

[image: illustration]






[image: Illustration]


Laurence King Publishing
An imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd
www.laurenceking.com/student





[image: Illustration]










CONTENTS



Introduction


How to use this book






	[image: Illustration]


	[image: Illustration]


	[image: Illustration]







	[image: Illustration]


	[image: Illustration]


	[image: Illustration]







	[image: Illustration]


	[image: Illustration]


	[image: Illustration]








RAT answers


References


Picture credits


Acknowledgements










INTRODUCTION



You can’t teach people how to be creative


That’s because we are all born creative, with the ability to think laterally. To problem-solve creatively in everyday life. Capable of original ideas and thoughts. So, the good news is that it’s already in there. It hasn’t gone for good or shrunk, no matter how long it has been since you last saw it. Your creative self is sitting there patiently, waiting for you.


Creativity isn’t a job title. It’s not about being an artist. Creativity isn’t even about being able to draw (despite what your art teacher may have told you). Some of the least creative people we know can draw brilliantly. Creativity is a way of looking at the world in whatever field you are in. Even a big muddy field. There’s creativity in every industry, every walk of life. Breakthroughs in science or technology don’t come by accepting what people have already told us. The future is in the hands of creative thinkers.


Creativity demands that you force your brain out of autopilot. Engage it. Train it to accept new things. Creativity is being brave enough to do new things in new ways – exhilarated by the challenge and the fear. It’s about taking risks. Being open to new ideas. Following your own path. Turning your back on the familiar and the ordinary. It’s about being extraordinary. Creativity unlocks the door to a more colourful and vibrant world of possibilities. Yes, of course it’s a bit scary. But where would the fun be if it wasn’t?


Imagine being able to look and think beyond the constraints and pressures life imposes on you. Imagine being able to sprinkle a little magic onto the mundane. It only takes a few simple nudges.


It doesn’t matter who you are, how old you are or what you do for a living, you were born with the ability to think creatively. It’s time to unleash it.


You can only teach people how not to be creative.


Creativity is something that we unlearn. Evolution, society, education, the workplace, life, all do a great job in helping us to unlearn it. They tell us how to think, how to behave, how to fit in. Don’t rock the boat, stick to what you know, failure’s not an option. These insidious little thought worms are holding you back. It’s very unlikely that there was a point in your life when you decided that you were no longer going to be in any way creative. Instead, creativity has been stolen from you bit by tiny bit without you even noticing. As creatures we are desperate to fit in – to be accepted by the herd. It’s how we have learned to survive. We’re hard-wired to emulate the behaviours of others. This is the reason why the fashion industry, for one, is so successful; we signal our desire to identify with others. Why else would rational beings all wear ripped jeans, then flares, then skinny fit, then stone wash, then hipsters? To reverse the process, we’re going to help you overcome this biological and sociological double whammy and let all that wonderful, brave, original creative thinking come flooding back into your life.


So, all you need to do is unlearn everything.


Don’t worry. It’s easier than it sounds. Well, we say it’s easy more to encourage you than because we really believe it. Nothing worth doing is ever easy. But it is possible.
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Here’s how


The brain’s connections are like a series of roads. The things you know are built like highways, and the things you don’t, like single-lane mud tracks. The more familiar you are with a thought or a concept, i.e. the more it is drummed into you, the stronger the connection will be. This means our brains default to working with what we know. So, basically, unless you have an intense and passionate curiosity that forces you to challenge it, your brain’s sat nav will always default to taking you to the main road. This book aims to give you the tools to turn off that main road, start to embrace the mud track, and reclaim your creativity. Those tools are nudges.
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Wait – what is a ‘nudge’?


Before we get going on our journey to unleash your creative you, a quick note on nudges. Chances are you haven’t heard of them yet. Don’t worry, by the time you’ve got to the end of this book, not only will you be bristling with creativity, you’ll also be something of an expert on the humble but powerful nudge.


What is a nudge? At its most basic a nudge is a little change to our behaviour or thought patterns that can have a disproportionately large impact on an outcome. A nudge can be making things a little easier, a little simpler and sometimes, a little more motivating. Leaving your gym kit next to your bed so you’re more likely to go to the gym in the morning – that’s a nudge. The closely spaced aisles in supermarkets that make us feel like we’re travelling too fast, so we slow down and buy the items they want us to buy. That’s a nudge too. Putting pictures of kids on road signs to get us to slow down. All simple nudges that can have a huge effect.


Nudges can often seem obvious but as humans we become such creatures of habit that we frequently need to be prodded, both metaphorically and physically, into waking up to the possibilities of the world around us. Nudges can be as simple as renaming or reframing things so that we think of them in a different, and more positive, way. Like the brilliant Organising Committee for the London 2012 Olympic Games, renaming ‘volunteers’ as ‘Games Makers’. It entirely changed the way we viewed a worthy chore. Who on earth wouldn’t want to be an Olympic Games Maker? It became the hottest ticket of the entire Games. Another simple nudge of this kind was renaming the non-drinker on a night out as the ‘Designated Driver’ – instantly transforming a zero into a hero.


A nudge is the choice, the action, the use of language or ‘the thing’ that nudges us in a particular direction – influencing how we see the world and decide to act. Nudges don’t require a big lifestyle change. You don’t have to become a monastic devotee or find an extra three hours in your day for a difficult set of rules and regulations. No one has the time for that. The key to nudges is that they are small, simple changes that can have surprisingly far-reaching effects. (Probably why they are called ‘nudges’ and not ‘shoves’.)


‘Nudge theory’ has been about for a while, but in scientific terms it is barely out of nappies. It is part of a field of study called behavioural economics that won a Nobel Prize in 2002. It was such a new thing that the Nobel laureate in question, Daniel Kahneman, had effectively invented a whole new science. In 2010, the UK government, realizing the potential power of nudges to shape the behaviours of the population, launched the world’s first ‘nudge unit’. It proved so successful that there are now hundreds across the globe, including the highly influential Social and Behavioral Sciences Team in the USA and the Behavioural Insights Unit in New South Wales, Australia. These small, often invisible, interventions have had us doing all sorts of things that we don’t really want to do but, in truth, are mostly for our own good. Like paying our taxes on time, driving at a safe speed, even cutting down on sugar. Let’s face it, if they were things that we really wanted to do, chances are we would probably be doing them already.


As knowledge of nudge theory spreads, we are being nudged more and more. Unfortunately, though, not always in the right direction. From elections to referendums to radicalization, it is all too easy for people with bad intentions to take something that should be good and use it for ill. Now no longer the preserve of governments and academia, nudges are being heavily invested in by big business, eager to get you to buy this thing over that thing, or take this path over that one, while convincing you that it was your idea all along.


But we want to focus on the use of nudges for a positive outcome. We want to use these little actions to make you – yes, YOU – a more creative person. Nudges have been widely discussed and implemented in the political corridors and boardrooms of the world. Now we want to bring them into living rooms, so that we can all use them to help realize our hopes and dreams, and benefit from being a little more aware of when others are nudging us. Nudge theory is too interesting, too big and too important to leave in the hands of a chosen few; we want to set it free in the wider world. We want to put the power of nudges into your hands. To help you unleash that amazing person that’s inside you – your inner creative genius. Go easy though. They’re a lot more powerful than they look.










How to use this book


The titles of each of the nine chapters of this book are the nine behaviours that you will embrace to rediscover your creativity. Each chapter explains the sociological and biological reasons why those behaviours are currently inhibited in you. We then explain what you need to do to force your way through those barriers, and we give you the nudges that enable you to succeed.


Each chapter offers a handful of nudges. You only need to build one of them into your day for things to start to change. The important thing is to choose the nudge you feel most able to do. Obviously, the more nudges you embrace over time, the better.


After all your efforts to embed these nudges into the fabric of your life, how will you be able to prove that you are more creative than when you started? Well, we’re glad you asked.


Allow us to introduce you to the Remote Associates Test, or RAT for short. This simple method can scientifically track how creative you are. Devised by the much-lauded US psychiatrist Sarnoff A. Mednick and his wife Martha T. Mednick, it was first published in 1959 and refined over the next decade. It remains one of the most standard, and certainly simplest, ways of testing your powers of creative thinking. You’ll be given a set of three apparently unrelated words – the challenge is to work out what fourth word might link them. It may be a simple methodology, but that doesn’t mean that it is easy.
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It’s comforting to place yourself in familiar surroundings, think familiar thoughts and do familiar things. You often hear the phrase, ‘I know what I like, and I like what I know’. And in such a fast-moving and changing world, it’s understandable to feel this way; you are constantly under threat from change and it can be tough to keep facing into it. But when it comes to creativity, avoiding change is a cardinal sin. It’s the worst of the worst. It’s Chapter 1 in the book of how not to be creative. Fight that urge to stay within your comfort zone with everything you have. It’s an ever-decreasing creative circle. It stunts your creative faculties. It makes you resistant to new thoughts and ideas. It holds you back, like a pernicious and clingy boy/girlfriend who doesn’t want you to change because they are worried that you’ll outgrow them and leave them behind in their familiar little world.


The very essence of creativity is to embrace the new. New ideas. New concepts. New people. New ways of approaching familiar things. Open your eyes and your mind to new possibilities. Try it. No, really. Try it. Pursue new for all you are worth. Sticking with what you know is never going to lead to a new outcome or fresh thinking. You aren’t going to surprise yourself or anyone else. So, it’s time to stop. It’s not going to be easy. But it will be worth your while.








 



The science bit


A funny thing happens when we stick to what we know. While we might become faster and more efficient, we actually get lazy. Dangerously lazy. In fact, a third of all car accidents happen within a mile of home – the area that we know best. When we’re most comfortable, our brains think that they can switch off, so they do, turning us instantly into creative wet blankets. Familiar territory is dangerous territory.


Try counting the F’s in this sentence:




Finished files are the result of years of scientific study combined with the experience of years.





3? 4? NO. 6!


Finished files are the result of years of scientific study combined with the experience of years.


Well done if you got them all. But chances are you didn’t. That’s because we’re all so familiar and comfortable with reading that we often miss words like ‘of’. So, what else have you been missing?


The science behind this is known as ‘inattentional blindness’, or ‘perceptual blindness’. It’s nothing to do with your eyes and everything to do with your brain. Our attention is only ever directed at a small number of things, and we miss the rest. Inattentional blindness is a psychological lack of attention. Simply put, we don’t see what we don’t expect to see.


So why do we stick to what we know? Nature can explain. Our brains love conserving energy. It takes a lot of juice to run a brain (enough to run a light bulb, in fact), so we have evolved to default to ‘low power mode’ when we can. This effect is called ‘habituation’, and the brain uses it to drown out the ordinary and expected in order to prioritize new stimuli coming in. We have essentially evolved to turn off our unnecessary notifications. If we’ve heard it, seen it, felt it or smelt it before, it’ll be edited out. Think about when you first sit down on a chair in a coffee shop. Let’s say it’s soft but keeps its shape. In the beginning your brain registers that feeling … but it soon stops doing that because you no longer need an update – you now need to focus on something else. The same is true for the effectiveness of many drugs; they become less effective with repeated use.


For those of you who have moved house to a busy road, you’ll notice that the sound of traffic outside disappears from your attention after only a few weeks. We don’t consciously process things that happen repetitively and predictably because we don’t need to. We have evolved an auto-mode that takes hints from what we expect to happen rather than having to process everything fresh, and we can operate largely on expectations over reality. If we had to consciously process all of the world all of the time, life would be exhausting.
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This is a black-and-white photo. Look again. See it now? Your brain expects to see colours thanks to the hints from the lines superimposed on the photo, and so you see them. We see a lot more with our brains than we do with our eyes. So, we’ll say it again, if you think you know what you’re doing, stop doing it.


However, this auto-mode is not helpful when we’re thinking about being creative. We don’t want to recycle old thoughts from well-trodden paths. We want to form new ideas. Now, people naturally gravitate to and like what is familiar – if we’ve been exposed to it in the past and it hasn’t killed us, then that’s a good thing. This is true almost everywhere. The colour in our bathroom grows on us over time, we begin to love that ugly chair or child, and the more familiar our environment becomes, the more our brain feels comfortable with switching into automatic. We’re programmed to save power, but creative thinking is not a low-power task.


Our society and environment can also hold us back creatively; the world is designed with our auto-mode in mind. Modern technology perpetuates the familiar. Our GPS systems and public transport apps help us set consistent routes home; we create consistent ‘morning playlists’ and programme our coffee machines to kick into gear at 7:05. In standardizing and micro-managing our experience of the world, we risk also creating an environment that’s less stimulating or challenging, yet more often than not, creativity lies in friction. So, how might we break the shackles of comfort and familiarity to engage our brain and benefit from a little more friction?


THE ANTIDOTE:
Do familiar things in unfamiliar ways


Are you starting to see just how damaging familiarity is to creativity? In fact, it’s pretty dangerous all round. Now, don’t get us wrong – we like a little familiarity as much as the next person. A cup of tea. A pair of old Blundstone boots. A roast on a rainy Sunday. But all in moderation. So, what’s it going to be, comfy cosy or scary new? Are you ready to unleash your creative beast, or at least let him poke his beautiful head out into the sunlight for the first time in a very long while? Yes. Of course you are. You’ve got this.


We’ve created a bunch of nudges that are specifically designed to stop you and your brain from defaulting automatically to what you know. Simple, familiar actions done differently that will shunt your brain off the tarmac and onto the off-road tracks. These nudges will make you crave the new. Open your mind to new stimuli and challenges, and over time encourage yourself to run a mile from the unoriginal. You only need to incorporate one of them into your day for things to trigger change. Start with the one that you think you’ll find easiest. Then, when you’re ready, add a second.







You only need to choose one.


THE




1.


Apples and pears





Go and get yourself an apple – or a pear, if you prefer. You’re now going to demonstrate just how easy it is to snap out of ‘sticking with what you know’, and make yourself instantly more creative. Pick up your apple. Hold it in your non-dominant hand. (That’s the one you don’t use much.) Take a bite.


You are now more creative and open to new ways of thinking than you were only moments earlier: amazing but true. Simply by overriding habits in one area you will disrupt the familiar and challenge the brain to respond and adapt, keeping its neural pathways buzzing. Studies show that by deliberately opening doors with your non-dominant hand, or stirring your tea in the opposite direction, you can actually increase your self-control and consequently your ability to stop your brain from nodding off. Meaning, such alterations can inspire you to embrace the new. So, why not try putting stickers on everyday items – fruit, mugs, handles – to remind yourself?


This is what makes nudges so brilliant and successful. They really can be this simple when you know what you’re doing. Don’t mistake their apparent simplicity for lack of power. They are powerful because they are so simple.
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2.



A better rule of thumb





A tech take on this is to change your smartphone log-in to your non-dominant thumb. And if you’re feeling particularly punchy you could try texting or dialling with your non-dominant hand, too. But don’t overdo it. It’s far better that you build nudges into your everyday life rather than binge on them and then forget all about them.
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