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Introduction


Right now, at this very moment, this book is changing your brain.


It is a small change, but as you continue to read, it will become a larger and lasting one.


Creativity is the quality that enables us to generate novel approaches to situations and to discover new and improved solutions to problems. Throughout history, creativity has been a powerful force for change. Compared to previous centuries, the pace of change has rapidly accelerated in the twenty-first century. Creative thinking provides us with the tools and skills needed to adapt and thrive in this fast-paced environment. Through creative thinking, we have the ability not only to understand change, but also to learn how to make it work for us. Better yet, we can even learn how to create the change that benefits us personally and professionally. When put into practice, creativity allows us to move beyond our accepted patterns of thinking and into the uncharted territory of new and innovative ideas. Creative thinking allows us to find solutions to problems—from what to serve for dinner at in impromptu get-together to how to eliminate abject poverty around the world. And, like any skill, the more it is used, the more exceptional, valuable and (dare we say) fun it becomes.


While creativity helps us individually, it also helps companies in the business environment. Simply maintaining a business is not enough to survive anymore—companies need to become more productive and, at the same time, stay competitive. Companies must embrace an active strategy to build and grow creativity, fostering it as an essential ingredient for obtaining success. For many companies, creative thinking has become not only a tool for strategy but also a key factor in discovering new ideas that will differentiate them from the competition, be it through product design, new services offered or something beyond.


The emphasis on creativity within industries such as film, entertainment, advertising, music, performing arts and architecture has allowed several experts to become leaders in creative thinking, and many are seeing a renaissance that has enabled them to weather economic turbulence. In recent years magazines have started to highlight creativity. Major trade publications, like Advertising Age and Creativity, as well as business magazines like Fast Company and INC, feature annual rankings of the most creative individuals and innovative organizations.


The advertising industry, in particular, has been the source of many research findings about creativity. Not exclusive to advertising, the growing need for applied creativity in all business environments makes the characteristics of creativity relevant to all forms of communication, from traditional marketing to interactive and social media. As a communication discipline, creativity has long been considered the driving force of the advertising industry. According to researchers, creativity is “arguably the most important aspect of advertising,”1 with some claiming that creativity is the mission of the entire advertising industry, its raison d’être. Industry magazines and conferences focusing on the practitioner’s point of view agree that creativity is a power that can save a whole industry from ruin (Iezzi, 2006). Creativity in advertising has been defined as “being new and relevant with your ideas.” Some argue that advertising creativity is a form of creativity different from the concept of creativity. Creativity in advertising is also regarded as creative problem solving, constrained by marketing objectives, competition and the organizational hierarchy, among other things.


This book is the result of a significant paradigm shift in the marketing and advertising industries. Creativity is no longer under the sole proprietorship of copywriters, art directors and designers. Susan Credle, chief creative officer at Leo Burnett in Chicago, describes this change by saying “if you’re going to do great creative [work], you can’t be a creative department. You have to be a creative agency. I think that’s asking every single person to do their job creatively.” Based on interviews conducted with top creative executives, every employee is expected to be visionary, brave, generous, confident and curious, independent of job description and discipline.


Thanks to rapid advances in technology and a liberated understanding of the benefits of how and where creativity can be applied, creativity has transcended the form of a quality applied to individuals or industries to become a highly sought-after skill, a corporate value and way of thinking that is driving innovation and businesses today. Within the marketing, communication and advertising industries, traditionally considered to be creative industries, the conversation regarding the need for creativity at all corporate levels has intensified. David Droga, founder of Droga5 knows that without creativity, society would lack innovation. “Creative intelligence is crucial … it’s the creative people who instigate everything,” says Droga. This innovation is becoming increasingly difficult. Mark Hunter former creative executive at Deutsch LA expressed the need for his agency to remain revolutionary instead of reactionary: “Everything needs to be interactive. Whether we like it or not, all other forms of communication are becoming two-way.”


Additional industry experts describe another shift. Edward Boches of Mullen in Boston says, “We’re not in the words-and-pictures business anymore; we’re in the business of building our client’s business, and creativity is the strongest asset you can have to do that.” The leading creative agencies in advertising and marketing in the United States are acknowledging that they are not just creating advertising anymore but are actively helping their clients to solve their business problems and create value through product development. According to Marshall Ross, chief creative officer at Cramer-Krasselt in Chicago, it is important for agencies to recognize that the definition of creativity needs to be very open. “It isn’t just how you are putting words and pictures together. It is about how you are thinking about strategy; how you are thinking about measurement; it’s how you are thinking about where the intersections between this idea and audience lie.” He adds that it is also about influencing the client’s ability to develop products. “If we don’t bring creativity, we don’t bring surprise or novelty to readjust the positioning or product development.”


Changes in technology and advances in scientific research in the past decade have not increased our creativity per se, but rather have provided additional insights into how creativity can be improved. One of the most important findings of the past half century is that creative thinking is a skill. Like any skill, creativity is ours to possess, practice and master. Like any ability, it can be neglected or, through dedication and work, strengthened and honed into a powerful skill. This book is designed to help you do just that.


As the knowledge and benefits of how to enhance creativity have grown, the myths surrounding the creative process have been deconstructed. The democratization of technology and the fact that creativity can be learned and practiced have created a shift for creative thinking. It has moved from the domain of industries such as advertising or the fine arts to become a core discipline within mainstream education that can enhance both the learning process and the practitioner’s ability to think in new directions. With both industry and education converging and modernizing the concept of creative thinking, creativity has become known as a skill that is highly beneficial to all people and gives practitioners a competitive edge.


Compared to other academic disciplines, creative thinking has a relatively short documented history. From Alex Osborn’s initial exploration of the creative thinking process at the advertising agency BBDO in the early 1940s, to the current breadth and scope of academic courses, conferences and even dedicated higher education programs focused on creative thinking, our societal perceptions of creative thinking have undergone a very important change. The ability to think creatively, to develop ideas and to find solutions is beginning to receive universal recognition as a required skillthat will make world economies more competitive and students brighter and provide humankind with the answers for the challenges of the future.


While creativity, and the creative thinking that inspires it, is on a trajectory to become the quintessential component of success and customer connection in the future, the threat still exists that creative thinking is too playful to be taken seriously, too risky and too time-consuming to be invested in—especially in the minds of busy students, overwhelmed educators and cash-strapped companies. Hopefully together we can change their minds.


This book is a testament to the importance of creative thinking as a skill and as an investment in future economic and personal success. The goal of this book is to provide not only a complete understanding of creative thinking as a core discipline within the context of the current changes to the advertising, marketing and business industries, but also to connect academic knowledge and professional practice. The book will help readers to better understand and evaluate the quality of creative thinking as well as the creative process of transforming creative ideas and thoughts into effective business solutions. This book also teaches creative thinking habits and ways to communicate your ideas that strengthen your ability to succeed in competitive environments.


The market needs a holistic approach and a fresh perspective. While I understand that creativity is a broad and complex topic, twenty years of teaching creativity has confirmed that it is possible to study it, learn it and look at it holistically. Even though creativity is highly complex and influenced by many factors, this book uses a structured conceptual model called “The 4Ps of Creativity.” Based on extensive academic research, this model provides a lens with which we can look at the interconnected aspects of creativity, develop creative thinking techniques and habits, and apply them. When creativity is viewed through the multiple dimensions of the 4Ps—person, process, place and product—this complex subject, which cannot be understood via one dimension alone, can be addressed in a systematic way.


The book consists of three main parts. The first, and arguably the core of the work, represents theoretical frameworks and insights that examine what creativity is, how it works and how we can apply it in our daily lives. The second part represents the insights of experienced professionals; in most cases chief creative officers, founders and partners in some of the premier creative advertising agencies in the United States. These agency executives have won numerous awards for their outstanding creative work and are respected experts within the domain of advertising, marketing and communication. These award-winning agency executives share their knowledge, expertise and experience related to managing for creativity and mastering creativity in their respective organizations. The insights of these professionals help add a perspective we can apply in many situations and industries beyond advertising. Lastly, the third part of this book offers real-world cases from numerous former students who have taken an undergraduate or graduate course in creativity, creative thinking and problem solving. Through personal essays they share their opinions and experiences concerning how they have developed the thinking and problem-solving skills they practice regularly and how they use those skills in their personal lives and professional careers.


However, how you use this book and the knowledge in it is most important. Creativity is a broad and complex topic that cannot be achieved through one-time workshops or quick fixes. Mastering the skill of creative thinking takes time, dedication and practice. It involves an active mind that will become more and more open to fresh ideas and seeing new ways of doing things. One can achieve better creativity and creative thinking only by making behavioral changes within oneself and the organizations one works in regularly. The perspectives of advertising executives and former students illustrate how everyone can use and practice the various topics of this book in different and very individual ways. Since not only one path to success exists, the interviews with agency professionals, as well as the cases of former students, invite you to read the book in a nonlinear way. I invite you to jump from one topic to another based on its connectedness to each testimonial featured in the book or as it feels most appropriate to your individual situation. Each interview and case includes cross-references that connect to the 4Ps of Creativity. Hopefully, you will be inspired by the framework of the 4Ps as well as by the many examples you can apply to your own personal journey. Use this book as a framework to begin building one of the most valuable life and business skills there is. When applied, creative skills will take you much further than the classroom or the boardroom and into a world of infinite possibilities and opportunities. It is time to develop thinking habits that lead to breakthrough thinking!




CHAPTER ONE


New Truths About Creativity


Since humanity’s early beginnings, creativity has come in many different shapes and forms. Not long ago, the concept of creativity was not a defined or explored entity as it is today, but rather was something that simply existed. While creativity has always played an important role in human lives, in today’s world the concept of creativity is becoming increasingly important. People are realizing the impact it can have in a variety of fields and organizations. For example, when searching the word creativity in one of the popular search engines on the internet, roughly 159,000,000 results pages appear within less than a second.


Creativity: The Traditional Definition


The traditional dictionary definition describes creativity as, “the state or quality of being creative.” But what does that mean? To be less elusive and to get to the meat of the definition, creativity is further defined as: “the ability to transcend traditional ideas, rules, patterns, relationships, or the like and to create meaningful new ideas, forms, methods, interpretations, etc.; originality, progressiveness, or imagination.” Ultimately it also means the act of being creative, as in, “the process by which one utilizes creative ability.” (Dictionary.com2)


Numerous dictionaries define creativity and all its etymological offspring—creative, creative thinking, etc., through similar words—an act of fresh, independent and unique expression, which includes originality and imagination. To the traditional definition, The Macquarie Dictionary goes so far as to add the additional description of “ground-breaking” and “innovative.” At its core, creativity means to take action on an idea; sometimes that includes moving the idea from imagination into reality, or it can simply mean evolving an idea to a new level. Action and creativity go hand-in-hand—otherwise, human beings would not live in the world that they do. People taking action on the ideas that come into their imaginations have given us everything from the Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris to the iPhone.


One of history’s greatest thinkers went a bit further with the exploration of creativity and its importance; William Shakespeare described creativity as “seeing something new when you look at something old.” Others have described creativity as the breaking down of barriers and ignoring preconceived notions and fears. Creativity, in a casual context, is associated with “fiddling around” and “having fun with ideas,” embracing the belief that playfulness and tinkering will lead us to possible solutions.3 Within the music industry, creativity can be defined as hearing a rhythm or pattern that has not yet been put together. For example, Ray Charles combined gospel and blues to create a unique sound in his songs.


Others hold to a more extreme view, believing that creativity requires an innate ability to suspend rationality, even sanity. This comes from the fact that the nature of creativity is not strictly characterized by birthing new concepts, but also by making unusual connections. Processes that result in innovation may look rational in hindsight. However, the vast majority of creative breakthroughs come from people who have dissented from accepted thinking patterns (DeBono). From Edison’s radical idea to use electricity rather than whale oil to provide light, to placing paint on a blank canvas in a very unique style like Van Gogh, creativity involves change in order to truly fulfill the definition of the word. In the art world, Picasso expressed this shift to creativity by saying, “every act of creativity is first an act of destruction.”


While creativity involves both the creation of new ideas and sometimes the destruction of existing concepts, it’s important to note that the act of combining existing ideas in a new and foreign way is also creativity. Some of history’s greatest inventors have found new combinations of existing objects, harnessing them for new purposes. For example, wine presses inspired Johannes Gutenberg to adapt the concept to printing. Gutenberg’s printing press is a powerful example of taking existing elements and creating not only a functional tool, but one that accelerated the sharing of information.


Creativity is a complex topic and can be viewed from many different perspectives. One way of looking at creativity is through the premise of the 4Ps: person, place, process and product. The person component refers to the actual characteristics and personality traits that make an individual creative and that are responsible for our very personal creativity. The place refers to the physical space and the organizational environment in which creativity happens. Process concerns the way the final goal is reached and what steps and thinking techniques might lead to the creative product. The product relates to a final creative production, work, service or invention that comes from the creative process and creative ideas.
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One way of looking at creativity is through the premise of the 4Ps.


Throughout history, there have been certain peaks in thought and creativity, including in ancient Greece, the Renaissance, the mid-1800s in Vienna, Austria, and the current technological revolution. Though creativity was not always defined or examined during these earlier times, it still persisted and flourished. In fact, taking a retrospective look at these periods of time allows for analysis and definition of the elements of creativity that were employed, using the premise of the 4P framework.


The extremely advanced ancient Greeks influenced language, politics, philosophy and the arts for future civilizations. A large aspect of culture in ancient Greece revolved around philosophy, which focused on the role of reason and introspective thinking. Plato and Aristotle were two of the most well-known and influential philosophers of the time. This period of history was also known for its contributions to music, literature, art, science and architecture. Despite all of these contributions and innovations, the ancient Greeks did not believe in the concept of creativity. They did not have a concept that meant “creator” or “to create,” although they had the term poiein, meaning “to make.” They believed that the concept of creativity meant the freedom of action. This did not align with the concept of art. To them, art was defined as techne, meaning “the making of things, according to the rules.” Therefore the entire premise of art was to adhere to rules as opposed to experimentation and thinking outside the box, as we often associate with art today. According to the ancient Greeks, nature was perfect and subject to laws. Humans were supposed to discover the laws of nature and be subject to them rather than look for freedom. The poet was the only individual who was an exception to this rule and was believed to be truly creative because he or she was not bound by laws and actually created something genuinely new. Looking back at ancient Greece with today’s understanding of creativity, it is clear to see that the ancient Greeks did, in fact, employ many of the same principles that people do today. Supported by a strong governmental and political structure, which gave way to freedom and resources in terms of art and culture, ancient Greece was a place in which creativity was born and thrived.


During the medieval period and under medieval Christianity, an increase in the power of the church greatly influenced and diminished creativity. The Latin word creatio came to designate God’s act of “creatio ex nihilo,” which meant creation from nothing. Therefore, creatio did not apply to human activities. Human creativity, a secular pursuit, was tolerated but not necessarily celebrated or promoted.


The Renaissance was a cultural movement that began in Florence, Italy, in the fourteenth century. Florence possessed certain characteristics and peculiarities that allowed for this sudden proliferation of ideas and creativity. The Italian city-state had a unique political structure, a large migration of Greek scholars and texts due to the fall of Constantinople and the patronage of the Medicis, one of the wealthiest families in Italy at the time. When considering the 4Ps, Florence was an ideal place for this reawakening of creative thought. The Medici family, who were leading patrons of the arts, commissioned works from Leonardo da Vinci, Botticelli and Michelangelo, among other Renaissance greats. While this movement began in Italy, it gradually moved across Europe by the end of the sixteenth century. The actual word renaissance is a literal translation from French to English, meaning rebirth. This was in reference to the flourishing activity in the areas of literature, philosophy, art, music, politics and science. It was a time of revival of the secular; an inquiring and introspective way of thinking that had characterized the life and culture of the classical period. While the Medieval period lacked freedom and naturalness, the Renaissance was a time of creative flourish and awakening that allowed for more individualism and the abandonment of the austere ways of the Medieval era. Looking at the Renaissance through the lens of the modern concept of creativity, one can see that the personal aspect was crucial when it came to creative endeavors. The Renaissance allowed for individuals to use their abilities for innovation and creation and encouraged them to have many different skills and talents, untethering them from just one craft. This gave way to the concept of the “Renaissance Man,” an individual who possesses broad intellectual interests and pursuits. Throughout this important historical period, we see the 4Ps exercised. The Renaissance generated some of the world’s most celebrated art, literature and philosophy that continue to be influential to this day.


In 1804, Vienna became the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, playing an increased role in world politics, as well as culture and art, serving at the center of classical music and art. The European city became the home to an abundance of theaters and opera houses and was home to some of the most eminent musical composers, including Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Joseph Haydn, Ludwig van Beethoven, Franz Schubert and Johannes Brahms. Additionally there was a surge in the coffeehouse culture in Vienna, becoming a popular place for intellectual, artistic, scientific and political debate. Much like Florence during the Renaissance, Vienna served as an ideal place for creative revival and resurgence.


The Perfect Storm


The advent of the internet has ushered in a new era of creativity. Not since Johannes Gutenberg began the printing revolution in the fifteenth century has humankind been poised on the brink of such extraordinary changes and progress in thinking. The democratization of technologies and availability of outlets in recent years have altered the concept of creativity, allowing more people than ever to pursue creative careers. Independent of any formal training or education, low-cost or free online tools have encouraged many to engage in creative activities. The internet has provided the world with a wealth of ideas and images that jump-start thinking processes and show new perspectives. This has added to the perception and understanding of creativity as a skill rather than only a talent. While our brains may have not changed significantly, the internet has shown us new things about our minds’ inner workings and has allowed creative communities to foster and share ideas. The rise of crowdsourcing and accessibility of software has metaphorically pulled the rug out from under the concept of creativity. Much of what we understand now about creativity and ways to nurture it can be attributed to advances in technology. Advances in scientific and psychological understanding of the human brain, the deconstruction of the myth and preconceptions of a “creative person,” the democratization of technology and the realization that creativity can be learned, cultivated and improved by practice, are all blending together to create the perfect storm for the development of creative thinking as a skill.


TRUTH #1: Technology is a Mirror for Creativity


The internet is helping people discover new truths about creativity. Technology grants access to people who want to share ideas or learn ways to share them better. Younger generations, such as Generation Y or the Millennials, have been primarily—if not completely—brought up in this technology-influenced world. The way in which this generation thinks, processes and shares information is unlike the way any other generation does the same. As part of the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Series on Digital Media and Learning, Patricia G. Lange and Mizuko Ito researched how technology is impacting and empowering children and young adults aged twelve to eighteen. Lange and Ito found that “the growing availability of digital media-production tools, combined with sites where young people can post and discuss media works, has created a new media ecology that supports everyday media creation and sharing for kids engaged in creative production.”4


In their documentary PressPausePlay, creators Victor Köhler and David Dworsky illustrate through various interviews how technology has enabled children, as well as individuals in their twenties and thirties, to unleash their own creative potential and to engage in endeavors that result in creative products such as film, photography, books, blogs, music or even complex media productions. Many of the featured creatives have learned their trade by picking up tools available on the internet rather than through a formal education in film, photography or writing. Creative expression is no longer bound to a teacher and a classroom. Anyone with internet access has been enabled to engage in creative production.


Technology is also changing the rules of how ideas have developed and turned into innovative products and services in the past, making it difficult to predict what will be the next new thing a month from now, let alone a year or a decade from now. Individuals and organizations are becoming increasingly aware of this trend. Constant rapid change provides the perfect environment for creative thinking to flourish as it enables practitioners of creative thinking to continue to grow and expand their skills, and it establishes a training ground for new thinkers who want to continue to push the limits of their ability to generate and share ideas. As a skill, creativity is now sought after more than ever before. The need to become better creative thinkers, problem solvers and opportunity explorers is a key component of success that is not limited to business, but also has a striking impact on the quality and fulfillment of one’s personal life.


TRUTH #2: Creativity Can Be Learned and Practiced


Independent of different cultural frameworks and societies around the world, the belief that an individual is either creative or not creative is still widely represented. Many people still believe that only certain people are creative and that creativity is a special or elite skill that only some possess. But this misconception is now changing. In recent years more evidence that creativity and creative thinking skills can be taught, learned and practiced has appeared. Tina Seelig, executive director of the Stanford Technology Ventures Program and author of inGENIUS: A Crash Course on Creativity, confirms that “everyone can increase his or her creativity, just as everyone can increase his or her musical or athletic ability, with appropriate training and focused practice.”


Based on my work with students and professionals in the area of creativity and creative thinking, I have been able to observe several trends. First, there are always those who consider themselves creative and typically associate their creativity with creative expression in performance, art, photography, poetry and other artistic media. For example, a former student, Cyril Urbano, sayshe has always known that he had a creative streak: “My creative expression was always seen onstage—whether dancing to some familiar tune, belting out a song in front of crowds or portraying a role in a stage play. Back then, that was all the creativity I knew—artistic self expression.”


The second group has a self-image that they are not creative. Former student Kristina Shigaeva says, “I remember on the very first day [of the Creative Thinking course], my professor asked for a show of hands of those individuals who thought that they were creative. I was one of the few people that didn’t raise their hand. At that point in time, I didn’t quite understand the concept of creativity the way in which I understand it now. Before [the course], I was convinced that creativity was something that you were born with; you either had it or you didn’t, and I was positive that I was in the latter category. It was reserved for those elite few that had a special skill like painting or composing music.”


Third, after completing a course in creativity and creative thinking, many students have gained a better understanding about their own creativity and the concept of creative thinking, which allows them to better evaluate creativity expressed and produced by others. Through increased awareness and practice, their own creative thinking not only has improved over time, but also has turned into a skill they can apply in their personal and professional lives. While individuals may differ in their levels of creative abilities, according to many scientists all are born creative.5 All young children have the ability to think divergently, a key attribute of creativity. However, over time they lose their creative abilities as a result of formalized training, socialization and self-inhibition, whereby they begin to assess and judge their own creative abilities by comparing themselves to others.


The fact that a person’s creative abilities can easily diminish over time means only that you need to rediscover your own creativity and creative abilities and practice them on a regular basis. Former student Rebecca Schaefer Hempen says, “I never really saw myself as a creative person, but [through the creative thinking course], I realized that anybody—including me—can be creative.” Former student Trang Phan adds, “When I started [the course], I was skeptical because like most people, I believed that one is either creative or they are not. What I discovered was that creativity is an innate skill that we all possess. Whether or not we practice this skill determines our creative intake and offerings. In addition to creativity coming from within, I also quickly discovered that we could build our creativity through our environment and collaboration.”


It seems that there has never been a better time to embark on a personal journey of creative exploration and discovery. Regardless of your creative experience, there is always an opportunity to bolster your creative abilities by increasing your knowledge and by exercising your brain muscle on a regular basis.




EXERCISES


What is the next shape in this sequence?
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Credited to Wujec, Tom (1995), Five Star Mind, Games & Puzzles to Stimulate Your Creativity & Imagination, Doubleday, New York. Find answers and solutions to exercises and puzzles at www.breakthroughthinkingguide.com.


Morning Pages


Morning pages help tap into a nonjudgmental creative space by capturing ideas, thoughts or feelings before you become self-conscious. Julia Cameron, author of The Artist’s Way advises to set your morning alarm a half-hour early. “Wake-up and immediately write at least three paragraphs of longhand, ‘stream-of-consciousness’ writing,” she says. By keeping a pen and paper by your bedside, you can describe a dream, an activity from the previous day, or even an emotion. Whatever crosses your mind, capture it on paper.


Cameron advises not to read the pages or share them with anyone; she calls them a “blurt.” They are simply meant to guide your creative development. “You will find that your ability to create will be greatly affected by this activity. It may be slow going at first, but stick with it,” she says. The change will surprise you.


The Morning Pages exercise is credited to Julia Cameron. The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity; 1996. Penguin Putnam Inc; San Francisco, CA.


Creativity Self-Perception
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Are you creative? Take a few minutes and think about what you associate with creativity. Write down if you consider yourself creative and to what degree. Then explore how your self-image has been formed. Do you connect creativity with arts and crafts and/or with thinking and problem solving skills?







CHAPTER TWO


What Is Creativity?


Creativity is a complex topic that involves many different elements and factors, from originality to destruction to combining existing elements in a way that makes something new. However, at its most fundamental level, creativity means to create. Creation, the root of creativity, takes place when something is brought into being. To create means to give rise to, bring about, produce, form, originate, introduce, invent, conceive, compose, author, initiate—you get the inspiring point.


However, if creativity was that forthright and simple, this book would not have been developed. It is important to go beyond the dictionary definition of creativity in an effort to embrace the many perspectives and elements that are part of the inherent nature of the topic.


Defining creativity is just one facet of this complex and broad topic. Creativity takes place on many levels, both within your personal skill level and your environmental knowledge. From an act of imaginative creation to theact of making unique connections, creativity is at its best where action meets an idea that has taken a new an unusual direction.
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While it has been stressed that creativity is closely linked to action, it is important to reiterate that the result does not always have to be tangible. Creativity is also represented by one’s ability to generate fresh ideas and solutions to current problems or challenges.


In looking at the many angles from which creativity can be described, the following two definitions provide a good foundation for this book:


Creativity is redefining old ideas in new ways, breaking through conceptual barriers.6


This definition incorporates two important aspects related to creativity: the first part involves adding new perspectives when thinking about a problem, assignment or challenge; the second involves taking risks and moving away from previously established opinions and thought patterns. These are two important topics that will be explored further in chapters four and five.


Po Bronson and Ashley Merryman define creativity in their article “The Creativity Crisis” as:


The production of something original and useful, and that’s what’s reflected in the Torrance tests. There is never one right answer. To be creative requires divergent thinking (generating many unique ideas) and then convergent thinking (combining those ideas into the best result).7


Thinking facilitates creativity and creative thinking is the process of being creative. Therefore, the terms “creativity” and “creative thinking” will be used interchangeably. Although, when I speak of creative thinking, references will be made to the act of the creative process and the ways to enhance it. Specific thought processes can improve the ability to be creative, such as being in an optimal state of mind for generating new ideas, deliberately thinking in ways that improve the likelihood of new thoughts occurring and maximizing mental ability to create original, diverse and elaborate ideas.


Within these thought processes you can apply different methods of thinking when you solve problems. Among several options, the most widely known methods are: convergent thinking, divergent thinking and lateral thinking.




	
Convergent Thinking: When the thought process is focused on finding a single correct answer to a problem, convergent thinking is used. Ideas are generated, weighed and discarded until the correct solution is found.


	
Divergent Thinking: Highly associated with creativity, divergent thinking happens whenideas and thoughts are followed and explored in many directions.


	
Lateral Thinking: Often a tactical method for problem solving, lateral thinking involves looking at the identified challenge from multiple angles. Lateral thinking typically is applied during a phase of divergent thinking.





I will delve deeper into these thinking methods in subsequent chapters, but for now they are important to understand when you look at the findings of creativity research and even the methods that some companies are using to stimulate creative thinking.
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Defining Creativity in the Business Environment


In addition to the traditional definition of creativity, it is important to look at creativity within the context of the business environment. A study on creativity within the advertising industry revealed that there are three main concepts associated with advertising creativity: divergence, relevance and effectiveness (Smith and Yang). These three factors can be helpful for applying the definition of creativity within any industry field and will become even more important when you learn about the evaluation of ideas.




	
Divergence: In order to qualify as creative, an idea must be unusual, new, innovative, novel, divergent and/or imaginative; specifically it must go beyond the current environment’s level of ideas.


	
Relevance: The relevance factor describes the degree to which an idea is relevant to a specific audience. In order to be creative, an idea must be appropriate and within the correct context, as well as useful, valuable and meaningful.


	
Effectiveness: This dimension relates to the aspect that the creative idea helps the audience see the product or service in a new way, possibly even changing the audience’s perspective of reality. According to the study’s authors, an effective creative idea must also have impact or be productive, connecting with and/or being useful in the consumer’s life.





Who Is Creative?


Beyond the definition of creativity is the very important question of whether creativity is innate, meaning present from birth, or whether it can be taught, nurtured and ultimately honed. While there are different academic and psychological trains of thought, current research shows that creativity is possessed by more than a select few. Creativity is a perception influenced by personal actions and environments and it is a skill that can be developed.


During the interviews with industry experts featured in this book, the creative directors noted several characteristic traits in their employees that they believe make them creative. Even though the number of employees, the educational background and the individual areas of expertise at the agencies varied, many creative directors pointed out similar traits that they believe their staff demonstrate and embody. Several mentioned that creative people are always willing to try again and are not discouraged if something does not work out right away. “The best trait you have as a creative person is your ability to try again. You think of an idea and it gets killed or it gets changed, or it doesn’t work or whatever and try again” says Tim Leake, formerly of Hyper Island.


The employees at the agencies featured in this book also have an inclination towards original thinking and solving problems in unexpected ways. The executives of some of the most creative marketing, communication and advertising agencies are looking to hire as many inspiring, interesting and authentic creative people as possible. Often those people come from different backgrounds. According to David Droga of Droga5 this manifests itself in many different ways. “I’m not looking for one type of creative person or one type of creative thinker; I look at problem solvers,” says Droga. Such people do not conform to a specified set of rules but rather bring unusual ways of thinking to the table. The majority of creative directors mentioned that the most creative people in their agencies are those who are willing to work with others and are open to collaboration because, oftentimes, creativity is a collective effort. Creative people must have respect for other people’s opinions and are always open and curious about the world.


Lynn Teo formerly of McCann Erickson in New York and formerly of AKQA is looking for people who demonstrate a lot of curiosity, a genuine want to explore, a genuine want to understand and, in particular, have a genuine want to understand human behavior. Teo adds, “I think that personality traits would be openness and receptivity, because the day of creativity now, is one that is very competitive. The creativity doesn’t just come from one individual locked up in a room thinking of something, but the creativity is collective. And I think, in this modern day, if the individual is unable to build on someone else’s idea and help to make the emerging idea a collective, [that idea] will not have the promise that it could have. So it’s this idea of building on top of each other’s ideas and having the discussion be a vehicle for thinking.”


Creativity and Self-Perception


Another component of creativity in individuals is the self-perception of being creative. Despite multiple mediums of communication, increased competition and a dynamic marketplace environment, many people do not consider themselves creative. Unless an individual has been trained in creativity or creative fields such as performing arts, creative writing, advertising, film, media or visual design, the self-perception of one’s level of creative ability is relatively low.


During my years of teaching creative thinking, I found that at the beginning of almost every semester when students were asked to raise their hand if they considered themselves creative, many hesitated. The same held true for corporate creativity workshops I conducted for companies. In many companies creativity is still associated with the work of artists, not of a typical office worker.


This lack of self-confidence associated with creative thinking skills reflects the understanding and knowledge of psychologists of the early twentieth century, when experts believed that creativity was an inherent ability. Psychologists believed that one is either born with creative thinking skills or not. Much of the early research was conducted by studying highly creative individuals. The test subjects demonstrated similarities in several personality dimensions, which led to their establishing specific creative traits such as playfulness, intelligence, originality, nonconformity, self-confidence, skepticism, memory, humor, flexibility and adaptability.


During the last few decades, additional traits have been identified that demonstrate the flexibility and empathy characteristics of creative thinkers. Identified abilities include thinking outside the box, being energetic and passionate, as well as having the yin and yang balance of being both introverted and extroverted, masculine and feminine, and rebellious and traditional.


Everyone’s life circumstances surrounding creativity and self-perception of creative ability are unique. Some people have the advantage of environments and relationships that nurture creative thinking. Others may have shed the inherent skills of creative thinking for more traditional and structured social behaviors due to circumstances that did not support or value creativity. The good news is that not being born into an environment that hones creative thinking skills does not automatically make one a less effective creative thinker. It just means that the skill may be less natural or intuitive, buried under layers of inhibited self-perception and social and environmental habits.


One of the most important findings I have experienced in my own creativity teaching is this:


The major factor that distinguishes creative from noncreative individuals is that creative individuals believe they are creative!


The mind is a powerful tool, but it is also a tool that needs training. The perception toward being creative or not being creative can be controlled by personal habits and self-perception. By giving yourself the freedom and opportunity to create, one becomes creative.


Former student Sarah Hamilton is quick to acknowledge that she did not consider herself creative or a creative thinker prior to the course. According to Sarah, creativity was the antithesis of what she thought she was or could ever be. She considered herself analytical, skeptical and realistic. Yet during the course she realized that she wanted to be creative. After numerous exercises, assignments and sometimes-frustrating experiences, Sarah discovered that her creativity started to flow and that her skills became more honed. Succeeding more frequently at assignments and receiving very positive feedback on her work from the professor and her peers, Sarah’s self-esteem increased. She played with ideas more often and jotted them down, carried an idea book with her everywhere she went and began to draw after sitting in on a drawing class. With this new confidence, Sarah began to believe that she could, in fact, be creative.


Former student Veronica Marquez points out that she “used to cringe at the word creative.” According to Marquez, creativity was word she associated with the unattainable world of artists, designers and photographers—not business people. Taking a course in creative thinking changed all of that. Veronica learned several skills that allowed her to build creative confidence. The ability to think expansively, to discover many possible routes to tackle the same challenge, and to be connected to what she loves has fundamentally contributed to her development and growth, both personally and professionally. These newly gained skills helped Veronica land a job at a creative agency in New York, where she now includes creative thinking and problem solving as part of her daily routine.


To better understand why individuals may not have enough confidence in their own creative thinking skills, it helps to look back into the childhood years. As a person matures and becomes more socially conscious, one adopts behaviors that feel appropriate for one’s environment and will be accepted by peers. For example, if you ask a kindergarten class how many of them are artists, they will all raise their hands. Ask the same question of sixth graders and maybe one-third will respond. Ask a group of high school seniors and only a few will admit to it.


What happens to people as they grow up? They become more self-conscious and develop social awareness of others, key factors that inhibit creativity. Rather than express curiosity, they censor their questions. They learn to fear criticism and tend to keep ideas and creativity to themselves. While some creative habits may still be explored, they are usually personal and not shared. For instance, many people keep journals for writing or sketching, but they never share them with others. When was the last time you invited a friend to read your diary?


This leads to a very important tenet of this book. There is no judgment here: Only encouragement and tools that will help reintroduce you to important and life-enhancing skills so that you may embark on your own creative journey. If you are reading this book in a class, you will have company on your exploration. It is important to remain open-minded, not only toward your own creativity, but also towards the exploration of others. This mindfulness will become a benefit to you, as you will begin to see that your own openness connects you to new and fresh ideas.


Practice Makes a Better Brain


Many psychologists agree that humans generally have the capacity to think creatively. I agree with this and believe that creativity is a skill—and like any skill, creativity needs to be practiced. In order to become experienced in creative thinking and for creativity to come naturally, one needs to first rediscover her own creativity, then practice, nurture and refine it on an ongoing basis. That is the good news. The challenge is that this is not as easy as it sounds.


Like putting any muscle to use in a new way, your brain will give you similar resistance as you practice honing your creative thinking skills. Other than keeping your body functioning, the brain does not want to exert itself and waste energy. Gregory Berns, author of Iconoclast, summed it up when he called the brain “a fundamentally lazy piece of meat.”8
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According to Berns, in order to think creatively, one must develop new neural pathways and break out of the cycle of how his past experiences are categorized. For most people, this does not come naturally. Often the harder you think differently, the more rigid the categories become. Ultimately though, the networks that govern both perception and imagination can be reprogrammed. Berns explains that “by deploying our attention differently, the frontal cortex, which contains rules for decision making, can reconfigure neural networks so that we can see things that we did not see before. You need a novel stimulus, a trigger, such as a new piece of information or an unfamiliar environment, to jolt the attentional systems awake. The more radical the change, the greater the likelihood of fresh insights.”9


Like any skill, enhancing your creativity requires discipline, devotion and practice. Having worked with graduate and undergraduate students for more than fifteen years, it has become clear that creativity and creative thinking is a skill not gained by reading and processing information, but by exploring, trying and doing. The following chapters provide you with more information for understanding creativity. But, more importantly, they aim to inspire you beyond mere comprehension through points of action that create actual change. The exercises in this book are designed to help you increase your skill level. As with a physical fitness routine, this is a program that requires discipline. Sometimes it will feel fun, other times it will feel a lot like a lot of work. Stick to it. The results will inspire you.




EXERCISES


Nine Dots
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Connect the dots with 4 straight lines without lifting your pencil or pen from the paper, once you have started.


Credited to Evans, James R. (1991), Creative Thinking – In the decision and management sciences, South-Western, and Michalko, Michael (1991), Thinkertoys: A Handbook of Creative-Thinking Techniques. Berkeley, Calif.: Ten Speed Press.


Enemies & Champions
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In this chapter, I discussed that believing that you are creative is one of the most important factors of being creative. As we grow and mature, we often suppress many of our creative tendencies due to judgment from others. Spend a few minutes thinking back to your childhood and adolescence and the relationships, events or encounters that impacted your creativity, both negatively and positively. In your sketchbook divide a page into four quarters. Make a list of the people who inhibited or impaired your creative growth in the first box and the reason or memory that caused the negative association. In the next box, make a list of people who supported and encouraged your creative growth and the reason or memory that makes it a positive association. In the remaining two boxes, write a response to the memory or the person regarding your creativity.
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Mrs. Chydochyck, 14 grade teacher:
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Mrs. Beal, 5" grade teacher:
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school district contests. favorite subject because | loved to read and write (not
because | liked sentence diagrams) and for encouraging
me to share my writing.
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