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Praise for Aha!

“If you are a learner and believe you can create the life you want, Aha! is an essential tool in your toolbox. It has the conceptual model and practical how-tos for different learning styles.”—Charlotte Roberts, coauthor of Fifth Discipline Fieldbook

“If Aha! doesn’t kickstart your creativity, nothing will! A compendium of sure-fire methods to help you see the world in a whole new way!” —DeWitt Jones, corporate creativity consultant and National Geographic freelance photographer

“Leading authorities in business know that you’re nowhere today unless you can tap into a steady stream of ideas that you can take to the bank. Read Jordan Ayan’s book to keep those creative, bankable ideas flowing.”—W. E. Williams, president and CEO, The Executive Committee, an international organizationof CEOs

“Jordan Ayan—the Wizard of Aha!s—has presented us with a treasure trove of techniques to stimulate our creative juices. A lot of fun!”—Roger von Oech, author of A Whack on the Side of the Head and creator of the Creative Whack Pack

“Aha! is an extremely well-written, entertaining, action-ready guide for anyone who wants to live a more successful life. All success is rooted in great ideas. Aha! shows you how to create ideas that will take you from where you are to where you want to be.”—Michael LeBoeuf, author of How to Win Customers and Keep Them for Life and The Perfect Business

“It’s simply a very superb new book by a very cool writer that will never let you run out of ways to be creative, ever. I think there’s enough ideas and information on any one page to be worth the cost of the book. So you get all the other pages free!”—Marsh Fisher, cofounder of Century 21 Real Estate and chairman of IdeaFisher Systems, Inc.

“Aha! makes the magic of creativity accessible to even the ‘creatively challenged.’ It’s chock full of practical strategies, resources, and ideas for putting zing and sizzle into your work and your life. Buy it and you too will say Aha!”—Thomas Armstrong, author of 7 Kinds of Smart and Awakening Your Child’s Natural Genius

“If you’ve ever wondered if you’re creative, stop! Read Jordan Ayan’s Aha! and you will not only recognize your creative potential, but also understand how to release it. Aha! is a life-changing book.”—Joyce Wycoff, executive director of the Innovation Network and author of Mindmapping and Transformation Thinking

“What a great book! Aha! takes a topic that you may think defies logic and presents it in a logical manner that anyone can follow. Jordan Ayan is the creativity coach who can lead you to winning ideas.”—Susan RoAne, professional speaker and author of How to Work a Room

“Jordan Ayan’s Aha! is a gift to all who seek a more creative path. This extraordinary map to powerful ideas is fun to read and easy to use.”—Chip R. Bell, author of Customers as Partners and Managers as Mentors

“Everyone is creative, innovative, and original. What we each have to find individually, before we find it collectively, is our own unique way to make a difference; a life-long contribution to yourself, your family, your country, and the world. I totally believe Aha! will free your greatness.”—Mark Victor Hansen, coauthor of the best-selling series Chicken Soup for the Soul

“In today’s fast-changing environment, this book is a tremendously valuable tool for helping you to tap into your creativity to turn challenges into opportunites.”—Paul and Sarah Edwards, authors of Working from Home, Finding Your Perfect Work, and coauthors of Teaming Up
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To Jan, Ashley, and Christopher,
the creative inspiration
in my life
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preface

Most of us wish we were more creative. We may dream of someday inventing an amazing new product or technology, directing a movie, writing a popular song, or painting a masterpiece. We may envision ourselves as great political leaders solving social problems, renowned business leaders brilliantly running a successful company, or respected humanitarians bringing new ideas and peace to the world. Or we may hope to be exciting and wonderful parents who can bring joy and excitement to our children day after day through our creative efforts.

The good news is that increasing your creativity is truly possible. Whatever your educational background or current creative experience, you can achieve far beyond what you had previously imagined or dreamed. You can direct an Academy Award-winning film, write a best-selling book, discover a drug, or pioneer a new theory. You can channel your creativity into improving an existing process at your workplace, developing an artistic hobby for yourself, or becoming a creative force in your community. If you fear your creativity has been stifled or lost, be assured that you can revitalize it and take it to new heights.

I wrote this book because I am a firm believer in living a creative life. For all of us, being creative is much more enjoyable and inspiring than living a life of monotonous routine. A creative life increases understanding and appreciation of new ideas, of other people, and of the world in general. Creativity unlocks the mind and makes the spirit soar. In a word, creativity is what makes you feel alive.

As we approach the year 2000, I, along with many other experts, predict that creativity will become one of the most important personal and business strategies for survival and success. The world is becoming more complex each day, and our societal problems are becoming increasingly difficult to solve. The world faces a multitude of issues begging for creative solutions. Our schools are in need of a major overhaul, there is crime in nearly every community, and many areas like health care, family relationships, and world peace are full of problems that remain unresolved. In the business world, too, the need for creative thinking is becoming ever more crucial as companies find that their traditional methods of operation are failing. With increased global competition and more sophisticated consumers who no longer want me-too products and services, large and small companies everywhere are scrambling to invent new ways to manufacture, manage, and market themselves. Many businesses suffer from a dearth of originality—and they need the creativity of every individual in their organizations to compete and thrive.

How I Came to Appreciate the Power of Creativity

A few years ago, I started a consulting firm focusing on innovation, technology, and creativity. I entered this field following a successful and exciting career as an executive with Donnelley Marketing in Chicago, until recently a division of the Dun & Bradstreet Corporation. Donnelley is a database marketing company, and one of the largest consumer direct-mail firms in the world. While at Donnelley, I developed a new service, called FastData, which creatively transformed the company’s database into an on-line information resource of great value to other companies. To the amazement of many senior managers with whom I worked, the service I created with the help of my colleagues grew enormously and in just a few years was sold and licensed for nearly $50 million.

When FastData was sold, I was offered another job with Donnelley, but I decided not to accept the new job because I had become fascinated by the power of creativity. I came to see that it is the most powerful force a business can have. Moreover, when I examined my past, I realized that the best times in my life had been when I was doing creative work or was around creative people. From that point on I focused on turning my passion for creativity into a business.

I began to read widely in the literature on creativity and the mind, devouring the works of authors such as Howard Gardner, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Edward deBono, Roger von Oech, Tony Buzan, Joyce Wycoff, Betty Edwards, and many others. I began attending a variety of professional meetings for people involved in creative work, such as the Creative Problem Solving Institute (CPSI) at the State University of New York at Buffalo, and the Innovation Network in Santa Barbara, California. I had the chance to meet and talk with many creative people, and I became ever more inspired to work in this field.

Gradually the consulting business grew, and today our clients include companies, associations, and government agencies. We conduct work for their executives and employees on being more creative and incorporating innovation into their organizations. Our clients include Kimberly-Clark, Freddie Mac, Allied-Signal, and Lucent Technologies as well as many banks, computer firms, and a variety of aerospace and engineering firms.

But creativity has application far beyond government and industry. This book is the result of years of research and consulting work, and a lifetime of experience. It synthesizes the many ideas and strategies I have developed and field-tested with great success in hundreds of workshops and seminars all over the world. Thousands of people—from senior-level executives to teams of workers on the shop floor—have used these concepts, techniques, and suggestions to benefit themselves and their organizations.

This book has many applications. First and foremost, you can use it to learn how to live more creatively in all aspects of your life. A creative life brings enjoyment and enrichment to you and everyone you meet. You can also use this book to learn how to solve specific problems in your business, community, or the world at large. As you read, you will find many suggestions for how to burst through blocks or generate ideas immediately. Finally, if you are a writer, painter, musician, singer, dancer, potter, or craftsperson of any kind, you can read this book to learn how to find the inspiration for your next project or how to get unstuck.

I sincerely hope the strategies that follow will help you gain new confidence about your creative capacities and help you use them to solve a problem or invent something that changes the world, improves your own life, or enhances the joy and happiness of your family and friends.
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Reclaiming Your Creative Power

Do you find yourself drawn to newspaper articles about people who invent new products and wonder why you can’t do it, too? Do you admire such vanguards of popular culture as Steven Spielberg, John Grisham, Jerry Seinfeld, David Letterman, k. d. lang—even Madonna—and wish you could tap into the same vein of creativity (and success) that they have? Do you think about coming up with an idea to start a new business or help your employer’s company prosper and grow? Or would you like to improve your painting, writing, acting, or musical abilities?

If the answer to any of these questions is yes, congratulations! You are ready to tap into your creativity and learn how you can expand it, refine it, and make it a more integral part of your life.

More and more people today recognize that being creative plays a crucial role in their personal happiness and their professional accomplishment. Creative people are the ones who get ahead in their jobs, start new businesses, invent products, build buildings and design homes, produce films and plays, compose music, paint pictures, and make things of beauty. Creative people often are those leading exciting and stimulating social lives, meeting other people, and going to interesting places, so that they are constantly learning and doing. Creativity is also an important aspect of a healthy family environment; creative parents know how to help their children grow into adults who love life and choose to get the most out of it. Creative people become our top business and community leaders, people who understand how to solve problems or inspire others to improve their lot in life.

Unfortunately there is a prevailing belief that creativity is an inborn trait that cannot be cultivated—either that you are creative or you’re not. Few people understand that they can learn to be more creative. They don’t know which techniques to use to generate new ideas or how to develop their natural artistic talents. They don’t have any training or background in creativity. Their parents didn’t teach them about it, and their schools and universities didn’t offer courses on the subject.

People often feel very frustrated by creative blocks—those times when they are stuck and cannot get the new idea they need or solve a pressing problem. This causes them to lose self-confidence and momentum in their work. Even when they come up with a great idea, they worry about other people ridiculing or criticizing them instead of moving forward with the idea and making it happen.

MINI WORKSHOP
HOW CREATIVE DO YOU FEEL?
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Throughout the book, you will find projects like this one that will help you make the information you find in the chapters more relevant to your own life and creative efforts. I Invite you to do as many of the activities as you want.

How do you feel about the level of creativity in your life right now? This project will help you assess your feeling. Close your eyes and think back to your childhood. Try to recapture a moment when you recoil being highly creative.

If you are like most people, you can probably conjure up many instances of tremendous creativity. A large, empty cardboard box that became a house; the elegant ballet you choreographed and performed to the score of your favorite children’s album; a snow fort you constructed that was transformed into a massive medieval castle in your imagination. You can probably still feel the sensation of finger paint dripping over your fingers, ready to be smeared across a glossy white sheet of paper, or recall the pleasurable sensation of molding Play-Doh into a worm or pancake as smooth and lustrous as any of Rodin’s or Michelangelo’s creations.

Now hold these images of youthful creativity in your mind for a moment. Do you still feel the same urge to create? Are you as excited about life as you were as a child? Are you as curious? As willing to experiment and play? As adventurous and fun loving?

In all likelihood, you are not. Sadly, most of us just don’t feel as creative as we did when we were younger. As adults, we constrain our imaginations and limit our abilities to experiment and explore. We no longer experience the joyful curiosity of our youth. We no longer climb jungle gyms, and we hate playing with mud!

But take heart. You can change your beliefs and feelings by reconnecting with your creative spirit and learning some techniques to boost your creativity. This book will show you how.

Losing Our Natural Creativity

The irony about creativity is that we were born with many creative skills. As babies, we were naturally curious and eager to explore the world around us. We enjoyed color, light, movement, and sound. We wanted to taste, grasp, and manipulate whatever came into our view. We were quite satisfied to spend our days playing and experimenting with objects, toys, and the elements of nature (rain, sand, mud, and so on). As infants and toddlers, we were natural builders, artists, craftspeople, poets, and musicians.

Most of us begin limiting our creative pursuits and abilities sometime during our early years. It usually starts when we enter elementary school, where our creativity is slowly reined in by traditional education. We sit in rows or groups with twenty to thirty other students and are expected to adhere to strict rules and procedures—many of which limit creative thinking. We often learn by rote rather than through exploration, questions, and experimentation. As we go through elementary school, junior high, high school, and beyond, we wind up exercising our natural creativity less and less, and it slowly atrophies.

Think back, for example, to the first day you went off to kindergarten or nursery school. In all likelihood you received a box of crayons, maybe even the giant sixty-four-color box of Crayolas (the one with a sharpener on the back) filled with a kaleidoscope of color including Periwinkle, Melon, Gold, and Carnation Pink. What has happened to the color and creativity a mere twelve years later? We graduate from high school with the equivalent of an eighty-nine-cent, disposable ballpoint pen in our pockets. The endless possibilities represented by those sixty-four colors have been reduced to a single standardized outlook, and, unfortunately, with them goes some of our imagination, wonder, and awe. In my mind, this is a powerful metaphor for what happens to our creativity as we move from childhood into our adult lives.
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I saw another example of how the educational system can draw off some of our natural creativity when my son, Christopher, was in kindergarten. My wife and I went to a parent-teacher conference and were informed that our budding refrigerator artist would be receiving a grade of Unsatisfactory in art. We were shocked. How could any child—let alone our child—receive a poor grade in art at such a young age? His teacher informed us that he had refused to color within the lines, which was a state requirement for demonstrating grade-level motor skills. It became clear that the teacher spent so much time focusing on getting the kids to color inside the lines that their creative impulses were ignored. Or, worse yet, criticized. When the teacher explained to him the need to rein in his creativity on classwork and fulfill her requirements, our son started bringing home very somber pictures done in dark colors. When he did art at home, the drawings he made were beautiful and color filled. At home, we stressed the fact that there were no rules when he was playing in the art cabinet.

But our educational system is not the only limit on our creativity. We often experience criticism and negative feedback, rather than support and encouragement, in response to our creative efforts. When a teacher, friend, parent, or sibling wittingly or unconsciously comments disparagingly about a clay sculpture we’ve made, a watercolor we’ve painted, a dance we’ve invented, or a poem we’ve written, the insult hurts deeply. We decide that it is safer to withdraw and not express our creativity again rather than risk ridicule or embarrassment.

As we move from school to work, relationships, and perhaps a family, another factor that blocks us from fully utilizing our creativity is stress. We experience many pressures in our day-to-day lives that sap our energy. It is difficult to be creative when you have to run from meeting to meeting, arrange activities for your kids, and tend to a home simultaneously. Lack of leisure time and overcommitment are major deterrents to building the calm, reflective environment needed for certain kinds of creative work, such as painting, writing, or even inventing. You can be sure that many of the most famous artists, poets, and musicians in history would never have achieved their impressive body of work if they had faced the same level of stress as modern adults do.

Finally, many people do not develop their full creative potential because they are never shown how to take advantage of their natural creative skills or how to expand their repertoire of techniques. Few schools offer specific courses in creativity, and many of those who have mastered creativity in their fields are not available for mentoring or taking on apprentices. As a result, most people end up using far less of their creative powers than they could, and never learn to work through their creative blocks.

MINI WORKSHOP
CREATIVITY TESTING
PART I

Take the following informal test of creativity. Read the directions and then begin: In one minute, think of all the possible uses for an empty tin can. Write your answers on a separate piece of paper. Try to come up with as many uses as you can. Ready? Go.

PART II

You have just taken an adapted version of a creativity test based on the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking, developed by Dr. J. P. Torrance. Since creativity usually results from your ability to make many connections, this test illustrates how divergent your thinking is.

The full Torrance test measures four key creative abilities that are linked to divergent thinkers. In the tin can example, trained scorers would look at your responses and award points based on how they fell into the following four categories:


	Fluency — the ability to generate a large volume of ideas. In other words, how many ideas did you come up with in total?


	Flexibility — the ability to generate ideas in a number of categories. How many different types of uses did you devise for a tin can? The most common is a container, but it can also be used as a toy, a communications device, and so on.


	Originality — the ability to generate unique and unusual ideas. Any answer associated with typical uses of tin cans would receive zero points. More unexpected applications, such as “a hat for dolls,” would receive two points.


	Elaboration — the ability to add details or to expand on the item itself. Ideas that require something to be added or a change in form are awarded points for elaboration. For example, if your idea required that the can be melted, ground up, painted, or even combined with another can, you would be awarded more points.




So, how did you do on the tin can test? Were your ideas fluent, flexible, original, and elaborative? If you have children, give them the test and see what they come up with.

I often use this test in my seminars with adults and have also tried it in classes of children. Children generally score higher than adults. For example, compare your answers with some of these interesting ones generated by one group of second-graders:


a bug keeper

an ant home

a bank

playing kick the can

a washing machine for small people

a hat for your doll

a Barbie doll pool

a telephone

a musical instrument stilts

melt it down and “morph” it into Power Rangers



It is not that adults lack the ability to dream up new solutions, it is just that we use far less of our creative powers than we could and never learn to work through our blocks. Throughout life, we are often taught, as one of my favorite commercials pointed out, to “stay between the lines; the lines are your friends.” In reality, however, if you really want your creativity to flow, you sometimes need to think like a child!
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Research bears out the loss of creativity from childhood to adulthood. One study looked at the ability to generate original ideas. The resulting scores comparing “original” and “standard” answers stacked up as follows:
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	Age 5 and younger
	90 percent originality



	Age 7
	20 percent originality



	Adults
	2 percent originality




The loss of originality is astonishing. No wonder that, by the time we reach our forties, fifties, or sixties, many of us end up feeling disappointed or defeated whenever we try to do something creative.

Rekindling Your Creative Power

If we all repress our natural creativity, or fail to use it to its maximum potential in our early years, the logical question is, What can we do as adults to awaken it, reinvigorate it, and expand it in the pursuit of our personal and professional goals?

That is precisely what this book is about. In the following chapters, you will find strategies for living a more creative life in general and learning how to harness your creativity whenever you need it to solve problems or generate ideas. The foundation of this book is learning to use ten key strategies that help you creatively address artistic or life challenges of any kind—be they related to your work, your craft, your family, or your community. The strategies are as follows:


	Connect with People


	Design an Enriching Environment


	Get out of Your Box Through Travel


	Be Sparked by Play and Humor


	Expand Your Mind Through Reading


	Take up the Arts


	Plug into Technology


	PowerThink Your Challenges


	Release Your Alterconscious


	Connect with Your Creative Soul




The concept of Aha! and the ten strategies are based on my personal experience and research into the field indicating that many means and methods are required to find the spark that inspires great ideas. Whether you want to paint a watercolor, write a novel, solve a business problem, invent a new product, or negotiate a conflict, these strategies can help you by providing more ways to discover your own Aha’s.

These strategies can be employed in many ways. First and foremost, they stimulate your thinking. They open you to new possibilities and vistas, and they expand your horizons so you can make connections—the essential ingredients in the creative process.

Second, the strategies help you bulldoze through the mountainous blocks that can arrest your thinking and frustrate your efforts to move an idea or project forward. Some do this by helping you focus when your mind is racing too fast for quality creative work. Others help you relax and reinvigorate, allowing partially formed thoughts and ideas to simmer in the background until they are “cooked.”

Finally these strategies will show you how to take advantage of one of the most potent yet largely unrecognized aspects of creativity, what some call luck or good fortune. There are many opportunities in the world begging for someone to discover and implement them. Opportunities probably cross your path daily, but unless you see them and recognize them as opportunities, they go to waste.

Of course, some of these strategies are also creative fields in and of themselves. Many writers commonly employ the Reading strategy to learn about other authors or to get ideas for their next novel or screenplay. Artists use the Arts strategy in the sense that they spend much of their time studying the great masters of their field so they can become better painters, sculptors, or musicians. And inventors and computer experts use the Technology strategy as their point of reference when they seek to invent new gizmos and gadgets that take technology one step further.

The thrust of this book is holistic: Use all ten strategies as broadly as possible for your inspiration in any creative endeavor. Don’t restrict yourself to the strategies that relate to your field. If you are a sculptor or a dancer, you may benefit most from employing new technology, or working with other people to develop new ideas for your next artistic project. If you are a songwriter or a novelist, PowerThinking or reading may be the best way to get inspiration. And if you are a businessperson or inventor, experimentation with travel or your alterconscious could most effectively help you identify solutions to your vexing problems. In fact, viewing challenges through the lens of an unrelated discipline often sheds the most light. As Abraham Maslow said, “When all you have is a hammer, everything starts to look like a nail.”

There are times, of course, when one strategy is more appropriate than another. For example, you may not have time to use the Travel strategy if you need to solve a problem or develop a new concept within the next twenty-four hours. Or you may find that some strategies appeal to you more than others.

Nevertheless, the overall goal of this book is to teach you to use all ten strategies frequently as part of a fully creative lifestyle. By incorporating the ten strategies into your daily routine, you will find yourself developing a natural talent for creative thinking that gives you a wide range of tools from which to draw inspiration, fertilize the growth of new ideas, and develop solutions to many of your challenges.
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MINI WORKSHOP
THINKING ABOUT YOUR CREATIVE LIFE


	Reflect for a moment on the idea of living a creative lifestyle. Do you feel that you lead a creative life now? What feelings and images does this phrase evoke for you? Is a creative lifestyle very different from the one you lead now?


	In the list of strategies on page 18, which one most intrigued you? Which one do you feel you are least interested in exploring? Now that you have identified a preference and an aversion, put them aside. Allow yourself to be open to all the possibilities every strategy has to offer.


	Finally, think for a moment about your reasons for reading this book. Why do you want to be more creative? What goals do you think you might reach more easily or quickly through creative avenues? Do you want to be a better artist or writer? To invent something? To get a better job? What aspects of your life do you hope might change after you finish this book?




You may wish to write down your thoughts on these topics. You will find that by clarifying in advance what you hope to get from this book, you will enjoy reading it more and derive more usable information from each chapter.

Next Steps

Before you read about the ten strategies, three important issues are covered in the next three chapters. “You Do Have a Creative Strategy” examines the myth of the creative personality in order to liberate you from any doubts or fears you may have about learning to become more creative. “Tapping into the Creative Process” explains the nature of the creative process and suggests how you can find inspiration and develop new ideas by using the ten strategies. “Mastering the Techniques of Idea Capture” discusses how to capture your ideas so that as you read the chapters and implement the suggestions, you will not risk losing your new thoughts and breakthrough ideas. All three topics are critical in helping you maximize the creative rewards that can result from reading Aha!
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You Do Have a Creative Personality
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In the workshops and seminars I present, I often hear comments like “I just don’t have a creative personality,” or “I’m not the artistic type,” or “I am a left-brained [logical] person, not one of those right-brained creative types.” The problem is, comments like these lead people in the wrong direction when thinking about creativity. This chapter explores the creative personality question from several angles and shows how you can develop four critical qualities to boost your creativity.

Is There a Baseline Creative Personality?


Try this test. Read the following list of characteristics and circle all those that you think belong to a creative person. Circle as many as you want. Don’t look ahead to page 24, where I’ve shown the answers.


• absentminded

• adaptable

• adventurous

• aloof

• assertive

• confident

• confused

• critical

• curious

• cynical

• determined

• disruptive

• dynamic

• energetic

• enthusiastic

• excitable

• flexible

• humorous

• idealistic

• impulsive

• independent

• industrious

• insightful

• intelligent

• intolerant

• introverted

• inventive

• moody

• obsessive

• open-minded

• original

• perceptive

• persistent

• playful

• preoccupied

• rebellious

• resourceful

• risk tolerant

• sensitive

• skeptical

• spontaneous

• stubborn

• tense

• unpredictable

• versatile




Which traits belong to the creative personality? Well, here’s a surprise for you. Any and all of the traits you circled belong to creative individuals, or, more appropriately stated, any combination of characteristics can result in creativity.

We’re all familiar with the stereotype of the “creative genius,” the rumpled, forgetful visionary too caught up in deep thoughts to be bothered with the mundane details of daily life. Contrary to popular belief, no special personality is a prerequisite for creativity; any and all traits and temperaments will do. You can be a conservative sophisticate who wears three-piece suits and prefers life to be ordered and well organized, or you can be a bearded bohemian artist who lives life impulsively and spontaneously—or anything in between. Whatever your personality, you have as much capacity to be creative as anyone else.

Creative people come in all sizes and shapes, and they are found in every profession. In fact, history is full of examples clearly demonstrating that brilliant ideas and masterpieces of art emanate from a wide spectrum of individuals. If you were to examine the personality traits of the greatest thinkers and artists of the world, from da Vinci to Shakespeare to Spielberg, you would find an enormous range of qualities and characteristics fueling their creative output.

MINI WORKSHOP
BUSTING YOUR MISCONCEPTIONS AND LIMITING BELIEFS

In addition to widespread misunderstandings about the so-called creative personality, I commonly hear many related misconceptions. See if you identify with any of these:


	MISCONCEPTION 1: Creativity cannot be learned; either you’re creative or you’re not.


	MISCONCEPTION 2: I’m a logical-type person; logic and creativity can’t coexist.


	MISCONCEPTION 3: I have never produced a “masterpiece,” therefore I am not creative.




All these views reflect preconceived notions and prejudices that can severely stifle your creative development. They are all “limiting beliefs” that cause you to abandon learning and trying. In some cases, these limiting beliefs are based on doubts from childhood or early adulthood that continue to haunt you. In other cases, the limiting beliefs are based on our society’s strong “product” orientation, which causes people to give up their creative work unless they can make something others will like or buy. The problem with any type of limiting belief is that it essentially puts the cart before the horse. It makes you think, before you even try to create, that your efforts will fail.

What, if any, limiting beliefs or misconceptions about your creativity do you have? Do you feel that you cannot learn to be more creative because you weren’t creative as a child? Do you think of creativity in terms of a specific kind of accomplishment, such as a commercially successful commodity or a technically accomplished artwork? Do you let fear of criticism or rejection keep you from flexing your creative muscles?

Reflect on any doubts that block your ability to develop and expand your creative spirit. Abandon these fears and let yourself begin with a clean slate.

Creative Seven Ways

Related to the myth of the creative personality is a deep-seated belief that creativity is a reflection of intellectual ability. Too many of us think that “true” creativity is the birthright of the gifted.

However, these too are limiting beliefs that can undercut your creative potential. In fact, research has shown that each of us has the power to be creative in many ways. According to Dr. Howard Gardner of Harvard University in his book Frames of Mind, and popularized by Thomas Armstrong’s book Seven Kinds of Smart, we are endowed with not one kind of general intelligence but rather seven kinds:


	Verbal/linguistic: the ability to manipulate words in their oral or written form


	Mathematical/logical: the ability to manipulate number systems and logical concepts


	Spatial: the ability to see and manipulate patterns and designs


	Musical: the ability to understand and manipulate musical concepts such as tone, rhythm, and harmony


	Bodily-kinesthetic: the ability to use one’s body and movement, such as in sports or dance


	Intrapersonal: the ability to understand one’s feelings and to be reflective and philosophical


	Interpersonal: the ability to understand other people and their thoughts and feelings




Each of us is usually dominant in one or two of these intelligences, but each of us has a unique combination of all seven that we can explore and tap into throughout our lives. Most of us severely limit ourselves, however, because as children we are encouraged to focus on only one of our intelligences—typically the verbal/linguistic or the mathematical/logical because they are the ones commonly emphasized in our educational system. As a result, we draw the conclusion that we don’t possess abilities or potential in any other areas when the only real problem is that we have not had the proper chance to develop our other intelligences!

Gardner’s pioneering theory of multiple intelligences is central to the field of creativity. Once we recognize that intelligence is not an all-or-nothing proposition, we are free to pursue our creative interests according to our unique mix of intelligences, whatever they may be. In seeking to be creative only in a narrow way (as an artist, writer, businessperson), or in attempting to be creative to achieve success as defined by other people, we do our creativity a disservice and limit our possibilities.

Whatever narrow visions you may have had in the past about your intelligence and creative potential, it is time to expand them and give yourself permission to experiment and find new ways to use your mind. As you read through the chapters discussing each of the ten strategies, don’t limit yourself to imagining how they apply to work you already do. Think in terms of all your seven intelligences. Get up the courage to play on a much larger field and to pursue your inspiration wherever it may lie. If you are a scientist, you may very well discover that the ten strategies can help you explore your desire to become a watercolor painter or musician. If you are an executive, you may find that the ten strategies allow you to learn how to tap into your intuition and become a stronger problem solver. There is ultimately no limit to how you can use the ten strategies to achieve a more creative lifestyle.

MINI WORKSHOP
WHAT ARE YOUR CREATIVE SMARTS?

To date no one has developed a scientific test to evaluate your multiple intelligences, but you can rate the areas in which you feel you excel. Rank them from 1 to 7, with 1 being the area in which you believe you are most gifted and 7 the one you consider to be your weakest. Don’t be embarrassed about either your strengths or your weaknesses. Each of us is usually dominant in only a few intelligences—and weak in a few as well.


	____verbal/linguistic


	____mathematical/logical


	____spatial


	____musical


	____bodily-kinesthetic


	____intrapersonal


	____interpersonal





	Think about how your strongest intelligence relates to your job. Does your profession reflect your area of strength?


	What hobbies or creative pursuits do you have and how do they relate to your intelligences?


	If you could pick one of the intelligences you currently ranked low to develop, which would it be?




Owning Your Creative Spirit

The thrust of this chapter so far has been to help you identify and eliminate misconceptions about creativity that arise from stereotypes, preconceived notions, and definitions imposed by others. The more you liberate yourself from external limiting beliefs, the more you can focus on expanding your creativity from its only true source: inside you. Your creativity must ultimately arise from the unique blend of personality traits and intelligences that define you. To learn how to enhance and expand your creativity, you need to begin nourishing and developing your own creative spirit.

What is meant by the term creative spirit? We have already seen that creativity is not solely a function of intellectual ability or a specific skill such as musical or athletic aptitude. But this is not to say that the creative spirit cannot be defined, quantified, and nourished, or that there is no way to tell which qualities of the many that make up our personalities most foster creativity. In my view, there are four fundamental elements of the creative spirit. I call these four qualities your creative C.O.R.E., which stands for

[image: ]

These four elements are the heart of your creative spirit. Unlike the ability to create a ballet or solve a physics problem, they are inherent in all of us. Without these qualities, it is difficult, if not impossible, to be creative or to lead a creative life.

Here’s how each quality plays a role in fueling your creativity.

Curiosity: The Questioning Force

A creative spirit first and foremost requires curiosity. Without an interest in what the world has to offer, what makes things work, what ideas others have, you have little reason to be creative. Curiosity is what prompts you to investigate new areas or look for a better way to do something. Curiosity drives your urge to invent, to experiment, and to build. As author and business philosopher Charles Handy aptly put it in The Age of Unreason, “Necessity may be the mother of invention, but curiosity is the mother of discovery.”

As a child, you were perpetually curious. You questioned everything and answered your own questions with explanations you invented or imagined. In adulthood, however, your curiosity has probably been dramatically reduced. The phrase “idle curiosity” suggests that such speculation and exploration is an indulgence, a pointless pastime with no real purpose, as opposed to useful knowledge. Your curiosity may also be tempered by resignation—“Oh, I’ll never understand how computers work”—or by time constraints—“I’d love to learn to cook, but my spouse does it so well, I’d do better to direct my energies where they’d be more useful.” And fear, masquerading as “good sense,” may hold you back from jumping into new situations or places.

Little by little, most adults draw lines around how far they are willing to go to keep learning. We unconsciously construct a “comfort zone,” an area in which we feel safe but beyond which we feel threatened and rarely if ever choose to explore. It becomes harder and harder to go outside our comfort zones, and the boundaries of our lives eventually become firmly established. Our comfort zones translate into the routines of our lives—specific sets of acceptable people, places, things, and ideas that become our territory.

In losing curiosity, though, you lose a large part of your ability to create. A life in which every event is routine does not generate the new ideas that nourish your creative spirit. A routine life does not present you with occasions to meet new people or to hear about new concepts. It also does not provide you with new information that might eventually contribute to your next brilliant idea.

Imagine the world, for example, if the following people had not channeled their curiosity into creativity:


	If Newton had simply thought to himself, “What was that?” when he observed an apple fall from a branch, would the theory of gravity have developed in his century?


	If Scottish bacteriologist Alexander Fleming had simply washed them instead of wondering why the laboratory petri dishes containing bacteria failed to show growth when mold blew in an open window, would penicillin have been discovered yet?


	If chemist Roy Plunkett had accepted the explanation of others when a gas he was working with seemed to evaporate in its sealed container, would Teflon have been invented?


	If Edwin Land’s curiosity had not been piqued by his three-year-old daughter’s impatience to see their vacation photos, would instant photography exist?


	If Peter Hodgson had agreed with all the famous scientists that had told General Electric there was no apparent use for their unusual silicon substance, would the world know the joy of Silly Putty?


	If Percy L. Spencer had simply thought, “Better take these pants to the cleaner/when a chocolate bar melted in his pocket as he stood in front of a radar set power line, would we have been deprived of microwave technology?


	If U.S. Navy engineer Richard James had not noticed what happened when he dropped a torsion spring, would generations of children ever have known the fun of Slinky?




It helps to understand curiosity using the following visual of a funnel:

What you don’t know you don’t know
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What you know

Flowing from the neck of the funnel is the body of information you have accumulated over your lifetime. It has already filtered into your mind and




Openness: Flexibility and Respect for the New






Risk Tolerance: The Courage to Leave Your Comfort Zone





	

	





	

	




Energy: The Fuel to Work and the Spark of Passion






MINI WORKSHOP
CHARTING YOUR COMFORT ZONE















PART II. DRAWING THE “BOX” YOU NEED TO GET OUT OF







PART III. EXAMINING WHERE YOU WANT TO GO






	

	

	







	

	

	




Your Creative Spirit and the Ten Strategies








Further Readings
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