I began to wrap my mind around this idea, I realized I had to change the way I was operating with clients. The one thing I changed in my creative process came out of desperation. It evolved organically and out of necessity.


Simply put, I took every opportunity in a meeting with any client, especially new ones, to express an idea within the first 60 seconds --- any idea or concept that would rattle their creative chain. It didn’t matter whether the idea would see the light of day. Somehow, I was able to do it consistently. The response from clients was usually positive and it didn’t matter if they committed to the idea. All that mattered is that they liked the idea and, hopefully, liked me and, more importantly, respected my creative ability.


My approach turned these creative discussions into a creative collaboration, something I would understand more about as the years went on. Critical to that understanding would be my sense, perhaps empathetic, of their quest to find a good idea --- a brilliant idea. Bill Gates once said, “At Microsoft there are lots of brilliant ideas but the image is that they all come from the top - I’m afraid that’s not quite right.” As he suggested, brilliant ideas are given life by everyone --- even clients.


As my techniques developed, I used them to negotiate the creative process and advance what I thought were the stronger concepts and ideas, regardless of who the author was, leading to the drafting of scripts and finally producing them into existence.


Most of these campaigns actually worked. Clients were receiving positive feedback from customers on their commercials. The campaigns were producing tangible results. Increased traffic in the store and sales at the till were the proof of the pudding. My creative reputation gained ground steadily. Within a couple of years, I was working with everyone from retail clients to elected officials. No matter who I worked for, I wanted it to work --- period. It was an obsession. Still is.


When I was awarded a citation from the Hollywood Radio & Television Society recognizing a commercial I wrote and produced for Nutrisystem as an example of one of the “World’s Best Broadcast Advertisements”, I figured I knew what I was doing. The reality was, I had barely scratched the surface. The process of generating ideas within the first 60 seconds of a creative discussion was driving a career, but I realized I was limited by the fact that I could not answer the one question people kept asking me: how do you do it? It was a nagging chorus and it irked me that I couldn’t respond to it. Then, a simple conversation turned into a tipping point.


I was having a discussion with a colleague about a “Unique Selling Proposition” (USP). In advertising communication, a Unique Selling Proposition is the expression of a key value or quality of a product that differentiates itself from any other similar product. What makes it unique or exclusive? The USP will tell you. Here is one historic example of a classic USP.




•   Dominoes Pizza:


“You get fresh, hot pizza delivered to your door in 30 minutes or less or it’s free.”.




As we struggled to define the USP of a particular client, I kept coming back to the question, what actually is the inherent value? How do we define them? The discussion continued at length as we tried to articulate the inherent values hiding in our creative assignments.


It was my assertion that the relationship between a product and user was driven by an inherent value. For example, the function of a product was an inherent value. That was just the beginning. I realized that there were many more inherent values. It crystallized the creative process for me in a way that would drive it to this very day.


For years, I referred to inherent values in my creative discussions with clients and colleagues. Interestingly enough, years later, I noticed marketing textbooks referring to “inherent qualities” when describing the key factors which define a marketing and advertising campaign. Notwithstanding the academic context of inherent value, academia still did not connect inherent value to the creative process in a tangible way. In other words, in academia, inherent value was approached intellectually and in a more limited fashion.


My application of inherent value was becoming a hunting expedition in a universe of creative possibilities, a quest that reached beyond the world of advertising. I wanted to develop a tangible, on-the-street, working guide --- a tool kit of creative mechanics --- which anyone could use to generate actionable ideas quickly. I have always believed that everyone is creative and, with a little guidance, can grow their creative potential given the right tools.


William Shatner said, “Given the freedom to create, everybody is creative. All of us have an innate, instinctive desire to change our environment, to put our original stamp on this world, to tell a story never told before. I’m absolutely thrilled at the moment of creativity – when suddenly I’ve synthesized my experiences, reality, and my imagination into something entirely new. But most people are too busy working on survival to find the opportunity to create.”


When I was asked to co-script and direct “How Time Flies”, William Shatner’s Canadian live show tour in 2011, I knew my creative methodology would be put to the ultimate test. I also knew that Mr. Shatner would have his own creative process. The question was, would my approach work in sync with his? Well, destiny gave me a chance to find out.


I first met Mr. Shatner in Los Angeles. Here he was, the iconic figure, an actor who had reinvented his career several times, appearing in the most celebrated productions on television, in film, on the Canadian theatre stage and on Broadway. At 82, he was still as spry creatively as anyone in our industry could hope to be at that stage of life.


Going into the creative process with Mr. Shatner, I felt confident I would be able to connect well with him and establish a creative relationship based on give and take. I reminded myself that this was still like many other meetings: get to know the client and throw out an idea within 60 seconds. That’s exactly what happened. And it worked, as it always had. Later in the book, I will share more of my star-struck trek with the man.


What I have learned after three and half decades of practice is that the learning never stops. As I have continued to share my methodology on idea generation, it has come back to me through the new understandings and perspectives of others, confirming my belief that everyone can learn to generate actionable ideas quickly. It is a completely tangible, creative experience to be realized by everyone.
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2. The Society of Great Creators





“Do you want to know what you are? You are a creator. At every moment you are creating. The real question is, what are you creating?”


- Bryant H. McGill




American author, Bryant McGill (Voice of Reason), echoes my belief that we are all creators. It is a given as far as I’m concerned; however, many choose to either ignore their creativity or play it down through comparison to others who are celebrated as being very creative. That kind of thinking is unfortunate, almost sad, because it prevents well-intentioned human beings from taking responsibility for the many things, good and bad, which happen in their lives.


Creativity is, in part, a gift in our lives from whoever or whatever created the universe --- or created creativity --- or created the creator. And so, I present the early icons of the creative complex.


Hinduism holds that Brahman is the foundation of all being, and that the universe has a definite origin from Brahman. In Christianity and Judaism, God is the Creator of all things. Allah, the God of Islam is the creator of the universe and everything in it, including all its cause and effect relationships.


Then, of course, there’s Darwin, the 19th century English biologist, who is vague on creation and more remembered for his explanation of natural selection, which forms the spine of his concept about evolution. But, if we are to take anything from his thinking, it is that birds, lizards and insects are very interesting in terms of their creativity applied to survival.


Last, but not least, is the mighty Arkleseizure. He sneezed the universe out of his nose according to the “Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy”. So much for the Great Creator. I promise, we will not be banging the universe into existence and, as for that sneeze, there are plenty of nose wipes to go around.


Except for Darwin who, technically, is not a Creator, but more of a voice trying to explain creation in the wilderness, all the other Creators relied on scribes to document their creativity. In your life, have you ever documented your own creativity? If you wrote a diary, performed in front of a camcorder, wrote an essay, drew a picture, or at any moment said, “Wait, I have an idea!”, you immediately qualified as a member of the Society of Great Creators.


All that to say you can come up with a brilliant idea in 60 seconds --- maybe not a universe with a perfectly chaotic, random, time-continuum; but, ideas that work. You may not think you know how yet --- or --- how to do it better. The fact is, you already know how; some of you just don’t remember. My job is to jog your memory.
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3. The Society of Decreators





“Evil being the root of mystery, pain is the root of knowledge.”


- Simone Weil




French philosopher, Simone Weil, described decreation as “undoing the creature in us”– an undoing of self. Heaven and hell. God and the devil. Good and evil. Love and hate. Right and wrong. North Pole and South Pole. Creation and destruction. Perfection and imperfection. Giving in and giving up. Positive and negative. Impossible --- I’m possible.


Polarization, in the scientific context, is about the balance of nature. Without some of these natural laws, chaos would reign supreme, although chaos still has to be factored in. What exactly is chaos? The “chaos theory” is what scientists use to describe disorder, but it is really about finding order in the random data.


One has to admire the human intellect and its determination to make order out of disorder. If anything, our quest to do so reveals our connection to polarization. When I am overwhelmed with decision making, life changing circumstances, or any kind of challenge to a sense of balance, I often choose to shift into a less polarized state that might be referred to as ‘gray’. I am often criticized for my black and white thinking. It is disconcerting to me when I am perceived as someone who does not embrace the gray --- because I do. Don’t we all on some level? But, really, what is this thing called “gray”?


“Gray” refers to a realm of thinking within which we often let denial or wishful thinking, among other things, influence our actions. It is where vague commitments are made; safe commitments that don’t really mean anything and where we live in our stories about what happened in our lives, rather than understanding exactly what happened and moving on.


It is safer to be wishy-washy, so, we hide in the gray from the black and white, trying to escape and hide from the things that would otherwise motivate or provoke us to make commitments and take action. As a result, the creative process can slowly suffocate.


We bury our creative nature in the quagmire of our circumstances, arriving at the conclusion that we have nothing creative to offer; that we can’t change anything or make a difference. When someone says, “I’m not creative.” --- or --- “Í don’t have any good ideas.” --- I know they have wandered into the gray spectrum. Exercising creativity requires us to take risks. Too many of us choose not to take them. It’s not that we can’t be creative; rather, we choose to limit ourselves. But there are worse things. Where the gray thinking can limit creativity, decreation kills it.


Decreation is invoked by the person who says in a meeting, “We need good ideas.”, or, “We need to think outside the box.” For those in the meeting who don’t believe they are very creative, they remain silent for the duration of it. If anyone has the courage to say anything, it often comes in the form of limp support for an idea that appears safe --- in other words, gray.


The safe idea has the best chance to be accepted by the person in control. Once they validate it, the assembled group conforms to its acceptance. Too often, it’s about pleasing someone in power. Think of the politician who keeps saying, “It’s a gray area”. The minions and protégées around this person usually do not feel free enough to express themselves creatively. They are safer as a chorus. Consensus is like a bland salad dressing. Committees can be lethal to creativity.


In a speech at a business conference in Edmonton given by Elyse Allan, President and CEO of GE Canada, she clearly placed an emphasis on the need in the business sector for innovative thinking and that corporations needed to create a more open environment committed to fostering creative thinking. Bravo! And good luck with that.


Some creative professionals (like ad writers, creative directors, directors of communication, etc) learn the art of persuasion, convincing a client that an idea the client did not initiate is an idea they did come up with. Making them think it is their idea is a somewhat gratuitous act, but a matter of necessity and survival for creative professionals. As a creative professional, I am guilty of doing this to advance a creative process, but, I am more interested in the idea itself rather than who gets the credit for it.


The process of decreation occurs in many situations. In a family, parents will invalidate a child’s ideas (unknowingly usually) and undermine their creative disposition. When a parent does not acknowledge a child’s creative experience (the child’s signal being, “Look at what I did.”), it can have consequences. The lack of acknowledgment adversely affects the creative identity of a child just as much as negative criticism.


My Father had a hard time accepting my predisposition to play rock and roll music on the piano (Elton John, Emerson, Lake and Palmer, Leon Russell). His concept around my musical interests was for me to become a concert pianist. Never happened. And we had serious debates over the issue. Creatively, I never wavered. Unfortunately, my Father never really understood my decisions creatively or professionally. Nonetheless, I don’t regret my choices.


Sadly, he missed out on many things that were worthwhile as creative experiences we could have shared. He never heard many of the musical pieces I composed that were not rock in style but were, in fact, very classical. He never heard my commercial jingles or the music I composed or performed for television programming.


Fast forward many years later. After high school, my eldest son enrolled in university pursuing sciences and imploded by the end of the first semester. At that point, I said to him, “Creativity is a thousand doors. Pick one.”


So, he bought a camera and, before long, was working professionally. Later, he enrolled in a photography and design program. He graduated at the top of his class three years later, all the while working professionally for prestigious corporate clients. He is now a brilliant photographer, designer and creative thinker.


The sad truth is that many parents will suffocate their children’s creative potential, bending them to fulfill their own limited concept of what is right or expected, especially when it comes to being creative.


Decreation is how we ignorantly or, sometimes, deliberately impose our selfish creative will on others and, by doing so, shut down the creative process altogether. Creativity is a shared process. Anything that violates the positive sharing of creativity is decreation. What are you creating? What are you decreating? Who is it affecting? Are you selfishly creating barriers or selflessly promoting opportunities?


In a situation, discussion, meeting, or think tank focused on generating ideas, have you ever said or heard anyone say:






	“That’s a stupid idea.”


	“That’s a weak idea”



	“I don’t think that’s going to work.”


	“That’s not really what we’re looking for.”


	“We need something bigger.”


	“Not sure about that idea.”


	“We have to start thinking outside the box, people.”








Well, I’m confident and excited about every idea. What about you? What do you do in a creative think tank? What do others do that undermine or inspire your own creative potential? I recognize that you may not be aware of what it is that limits your creativity in general, whether it is at your own hand or due to the actions of the people around you. Much of what bridles your creativity probably has its origins in how others treated you or responded to you in situations where you were expressing your creativity.


Whatever your history is, your creative nature is always within you. It may be in moth balls, but it is still there. Just telling you this means very little. My purpose is to restore and unleash the creative person inside you. For those of you who are already free creatively, my purpose is to help you enhance what you already have. Okay, group hug. Moving on.
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