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Dedicated to everyone who’s ever felt like an outsider




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Have you ever suffered from creative block? Or wished you could come up with better ideas? Do you feel frustrated with the lack of effective innovation in your business, or wondered why your staff come up with the same predictable ideas again and again? Have you ever breathed air, seen daylight, or eaten a sandwich?


If your answer to any of these questions is “Yes,” you’re the very person I had in mind when I wrote this book.


What you’re holding in your hands is a practical guide on how people and organizations can have better ideas. It draws on scientific study, academic theory, and decades of personal experience. And much of it runs counter to most people’s understanding of creativity.


It’s divided into four easy-to-digest parts:




	Section 1 gives you a better understanding of creativity


	Section 2 gives you a handy framework to solve any problem


	Section 3 shows you how to have better ideas yourself


	Section 4 shows you how to get better ideas out of an organization





The book is written for anyone at any level, in any role, in any industry, in any organization, as well as for individuals who are bravely plowing their own creative furrow. I’ve included a practical exercise at the end of every chapter. And you won’t find any mention of finding your muse or unlocking your inner Einstein. I promise.


Take a deep breath.


Let’s dive right in.
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Chapter 1


CLARIFYING CREATIVITY


or


Trying not to use the “c” word


I’d like to start with a confession: I’m embarrassed about the subject matter of this book. The main word that will be used to identify the topic that it covers is “creativity,” and—as you’ll see—I think the word causes more problems than it solves. For twenty years of my life I had the word “creative” in my job title, and now it causes my cheeks to flush and elicits an embarrassed cough. I’m mortified when I get introduced as “the creative guy.” I’m no more creative than anyone else. It’s just that, perhaps, I feel more comfortable expressing my ideas.


At one point I considered writing this book with the word [image: Image Missing] censored throughout. That’s how much I dislike it. Instead of focusing on creativity, I prefer to focus on ideas. They are the end result, after all. Creativity is the path to get to them. This book aims to clarify how to get to that end result more effectively.


But I guess I’m stuck with the “c” word. So instead of attempting to discard it, I’ll do my best to clarify it.


CREATIVITY IS A PROBLEM


Let me explain myself here. I don’t hate the creative act—quite the opposite. But I do feel uncomfortable with the word. It carries unhelpful baggage and leads to a myriad of misunderstandings.


Over the last few years, I’ve worked a lot with businesses to help them produce more effective ideas, and I’ve found that the word “creativity” is polarizing. Some people find it exciting; others will shake their heads and say: “Not me! I’m not creative!” When these naysayers opt out of any activity that’s labeled as “creative,” they are denying us access to their uniquely valuable ideas, perspectives, and skills.


So why is the word “creativity” nectar to some and poison to others?


SOME SIMPLE MISUNDERSTANDINGS


I came to the conclusion that most people don’t know what creativity actually means. My career has included time working in the advertising, broadcast, publishing, and music industries, and I came to suspect that my former colleagues misunderstood it as badly as anyone else, so I ran an online study to find out. I set up a simple webpage with the headline: “What is creativity?”, and below it a box inviting people to tell me their own personal definition without consulting a dictionary. I got 473 responses. The only consistent factor was the inconsistency of the answers.
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The webpage I created to find out what people think “creativity” means


The responses split into a number of categories:


UNIMAGINATIVE CLICHÉS


Sadly, the most common answer was “Thinking outside the box.” The concept behind this reply isn’t wrong (I’ll actually be showing you that it’s thinking outside of a circle), but the act of using a cliché betrays both a lack of thinking and—worse—a lack of understanding. My heart sank every time I saw this stock response.


FLUFFY NONSENSE


Some of the most eye-rolling responses were “The soul manifesting itself into the world” and “Saying whatever one’s heart feels like it needs to say.” This kind of pseudo-spiritual approach adds mystique and fogginess where I believe we need clarity.


BRUTAL HONESTY


I laughed out loud when I received an entry that read “Creativity is the word artists use to justify their existence in a capitalist society.” But it highlights an issue that needs to be dealt with. Many people confuse art and creativity. Any belief that art is pretentious or highfalutin colors the holder’s opinion of any other form of creativity.


SPECIAL ABILITIES


Equally harmful is the belief that creativity is the exclusive domain of specially gifted people. Responses included “Creativity is a human character trait,” “A natural ability to conceive of and execute an original and inspiring idea,” and “It’s the ability to make shit up and come up with surprising solutions.” Some people may have a more natural aptitude than others to express ideas, but to limit creativity to certain blessed individuals devalues the thinking of others who don’t fit into a “creative” mold.


POETRY


Some responses were wonderfully imaginative. These included suggestions like “The unfettered freedom to explore idea space,” “The jump from the obvious to the wondrous,” and my personal favorite: “It’s unicorns farting out rainbows.” They’re lovely, witty, poetic, but not particularly useful.


My little study yielded more unhelpful answers than helpful ones. It confirmed my suspicion that the word creativity was broken, and it led me on a journey that resulted in the book you now hold in your hands.


 


Most people don’t know what creativity actually means


 


This book aims to offer a clearer understanding of creativity. It explains how ideas made us the species we are, why some people are better at coming up with ideas than others, and shows you a system that helps anyone have better ideas.


But before we set to work on these new thoughts, we need to get rid of some old ones.


LINGERING MISUNDERSTANDINGS


I don’t blame anyone for their misunderstandings about creativity. Many of these mistaken beliefs are historic hangovers dating back hundreds or even thousands of years. It seems that we’ve never had a good understanding of this topic. Here are my top ten offenders.


MYTH #1: IT’S A SPIRITUAL THING


The ancient Greeks and Romans believed the inspiration for creative acts could be attributed to one of nine goddesses.1 These mythical figures each had a separate specialism; at the time, this included poetry, history, music, song, dance, comedy, and astronomy (yes, that’s right, astronomy). The goddesses would whisper their genius into the lucky ears of humans because the dumb beasts were not capable of coming up with anything of value themselves.


It’s totally understandable how this kind of thinking came around. Ideas will sometimes strike us unexpectedly when we’re not actively focused on the task. And these ideas will often seem pretty well thought through. In a world dominated by benevolent and terrible gods, this concept of inspiration makes perfect sense. So the phenomenon was explained using the understandings of the age.


We’ve got fMRI scanners now. And the general consensus is that these goddesses don’t exist.


MYTH #2: YOU NEED TO BE A GENIUS


Many of the most famous creative minds through the ages are seen as being outstandingly intelligent. People like Albert Einstein, Archimedes, Isaac Newton, Da Vinci, and even Steve Jobs are seen as possessing unusually high intelligence. These individuals may all have had higher than average IQs but—without any disrespect to them—I don’t think that’s what led to their amazing ideas.


Intelligence only helps your creative thinking up to a point.2 And that point is just above the ability not to poke yourself in the eye with a fork when you’re eating. However, we can all develop traits that are far more powerful than a black belt in cleverness.


 


We can all develop traits that are far more powerful than a black belt in cleverness


 


MYTH #3: CREATIVITY EQUALS ART


People often confuse creativity and art. They think because they feel alienated by most of the work in an art gallery and have never had the desire to learn the saxophone or slap some paint on a canvas, that they can’t be creative. But art is only one subset of the far larger world of creativity.


It may be helpful to think of art as the non-practical side of creativity. That’s not intended to devalue it. Art plays an important role in society. It just doesn’t need to fix a problem.


Becoming a great artist often involves spending an obsessive amount of time developing a skill. You don’t need to be an artist to come up with valuable ideas. Creativity is open to everyone.


MYTH #4: EXPERTS COME UP WITH BETTER IDEAS


Education conditions us to believe we need to have all the knowledge before we can do something with it. But that’s just not the case. You do need a certain amount of knowledge to be able to come up with useful ideas, but too much knowledge can work against you.


The longer you are part of an organization, an industry or a group of people, the more of this assumed knowledge you adopt. These are the very things that limit your thinking over time. There tends to be a sweet spot where you have enough knowledge to understand the problems but haven’t adopted too many of the limiting assumptions.


I think the ability to have valuable ideas works a bit like this:
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Knowledge is useful up to a point and then it starts to hold you back


At the start of the journey, your energy goes into learning. Later on, it needs to go into unlearning. Expertise and experience are wonderful attributes to possess, but inexpertise can be just as valuable.


MYTH #5: YOU’RE AIMING FOR ORIGINALITY


I used to think that real creativity was all about coming up with an idea that no one else had ever come up with in the history of the planet Earth. But aiming for true originality is setting yourself an unattainable goal. If you actually do manage to achieve it, no one will have any reference for how to judge it. You’ll be misunderstood and your idea will be rejected.


Most ideas are fresh combinations of existing ideas. Combine a mobile phone with a computer and you get a smartphone. Combine a vacuum cleaner with the airflow system of a paint booth and you get a Dyson. Combine the film Jaws with Star Wars and you get the Alien franchise (it was allegedly sold into the studio using the simple description “Jaws in space”).3 You would still describe all of these things as creative or innovative but—as you can see—none of them can be described as truly original. And I’ve not yet come across an idea that legitimately can be.


MYTH #6: YOU NEED TO REMOVE ALL CONSTRAINTS


The general belief is that you need to remove any limitations and just let your thinking go wild. That sounds nice, but it doesn’t help people to come up with great ideas.


Great ideas very often come from dealing with restrictions. Constraints give you direction and focus. Some of the work I’m proudest of has come from overcoming unreasonable budgets, impossible timings, or other initially frustrating limitations. And I’m not alone in this.


When Gene Roddenberry was creating Star Trek in the 1960s, he faced a serious dilemma: it just wasn’t practically possible for the Starship Enterprise to land on a new planet every week.4 The scale of the spaceship would make it hugely difficult to film, and in any case the budget would never stretch to that kind of set build. Working within a very tight production budget, they had to find a practical way to land the crew anywhere on the planet. The solution he came up with was just to “beam them down.” The field of teleportation is now being researched at universities all over the world. In 2017, Chinese researchers succeeded in teleporting a photon 300 miles up to a satellite using quantum entanglement.5 What started as an imaginative science fiction solution is quickly becoming science fact.


MYTH #7: GREAT IDEAS SELL THEMSELVES


Howard H. Aiken, one of IBM’s most pioneering engineers, once stated that you shouldn’t worry about anyone stealing your ideas, because if it’s original you’ll have to ram it down their throats. There’s a lot of truth in that. Good ideas are transformative, and people don’t really want to be transformed. That takes effort. It makes them feel uncomfortable. The better the idea, the harder it is to sell.


Nikola Tesla battled to get the world to adopt his system of alternating current. It was clearly far better than the direct current system that Edison was championing. Tesla had to endure a torrent of ridicule, dirty tricks, and insults before it was eventually accepted as the better and safer option.6 His idea didn’t sell itself. In fact, it caused him many years of pain. It was his tenacity that got his technology adopted.


MYTH #8: YOU’RE EITHER CREATIVE OR YOU’RE NOT


The general belief is that some people are born creative and others aren’t. If you don’t conform to your own idea of what a creative person is, you haven’t got it in you—so why bother trying?


But creativity isn’t a binary state. There’s no such thing as a person who’s creative and a person who isn’t. It’s a sliding scale that’s measured in obviousness. The ideas we refer to as creative are the ones that are less obvious than others.
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Creativity isn’t binary. It’s a sliding scale from obvious to unusual


Obvious ideas don’t require much cognitive energy. Unusual ideas—especially valuable ones—tend to take time and effort to get to.


MYTH #9: YOU CAN’T DEVELOP CREATIVITY


Carrying on from this binary misunderstanding, many people believe that creativity is innate and can’t be learned. But it most definitely can. The more you work on coming up with ideas, the better you get at it. Your brain develops like a muscle. You get used to making unusual connections, you develop an instinct for what works, and you improve just as you would learning any other skill.


MYTH #10: IT’S JUST BRAINSTORMING


Brainstorms are a real problem. If you’re skimming this book looking for brainstorming techniques, you’ll be disappointed. You will, however, find practical exercises that really will make a difference. These are focused on fundamental changes that will help you or your organization generate better ideas.


Seeking out techniques and “brain hacks” that give you shortcuts to amazing ideas is not the way to come up with amazing ideas. Habits, attitudes, and hard work will take you further than any brainstorm technique ever can.


Even the smartest people can fall for these myths. People at the very top of organizations assume that many of these myths are true and manage their companies based on false beliefs. This happens in the creative industries too, and it cramps the ability of an organization to adapt to changes and solve problems effectively.


Academics aren’t immune from these myths either. I spend a lot of time reading studies and academic papers, and many of them start with false assumptions. Fortunately, these are in the minority, but they often make more noise because they offer journalists the sensationalist mind candy that attracts clicks, comments, and shares.


Now we’ve dealt with what creativity isn’t, let’s clear up what it is.


 


Habits, attitudes, and hard work will take you further than any brainstorm technique ever can


 


LET’S SPLIT CREATIVITY INTO TWO


The word creativity is used to describe a couple of quite different things. It can equally be used to describe the graceful movements of a ballet dancer as it can a bunch of accountants sticking yellow Post-it notes to a boardroom wall. These two activities have very little overlap, so I find it’s helpful to separate them.


I like to split creativity into thinking and doing.


Creative doing involves months or years of focused practice to become proficient at something. Dancing, painting, playing an instrument, sculpting, writing, and other artistic pursuits require developing a skill until it becomes innate. And maybe finding your own voice while you do it. Often the people we hear about in these fields are the best of the best. Which makes this side of creativity feel pretty exclusive.


Creative thinking, on the other hand, is the side of creativity that everyone can do. It’s what this book focuses on. If you have the mental ability to understand this sentence, you are equipped to come up with ideas. Companies are increasingly seeking ideas from their staff, and they’re asking them to do it with very little—or no—training in an environment that’s designed to make the process harder than it needs to be.


The world is hungry for more ideas—preferably good ones.


THERE IS SUCH A THING AS A BAD IDEA


It’s not hard to come up with ideas but—let’s be honest here—most ideas aren’t any good.


Academics use two criteria to judge the creativity of an idea: they expect it to be new and valuable.7 If you’re to use that as a way of judging ideas, then this matrix can help you decide what to do with any ideas you generate:
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A simple way to decide what to do with an idea


But it’s worth us digging further into what we mean by new and valuable, because there are different levels of new. An idea can be new to you, new to your peer group, new to an industry, or new to the world. Obviously, these are massively different and can have a wildly different impact.


For example, when I was fourteen I wrote a lovely piece on the piano. I was really chuffed with it. I refined it and practiced it until it was sounding beautiful. I then played it to one of my friends, who burst out laughing. “So you wrote that, did you?,” he said. “That’s the end bit of ‘Layla’ by Eric Clapton.” I had no idea. It felt new to me but it wasn’t new to anyone else. On the other hand, when Eric Clapton wrote a pretty much identical piece of music, it was new to the world.


On the other hand, an idea can be really powerful when it’s only new to an industry. Richard and Maurice McDonald revolutionized the food industry by creating a Henry Ford-style production line for their burger restaurant.8 It greatly increased the speed and the consistency of their food. The idea of a production line wasn’t new to the world, it was just new to burger kitchens.


Now let’s talk about value. People and organizations value ideas in different ways. For some businesses, it’s about the idea’s potential to generate income. For some, it’s about standing out from the competition. For others, it’s about making people feel something.


When you’re working with ideas, it’s good to define the value you’re aiming for up front. If you’re clear about this, you have a far better chance of achieving it. And it makes it easier to judge your ideas at the end.


Now we’ve got the biggest misunderstandings out of the way, we’ll look at why creativity matters for humanity and what science is currently teaching us about it.




PRACTICAL EXERCISE


WHAT KIND OF NEWNESS AND VALUE?


Before you start coming up with ideas, it’s good to understand what you mean by “new” and “valuable.” It will differ according to the problem you’re working on, so let’s pick two very different problems and define the criteria for each one.


Pick a personal issue you’d like some new ideas for. You might want to eat more healthily, spend more time with your family, or be more successful at dating. This is all about improving your own life. Choose something that would make a real difference to you.


Now pick an industry issue. It may be relevant to your own job or it could relate to an industry you have nothing to do with. You may want to change a company’s perception, help them reduce waste, or attract new customers. You’ll be working at a whole different scale from your first problem.


For each of these, work out what level of newness you’re after. Is it something totally new to the world or simply something that’s new to you? And what kind of value do you want it to create? How will you know you’ve achieved it? There may be a few things you want to tick off here. Write them all down and pick the three or four most important ones to concentrate on.


This is a good exercise to do at the outset of any creative project. If you actually want to address these problems, put them aside until we reach chapter 6.







Chapter 2


THE EVOLUTION OF CREATIVE THOUGHT


or


The journey from beast to Bach


Let’s imagine we found a magic portal that connected your home to the beautiful and fertile Sahara region of 50,000 years ago. Let’s now step through that portal and find a human from this Upper Paleolithic period. They’d look a lot like you. They’d walk in pretty much the same way as you. Given a good bath and a trip to the hair salon, they’d probably scrub up pretty well, too. But your lives would be entirely different.


Their day-to-day existence would involve hunting, gathering, and running from wild beasts. Their shelters, if they had any, would likely be caves or basic wooden structures. Their main priority would simply be survival. So you may struggle to find much common ground for conversation.


As the product of a modern, civilized society, you’re obviously superior to them. After all, you have culture, tailored clothing, and a smartphone. You’ve got a day job and a handful of nice references on LinkedIn. That must make you more capable and intellectually developed, right?


Let’s imagine, in this fantasy we’re sharing, that you trade places with this primitive human. You’re now the one living on the prairie and they’re the one trying to survive in a modern city. Who will last longer?


I’m afraid my money’s not on you. Sorry about that. There are a couple of reasons for this.


The first is that humans have successfully made life safer and easier over the years. As long as the ancient human doesn’t immediately walk out in front of a bus, they will easily find everything they need for survival. Although I imagine they’d be picked up by the authorities pretty quickly for transgressing some modern social norm, like shoplifting or urinating in public.


The second reason is that you’ve lost all the skills that would help you survive in the wild. Even if you’ve watched every single Bear Grylls episode, you’d probably struggle to light a fire and build a safe shelter. And I wouldn’t have much confidence in your ability to spot the leopard sneaking through the long grass towards you.


TRAVELING AWAY FROM THE PAST


Thousands of years of creative thinking have progressively separated us from our ancient ancestors. Each idea we embrace as a society separates us from our past and nudges us into the future. These developments tend to make things easier for us (with the notable exception of Microsoft Word).


The creative breakthroughs started by increasing our physical capabilities. They let us perform tasks with less effort and augmented our abilities so that we could achieve things not previously possible. Technological developments then did the same for our mental capabilities. The invention of maps meant we didn’t need to hold routes and environments in our heads. Then the invention of TomTom meant we didn’t even need to know how to read a map. Each time we embraced something new, we let go of something old.


We’ve shaped the world around us to make things as painless as possible. And the world we’ve created has, in turn, shaped us.


As we’ve increasingly outsourced effort and thinking to technology, we’ve shaped our brains and bodies. In the last seventy-five years, humans have grown 1.5 percent taller and about 15 percent heavier.1 These are dramatic changes, and experts are getting worried. However, I’m more concerned about the effect technology is having on the human brain, as we increasingly outsource our memories, mental processing, and decision-making to our devices.


The human brain has shrunk over the last 10,000 years or so.2 One theory to explain this is that all sorts of skills have become unnecessary, and as we’ve outsourced much of our cognitive load our brains have pruned the parts they don’t need.


This makes sense when you look at studies of animals. It’s well documented that domestic beasts have smaller brains than their wild counterparts,3 and it comes as no surprise that the areas which have reduced the most are the ones that relate to survival instinct—in particular, the parts of the brain that are responsible for fight-or-flight instinct and aggressive behavior. Domestic animals tend to have had this trait bred out of them as humans selected animals with gentler characteristics.


As people started to gather in larger communities, the more desirable characteristics changed. Aggression, physical stamina, and hunting prowess made way for social skills. As the idea of the most desirable mate shifted, so too did the direction of human evolution.


Humanity’s ultimate creation is itself. And it will continue to be so, for good or bad.


HUMANITY’S CONCEPTUAL EXPLORERS


Creative thinkers are the individuals who drive the human race into the future. They go out ahead of society to discover new ideas and new possibilities. They report back their discoveries through art, invention, story, and discourse. Society decides whether or not to embrace their ideas and our species moves forward accordingly.


Without creative thought, humanity would just be another beast on the African savannah, if we were lucky enough not to have suffered the same fate as every other hominid, that is.
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Creative thinkers go out ahead of the rest of humanity to discover new ideas and opportunities


Creative thinking is the main thing that separates us from the rest of the animal kingdom. We saw sparks of it nearly three and a half million years ago when our ancient ancestors began turning stones into tools.4 These tool-making skills developed slowly, resulting in stone knives, hammers, axes, and spear tips. Then something seemed to happen around 40,000 years ago. Homo sapiens appeared to go through a cognitive spurt. Their creations went from being purely practical inventions that helped humans survive and thrive to non-practical developments like art, jewelry, and music.


 


Creative thinkers are the individuals who drive the human race into the future


 


Within a few millennia, we developed agriculture, domesticated animals, gathered in cities, and created culture. We developed abstract concepts like religion, government, and money. These led to written language, the printing press, and the internet. For the last few decades, historians and archaeologists have been scratching their heads about what led to this explosion in human development.


The answer may be simpler than you’d expect.


THE BEAUTY OF MESSING AROUND


As a teenager, I used to spend my holidays working on a farm. The Easter school holiday coincided with lambing season, so I’d spend a week or two each year surrounded by heavily pregnant ewes and their frolicking offspring.


The most amazing thing about newborn lambs is how quickly they get up on their feet. They’ll usually be tottering around on their wobbly legs and rooting around for milk within an hour. The situation’s similar with most animals born in the wild. Humans, it seems, give birth to the least capable babies in the animal kingdom.


Even when you compare human offspring with those of other primates, we enter the world shockingly underdeveloped. If humans were born as physically mature as an infant gorilla, pregnancy would last an intolerable 20 months.5 And the baby’s head would be far too large to fit through the birth canal. An early birth is the evolutionary compromise that allows us to have such large brains.


This has knock-on effects for our mental development.


Rather than being born with the brain wiring and muscle mass to immediately start functioning in the world, we’re born physically helpless. Lying in our parents’ arms, our brains are stimulated at a far earlier stage of development, shaping our minds and building social connections. This immediately gives us a head-start on the other beasts.


Our next evolutionary advantage is a long childhood. In the last 1.5 million years, humans evolved an extra six years between infancy and puberty.6 This gave us more time to develop without the responsibilities of adulthood. Most important, it gave us time to play.


And it’s play that led to the inventive human.


CURIOSITY BEGETS CREATIVITY


If you’ve ever met a four-year-old, you’ll be familiar with the word “why.” They love to repeat it ad nauseam, with each successive answer simply leading to another “why.” It drives parents up the wall. But it’s actually a wonderful thing. This is the outward sign of a child’s curiosity. And the extended human childhood allowed curiosity to flourish.


As soon as they are born, children begin running experiments to help them understand the world around them. Dropping a spoon on the floor is an experiment in gravity. Touching the thing they were told not to touch is an experiment in control. Repeatedly kicking the back of the driving seat after you’ve told them to stop is a social experiment to discover the limits of their parents’ patience. Children are constantly on the lookout for learnings.


Adults, on the other hand, tend to stop asking “Why?” They stop dropping spoons on the floor. And they stop conducting social experiments. Which is a real shame. Curiosity is the foundation of creative thought. It’s what fills the mind with the raw pieces of knowledge that we can shape into something new. It’s a trait the great creative thinkers hold on to throughout their lives.
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