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1. Designate a creative space. Thoreau had his cabin, Pollock his studio floor, Proust his bed. Associating a particular place with your creative pursuits will subconsciously trigger a creative mind-set each time you occupy it.

2. Look at something blue. Who would have thought that merely being exposed to certain colors could subliminally improve creative performance? Yet that’s precisely what researchers concluded after conducting several laboratory experiments measuring the impact of color on cognitive processing.

3. Work under a lofty ceiling. It’s been called the Cathedral Effect: people score higher on tests measuring creative proficiency when they occupy rooms with ceilings at least ten feet high. Don’t give up if your ceilings fall a little short, though. Learn a few tricks of the trade that could put your space over the top.

4. Take in a view. We all dream of a creative space looking out onto a beautiful view into the far distance. For those lucky enough to actually have one, it’s even better than you think: the greater our perception of physical depth, the more our minds open up to unconventional ideas.

5. Display art. No surprise with this one. Art that gets you thinking gets you thinking.

6. Think back. We value photographs, decorative objects, and other remembrances of times past for their ability to reinforce memory and our connections to others. But did you know that the feelings of nostalgia these objects bring to mind can also catalyze creativity?
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7. Embrace detail and complexity. Three-dimensional detail, whether decorative or architectural, can engage the eye as well. Be careful not to overdo it, though. Too much visual stimulation could overload your senses and short-circuit your creativity.

8. Put your walls to work. A wall can do more than enclose space; it can also provide a surface on which you can project your ideas, display those of others for inspiration, and store tools and resources for your work.

9. Be flexible. Get the most creative bang for the buck by choosing furnishings and objects that move, change shape, or perform multiple functions.

10. Face your space. Creatives are like gangsters; they should never sit with their backs exposed to the space they occupy. Ignore this advice, and it could cost you ideas.

11. Gather in a circle. Some of your best insights are likely to come from engaging with others. Learn which shapes and arrangements of furniture encourage good groupthink.

12. Choose curved over straight. Here’s ten bucks you never would have guessed that furnishings and room shapes with rounded profiles and details spur greater creativity than those dominated by straight lines.

13. Stand up for yourself. The research is still coming in, but a lot of people are on their feet for creativity these days.
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14. Bring nature in. It will do wonders for your imagination.

15. Get with your pet. Feeling too stressed out to put out fresh ideas? Adopt a pet. Studies indicate that having an animal friend nearby improves mood and mental dexterity.

16. Make it beautiful. Because beauty begets beauty—including beautiful ideas.
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17. Make noise. All things being equal, on average people generate novel ideas most proficiently when the level of ambient noise reaches seventy decibels. That’s about what you hear inside a normally busy coffee shop. Most homes are a lot quieter, but happily there’s an app for that. Several, in fact.

18. Make music. Instead of noisemakers, consider filling the room with your favorite music. Or, better yet, play a musical instrument. It worked for Einstein, it can work for you.

19. Let in natural light. Your brain and your body will flourish. So will ideation. Honestly.

20. Be smart with your lighting. In the olden days, dimming and switching on and off were about all we could do to manipulate house lights. Then the Internet of Things arrived. Now we can program lighting to boost brain function, enhance sleep patterns, and improve general health.

21. Dim the lights. It seems counterintuitive, but it’s often more effective to brainstorm in subdued rather than bright light. That’s because your mind is more likely to wander into uncharted territory when your physical surroundings are too indistinct to focus on them.

22. Switch on a filament bulb. It’s a classic symbol of creativity: a light bulb goes off over a person’s head at the moment of illumination. So ingrained is the image in our collective consciousness that merely looking at a bare bulb before performing a creative task can improve task completion. Sadly, conventional bulbs are unpleasant to look at, on or off. Try a vintage-style filament bulb instead. Sometimes going back is the only way to go forward.

23. Adjust the thermostat. If there’s one great advantage to exercising your creativity at home, it’s not having to fight the thermostat wars with people unrelated to you. Use that freedom to find and maintain the optimal room temperature for creative work.

24. Pick up the scent. Sight does it. Sound does it. What about smell? Does our ability to distinguish scents influence creativity too? Naturally! Why else bring it up? Discover which particular aromas bring about the desired results. Otherwise, it could be all smell and no sizzle.

Creativity Tactics Group Three: Action

25. Sleep. You might think your brain takes the night off when you’re asleep, but in fact it’s quite busy processing the day’s information and solving problems. The key is getting a good night’s rest. And capturing those ideas by waking time.

26. Nap. One of the best things you can do for your creativity is to nod off for about twenty or thirty minutes a day. Research shows we’re more likely to solve problems with a restful break than when we try to muddle straight through.

27. Exploit the groggies. Contradiction alert! Yes, robust sleep and intermittent naps are creativity enhancers. Then again, we tend to be less inhibited in our thinking when we’re groggy from lack of sleep. Try staying up late or rising extra early to pursue your creative interests. Ideas might come easier that way.

28. Lie down or recline. At the office, lying down on the job could get you fired. Which is bad policy, because some people do their finest work in that position. Just ask Mark Twain, Edith Wharton, and Marcel Proust. They all wrote while lying in bed at home.

29. Make a fire. Or look at a picture of one. It’s a great warm-up for problem solving.

30. Have a drink. Recreational drinkers might be interested to know that researchers recently determined an optimal blood alcohol content for peak creative performance. Fortunately, it’s not rip-roaring drunk, but imbibing for creativity is still a method most safely applied at home. Teetotaler? Coffee might be a substitute.

31. Eat brain food. No magic potions here. Just some tips on foods said to nurture creative thinking.

32. Cook. Cooking exercises our creative faculties like no other universal domestic activity. Plus, it’s fun, and you get to enjoy the fruits of your creativity.

33. Exercise. If it’s an original idea you’re after, try pumping iron, doing push-ups, or riding a stationery bike. Getting the blood flowing and the body moving enhances out-of-the-box thinking.

34. Do yoga. Or meditate. Yoga stretches your body, and some would say, your mind as well. Ditto for meditation.

35. Take a shower or bath. Taking a shower or bath is like daydreaming with soap. No wonder people frequently report having useful ideas under the spigot.

36. Dress nicely. And here you thought how great it is that you don’t have to get dressed up to go to the office, make a quilt, or write a business plan. Sorry, but, according to the data, wearing something spiffier than sweatpants and a T-shirt will do your creativity good.

37. Take a break. All work and no downtime makes Johnny and Jenny low-performing creatives.

38. Go for a walk. Legions of great minds have ambled their way to insight.

39. Daydream. Sorry, where was I? Ah yes, now I remember. Daydreaming. And for good reason: daydreaming is an effective tactic for arriving at the coveted “aha” moment.

40. Pick up a pencil. Learn why the pencil might be mightier than the keyboard when it comes to igniting the imagination.

41. Make stuff. Creatively speaking, there’s more to the hand than meets the eye.

42. Pursue a hobby. Who knew that doing fun stuff at home could help us be better creatives at work or school?

43. Play. Necessity isn’t the mother of invention. Play is. That goes for grown-ups as well as for kids. And there’s no place like home for play.

44. Make a mess. Or not. There are arguments for both sides. Read where science comes down in the debate, then determine which approach best applies to you.

45. Be alone. Calling Greta Garbo! Many of the world’s most inventive minds were alone with their thoughts when inspiration struck.

46. Read. Books provide exercise for the brain, and tonic for the imagination. Of course, you already knew that. You’re reading one right now.

47. Get out of the house. Sometimes you need to shake things up to break through a problem. Give yourself a mental kick in the head by setting up creative shop outside the home from time to time.

48. Really get out of the house. Take a job abroad, attend an international university, or join the Peace Corps. Studies show that people who immerse themselves in foreign cultures for extended periods of time demonstrate greater creativity on their return than those who stick closer to home.
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Living room. Calgary, Alberta, Canada. Architecture and interior design by Richard Davignon and Doris Martin for Davignon Martin Architecture + Interior Design. Photography by Ric Kokotovic.

INTRODUCTION

Home is where one starts from.

—T. S. Eliot

THE CREATIVE HOME

Several times a year I travel around the country to deliver a talk or run a workshop based on the material in this book. Like many presenters, I like to engage with the audience at the start of the event by calling for a show of hands in response to a question. My query is simple, but comes with a twist.

How many people here live at home? I ask.

My question is often greeted with a respectable laugh as hands climb confidently into the air. Invariably, though, a few people will shoot me a puzzled look instead, or titter nervously while looking to see what others in the room are doing. For their benefit I’ll repeat the question with my own hand up, until everyone understands that they can answer straightforwardly without fear of falling for a prank.

Once in a while I might be confronted with a recalcitrant holdout. On those occasions I’ll ask the reluctant responder if by any chance he or she lives at the office or the gym instead. (Between you and me, I suspect some of them do.) Ultimately, most decide to be a good sport after all and join in with those who have patiently kept their hands high.

I then follow up my initial survey by asking the attendees if they would like to improve their ability to be creative. This time the response is almost always unanimous in the affirmative.

So here’s the good news, I announce. Everybody here lives at home. And everybody here would like to enhance their creativity.

Then I deliver the bad news. I tell them that I can almost guarantee that every person in the room is underutilizing an enormously powerful creative asset in their possession, something so potent it can change how their mind works when they are being creative. For the better, I add reassuringly.

I pause for a moment to let that remark sink in, and perhaps build a little suspense before revealing the identity of this mysterious resource. Then I go in for the kill, the coup de grâce, the denouement.

That asset, I announce, is their home.

And so it is with you. Though we have probably never met, I feel safe in saying that by picking up this book you have signaled a desire to up your creative game. That desire might be driven by career, personal enjoyment, child-rearing, or other motivation. I also figure you live at home, in which case I remain reasonably confident that you too are sitting on (or in) a resource for achieving your goal that is going largely unused.
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Floating container home. Copenhagen, Denmark. Photography by Nick Karvounis.

My goal in writing this book is to show how you can unlock the hidden power of home to boost creativity and spur innovation. That goes for just about any home you are likely to have. It doesn’t matter what style it is, how many square feet it holds, how elaborately it’s decorated, where it’s located, or whether it’s a freestanding house, apartment, recreational vehicle, houseboat, teepee, tiny house, converted shipping container, or dorm room. What’s important is that you have a place that you identify as your sanctuary, your place of refuge, a safe harbor that you have carved out from the rest of the world as your own. If such a place exists, then you can benefit from the techniques I share in this book.
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Home office and shed. London, United Kingdom. Architecture by Platform 5 Architects. Photography by Alan Williams.

As far as I am aware, this is the first full-length publication to explore the domestic realm as a catalyst of creativity. That might sound like an odd boast, given that the world clearly suffers no shortage of books connecting creativity to our place of residence. The difference between them and mine lies in the nature of that connection.

Until now, books about home and creativity have fallen into one of two categories. The first category contains books that treat the home as an object of human inventiveness. These include style books, monographs by and about decorators, architects, and residential designers, pattern books illustrating house plans and details, books about historic homes or periods, and academic excursions into theory.
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Office. Sweden. Interior design by Alvhem. Photography by Cim EK.

The second group explores the domicile as a container of creative activities. The titles in this category focus on creative pursuits typically conducted within the home. Cookbooks, books demonstrating how to quilt, garden, paint, build furniture, carry out home science projects, or bring up creative children belong here. Ditto for publications that offer guidance on running home-based businesses, entrepreneurship being one of many areas of human endeavor now regarded as creative undertakings in their own right, alongside the traditional spheres of the arts and crafts.

Here’s where My Creative Space diverges from the established genres. Rather than approach the home as either a hub or a subject of the imagination, I explore it as a stimulant, an agent of creativity. That is, in addition to furnishing a setting in which to pursue our creative interests, or being an expression of them, your home also can be designed to make you more creative by subliminally influencing how you think, feel, and act.

That our physical surroundings affect our psychological disposition and behavior is hardly an original observation. People have been designing buildings and spaces to evoke calculated responses in the observer for thousands of years. For the master builders of ancient Greek temples it was a feeling of awe, for medieval masons erecting soaring Gothic cathedrals a sense of reverence, for architects of palaces like Versailles the impression of power, for a carpenter erecting a teahouse in a Japanese garden a state of serenity, and for the builder of a modest Craftsman bungalow the experience of domestic comfort. Seen in this light, the notion that you can shape your home for the express purpose of improving your creativity seems perfectly feasible.

But how do you go about achieving this end? Where do you start?

To my mind, you have three possible strategies to choose from. The first is to rely on your intuition. More instinctive than analytical, your intuition tells you that if doing something feels like it will enhance your creative performance, then do it.

The intuitive approach has both strengths and weaknesses. On the plus side, it’s easy to implement, it’s tailored to your personality (no one-size-fits-all solutions here!), and it draws from a deeply ingrained source of human ingenuity. On the less positive side, it limits you to what can be gleaned from your past experiences and current know-how, tends to be of a hit-or-miss nature, and lacks objective validity.
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Fig. 1: Study. Down House, home of Charles Darwin. Downe, Kent, United Kingdom. Renovated 1845–81. Wellcome Collection.

A second method is to observe other creative people, and then to adapt their practices to your own efforts. Fortunately, there are plenty of case studies of home-based creatives to mine for inspiration and insight, especially among history’s superlative achievers (Fig. 1). High on the list of notable figures who worked where they lived are Charles Darwin, Georgia O’Keeffe, Picasso, Einstein, Tchaikovsky, Beethoven, Frank Lloyd Wright, Edith Wharton (who authored a book about house design), Ernest Hemingway, and probably just about every other fiction writer over the past several hundred years. Not coincidentally, thousands of successful businesses were first hatched in a domestic setting as well, including such billion-dollar enterprises as Hewlett-Packard, Apple, Amazon, Disney, Mattel, Harley-Davidson, eBay, Etsy, and YouTube, adding further material to our knowledge base.

I’ll be citing creative exemplars throughout the book, since they lend authority to my argument and shed light on the topics discussed. Still, the case-study method has drawbacks, too, if relied on exclusively. Finding precedents relevant to your particular circumstances can be difficult. Research is time-consuming. And, as we’re constantly reminded in the fine print of advertisements for financial services, past performance is no guarantee of future results.

Which brings me to the third possible strategy: turn to science.

I’m going to delve into the story about how science came to put creativity under the microscope later in the introduction. Suffice to say for the moment that researchers have uncovered some remarkable ways in which perception and action sway the mind.

For instance, we now have evidence that exposure to the color blue makes us better problem solvers (#2). So do views of natural foliage (#13 and 14). We enjoy a similar mental spike after we glimpse a bare light bulb (#20), or when working under high ceilings (#3). That old saw about coming up with some of our best ideas in the shower (#28)? It’s true, and even more interestingly, psychologists, neuroscientists, and creativity experts have come up with some intriguing opinions as to why.

Science not only verifies conventional wisdom where credit is due, as in the case of the shower, but it also prevents us from dismissing valid techniques out of hand, no matter how ridiculous they seem. Really, would you ever imagine that the sight of a bare light bulb could escalate idea generation? The very thought sounds far-fetched. Yet that’s precisely what a research team out of Tufts University discovered after it tested the premise by conducting a series of lab experiments. And once you learn about their findings and understand the historical context in which this curious association evolved, it doesn’t seem so off the wall after all.

More and more, information put out by the scientific community is finding its way into the design of actual buildings and spaces. Innovation-driven businesses, most notably Google, are spearheading the movement to embrace design psychology as a tool for achieving success in the marketplace. Schools are also proving to be fertile ground for applying the lessons of creativity research to shaping physical plant. Even savvy retailers are leveraging our newfound insights in the field by shaping stores to encourage open-mindedness among customers browsing their merchandise.

Yet the one place that’s largely been overlooked in the quest to optimize creativity through informed design is the home—the place we spend more time in than anywhere else.

Why home hasn’t received the attention it deserves as an idea farm is unclear. Perhaps it’s because most residential environments are ultimately the handiwork of the people who live in them, rather than design professionals, educators, psychologists, academics, and other interested parties familiar with research into creative environments. Or that there’s no profit motive or mission statement to stimulate action. Or that the kinds of creativity practiced at home are looked on as pleasant pastimes to be enjoyed at our leisure, rather than an imperative for success or survival.

Except that was then, and this is now. Home has evolved. Among other things, the once-firm boundary between work and domicile has greatly eroded. A growing segment of the labor force in developed countries now does business either part- or full-time in the place where they live, whether employed by outside companies and organizations or as freelancers. Many of these workers are involved in creative industries, including art and design, finance, marketing, education, publishing, technology, product development, health care, philanthropy, science, writing, and other knowledge-based fields that thrive on skillful problem-solving, information management, and innovative thinking. If the home was once indifferent to, and even deliberately inoculated from the call of career, it certainly can’t afford to be these days. Too much is at stake to work in an environment that isn’t engineered for peak creative performance.

This is true even if you spend most of your workday in a traditional office outside the boundaries of domestic space. Because, let’s face it—the contemporary workplace can be at best indifferent and at worst downright hostile to creative productivity. Whether it’s noise wafting through the open floor plan, frequent interruptions, inadequate resources, management indifference, politics, or the interminable meetings that drain a person of the will to live, much conspires in the contemporary workplace to keep those good ideas inside us from ever seeing the light of day.

That’s not a matter of my opinion, or the grumblings of a few disgruntled employees. Surveys show that the office ranks toward the bottom of the list of places where people gain creative insights. Instead, according to the data, it’s far more likely you’ll be at home or doing something associated with residential life during moments of illumination. The more you can condition your home and habits to exploit this circumstance, the more you stand to benefit, regardless of where you punch a time clock.
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Artist’s studio. London, United Kingdom. Building design and construction by Black Oak Builders Ltd. Photography by Chris Snook.

None of this takes away from home’s time-honored role as a favored place to enjoy creativity for its own sake. Indeed, if science has taught us anything in the last fifty years, it’s that the pleasures of everyday creativity are vital to maintaining our mental and physical well-being. Happily, the creative mind works essentially the same whether you’re concocting a Halloween costume out of found materials, launching the next category-busting start-up, inventing a better mousetrap, writing a screenplay, brainstorming a new ad campaign, finger painting, preparing a lesson plan, coding, or coming up with a fresh color scheme for your living room. I say happily because it means you stand to gain from Your Creative Haven whatever your motivation in picking it up in the first place—personal, professional, or both.

CREATIVITY DEFINED

How should creativity be defined? Is it a type of genetically determined talent that only a lucky few possess? A mental process that flows from the right side of our brains? Artistic flair?

Or is creativity ultimately a mysterious process that renders a clear-cut definition impossible?

Let me begin to address the last question first. No, creativity is not mysterious, and it is not indefinable. In fact, a sizable population of scholars has been toiling diligently over the past half-century or so to develop a viable framework for explaining it, one that has achieved widespread consensus among those who spend most of their waking time thinking about the subject.

My version of their definition goes like this:


Creativity is the act of developing novel and useful ideas for products, services, and systems.



By product I refer to things both tangible (e.g., a physical object) and intangible (a scientific formula). To provide a service is to do work for a person (offering legal advice), while a system is an organized method for producing a desired outcome (a democratic system of government). The term novel denotes an idea that’s new, fresh, original, inventive, surprising, or unique—all the standard synonyms of the word—whereas to say something is useful is to assert that it has utility or value, either pragmatic (a tool, appliance, or building) or qualitative (an emotionally moving or intellectually provocative work of art).

Now, you’ll notice my definition stipulates that a newly invented product, service, or system must be both new and useful to qualify as creative. That both criteria must be satisfied is essential. I can conjure up totally new nonsense words all day long, but if no one can appreciate my gibberish—including me—then my inventions fail to be useful and are therefore uncreative. Nor is it creative to publish verbatim a successful book written by another author under my own name, even though strictly speaking the resulting object remains perfectly useful to readers.

Stipulating that a creative idea be both novel and useful raises an important question, however: novel and useful to whom? On this issue creativity experts do not entirely agree. Some argue that a truly creative idea has to be original and provide value to a large community or field; to their minds, Grandma’s cherished recipe for upside-down cake that you and your family have been gobbling down for generations doesn’t quite cut it. Others take a more liberal view, arguing that a novel and useful idea has creative merit regardless of the size of its audience or its impact on the world.

One way to resolve these competing stances is to understand creativity as a graduated phenomenon, rather than as an all-or-nothing proposition. In other words, creativity comes in various sizes and shapes, from the personal to the professional, from the local to the global. In the latter categories fall the world-moving achievements of a Dylan, Gandhi, Curie, or Gates; in the former, the humble scribbling of the child artist, the simple recipes of an aspiring cook, the first stab at a new business by a budding entrepreneur. In between lie a great many other acts of human invention, including, let us say, this book, the latest refinements to our favorite app, and the smaller, everyday moments of creativity we perform for ourselves that enable us to both physically survive and reap pleasure.

Most creative acts are chiefly ends in themselves; that is, they produce little or no discernible change in the course of human invention or existence, nor are they adopted by others as a new direction for their own creativity. They simply express creative ideas that are already in circulation, however deftly and distinctively this is accomplished.
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Potting area and mudroom. Minneapolis, Minnesota. Architecture and interior design by Meriwether Felt, AIA. Photography by Susan Gilmore.

Every now and then, however, a novel idea comes along that does find an audience well beyond that of its originator and does impact the actions of others. We have a special umbrella term for these persistent and influential acts of creativity. We call it innovation.

Innovation and creativity are often used interchangeably, but it’s a mistake to conflate them. To understand the difference, compare my work as an architect with that of an innovator like Frank Lloyd Wright (this is probably be the first and last time I’ll ever be mentioned in the same sentence as the American master, but such are the perks of authorship). I’d like to think that buildings of my design are creative insofar as they are both novel and useful—novel in the sense of them being unique and imaginative solutions to a problem (the client’s brief), and useful to the degree that they satisfy the clients’ requirements as well as public expectations. However, it’s safe to say that on the whole, few if any elements from my design portfolio are going to be deemed sufficiently seminal as to be picked up by other architects and incorporated into their own work, let alone constitute a new school or artistic direction.

Mr. Wright, on the other hand, introduced novel ideas into the architectural marketplace with astonishing frequency. Whether it was slab-on-grade construction, modern radiant floor heating, open floor planning, or the Prairie Style itself, time and again we find him breaking ground, so to speak, on new ways to envision, build, and adorn space (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2: Robie House. Chicago, Illinois. Architecture and interior design by Frank Lloyd Wright. 1911. Historic American Buildings Survey, Library of Congress.

Which is not to say that everything he did eventually burrowed into common practice either. Some of his initiatives were rejected at their inception. Others have proven to be failures—his buildings exhibit an alarming propensity to leak water on their inhabitants, among other complaints. But failure is frequently the cost of invention—if the term deserves to be connected with creativity at all, that is. As Thomas Edison once remarked, “I have not failed once. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that didn’t work.” (Just tell that to the poor souls wielding mops and buckets inside their Frank Lloyd Wright homes.)

Another distinction between creativity and innovation concerns the issue of individuality. Most people associate creativity with the solitary figure, the stand-alone genius battling to bring his or her brilliance to bear on a recalcitrant world. Very often that image is promoted by the creative person in question, whether it’s Wright, Steve Jobs, or Alfred Hitchcock—all certifiable egotists who want us to believe that they alone are responsible for the inventive achievements with which they’re most closely identified. Occasionally, the image of the Lone Creator is replaced by the Dynamic Duo, as embodied by such creative couples as the Curies, Laurel and Hardy, and Lennon and McCartney (the last in their early collaborations, at least). But for the most part, the generation of novel and useful ideas is generally deemed the province of the individual.

Is this an accurate picture of creativity? Up to a point. The fact is that no one truly operates in a historical or cultural vacuum. No less a personage than Sir Isaac Newton, who was a jerk of the first order when it came to discrediting his rivals, voiced the idea of our shared debt to our predecessors by writing that “if I have seen further, it is because I have stood on the shoulders of giants.” Nor can creatives function in isolation when it comes time to get the work out. Even writers, who toil in one of the most solitary of professions, must eventually interact with a publishing entity or platform if they want readers to see their output. A similar need to interact with an external network applies to nearly every field.

Still, the historical record demonstrates that collective creativity rarely yields success when it comes to giving coherent form to incipient ideas. Like a good soup, ideas are liable to suffer with too many cooks in the kitchen. Witness the old adage that a camel is a horse designed by committee.

Innovation, on the other hand, is unquestionably dependent on a group dynamic. Some creativity experts even define innovation as contingent on the presence of an organization, whether in the guise of a business, institution, social movement, industry, or field. Take Google as an example. While Larry Page and Sergey Brin were certainly the insightful masterminds behind the development of its proprietary algorithm, without the human and physical resources of a corporate entity behind them, as well as the support of venture capitalists, it’s inconceivable that their innovative search engine would have achieved the level of success it currently enjoys in the marketplace.

Does this mean that home can harbor creativity but not innovation, since the residential domain tends to be intensely personal and private by nature? Not at all. Time and again home has given literal and figural shelter to innovative ideas on the cusp of finding wider application, proving that it can be an incubator of innovation after all. Where did Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak build the first version of a computer that would eventually spawn the world’s most valuable company? In a bedroom and garage of a modest suburban house in Los Altos, California. Where did Jeff Bezos run his fledgling online bookstore after relocating from New York to Seattle with a burning idea to transform a nascent Internet into an engine of commerce? Another garage. Where did the author Marcel Proust write his groundbreaking modern masterpiece Remembrance of Things Past? In bed in his Paris apartment.
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Artist’s studio. Mill Valley, California. Architecture by Feldman Architects. Photography by Joe Fletcher.

I can’t promise that the material contained in this book will turn you into the next homegrown Frank Lloyd Wright or Jeff Bezos or Marcel Proust—if that’s your goal at all. But I would suggest that it can help you optimize your potential as a creative individual. To explain why, I need to tell you more about how science got into the business of creativity.

THE SCIENCE OF CREATIVITY

Rarely is it possible to pinpoint the time and place when the collective consciousness of an entire scientific discipline was irrevocably altered. But that’s essentially what happened at Pennsylvania State College beginning at 8:15 p.m. on September 5, 1950, when a psychologist named J. P. Guilford stood up to deliver the keynote address at the annual meeting of the American Psychological Association.

Guilford’s subject was creativity. Today we wouldn’t bat an eyelash at his choice of topic, but back then it left plenty of people in the room puzzled, since almost no one in the field was paying any attention to it.

Which was precisely Guilford’s point. “The neglect of creativity is appalling,” he bluntly announced at the start of the speech. And he had the stats to prove it. Of the 121,000 abstracts indexed in psychology journals in the previous twenty-three years, he told the audience, only a minuscule 186 were related to creativity. Dedicated chapters in general psychology textbooks were equally scarce, he added.

Guilford didn’t use the podium solely to wag his finger, however. He spent most of his time that night expounding on the misconceptions about creativity that he felt had led to his colleagues’ indifference, and why it more than deserved to be studied in its own right.

His excoriations clearly struck a nerve. Creativity research positively exploded in the conference’s aftermath, with more papers and books on the topic published every year since then than in the previous twenty-three years combined. That’s a pretty amazing reaction, considering the man didn’t even use PowerPoint.

THE CREATIVE PROCESS

Besides igniting a wholly fresh approach to the study of creativity, Guilford also introduced some important concepts that have proven to be of enduring value to those interested in understanding how creativity unfolds and, by extension, how to maximize creative performance in others. Of these, perhaps the most relevant to this book is his proposition that creativity results from the interplay of two opposing styles of mental processing. In his speech he refers to these cognitive styles as analytic and synthetic; he later rechristened them divergent and convergent. You probably know them by their more popular names: right- and left-brain thinking (although, as I’ll explain later in the book, this particular terminology has led to some misunderstandings about creativity and is therefore best left unused).




	DIVERGENT


	CONVERGENT





	Intuition / Imagination


	Reason / Logic





	Zigzag / Circuitous


	Linear / Sequential





	Abstract / Generalized


	Concrete / Detailed





	Broad / Big-picture / Global


	Narrow / Focused / Local





	Figural / Metaphorical


	Literal





	Internally Directed


	Externally Directed





	Multiple Solutions


	Single Solution





	Synthetic


	Analytic





	What Could Be / Exploration


	What Is / Exploitation







Table 1: Properties of divergent and convergent thinking. After J. P. Guilford (1967).

Table 1 summarizes the properties of the two modalities. As is evident, they are nearly polar opposites of each other. Where divergent thinking is freewheeling, nonjudgmental, and unself-conscious, convergent thinking is sequential, selective, and deliberate. Divergency looks inward to intuition, judgment, and imagination to find creative solutions to problems; convergency applies reason, logic, and other outside knowledge systems to arrive at definitive answers. Divergency is by nature abstract and takes a holistic, big-picture perspective of the world, while convergency narrowly focuses attention on concrete details and particulars. Divergency contends with things as they could be, convergency with things as they are.
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Treehouse. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Architecture by Verner Architects. Photography by Todd Mason for Halkin Mason Photography.

A similar contrast between the two modes of thought applies to the harvesting of ideas. Divergent thinking opens our mental floodgates to let loose as many potential solutions to a creative problem in a given period of time as possible, no matter how unworkable or bizarre they might initially seem. Convergent thinking aims for a single, viable answer. Divergency favors quantity of ideas, convergency quality.

So how do the two cognitive styles relate to the creative process? In essence, they are the process, or at least, the psychological meat of it. Two other components need to be added to the mix, however, to fully flesh out of Guilford’s model of creative thinking. The first is a problem that wants to be solved. The second is its solution.

What do we mean by a problem? By definition, a problem is a goal with one or more obstacles that must be overcome to realize it. Not all problems lend themselves to creative solutions, however. To find the sum of two plus two, for example, requires no creativity because the answer is obvious and objectively determined. The problem as posed also contains a single correct answer, whereas creative problems generally hold open the possibility of arriving at multiple solutions.

A handy litmus test for determining if a problem warrants a creative solution is to frame it as a question, prefaced with the words “How might we” (or “How might I,” if you’re flying solo), and then judge whether it might be easily answered, mechanically computed, or logically constrained in the number of possible responses. If not, then you could well have yourself a creative problem in your grasp, as in “How might I . . .”


Raise more money for my favorite charity this year?

Decorate my client’s study?

Promote my company’s website?

Find a cure for the common cold?

Compose a still-life from the objects placed on a table?

Make filing tax returns easier?

Invent an app for checking grammar?

Renovate my kitchen for greater efficiency?

Sharpen my tennis serve?

Write a book on creativity people will want to read?

Improve our system of governance?

Retire at age ____?
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Master bath suite. Newport Beach, California. Architecture by Frank Stolz for South Coast Architects. Photography by Mark Davidson.

As should be evident from this list, creative problems can stem from personal goals as well as from external sources, be it a client, employer, social group, market need, or the world at large. It should also be apparent that creative problems embrace a wide range of human interests, from business to hobbies, technology to governance, design to sports, making clear that the days of associating creativity solely with the arts and crafts are over.

Putting all this together, we can now describe creativity as a multistep process (Fig. 3):


Step One: Define the problem you wish to solve.

Step Two: Exercise divergent thinking in order to generate as many choices for solving the problem as can be mustered in the time allowed. This stage is sometimes called the ideation or generative phase, since the focus is on harvesting ideas without regard for viability or practicalities. Brainstorming sessions are a managed form of Step Two creativity.

Step Three: Shift to convergent thinking in order to eliminate, modify, or combine the ideas gathered in the divergent phase and zero in on a solution that can be tested and eventually confirmed. Some refer to this phase as the verification or validation stage, underscoring the fact that the answer to a creative problem ultimately must be proved feasible to constitute a true solution. Prototyping, test marketing, trial runs, mockups, and red-marking are techniques commonly used during the convergent phase.
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Fig. 3: A model of creative thinking. After J. P. Guilford (1967).

Step Four: Finalize a solution and ready it for implementation.



While the divergent-convergent model of creative thinking is a useful tool for understanding how the mind operates as creative ideas are born and developed, it’s important to remember that it’s an abstraction rather than a faithful representation of real-world problem solving. For instance, in real life the creative process rarely travels in a steady and uninterrupted straight-line trajectory from problem to solution. I know this from experience; as an architect, I frequently find myself retracing steps or jumping back and forth among stages as a project progresses. It’s not that I’m incompetent (at least, I’d like to think I’m not); it’s that creativity is by nature iterative. What you want to ensure as a creative is that the swings between divergent and convergent thinking are kept manageable so as not to have a debilitating effect on your forward motion. Later in the book I’ll share techniques for controlling your environment to keep your mind on track.
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Another difference between diagram and reality is that while some creative projects might be expressed as a single, unifying problem, they are in fact made up of multiple subproblems. Designing a house, for instance, is not one but hundreds and even thousands of design tasks and technical puzzles all rolled up into one. No unified model of creative problem solving such as the one proposed by Guilford could possibly capture the complexity of the endeavor by itself. To do so requires multiplying the diagram many times over, arranging some units like links in a chain, others in parallel, still others as offshoots from the main threads.

Finally, there’s nothing in our model to help us judge the quality of the ideas produced in the course of the creative process. How do we know if a solution that pops out at the end of the process is good, and therefore whether the person who produced it is creative or not? Don’t we have to be able to rank or grade creative performance to ascertain this? In fact, isn’t the whole premise of this book—that you can sharpen your creative acumen by knowingly manipulating your physical surroundings—dependent on the notion that creative output can be measured? Otherwise, how would anyone know that one’s creativity has improved?

All good questions. The answers boil down to something you’re probably very familiar with. It’s called testing.

MEASURING CREATIVITY

If you ever took a creativity assessment test to get yourself or a child into a gifted and talented school program, or land a job, or undergo an employment review, then you can thank (or blame) J. P. Guilford for the experience.

No, Guilford didn’t invent these tests entirely by himself. But he did change the face of creativity testing by arguing in his landmark 1950 speech that divergent thinking wasn’t merely a function of general intelligence, as was generally thought back then. Instead of lumping it in with IQ scores and other broad measures of smarts, he proposed to invent a whole new type of test tailored specifically to measuring a person’s ability to generate fresh ideas for solutions to creative problems.

To achieve this goal, Guilford recommended replacing the multiple-choice and fill-in-the-blank questions typical of standardized exams with open-ended problems that required test-takers to draw as well as write out or verbalize their responses. Since answers could no longer be determined to be right or wrong according to a grading sheet, he also established four new criteria by which to score the results:


1. Originality: how unique was each response

2. Fluency: how many responses were produced for a given problem

3. Flexibility: how varied were the responses

4. Complexity, or elaboration: how much detail or information was contained in a response



Guilford might have laid the groundwork for the development of creativity testing, but the person who really brought it into our daily lives was the well-known psychologist E. P. Torrance, namesake of the widely used Torrance Tests of Creativity (TTCT). Torrance began formulating his eponymous tests in the 1960s, starting with a suite of four exercises, which has since grown substantially. He and his followers also greatly expanded Guilford’s original set of evaluative criteria, and more recently adapted them to the computer age.

The TTCT and other testing formats that sprang from Guilford’s initiative haven’t been without controversy, however. Academics, psychologists, and educators continue to debate what exactly these tests measure, how closely they reflect real-world creativity, whether subjective bias plays into scoring, how predictive they are, and whether creativity can be quantified at all. Still, it’s hard to argue with tangible success. If nothing else, the huge volume of testing that goes on every day, the mountains of academic research built on accrued results, and their sheer longevity, make a pretty compelling case for their continued usefulness and acceptance.

And thank goodness for that, because without the ability to objectively assess creative task performance I would never have written this book. I’m too much of a rationalist to be content with the kind of homespun conjecture that characterizes a lot of self-help advice these days. Instead, I and the researchers whose work I draw from use logical inference to translate empirical observation and laboratory-generated data into guidelines for best practices.

Consider the example of sound (#17). A few years ago a research trio led by a professor at the University of British Columbia ran an experiment in which three different groups of subjects took a battery of creativity assessment exercises while listening to a soundtrack through headphones. The first group heard it played at low volume, the second at medium volume, and the third had it cranked up. When the results were tallied, it was discovered that the second group had scored noticeably higher on their tests than the others. You don’t have to be a Nobel Laureate to deduce that the deviation in performance was owed to the variation in volume, since the audio level was the only inconsistent environmental factor among the three groups.
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Kitchen. Kennebunk, Maine. Interior design by Deborah Farrand for Dressing Rooms. Photography by Eric Roth.

I mentioned that this experiment is of relatively recent vintage. So is most of the research that serves as the foundation for the techniques you’ll be learning about in this book. That’s because the notion of deploying creativity metrics to establish optimal environments for conceiving ideas is comparatively new. Guilford didn’t bring it up in his famous address. There’s no reference to it in Torrance’s efforts to develop the TTCT either.

The omission isn’t surprising. The notion that our surroundings can significantly alter our mental state had yet to emerge as its own special topic within the field of creativity studies at the time the two psychologists were bringing testing into the mainstream. But a few things were going on in other disciplines that anticipated its eventual appearance. One came out of particularly unlikely quarters: a dingy basement lab in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where a young scientist was working nearly around the clock to find a cure for a deadly disease. How this man came to be a leading evangelist for the power of space to catalyze creative thinking is the next part of our story.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SPACE

Jonas Salk was at the start of his career when he was lured to the University of Pittsburgh Medical School in 1947 with the promise of his own laboratory. It was only when he arrived for work that he discovered his so-called laboratory was actually a cramped, dark room in the basement of a local municipal hospital. Undeterred by his depressing surroundings, Salk plunged into his work, anxious to find a vaccine that would eradicate the polio scourge devastating young people around the world.

Success proved elusive. Roadblock after roadblock impeded progress. Salk became physically and mentally exhausted. After several years of hard labor, it was painfully evident he needed a break to clear his mind. Traveling to the charming Italian hill town of Assisi, the scientist took up residence in a thirteenth-century Franciscan monastery for a period of reflection and relaxation (Fig. 4).

Architecturally, the hilltop monastery complex was worlds away from the scruffy subterranean lair he’d left behind in Pittsburgh. In place of narrow hospital corridors lit by harsh fluorescent bulbs, he now found himself ambling about expansive courtyards encircled by columned arcades. Inside the monastery church he would gaze at walls decorated with beautiful frescoes, their colorful surfaces illuminated by natural light streaming in from the tall windows running down the building’s flanks.

Transported to an idyllic environment, Salk’s mind began to unlock as he pondered the problem of the vaccine once again. In time he was able to break through the mental blocks that had stymied him back home. As Salk himself later wrote:


The spirituality of the architecture there was so inspiring that I was able to do intuitive thinking far beyond any I had done in the past. Under the influence of that historic place I intuitively designed the research that I felt would result in a vaccine for polio. I returned to my laboratory in Pittsburgh to validate my concepts and found that they were correct.



Forever convinced of the positive interplay of mind, creativity, and environment, Salk went on to commission one of the great
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