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Chapter 5
Creating Creativity: 

personal Creativity for 
personal productivity

arin n. reeves

Introduction
Although creativity and innovation are often used as interchangeable terms or meshed 
together as one concept, the difference between the two is an important one that actually 
helps us to understand each more fully. One way to differentiate between the two is to 
understand creativity as the mental precursor to innovation; creativity is about imagination 
and ideas where innovation is about action and process. The authors of the new book Smart-
Storming: The Game-Changing Process for Generating Bigger, Better Ideas, Mitchell Rigie and 
Keith Harmeyer describe the difference between creativity and innovation as

“Creativity is most often defined as the mental ability to conceptualize (imagine) new, unusual 
or unique ideas, to see the new connection between seemingly random or unrelated things. 
Innovation on the other hand, is defined as the process that transforms those forward-looking 
new ideas into real-world (commercial) products, services, or processes of enhanced value. The 
result of such a transformation can be incremental, evolutionary, or radical in its impact on the 
status quo.”1

Innovation requires creativity, but creativity does not always lead to innovation. Organi-
zations that seek innovative thinking need workplaces and talent development systems that 
foster creativity, and they also need process systems that can translate the creativity into 
innovation. Understanding these distinctions between creativity and innovation allows us 
to understand, learn, and maximize each more comprehensively.

Since creativity is separate from, albeit necessary to, innovation, individuals can develop 
and utilize their personal creativity capabilities regardless of whether their jobs and work-
places explicitly require or seek innovation. Furthermore, 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 navi-
gating an increasing complex world will require creativity.”2 Developing and using personal 
creativity in the workplace is no longer relegated to the “creative arts” or deemed as a “nice 
to have,” developing and using personal creativity at work—regardless of the work, work-
place, or industry—is quickly becoming a competitive differentiator in talent and a core 
competency for leadership whether or not it is fostered in the workplace where it is valued.

What Is Personal Creativity?
Thought leaders from many industries have defined creativity in a myriad of ways, and 
there is no universal way to define creativity that makes sense for all who are trying to 
understand it in the context of their own lives. The definition used in this exploration of 
creativity is based on the standard definition of creativity explored in the Creativity Research 
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Journal by researchers from The Torrance Creativity Center3 as well as the definition set forth 
by Robert E. Franken in Human Motivation.4

“Creativity is 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.”

Creativity requires both the unrestrained openness of originality and the “does it work” 
constraints of effectiveness. It is the ability to think of things that no one has thought of before 
or see connections between existing ideas that no one has seen before in a way that is inspira-
tional, useful, and/or enjoyable. As the following quote suggests, creativity needs some con-
straint in order to be creative; otherwise, it could just be random, muddled, or even bizarre.

“Creativity is not simply originality and unlimited freedom. There is much more to it than that. Creativity 
also imposes restrictions. While it uses methods other than those of ordinary thinking, it must not be in 
disagreement with ordinary thinking—or rather, it must be something that, sooner or later, ordinary think-
ing will understand, accept, and appreciate. Otherwise, the result would be bizarre, not creative.”

—Sylvano Arieti, Creativity: The Magic Synthesis

How Does Personal Creativity Work?
In order to explore the process of personal creativity, it is important to explicitly recognize 
that creativity is indeed a process, and it can be honed through practice. The process may 
feel intuitive and organic to some, and it may feel unnatural and uncomfortable for others, 
but the output from the process is creative regardless of how the process is internalized.

Based on the research we have conducted with dozens of individuals in a multitude of 
industries and professions, the process of generating original and effective ideas (see Fig. 5-1) 
requires

 1. Diverse inputs/inclusive thinking

 2. Context articulation

 3. Divergent thinking

 4. Convergent thinking

Diverse Inputs/Inclusive Thinking
While researchers have posited everything from neurobehavioral differences to cultural dif-
ferences to differences in education levels and intelligence to explain the variations in indi-
vidual creativity, recent research indicates that seeking and integrating diverse inputs into 
everyday thinking can simply and effectively increase overall personal creativity regardless 
of other factors.5

Diverse inputs from a multitude of cultures, ages, professions, languages, nationalities, 
geographic origins, educational backgrounds, interests, and so on, have the potential to enhance 
an individual’s ability to generate new ideas and new connections between existing ideas as 
long as the individual thinks inclusively about integrating the diverse inputs into his every-
day thinking. These diverse inputs can come from personal relationships, professional net-
works, learning sources, and other activities; the more these inputs are derived from natural 
networks (friends/close colleagues/organic interests) as opposed to unnatural networks 
(focus groups/networking events/forced interests), the more valuable they are in their ability 
to spark original and effective ideas and connections.

EXAMPLE: HopeLab Re-Mission is a video game created by HopeLab that has “significantly improved 
treatment adherence and indicators of cancer-related self-efficacy and knowledge in adolescents and 
young adults who were undergoing cancer therapy. The findings support current efforts to develop 
effective video game interventions for education and training in health care.”

Diverse inputs/inclusive
thinking

Context articulation Divergent thinking Convergent thinking
Personal
Creativity

Figure 5-1 The process of generating effective ideas.
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 Pam Omidyar, the founder of HopeLab, is a self-described video game fanatic who also happened 
to work in an immunology laboratory. After a hard day of work in immunology, she would relax by 
playing video games with her husband, Pierre Omidyar, the software engineering whiz who founded 
eBay. So, what happens when you blend the diverse inputs of an immunology researcher, two video 
game fanatics, a software engineer, personal interests in helping children, and a passion for creativity? 
You get a carefully designed and enjoyable video game that children with cancer play because it is 
fun, and they want to play it! You get a carefully designed and enjoyable video game that makes it 
more likely that the children will understand their cancers better, adhere to their medical regimens 
with more regularity, and feel more in control of their ability to positively impact their fights against 
various cancers.

Any of the inputs by themselves would not have created the magic of Re-Mission. It was the 
diversity of inputs combined with Pam Omidyar’s desire and ability to combine the various inputs into 
an original and effective idea that resulted in an original new way to help children fight cancer effectively.

The integration of diverse inputs into your thinking processes becomes even more critical 
when the communication of ideas crosses national and cultural boundaries as most business 
interactions do these days. Individuals who can integrate these diverse perspectives into their 
personal creativity are more informed, competitive, and effective than individuals who don’t.

Researchers have discovered that the diversity of perspectives engaged in the under-
standing of creativity must be recognized in order to capture the variance in how creativity 
is understood, inspired, and executed.6 Consistent with research that shows that Eastern 
cultures tend to think more in terms of “we” and “the collective” in contrast to the Western 
tendency of “I” and “the individual,” research in Hong Kong demonstrated that Chinese 
people were more likely to define creativity in regard to the benefit to the collective whereas 
Westerners defined creativity in regard to individual ability or aesthetic.7 Further, the lack of 
research on creativity in African or Latin American countries reminds us that there is much 
more that we have to learn in order to fully engage the creativity of people in the many cul-
tures that contribute to the marketplace in which we communicate and compete.

Whether the objective is to be more personally creative in a global environment or have 
the opportunity to personally inspire greater creativity in a culturally diverse group of peo-
ple, the entryway into a truly effective creative process begins with seeking out and integrat-
ing diverse perspectives into our thought processes.

Context Articulation
While diverse inputs prime us to be more personally creative, understanding the context in 
which we are attempting to be creative is the link between an “original idea” and an “origi-
nal and effective” idea. Without clearly articulating the context in which the creativity is 
relevant, original ideas may be interesting but not very useful. In the HopeLab example, the 
connection between immunology (improving the immune system to fight cancer better) and 
video games made sense in the context of using video games to increase health outcomes for 
people who had both a love of video games and health challenges that could be addressed 
through the video games. The same technology in the context of a different audience and 
different challenges may seem more frivolous than creative.

In order for an idea to be both original and effective, there needs to be a clear and defi-
nite context that is articulated in which the idea can be relevant. Sometimes the creativity is 
a new idea in a particular context, and sometimes, creativity can be the transference of an 
idea from one context in an original and effective way into another context.

EXAMPLES: Newton’s Apple and 3M’s Post-It Note
Newton’s Apple and the Importance of Context Think of the story of Isaac Newton’s creative epiphany 
about the theory of gravitation when he saw an apple fall from the tree. Newton’s epiphany was 
original and effective because he contextualized his idea within the arena of physics, an arena in which 
he had studied and researched for years. The idea of “have you noticed an apple always falls to the 
ground instead of falling sideways or flying through the air” would have been quite less useful in the 
context of farming or medicine or painting.

3M’s Post-It Note In the 1970s, a 3M scientist named Spencer Silver was trying to create an adhesive that 
was stronger than others in the marketplace. Instead, he created a strangely weak adhesive that stuck 
paper to various surfaces but only semipermanently. The paper could be removed from the surface 
without leaving a residue and used several times without losing its adhesive qualities, but it was not 
strong enough to stick to the surface when pulled. Initially considered a failed product, Silver continued 
to work with it as a possible spray adhesive or surface for bulletin boards. Although 3M continued to 
reject his ideas for this project, he continued to present his ideas to his colleagues and friends.
 Arthur Fry, another 3M scientist, sang in Silver’s church and had been searching for a way 
to “bookmark” his hymn book without permanently marking the book. Remembering Silver’s 
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“low-tack” adhesive, Fry used the material to stick slips of paper as bookmarks that he removed 
after service. This concept of removable bookmarks garnered a lot of attention in and out of 3M, 
and both Silver and Fry are credited for their contributions to the now ever-present office supply, 
the Post-It Note.
 Spencer Silver, the holder of over 20 U.S. patents, invented an adhesive that was a failure in one 
context and an original and effective breakthrough idea in a different context.

Divergent Thinking and Convergent Thinking
With diverse inputs informing the creative process and the context for creativity clearly artic-
ulated, the next step in being creative is to engage in unrestrained divergent thinking before 
culling the product of the unrestrained thinking with convergent thinking. The power of orig-
inal and effective personal creativity lies in that powerful and complex intersection between 
unrestrained thinking, constrained decision making, and the possible diverse relationships 
between the two in any particular context.

As early as the 1960s, J.P. Guilford theorized that creativity was comprised of both diver-
gent thinking (coming up with many ideas/solutions to a problem) and convergent thinking 
(vetting the various ideas to identify the best workable solutions).8 In the early to middle 
1990s, this concept of unrestrained thinking and viable application was further explored in 
models like the Geneplore Model which includes a generative phase (a divergent thinking 
phase where an individual generates new ideas to a specific problem) and an exploratory 
phase (a convergent thinking phase where the individual evaluates the viability/functionality 
of the ideas within specific structural constraints).9 Focusing on these ideas and theories 
within the context of specific arenas, industries, and organizations led to additional research 
stressing that new ideas, however vetted, needed to be actionable in a particular context for 
them to have value.10

The combination of divergent and convergent thinking allows for the unrestrained 
brainstorming of ideas without any limits, and this unstructured brainstorming funnels into 
the structured vetting process where the ideas are analyzed, vetted, and approved for even-
tual use (see Fig. 5-2). In 2006, Marisa Mayer, now the CEO of Yahoo!, wrote the following in 
BusinessWeek:

“Constraints shape and focus problems and provide clear challenges to overcome. Creativity 
thrives best when constrained. But constraints must be balanced with a healthy disregard for the 
impossible. The creativity realized in this balance between constraint and disregard for the 
impossible is fueled by passion and leads to revolutionary change.”11

While this model allows us to generally understand how we generate, vet, and translate 
new ideas for specific contexts, it doesn’t help us understand how some people generate more 

Figure 5-2 Idea funnel.
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and better ideas (really different ideas) in the divergent thinking phase and how some people 
are better able to vet the divergent ideas to arrive at a convergent idea that really works.

When an individual begins with diverse inputs, the variety of perspectives informing 
his or her thinking lead to increased generation of different ideas in the divergent phase (the 
art of creativity) and better vetting in the convergent phase (the craft of creativity). This 
enhanced thinking occurs regardless of the context for the creativity, especially if the diver-
sity of perspectives account for diversity within the specific context. As Donatella Versace, 
the Italian fashion designer known for her innovative fashion, asserted, “Creativity comes 
from a conflict of ideas.” That essential conflict of ideas necessary for creativity requires an 
input of diverse perspectives.

Putting It All Together: A Case Study A professional services firm and a large corporation teamed up to 
bid for the rights to develop an attractive tract of waterfront property in a large city. The decision-
making body is made up of legislators, real estate specialists, environmentalists, and representatives 
of the surrounding communities. The bid guidelines have clearly articulated that all bidders need to 
address economic, environmental, and community revitalization issues in addition to the traditional 
architectural and construction matters.
 Eager to leverage their best assets in the bid, the firm and the corporation submitted the names 
of the most experienced and renowned members of their organization as specialists for the project. 
These specialists brought the weight of their expertise and experience to bear in the divergent thinking 
process where the team brainstormed both traditional and innovative ideas for this project. Once 
they had completed this process, they began the task of vetting the various ideas in the convergent 
thinking process to identify the best ideas to include in the bid. As they focused on this “divergent to 
convergent based on the context” creativity process, they noticed that their ideas from the divergent 
thinking activity had not netted much diversity of thought. While most of the team agreed with the 
ideas that had been generated, the ease of the convergent thinking process was more about the lack 
of differences in ideas as opposed to creative consensus. In other words, it was easy for them to agree 
with each other because most of them had said the same thing.
 As the bid development neared the end, one of the team leaders expressed dissatisfaction with the 
overall “innovative feel” of the bid. He invited a few people who were familiar with this bid selection 
process to give feedback on their bid and the accompanying presentation. The feedback that the team 
received was overwhelmingly mediocre bordering on negative.
 What the leaders realized is that although they had been meticulous about fostering creativity in 
the process, there had not been enough diversity in the perspectives involved to result in the kind of 
breakthrough creativity they were seeking.
 The leaders asked each of the people providing feedback if they could recommend independent 
contractors for the team who would add different perspectives to the process which resulted in the 
addition of 5 new team members (very diverse representatives of the environment movement, various 
community organizations, and political advocates) to the 10-person team.
 The next iteration of the divergent idea generation process looked very different. It was filled with 
considerably more disagreement, conflict, and misunderstandings between people. Sorting out the 
communication and substantive issues in this process helped the team leaders recognize how much 
better the final product would be for having been born in inclusive thinking.
 The team did end up winning the bid, and the independent contractors who had assisted with 
the process were brought on as permanent members of the team so that the creative process could 
continue to be productive.

In the case study above, the importance of including diverse (and contradictory/con-
flicting) perspectives is not just an added value to the overall creative process. Diverse per-
spectives are critical to the creative process actually working and can enhance or inhibit the 
effectiveness of the other steps in the process. That said, those diverse perspectives would 
have not had much value if they were not pulled together by a common context in which 
they needed to operate. Finally, with the diverse inputs and contexts in place, the process of 
gathering ideas without restraints and then vetting them with care allowed them to arrive at 
a project that both leveraged the individual and collective creativity of the group.

Common Barriers to Effective Personal Creativity
“The chief enemy of creativity is ‘good’ sense.”

 —Pablo Picasso

Even when the process for being more effectively creative is clear, the barriers that prevent 
full implementation of creativity abound. The barriers preventing personal creativity may 
seem to exist in the structure of an organization, a supervisor’s rigid personality, crowded 
living space, a lack of creative mentors, and so on and so forth. While some of these external 
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barriers may indeed be inhibiting some of us from maximizing our creative potential, the 
most common barriers to effective personal creativity are unconscious barriers that live and 
thrive in our own minds. We are born to be creative, to imagine new things, and create new 
connections between existing ideas; yet, we erode this innate ability slowly as we unwit-
tingly allow the unconscious but real barriers to take root in our minds. Recognizing these 
barriers is the first step to removing their influence in limiting our personal creativity. Our 
research has found seven key barriers that prevent individuals from connecting with and 
developing their personal creativity.

Barrier 1: Our Perceived Definitions of Creativity Most of us have been taught that creativity is the expression 
of artists, actors, musicians, and others who reside in the world of “the arts.” When we conjure up an 
image of creativity, we see art and artists, and when we relegate creativity to existing in only those 
worlds, it is difficult to conjure up the internal personal drive and motivation to experiment with and 
experience creativity in our own lives. Challenging our own definitions of creativity and exploring 
new ways of defining and seeing creativity can be a great first step in rebuilding our relationship 
with our personal creativity. Consider these perspectives to assist you with rethinking and refining 
your own definition:

•	 Creativity is seeing what everyone else has seen and thinking what no one else has thought—
Albert Einstein

•	 Making the simple complicated is commonplace; making the complicated simple, awesomely 
simple, that’s creativity—Charles Mingus

•	 Creativity is piercing the mundane to find the marvelous—Bill Moyers

•	 Creativity is the power to connect the seemingly unconnected—William Plomer

Barrier 2: Our Presumed Uses for Creativity Similar to the first barrier, this barrier also limits the ways in 
which we see creativity as applying to our lives. Even if we accept that we can personally benefit from 
creativity (regardless of our profession, our lives, or our interests), we still limit the ways in which 
creativity can be applicable in our lives. How would you answer the questions: “In what part of your 
life do you feel most creative?” and “In what part of your life do you feel the least creative?” What if 
you were asked to switch the two? That initial sense of discomfort or resistance to being creative in 
an area where you are not used to being creative (e.g., the route you take to work every morning) and 
less creative in an area where you are comfortable leaning on creativity (e.g., storytelling or creative 
problem solving) is your cognitive presumption for where creativity is necessary or warranted and 
where it is not. Creativity exercised in one area of your mind allows you to make new connections in a 
different part of your mind. Next time you are trying to solve a complex problem at work, change your 
commute or your breakfast routine and see what new ideas emerge to help you solve your problem.

Barrier 3: Overdependence on Knowledge

“Imagination is more important than knowledge.”
—Albert Einstein

We are taught to value what we know, especially when we have expended time, financial and 
emotional resources to acquire the knowledge we have. When it comes to creativity, it is our rigid 
adherence to what we know that traps us from discovering what else could be.
 As Ray Bradbury once said, “Don’t think. Thinking is the enemy of creativity.” While knowledge 
and experience are critical in the convergent thinking stage, reliance on knowledge can be debilitating 
in the divergent thinking stage.

Barrier 4: Our Experiences and Expertise

“Good judgment comes from experience and experience comes from bad judgment.”
—Will Rogers

Our experiences and expertise can work well for us in the convergent thinking process, but they can 
limit our ability to think inclusively and generate the volume of ideas that we need in the divergent 
thinking process. As the Japanese proverb guides—“None of us is as smart as all of us.” The ability to 
constantly seek opinions of people who do not share our experiences and expertise in order to learn 
and grow is part of the creative process. 
 There is a popular episode “The Opposite” from the hit comedy, Seinfeld, where George Costanza 
frustratedly says: “It all became very clear to me sitting out there today, that every decision I’ve ever 
made in my entire life has been wrong. My life is the complete opposite of everything I want it to be. 
Every instinct I have in every aspect of life, be it something to wear, something to eat. It’s often wrong.” 
Jerry Seinfeld, as one of his best friends, responds with, “If every instinct you have is wrong, then the 
opposite would have to be right.” George goes on to great success with his “opposite” strategy and 
concludes: “A job with the New York Yankees! This has been the dream of my life ever since I was a 
child, and it’s all happening because I’m completely ignoring every urge toward common sense and 
good judgment I’ve ever had.” Letting go of past experiences can sometimes free us up to experience 
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new realities, realities that foster our creative growth even if the shake-up does not end up being as 
profound as it was for George.

Barrier 5: Our Habits By definition, our habits are behavior routines that we fall into unconsciously and 
repeat just as unconsciously. While some habits are good habits and take the pressure away from our 
conscious brain to think through every little thing in any given day, habits can also blind us to inputs 
that could be enhancing our art of creativity. 
 The Invisible Gorilla videos created by Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons (www 
.theinvisiblegorilla.com) show how selective attention works. When viewers of the video are asked 
to watch and count how many times a group of people in a circle throw a basketball to each other, 
the majority of viewers do not see a very large black gorilla walk across the screen. Focusing on the 
basketball to count the passes causes us to tune out other critical details in the video. Habits are 
much like that basketball. Even if we are not focused on our habits consciously, our brains tune out 
everything that feels irrelevant to the execution of the habit, making us miss much that could enhance 
our creative thinking and output.

Barrier 6: Our Personal and Professional Relationship Networks The more diverse our personal and 
professional networks, the more new ideas and new connections between old ideas we will generate. 
Steve Jobs observed that “Creativity is just connecting things. When you ask creative people how 
they did something, they feel a little guilty because they didn’t really do it, they just saw something. 
It seemed obvious to them after a while. That’s because they were able to connect experiences they’ve 
had and synthesize new things.” What Jobs is describing is an organic convergent thinking process 
that occurs after a very rich divergent thinking session. The precursor to that rich divergent thinking 
session is a diverse personal and professional network from which various ideas from multiple 
perspectives float around in our minds until they suddenly gel as a creative answer to a vexing 
problem. Throughout his life, Jobs pointed to diverse inputs such as Zen Buddhism, calligraphy 
courses, and rock music as the inspiration for his creative thinking. It wasn’t just these abstract 
concepts that inspired him; it was the people he met who were passionate about these topics—his 
calligraphy instructor who was passionate about beautiful writing made him think about how fonts 
could be so much better than they were on the old computers; his Zen Buddhist teachers who inspired 
him to think about how technology products need to mimic the simplicity of life; and his love for 
rock music and rock stars which drove him to build the first collective commercial platform through 
which to sell music, song by song.
 “Ziba, a top innovation-consulting firm in Portland, maximizes the value of a diverse workforce. 
The company’s 120 employees are from 18 different countries and speak 26 languages. According to 
Sohrab Vossoughi, the firm’s founder and president, ‘genetic diversity breeds creativity, much like it 
does with biology.’”12

Barrier 7: Our Fear of Failure There is nothing worse for our personal creativity than our fear of failure, a 
fear that most of us have adopted as one of our deepest and most scary fears. Companies like Zappos 
and Google that invest in their employees’ personal creativity foster that creativity by creating a culture 
of experimentation where a “failure” is not a failure but a success waiting to happen. One professional 
services firm in Chicago actually encourages their employees to fail at least once a quarter. They have 
to discuss their failures (and what they learned from their failures) in their quarterly evaluations.
 Even if you are not in one of these uber creativity-nurturing organizations, understanding and 
defusing your own fear of failure will allow you to open up to the “Post-It” type mistakes that are 
actually successes waiting to happen.

Effective Strategies to Power Up Personal Creativity
While eliminating the barriers listed earlier will net you some success in enhancing your 
personal creativity, we have found the following proactive strategies to be especially effec-
tive in increasing the originality and effectiveness of your personal creativity as well as the 
frequency with which your creativity supports and strengthens your talents at work.

 1. Trust yourself

  “Creativity makes a leap, then, looks to see where it is.”
  —Mason Cooley

  The creative process begins with trusting yourself to be creative. Creative people 
have cultivated a deep trust in their own creativity, so they are willing to take leaps 
into the unknown and trust that they will land somewhere useful. In studying these 
individuals, we discovered that their trust in themselves developed from seeing 
their “failures” as “learning opportunities” which made them more willing instead 
of being afraid to take risks in the future.

   Trust yourself. Where can you take a leap of faith today knowing that wherever 
you land, there will be an opportunity to learn and grow there?
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 2. Open up

“One very important aspect of motivation is the willingness to stop and to look at things 
that no one else has bothered to look at. This simple process of focusing on things that are 
normally taken for granted is a powerful source of creativity.”

  —Edward de Bono

  Our brain is inundated with so many inputs on a daily basis that our ability to focus 
requires that we shut out most of the details. Over a period of time, we create habits 
of shutting out the same things and letting in the same things over and over until 
our creativity can no longer be stoked because new inputs are not getting through. 
Opening ourselves up to inputs that we usually shut out allows our brains to make 
new connections and think new thoughts, both of which are critical to creativity.

 3. Clean and organize

  “Clean out a corner of your mind and creativity will instantly fill it.”
  —Dee Hock

  Have you ever wondered why you feel the need to organize your desk or clean your 
house when you have an important project to do? Unfairly deemed to be a pro-
crastination technique, the need to organize and clean is now known to be a cognitive 
clearing activity where you are literally making space in your brain to create new 
ideas and connections. So, clean away and see what fills the space you create.

 4. Make mistakes

  “Creativity is allowing yourself to make mistakes. Art is knowing which ones to keep.”
  —Scott Adams

  Mistakes are not failures; they are moments for learning. Mistakes are also not 
errors; errors are careless whereas mistakes are experiments. People who make 
mistakes well know that mistakes are great for learning as long as you don’t make 
the same mistake more than once. With every lesson that comes from a mistake, you 
become better informed and more creative.

   If you are not in a work environment where mistakes are tolerated, allow yourself 
the luxury of at least one rough draft where you don’t limit your thought process 
before you cull the final product to be free of mistakes.

 5. Get angry

“A wonderful emotion to get things moving when one is stuck is anger. It was anger more 
than anything else that had set me off, roused me into productivity and creativity.”

  —Mary Garden

  The power of anger is often misunderstood and misused. Anger is understood as a 
stressor, but anger can be a powerful motivator for creativity because anger opens 
us up and allows us to experience the world in a more intense way. Anger is the 
equivalent of a cognitive stimulant as long as you get angry at situations, not people. 
Anger with other people and yourself is draining, but general anger, especially 
anger aimed at a particular situation, is great for creativity.

 6. Get enthusiastic

“Creativity is a natural extension of our enthusiasm.”
—Earl Nightingale

  If anger is a cognitive stimulant, enthusiasm is a super stimulant! Enthusiasm for 
anything—ideas, products, situations, people, and so on—gets creativity humming 
like nothing else. Enthusiasm for a topic makes you curious about the topic, which 
opens you up to new experiences, interesting people, and novel ideas.

   Discover the things you are enthusiastic about and start your creative journey 
there!

 7. Listen to your hunches

“A hunch is creativity trying to tell you something.”
—Frank Capra

  A hunch—or intuition—is often the organic convergent thinking process that occurs 
in your brain after you have taken in data from many sources. Stepping away from 
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a problem allows this process to occur and rewards you with hunches when you 
return to the problem. Trust your hunches, but make sure that your hunches are 
occurring after taking in data. If you are getting hunches before you take in diverse 
inputs of data, chances are you abdicating your creativity to your unconscious 
preferences, so data, data, data, then, wait for the hunch. Now, listen to it.

 8. Subtract instead of adding

“Creativity has more to do with the elimination of the inessential than with inventing 
something new.”

—Helmut Jahn

  Sometimes creativity is about paring things down to their simplest form. While 
creativity sometimes urges us to add improvements and embellishments to ideas 
and processes, creativity can also be the act of taking things away until ideas exist 
in their least complex guise.

   Get creative about taking the unnecessary away from your work, your work 
environment, and from your work processes. When the inessential is gone, what 
new things can you learn about what is left?

 9. Move your body

“All truly great thoughts are conceived while walking.”
—Friedrich Nietzsche

  Physical activity is especially useful in the transition between the divergent and con-
vergent thinking phases. Once diverse inputs are used to conjure up unrestrained 
ideas and connections, transitioning to a constrained vetting process can be difficult. 
The frustration inherent in this transition can be greatly alleviated through physical 
movement such as taking a walk.

   Get moving to get creative!

 10. Question your questions

“The uncreative mind can spot wrong answers, but it takes a creative mind to spot wrong 
questions.”

 —Antony Jay

  The right answer to a wrong question is no more helpful than a wrong answer to a 
right question. The ability to discern between a wrong question and a right question 
is crucial to the creativity process because the question is the starting point for the 
creative journey.

   Questioning the questions you are trying to answer allows you to differentiate 
between relevant and irrelevant, important and unimportant, and effective and 
ineffective creative processes. What is a question that you are trying to answer right 
now that could be asked differently to trigger a very different thought process?

 11. Pump up the volume

“To get a great idea, come up with lots of them.”
—Thomas Edison

  A greater volume of ideas increases the probability of getting a great idea, so pump 
up the volume of ideas. The best way to do this is to increase the diversity of inputs 
and create several divergent thinking opportunities before you transition to 
convergent thinking. Ask yourself questions to stir the divergent thinking process. 
Why do I want to solve this problem? If this problem was a rock star, who would it 
be? If the solution was a food, what food group do I think it would belong to? What 
ideas would a 5-year-old come up with to solve this problem? What ideas would a 
75-year-old come up with to solve this problem? Use the above questions and create 
more of your own, the crazier the questions, the better your divergent thinking!

 12. Read read read

“It seems to be one of the paradoxes of creativity that in order to think originally, we must 
familiarize ourselves with the ideas of others.”

—George Kneller

  All original ideas begin at the end of someone else’s good idea. So, read a lot of 
things from different sources in different fields. If you work in the sciences, read 
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some works in literary sources along with readings in your subject area. Creative 
sparks fly when different subjects crash together in unique ways. Create these 
crashes by reading other people’s good ideas in different fields. Then, let your brain 
do its job, and it will make original and effective connections for you!
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