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The ability to solve problems effectively and efficiently is an essential trait 

for success in any profession today.  In our rapidly changing world, if we 

only know how to solve problems based on how they were solved in the 

past (“this is how we have always done it” or “I’ve been doing it this way 

for a long time”), we can be neither effective nor efficient in solving the 

problems of today.   

Problem solving today requires creativity – not the “artistic flair” type of 

creativity that we have learned to associate with the word, but true 

creativity.  Creativity in thought.  This study focuses on the importance of 

personal creativity in our day-to-day work lives and how inclusion plays a 

critical role in our ability to think and work creatively.  While there is no 

clean or concise definition of creativity, for the purposes of this study, we 

used Robert E. Franken’s widely accepted definition of creativity: “The 

ability to create original ideas, connections, alternatives or possibilities that 

are effective in solving problems, communicating with others, and inspiring 

new and useful ideas in others.” 

Our key findings are in the pages ahead, and we hope that our work on 

creative thinking inspires some creative thinking of your own! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Creativity - the ability to 

create original ideas, 

connections, alternatives or 

possibilities that are 

effective in solving 

problems, communicating 

with others, and inspiring 

new and useful ideas in 

others.” 

-Robert E. Franken 

 

 

 

Our research on the intersection of inclusion and innovation was recently published as a chapter 

entitled “Personal Creativity” in the Global Innovation Science Handbook.  You can definitely check 

out more about the book on Amazon if you choose, but our research is summarized for your 

convenience and learning pleasure in this report as part of our Yellow Paper Series. 



Creativity is a skill. 

Creativity is a skill, and it can be developed like any other skill.  Creativity has long been 

misunderstood as an innate characteristic but, like any skill, while some people may have 

a more organic talent for it, everyone can learn it.   

Creativity is the ability to solve problems faster and better regardless of the field you are 

in or the work that you do!  An IBM survey of more than 1500 Chief Executives from over 

60 countries and 30 industries found that “chief executives believe that -- more than rigor, 

management discipline, integrity or even vision -- successfully navigating an increasingly 

complex world will require creativity.” 

Creative thinking requires inclusive thinking. 

Creativity is deeply rooted in inclusive thinking because it is the organic diversity of ideas 

and perspectives that go into the creative process that determine the richness of the 

creativity that results.  Steve Jobs took a course in calligraphy, which translated into 

Apple’s incredible innovation with fonts, and he was an avid devotee of Zen Buddhism 

which greatly influenced the design of the iPod.  Now, it does not make sense to 

recommend calligraphy courses and conversion to Zen Buddhism as a way to inspire 

creativity, but the organic ability to pull diverse ideas into a brand new way of solving a 

problem requires an openness to diverse perspectives and inclusive consideration of 

those diverse perspectives. 

Innovation requires creativity, but creativity is not 

innovation. 

Often mistaken for synonyms, creativity and innovation are two very separate but equally 

important steps in the creative development process. The tension between that which is 

“new” and that which is “useful” is at the core of what constitutes impactful creative 

work. Creativity is all about the new thoughts and ideas that lead to innovation. 

Innovation is the systematic implementation of those thoughts and ideas for ultimate 

impact. Without creativity, innovation cannot happen but without innovation, creativity 

has no purpose. Organizations that place a high premium on innovation and development 

need to foster creative thinking and problem-solving but they cannot neglect the 

development of systems that put creativity to good use. 

Anyone can become more creative and innovative…with 

some diverse and inclusive inputs. 

Creativity is not and has never has been the chance “lightning bolt” of inspiration that it is 

often characterized to be; it is a deliberate process that can be developed, refined and 

leveraged as needed to achieve higher levels of excellence regardless of the context.  Our 

research has demonstrated that the best way to create creativity is to... 
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1. Increase Diverse Inputs 

There are a multitude of factors that determine an individual’s capacity and comfort with 

personal creativity but recent research suggests that, regardless of IQ, family history or 

educational experience, actively incorporating new and diverse perspectives into your life 

on a daily basis is the most effective way to increase your ability to think creatively.  

The more perspectives you can integrate into your thought process, the more adept your 

mind will be at seeing old information in new ways! 

Start with people, especially different people!  Develop a wide array of personal and 

professional contacts that are different from you. Seek out people of different cultures, 

generations, people who studied different things in school, spoke different languages as 

children or spent time in different parts of the world!  While it’s possible to actively seek 

out new information through focused study or academic exploration, the more these 

diverse inputs can be developed through natural networks like friendships, hobbies or 

authentic interests, the more natural it will feel to utilize them in your thought processes, 

creating an organic spark of creativity.  

Read! Read! Read!  Sometimes it seems like all of the good ideas have been taken BUT 

new original ideas are mostly sparked by studying existing good ideas. A great creativity 

exercise is to read from sources outside of your industry and expertise. Creativity is bound 

to spark when different subjects crash together, creating beautiful new ideas.  Facilitate 

these crashes by reading as much as possible and then relax while your brain gets to work 

creating new ideas and building new connections. 

2. & 3. Divergent Thinking & Convergent Thinking 

J.P. Guilford developed a theory in the 1960s theorizing that creative processes are about 

compromises between an abundance of assorted ideas (divergent thinking) and culling the 

possibilities to arrive at the best, single, solution (convergent thinking). Essentially, the 

creative process requires a balance between unrestrained thinking and selective critical 

thinking. So how do we utilize the divergent thinking process to generate really 

groundbreaking ideas? And how do we analyze those ideas and hone them effectively in 

the convergent thinking phase? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It sounds improbably 

simple, but developing 

familiarity with fields, data 

and viewpoints that are 
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Divergent Thinking/Creativity 

It is vital during the divergent thinking phase to engage in open brainstorming and 

creative thinking, avoid judgment and cultivate a healthy belief in the impossible. Below 

are some strategies to utilize in the divergent phase of the creative process! 

Ask Questions… and allow yourself to be surprised by the answers!  

• If the “impossible” was possible, what exactly would that look like? 

• If my problem was a teenager, how would I talk to it? 

• Who is the last person I would expect to be able to help me with this problem? 

Why? 

• How would a child solve this problem?  

 

Seek out unexpected resources. At the heart of divergent thinking is the development of 

diverse inputs and inclusive thought processes. When an individual pulls from a wide 

variety of sources, his or her thinking will inevitably produce a wider variety of material. 

Trust yourself. You cannot be creative if you don’t trust your capacity to be so. Keep in 

mind that your solutions shouldn’t be exactly what you pictured when you started and 

you must believe in yourself to arrive at something better.  

Open up. If we get into the habit of shutting out details, eventually, we are limiting our 

ability to stoke the fires of creativity by blocking new inputs. Open yourself up to things 

that may seem unimportant and see what it does to your creative juices. 

Get enthusiastic. Twice as effective as anger (see convergent thinking strategies) 

enthusiasm can be an extraordinary resource for creative development. Authentic 

enthusiasm gets you curious, makes you brave and keeps you open to new ideas and new 

experiences.  

Pump up the volume. The likelihood of landing on a stellar idea increases every time you 

add a new idea to the potential pile, so pump up the volume on your ideas. You can do 

this by increasing your diverse range of inputs, not judging your ideas and positing 

unexpected questions.  
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Convergent Thinking/Innovation 

The convergent stage is specifically designed to hone ‘out-of-the-box’ ideas to make them 

actionable and therefore valuable. It’s important to develop new ideas without judgment 

but with the understanding that those ideas must be evaluated and developed eventually. 

This should actually free up your willingness to develop “crazy” ideas in the divergent 

stage of thinking. The convergent stage is about embracing the art and flow of creativity 

through the craft and restriction of innovation. Below are some strategies to utilize in the 

divergent phase of the creative process! 

 

Clean and organize. Far from being a procrastination technique, physical organization 

actually allows your brain to focus on rearranging and organizing your thoughts. 

Reorganizing thoughts is a fantastic way to craft and revise new connections, new 

thoughts and new ideas.  

Make mistakes thoughtfully. It cannot be over-emphasized: mistakes are not failures! 

Mistakes are inevitable, but they only become failures if you aren’t open to owning 

mistakes and learning from them. As long as you never make the same mistake twice, 

you’ll be well on your way to being a prolific and impactful creative thinker!  

Get angry. Often understood as a stressor, anger can actually be a powerful creative force 

because it opens us up to a more focused and driven way of experiencing the world 

around us.  If you think of anger as a cognitive stimulant and direct the emotion towards 

solving problems (rather than at individuals) you can often re-funnel the emotion towards 

greater, and unexpected, problem solving impact.  
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Convergent Thinking/Innovation cont.  

Subtract instead of add. Albert Einstein once said, "Any intelligent fool can make things 

bigger, more complex, and more violent. It takes a touch of genius -- and a lot of courage -

- to move in the opposite direction." A significant part of creativity is honing an idea to its 

simplest and most impactful form. Oftentimes we think of creativity as an exciting 

addition, but it can also take the form of paring down. Get creative and consider what is 

not essential.  

Move your body. Physical activity is extremely helpful in the development of ideas and 

the frustration of working through problems. The endorphins from physical activity are 

particularly useful when transitioning from the divergent to the convergent thinking 

phase. Get moving to get creative! 

Question your questions. Questions are at the heart of every creative journey and a lot of 

time, and energy, can be wasted when we ask the wrong questions. The ability, to discern 

between questions that are useful to the creative journey and those that detract from it, 

is crucial to your process. The right answer to a wrong question is no more helpful than a 

wrong answer to a right question.  Make sure you take time to determine what is 

relevant, what is important, what is effective.  

Listen to your hunches. Far from being a mysterious impulse, hunches are generally the 

result of an especially organic convergent thinking process. Hunches usually come after 

taking in a lot of information and culling it over a long period of time, sometimes this 

process is so subtle you don’t even realize you’re doing it! This unconscious digestion of 

data is why hunches are often interpreted as intuition rather than analysis. So trust your 

hunches (but make sure you’re always exploring new data.) 
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Barriers to Creativity  

Even with a clear purpose and path forward, there are plenty of barriers you may perceive 

as keeping you from thinking at your creative best.  These barriers can exist 

organizationally, in the structures, cultures or the interactions between people in the 

workplace, but barriers are far more likely to be internal.  Human beings are naturally 

creative, designed to connect apparently unrelated ideas and build new things, but we 

often inhibit our own creative abilities, foreclosing the possible by focusing only on what 

has already existed in the past. The best and most effective way to overcome these 

barriers is to simply acknowledge them and move past them.  Below you will find several 

common barriers that stand in the way of creative thinking along with suggestions on how 

you can saunter around these barriers to find your creative potential. Know that there will 

be challenges, but move forward anyway because if you keep moving forward, creativity 

and innovation will find you! 

Barrier 1:  Our Perceived Definitions of Creativity 

One thing is certain: creativity is not a skill relegated to artists and inventors. Don’t be 

fooled by this common misconception! When we see creativity only as the work of actors, 

writers, musicians, painters and other artists, it’s difficult to see how we can personally 

experiment with and experience our own creativity. We often forget to acknowledge and 

engage the vital role of creativity in fields like business, science, finance and law.  Both 

creation and innovative thinking can come in many forms and are an integral part of 

virtually every industry.  

Barrier 2:  Our Presumed Uses for Creativity 

One unconscious barrier that is often encountered involves our presumptions of where it 

is appropriate to apply creative thinking in our lives.  Don’t get stuck in cognitive patterns 

by only using creative thinking for traditionally creative activities like storytelling or 

problem solving!  Your own creativity could be the thing standing between you and that 

problem you are trying to solve right now for your client, your organization or your team. 
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Barriers to Creativity cont.  

Barrier 3:  Our Overdependence on Knowledge, Experience and Expertise  

We are taught that concrete knowledge and experience are more valuable than 

imagination or curiosity. When it comes to thinking creatively, our reliance on “knowing” 

often is what keeps us from growing.  While research, experience and judgment are 

absolutely critical to the convergent stage of creative development, they can limit our 

ability to expand our thinking beyond what we already know in the divergent stage. When 

we rely on our own knowledge, we discount the value that others can bring to our work 

with their knowledge, experience and perspective.  When you get too stuck in how 

expertise would help in solving a problem, bring in a non-expert to see what questions (or 

even answers!) they may raise. 

Barrier 4:  Our Habits 

Habits are routines that we engage in unconsciously. Habits can make our day easier by 

freeing our conscious brain to develop more complex ideas, but habits can also prevent us 

from having new and different experiences or seeing the familiar world around us with 

increased clarity and depth.  Break some habits to let in some creativity! 

Barrier 5:  Our Fear of Failure 

We all know it, but there is nothing more deadly to creativity than fear of failure. 

Unfortunately, the fear of failure is something that most of us have internalized deeply 

and will do anything to avoid.  Companies like Zappos and Google have found one way to 

combat the fear of failure: celebrating experimentation by labeling failure as one step on 

the way to success.  How can you celebrate and utilize your “failures” to your advantage?   
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