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INTRODUCTION





In many ways, this is an almost impossible book to write.


If you want to know how to repair a gasket leak to the intake manifold of a car, that’s easy. There’s even a YouTube video to show you how to do it. There are step-by-step guides in books and in online video tutorials detailing how to make chutney, how to put together an IKEA dresser and, alarmingly, even how to make a real gun that shoots real bullets. But how to have an idea? They just pop into your head, don’t they?


John Cleese has told audiences that he is often asked where he gets his ideas from.


He says he gets them from Ken Livenshaw, who lives in Swindon. He, in turn, gets his ideas from Mildred Spong, who lives on the Isle of Wight.1 As he explains, no one really knows where ideas come from or why having ideas is so hard. What we do know is that new ideas are the fuel for change.


When an idea is turned into an artefact, when you can make a prototype, then what you have on your hands is sometimes an invention but more probably it is an innovation.


It all starts with an idea.


As a species, Homo sapiens is unique in having the imagination to be able to project both backwards and forwards in time. We can discuss with each other things that don’t exist. Yet. That’s what an idea is – it’s a projection forward, in which you can envisage people using, enjoying and benefiting from what you have made. It could be a book or a painting, or it could be a new low-energy lightbulb or a novel way of containing rat populations. Be you writer or painter, designer or biologist, however, you occupy a field of endeavour which, further on, I have called a ‘creative domain’.


The domain is usually your specialist subject. The more knowledge and understanding you have of the subject, the greater the likelihood that you will be able to have ideas and to innovate. And that’s where, perhaps, this book can help.


Ideas come to the prepared mind. You can’t predict when the synapses of the brain suddenly snap, crackle and pop but when they do, it can be breathtaking.


This, then, is more than anything a manual on how to prepare your mind. Where possible I have tried to use stories as well as instruction, because following someone else’s example is sometimes easier than following a blueprint.


In my past I was the creative director of a large ad agency. I remember suggesting to a senior copywriter that he might learn a thing or two by going off to a training workshop. He didn’t fancy it. ‘Nah. Either you can effin’ do it or you can’t,’ he told me.


Actually, he was wrong. The brain is like a muscle – the more it gets used, the more agile it becomes. Similarly, the most inventive people I know are constantly open to new stimulation.


In the following pages, you will find plenty of suggestions to help you flex that muscle. If this book helps prompt just one idea that proves to be worthwhile, even as a stepping stone to another, bolder idea, then the last few months sitting at my desk while the dogs have moaned gently about all the missed walks will have been worth it.






1:


DEFINING CREATIVITY





What is creativity?


Well, if you are a Christian, then it all starts at the beginning, when, according to Genesis, Chapter 1, Verse 1, ‘God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep.’


According to the Koran, Allah created the earth and the heavens in six days.


So, there’s one answer to the question: creativity is about making things. Literally, creating.


However, if you are a Hindu, then creativity is about endless worlds coming into existence and then disappearing. The Lord Brahma created the world; the Lord Vishnu preserved it only for the Lord Shiva to destroy it.


Creativity in this context, then, is a story of never-ending innovation.


Buddhists, on the other hand, believe that there is no reason to imagine the world had any sort of beginning at all. In which case, creativity is the art of making do with what is in front of you.


Putting various deities aside, creativity is an innate human characteristic. Just about every human being is creative in that he/she can make things. Make a cake, make a table and, when we work collaboratively, even make a rocket and send it to the moon.


We share 99.4 per cent of our genes with chimpanzees and yet this morning, you pulled back your sheets of woven cotton, printed with dyes made by a panoply of chemicals, and got out of a bed constructed from tempered steel, plastics and wood from a forest a thousand miles away. You may have made a cup of coffee relying on the electricity you can control at the flick of a switch, with beans flown here from Ecuador, before the internal combustion engine helped get you to your office.


Most chimps woke up in a tree, wondering where the next banana was going to come from.


The huge difference between us and our primate cousins is we have thumbs and they don’t. They have five fingers. They can pick things up but they do not have the manual dexterity we have.


Man is a manipulator.


Turning this page, for instance, is a delicate task beyond most apes.


Creativity, then, is an evolutionary quirk which occurred some three million years ago, when one of our australopithecine ancestors developed opposing thumbs.


Sharp thinking


Lucy, aka Australopithecus afarensis, was a runty little creature. She already stood on two legs to survey the savannah around her in that part of Africa which today straddles Kenya and Ethiopia. But her thumbs gave her an astonishing advantage. She could make things.


She was able to pick up a couple of stones and bang them together in such a way that one of them developed a sharp cutting edge.


Her descendants learned to flake stones in a manner that enabled them to make hand axes.


They used these to crush, scrape, cut and flay.


They became butchers of animals.


Intriguingly, there is some evidence that the use of hand tools led to further evolution of the hand. It became stronger as its uses became more varied and more important for survival.


Lucy was making things with a point. In other words, when she picked up the stones to bang them together, she had an idea of what she wanted to do and why she wanted to do it.


One of her descendants was Homo habilis, the toolmaker. Like Lucy, he was discovered at Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania. He was surrounded by thousands of tools.


He had created an entire technology around stone-banging.


At first he seems to have used his axe to smash the bones of animals to get to the marrow inside.


But then he made what the boffins call a cognitive leap.


He thought, What if I use one stone, the hammerstone, to strike a second stone, the core, at an angle? If I get it at the right angle on exactly the right spot, I can flake off a thinner, sharper piece.


He invented the hand axe and soon afterwards he invented the knife.


He was having ideas and testing those ideas made him an innovator.


This flint is sharp. Now, what else can I do with sharp?


I wonder if I can project sharpness?


What happens if I tie this sharp point to a thin stick? Now I have a spear.


And what happens if I stretch this piece of gut from tip to tip of this other bigger stick?


Oh, look! A bow and arrow.


I can kill small animals.


I can flay the animals’ skins and scrape them and cure them then cut them and make myself a natty little tunic.


Sharp also means I can cut branches, I can cut them to length, I can make a shelter. I can build a village.


Over the next half a million years, a nanosecond in terms of evolution, the human brain doubled in size. Homo habilis had a larger brain than Lucy, arguably because he was asking more questions.


Questions we are still asking.


What does sharp mean? It means lasers that slice through metal, or diamond wire cutters that saw stones into perfect blocks. It even means inter-continental ballistic missiles.


The early history of mankind is an astonishing catalogue of discovery and invention.


It seems likely that hominids, all the man-like creatures that pre-date Homo sapiens, were using fire 500,000 years ago. Fire already existed but discovering how to control it, that was a huge leap. It created the environment in which they could invent cooking. That, in its turn, gave human evolution another massive shove in the small of the back.


Cooked food isn’t just more easily digested than raw; it provides as much as 30 per cent more energy. All very useful for the expanding brain.


The wheel, subject of many inaccurate jokes about Stone Age man, wasn’t invented for another 495,000 years.


Probably more significant as an idea was agriculture.


Around 30,000 years ago our prehistoric ancestors were harvesting oats in Italy.


By the Bronze Age they had invented the hoe.


By the Iron Age they were using ploughs.


And building canals to export their products.


And inventing slavery in ancient Egypt in order to be able to farm more intensively as well as to embark on ambitious building projects.


Agriculture was a huge idea. It allowed communities to stay put. They didn’t have to wander from place to place, foraging. They could grow their populations. They could stockpile provisions and protect themselves from famine. They could maintain armies.


Of course, agriculture wasn’t an idea. It was, and still is, a constantly evolving chain of experiments, many of which failed to work.


For instance, as a boy growing up in East Africa, I often passed the desolate remains of the grandiose Tanganyika Groundnut Scheme at Kongwa. (After WWII, the colonial government thought it could ramp up the country’s economy by making it the world’s largest producer of peanuts. It turned out it couldn’t.)


One idea leads to another.


It always has. It still does.


First principle of creativity:


It’s about solving problems


Before getting any deeper into what creativity is, let’s take a moment to reflect on what it is not.


I often wish there was another word for it, especially in the context of growing business. When I run creative thinking workshops, executives regularly turn up expecting to be made to play with finger paints and connect with their inner selves. They are universally relieved to learn they are not going to be made to behave as six-year-olds again.


Creativity is a word that seems to have been hijacked by the Romantic movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


That was when the image of the struggling visionary became popular, the lone voice in the wilderness, the tortured soul.


Even now the creative genius is seen as someone tousle-haired and wide-eyed, at odds with the establishment. A rebel, a black sheep, a person ahead of the times.


This is annoying.


Creative people look very much like you and me.


They are engineers and traders, publishers and coffee shop owners.


They are people who have a vested interest in doing things well.


After all, even if you work for someone else, doesn’t it make the job more rewarding to know that you’re doing it properly?


People who just go through the motions each day must have horribly desiccated minds.


Creativity is not the preserve of the artistic world.


Nor is it to be confused with talent. When I was the creative director of a large ad agency, we had a couple of visualizers in the studio. They could both draw like Raphael. But neither was remotely creative.


People who can draw have a facility, a talent if you like. But that’s as far as it goes.


People who can draw but who experiment with the rules of perspective, of line and form, who look to find new ways of making drawing relevant to new audiences, they are creative people.


Picasso galloped through Fauvism and Symbolism, not to mention Surrealism, inventing Cubism along the way as well as the art of collage.


Richard Branson went from a student magazine to a record shop to an airline and a mobile phone company, taking in a train line and a bank along the way.


Creativity, as you can see, can exist in countless different domains.


Painting, sculpture, music – these are creative domains.


But then so too are architecture, advertising and origami.


In 2014, the UK’s creative industries grew by 8.9 per cent. They are said to contribute nearly £10 million an hour to the national economy. Chief among them are fashion, computer games and television programmes, all of which we export to the rest of the world. These are relatively new creative domains.


But then civil engineering is a creative domain.


And many bridges are works not just of amazing construction but astonishing beauty.


Car design too. You can’t look at an Aston Martin and not be wowed by the lines.


What about pottery? Emma Bridgewater seems to have done pretty well out of her mugs and cups.


So, what constitutes a creative domain?


There seem to be three rules.




1.   You have to agree that whatever it is you’re talking about is a creative domain.




For example, football.


When José Mourinho was manager of Real Madrid, was he a creative whizz when, in 2012, he finally worked out how to beat Barcelona?


Was Zinedine Zidane the creative genius of the midfield when he played for Manchester United in 2015?


If you are nodding here, then you have just agreed that football is a creative domain.


What about synchro swimming?


Ah well, that’s altogether more contentious, isn’t it? Even though the judges at the Olympics give points for artistic expression.





2.   A creative domain has to have its own literature.




So, marketing has Marketing Week.


The wine trade has Decanter.


No prizes for guessing who Chef Magazine is aimed at.


But then there are also titles like Physics Today, Chemistry World and Geological Magazine, which has been in print since 1864.





3.   A creative domain has its own heroes.




I know who mine are. Who are yours?








Why is this at all relevant?


Well, if you can bring yourself to see your business as belonging to a creative domain, then you are preparing your mind to challenge its accepted wisdoms and find new ways of doing things.


You are setting yourself up to innovate.


Where creativity is having ideas, innovation is making them happen.


Theodore Levitt described creativity as thinking up new things and innovation as doing new things.


When it comes to the world of business, and even that of science, innovation is, in many ways, the acceptable face of creativity.


Take the law, for instance. A creative lawyer is almost as dodgy as a creative accountant. But innovation . . . well, that’s different. And in fact, even that most august of institutions, the FT, has its Innovative Lawyers Awards. And accountants are equally proud of their innovators.2


Even organizations that would hate to be creative want to be innovative.


The difference between innovation and invention


Invention is when you come up with something completely new. It is a product or a service that comes into being for the first time.


Innovation is when you apply your mind to the invention to improve it.


I’ve heard it said that invention is like a pebble thrown into a pond. Someone had to toss the pebble. The inventor. But entrepreneurs watch the ripples and try to turn them into waves.


Inventions are few and far between, and give rise to countless innovations.


By and large, inventions solve problems that people didn’t know existed. The car is a good example. As Henry Ford said, ‘If I’d given people what they wanted, I’d have given them a faster horse.’


Right now, there are two technological inventions that, together, are altering every single aspect of human life: the computer and the Internet.


Both continue to evolve at incredible speed.


People weren’t exactly chomping at the bit for a new way to communicate when Sir Tim Berners-Lee came up with what in 1991 he called the worldwide web. But once he created the world’s first website, giving instructions on how others could create websites like it, the genie was out of the bottle.


For entrepreneurs watching the ripples, there has never been a better time to start up a business than now.


There is optimism and money.


Moore’s Law3 may only apply to computing hardware but plenty of investors seem to think there is a doubling of capability and a doubling of value across all new technologies.


In their cheery book Abundance: The Future Is Better Than You Think, Peter Diamandis and Steven Kotler list the most fertile of new technologies as being:




— Infinite computing – the growth of the cloud


— Sensors and networks


— Robotics


— 3D printing, the ‘democratization of distribution’


— Synthetic biology, creating new foods and fuels


— Digital medicine


— Nanomaterials


— Artificial Intelligence





Every one of these areas is fertile terrain for innovation.


Not all new ideas are good ideas


One caveat here: there is an assumption that all new technology must be good technology. That any new development has to be an advancement.


Not always true.


Take the American way of execution.


For most of the nineteenth century, convicted murderers were hanged by the neck on a rope.


Then a Buffalo dentist named Alfred P. Southwick invented the electric chair.


However, it wasn’t always as humane a way of ending a life as Alfred may have hoped. There were terrible stories of prisoners being cooked alive.


The technology had been well thought through.


The first jolt was supposed to frazzle the prisoner’s brain, rendering him/her unconscious so he or she would be unaware of the second jolt, designed to arrest all the other organs.


It just didn’t always work.


As far back as 1903, Fred Van Wormer was executed at Sing Sing prison. When he was taken into the mortuary, he was seen to be still breathing.


By this time the executioner had gone home.


He had to be fetched back to electrocute Van Wormer a second time.


As recently as 1982, when Frank Coppola was executed, his head and leg caught fire.


It was only in 2008 that the Nebraska State Court decreed that execution by electric chair was a ‘cruel and unusual punishment’.


By this time, many states had introduced the lethal injection instead.


Chemistry has its own technology and the science of toxins has come on in leaps and bounds in the last half-century so it was assumed that this would be an effective and relatively civilized way of ending a person’s life.


Again, not so.


The Death Penalty Information Center reckons that lethal injections have the ‘highest rate of botched executions’.4


Today, it is worth remembering that a lot of innovations may have novelty value but they will have little more.


Consider the humble app.


There are some amazing apps.


Google Chrome, Facebook, the Guardian – these are three on my own mobile which get tapped a lot.


Elsewhere in the App Store, though, there are millions of completely meaningless ideas. One guess is that 80 per cent of all apps have never been downloaded.


For instance, the Chinese Abacus.


Yes, download to your mobile phone an abacus and move coloured beads along a slide to count in exactly the way they did two thousand years ago.


Why would anyone do this, given every smartphone comes with a calculator pre-installed?


How about the Zipper app? It lets you pull a zip up and down. That’s it. Although, excitingly, you can customize the colour of the underwear fleetingly revealed in unzip mode.


What were they thinking when they designed the Passion app? And wouldn’t we like to know who they were? The app encourages you to turn on the microphone on your iPhone so it can pick up the noises of your lovemaking to give you a score for your sexual performance.


Pursuit of novelty is not the same as looking for an idea that will create value.


In the world of digital communications, I’m often being asked for an idea that is a world first, something that has never been done before.


This is irresponsible creativity.


The true creative has ideas that are useful and usable.


The true creative doesn’t just have ideas and pass them on to others to implement. He/she knows that both God and the Devil are in the details.


Henri Poincaré put it nicely over a century ago, when he wrote:




To create consists precisely in not making useless combinations and in making those which are useful and which are only a small minority. Invention is discernment, choice.


. . . Among chosen combinations, the most fertile will often be those formed of elements drawn from domains which are far apart. Not that I mean as sufficing for invention the bringing together of objects as disparate as possible; most combinations so formed would be entirely sterile. But certain among them, very rare, are the most fruitful of all.





Creativity is a synonym for competitive


So, let’s go back to the question again. What is creativity?


If we go back to Lucy, she was only 1.1m (3ft 7in) tall. She had no armour, no tusks and she was not quick on her feet.


She was way down the food chain in a part of the world that specialized in animals that were faster than she was and a lot more ferocious.


Lions and leopards, principally. In the Kruger Park in South Africa, one study estimates that 70 per cent of baboon deaths are at the claws of leopards.5 Lucy wasn’t much bigger than a baboon, remember.


One three-year-old australopithecine called the Taung child appears to have been carried off by an eagle. Its skull shows talon marks in the eye sockets.


Though anthropologists argue about this, it is quite possible early hominids were food for each other.


Yet Lucy survived. In Darwinian terms, she was able to compete successfully. In fact, her descendants have become the most successful species the planet has ever seen.


We have never paused in our competition with other species. We have explored every nook and cranny of the world and pushed their former residents to the margins or to extinction.


Creativity, then, is the instinct to compete and to do more than just survive – to thrive. To get to the top.


Second principle of creativity:


You have to be competitive


Creative people are competitive people.


One of the things I do with my spare time is to monitor advertising awards shows around the world.6


Last year, we entered details of some 12,000 totally separate pieces of work, which had won a Gold, Silver or Bronze somewhere.


We probably missed another 12,000.


Globally, advertising awards are a billion-dollar industry.


As well as the big international shows, every country has its own local events, usually with a gala dinner at which the gongs get handed out.


It is competition in the raw.


The huge hurrahs from the agency tables that have won.


The grumpings from the agencies that have not.


Architecture has its competitions too and the art world gives us the Turner Prize every year to provoke us while the Venice Biennale mystifies us every two years.


The 2015 winner of the Biennale Golden Lion was Adrian Piper. The piece for which she received the prize was a request she made to all visitors to the show that they sign a contract with themselves agreeing to always do what they say they will do.


Marvellous.


There are the BAFTAs, the Golden Rose of Montreux, the EMMYs and the daddy of them all, the Oscars.


Creative people like to measure themselves against their peers. Winning prizes confirms their sense of identity as creative.


Awards aren’t only handed out within the artistic domains of film, theatre, the plastic arts and advertising.


There are competitive people with the same needs for recognition and reward in all the sciences.


Grandest of all the awards schemes is the Nobel Prize.


Freud once wrote that what drives creative people is the desire for fame, fortune and beautiful lovers.


By and large most Nobel prize-winners tend to be getting on in years and, mostly, a bit beyond the lust-for-lovers stage of life. But in terms of fortune, the prize is worth serious money.


The amount varies each year, depending on how much the Nobel Foundation actually has in its coffers. It has come down from ten million Swedish kroner to eight million. That’s a bit above £700,000. Still not to be sniffed at, though Jean-Paul Sartre did sniff at it in 1964.


There are awards for just about every business sector you can think of.


The British Accountancy Awards.


The European Flexographic Industry Association Annual Print Awards.


The Oil & Gas UK Awards.


One of my favourites is Lawyer of the Year. I wonder by which criteria you win that accolade?


The ballroom of the Hyde Park Hilton hosts an awards dinner four or five times a week.


The Sunday Times publishes leagues of Best Businesses to Work For.


There is Start-up of the Year.


There are the UK Tech Awards, the National Business Awards, the British Invention Show.


Perhaps the most significant league table of all is the FTSE 100, or, in the States, the Fortune 100. Every day you can monitor the rise and fall of companies.


Making it into the FTSE 100 is a significant moment, and so too is falling out of it.


Just as life was savage and bloody for our earliest ancestors, so it still is in the Square Mile today. Every market is red in tooth and claw. Every struggle between companies and brands for dominance in their sector is a battle to the death.


If this sounds a little dramatic, consider this: in the sixty years since the Fortune 100 was invented, only 12 per cent of the companies which originally featured in it still remain.


In the UK, over 50 per cent of FTSE 100 companies have gone since 1999.7


Every market is a fight to the last.


Take the portable computer.


It evolved into the laptop and then into the tablet and smartphone.


Amstrad, Apricot, Atari, Compaq, Commodore, Sinclair, Tandy, Tiny, Texas – these are all companies that have fallen by the wayside as Apple, Dell, HP, Lenovo and Sony muscled them aside.


Think of the human costs involved when those companies went to the wall. People lost their jobs, many had to move from their homes to find new work; they were industrial refugees. Truly, every market is a battleground.


Hot dogs and a cold calculation


It has become an oft-repeated saw that ‘today is the day of least change you will experience in the rest of your lifetime’.


If you are a creative person at heart, you will embrace this truism. You will want to be in charge of change rather than have it happen to you.
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