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For Rachel and Loa—two of the greatest explorers I know.





Introduction: Dig for Fire

Where does creativity come from? Ask most people, and they’ll tell you that great ideas come from within us—a mysterious well of human ingenuity and spirit. This view casts creativity as a sort of inner magic, a rare gift possessed by a special few. And, admittedly, that’s how it can feel to have a new idea. A switch flips, a spark ignites, an epiphany happens. An idea, which didn’t exist before, suddenly does.

But listen closely to history’s most celebrated creators, and you’ll hear something different. They describe their greatest work not as something they conjured, but as something they found. Not as invention, but as discovery. They talk of standing on the shoulders of giants, of patiently searching for just the right combination of elements, of capturing that first ember of promise and following it where it leads. Their language is that of explorers, not magicians.

This tension has fascinated me for as long as I can remember. With a pair of classical musicians for parents, a gifted pianist for a brother, and myself an aspiring visual artist, our home was often swirling with discussions of greatness: What made Ella Fitzgerald choose that phrasing, emphasize that syllable? How did Mark Rothko convey so much emotion with such simple forms? Questions like these were an endless source of curiosity and wonder.

And they still are. Even though I traded in my paintbrushes for a laptop and an academic career a while ago, I’ve continued to puzzle away at those same questions—not only in everyday banter with family and friends, but also in the lab, using the tools of cognitive science. I’ve investigated topics ranging from our appreciation of art to how we think about human potential, to the cognitive mechanics of creativity itself. Those studies have been published in leading academic journals, and their results will be woven throughout this book.

But the single most startling conclusion from my nearly two decades of research boils down to this: Those celebrated creators were right all along. Creativity is not a process of conjuring ideas out of thin air. Rather, it more closely resembles a process of discovery.

Consider Thomas Edison, inventor of the lightbulb, synonymous with creativity and genius. The reality? Edison didn’t work alone. He led an army of nearly two hundred inventors and creatives who filled countless notebooks with failed prototypes and false starts. He preached that ideas are discovered (not created), and he regularly, and sometimes ruthlessly, borrowed from the work of others. Edison was not manifesting brilliant ideas from within—he was an explorer of possibilities, aided by hundreds of other skilled professionals at his side.

For many, creativity doesn’t fit the genius myth at all. It is more like tapping into an external power grid than having a private lightbulb moment.

Which isn’t to say that finding a great idea is simply luck, or that talent and expertise don’t matter. They do. But the latest science reveals something surprising: Creative success depends far more on how people draw on the ideas all around them than on their innate ability. Whether we’re examining creativity’s inner workings in the lab or studying thousands of careers at once, we see that creative breakthroughs arise from the connections we make and the opportunities we open ourselves to. They emerge from knowing when to experiment and when to drill down, and from being able to recognize when an idea holds promise in the first place.

Let’s abandon the outdated notion of creative genius and replace it with something more useful: the creative explorer, someone who searches for new ideas with curiosity and wonder. This science-based approach reimagines creativity as an exciting journey of discovery open to everyone—not a rare gift but a universal human capacity waiting to be unlocked through exploration and connection. Instead of a lightning rod, passively waiting for inspiration to strike, imagine yourself as an adventurer, searching for your next great idea.


The Dig

In this book, I’ll invite you to think about creativity like an archeologist on a dig, approaching the creative process in a series of stages:


Stage 1: Surveying: Deciding where to search for ideas

Many people think of brainstorming as the first stage of creativity, but in part I, we’ll see why Digging randomly rarely turns up anything of note. Instead, I’ll show you how skilled creators first survey their terrain, learning to recognize promising ground and identify the right problems to solve. Drawing on both scientific research and practical examples, we’ll explore proven techniques for retracing the steps of others. We’ll also discuss how to develop your skills as a problem finder, and why it’s important to be wary of your expectations about where good ideas reside.




Stage 2: Gridding: Organizing your search

Picture the grid lines that archeologists string up over their dig sites, partitioning the field into manageable sections. In a similar manner, part II will introduce powerful tools for Gridding—ways of making your search for ideas more organized and systematic. We’ll discuss the importance of forming a guiding question that serves as a compass for your search. We’ll explore the benefits of thinking inside the box, using limitations to your advantage. And we’ll unpack practical methods for how to transplant existing concepts from one domain to another to realize something entirely new.



Stage 3: Digging: Unearthing promising ideas

Next, it’s time to dig. As in archeology, the goal at this stage is to get as many ideas out of the ground as possible. But in part III, we’ll see why this is often easier said than done. We’ll discuss fascinating research demonstrating people’s tendency to stop generating ideas too early. We’ll also see why it’s essential to separate idea generation from idea selection. And we’ll learn how to identify “sparks”—nascent ideas that are intuitively compelling, generative, and often uncomfortable.



Stage 4: Sifting: Choosing which ideas to pursue

Finally, we’ll sift, learning to analyze our discoveries and select which ones to pursue further. This stage requires a very different mindset from earlier ones—careful analysis, critique, and a healthy dose of pessimism. We’ll discuss the power of subtraction. We’ll also consider why we shouldn’t always trust our gut feelings, and how to ensure that you are learning as much as possible from your creative setbacks and triumphs.

Each chapter will bring these abstract themes to life with concrete examples from the arts, sciences, and industry. I’ll explain why Top Chef contestants get eliminated (and where home chefs go wrong too). I’ll show what distinguishes musical artists with sustained careers from those who remain one-hit wonders. I’ll highlight the triumphs of Korean cinema, the genesis of Paul Simon’s Graceland, and a cognitive error that led to a meme-worthy pet swindle. I’ll show how the initial spark of an idea has an unexpectedly outsized effect on its long-term potential and why artworks produced hundreds of years apart may captivate viewers for the same underlying reasons.

This book is also packed with many practical exercises to bring these concepts to life. The exercises appear at the end of each chapter. They’re designed to work either as stand-alone activities or can be combined to target a specific stage of the creative process.

I’m sure that you have your own perspective on creativity and methods that work for you. So, think of this book like a buffet: Take the concepts and strategies you find useful. Take a second helping if you like and leave behind what doesn’t suit your taste. Dig in, experiment, and enjoy the process of discovery as you make this book your own.

Like an archeologist who depends on both careful attention to detail and a well-honed sense for where to look, we’ll see that arriving at a great idea is not a natural gift bestowed on us at birth. Nor is it a divine visitation that allows us to magically conjure novelties out of thin air. Rather, it is about learning to explore—which means that creative breakthroughs aren’t limited to a gifted few. They are available to anyone willing to learn the tools of discovery.

The truth is that we’re all capable of finding a great idea within our lifetimes (or lunchtimes). The key is knowing where to look, how to dig, and how to sift and sort.

And just because there’s a method to creativity doesn’t mean it can’t still be fun. My hope is that this book will enrich your next creative adventure—not just the final product, but the process too.







PART I Surveying


My so-called inventions already existed in the environment—I took them out. I’ve created nothing. Nobody does. There’s no such thing as an idea being brain-born; everything comes from the outside.

—THOMAS EDISON
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Kamoya Kimeu was born in rural Kenya. The son of goat herders, he left school at an early age to work on the family’s farm. In 1960, when Kimeu was in his late teens, he answered a job ad from the famous paleontologist couple Mary and Louis Leakey. Knowing nothing of paleontology, he later recalled, “I thought we were coming to dig some graves of dead people.” Kimeu never imagined that he’d go on to discover more hominid fossils than any other person in history.

What distinguished Kimeu was his extraordinary ability to read the terrain, notice slight variations in the landscape, and identify promising sites for excavation. Mary and Louis Leakey’s son, Richard, once told an interviewer, “To some of our visitors who are inexperienced in fossil-hunting, there is something almost magical in the way Kamoya or one of his team can walk up a slope that is apparently littered with nothing more than pebbles and pick up a small fragment of black, fossilized bone.”

Countless reports note Kimeu’s ability to spot slight disturbances in the landscape from great distances, such as when, in 1964, Kimeu was walking up a narrow ravine when he happened to glance up and notice a tiny white object located very far up the cliff face. When he made his way to the site and brushed away the earth, an intact jawbone twinkled back at him. Or there was the time in 1975 when Kimeu and his team were hired by geologist Ron Watkins and paleontologist John Harris. “Within ten minutes of arriving,” recalled Watkins, Kimeu and his Hominid Gang (as they came to be known) had already found something.

Kimeu was so expert at finding paleontological treasure that many of the researchers who traveled to Kenya in search of their next career-making discovery relied exclusively on Kimeu and his team to locate and recover new finds.

While Kimeu clearly possessed talents that made him well suited to fossil hunting—attention to detail, keen eyesight, and an analytical mind—his abilities were not innate, nor were they magic. Rather, they were the product of years of accumulated knowledge and skill.

Kimeu had spent his lifetime wandering the terrain of rural Kenya and knew its intricacies as well as anyone. He could detect the small deviations in the rock or soil that suggested the possibility of something buried below. And because he knew the terrain, he could readily integrate new information about which clues led to finds and which did not.

We know this because while Kimeu was exceptional in his ability to find fossils, he possessed something that could be taught to others. Kimeu is personally responsible for training dozens of fossil finders, and today many of Kenya’s best prospectors can trace their professional lineage to him.


Discovery Takes More Than Luck

Kimeu’s abilities exemplify the notion of Surveying—an ability to read the landscape, hunt for clues, and identify tiny fragments of something promising buried below. In creative endeavors, there’s also a form of Surveying. But instead of searching for fragments of fossil or bone, one searches for the spark of an idea, hidden within a vast conceptual realm.

In this section, we’ll learn how to effectively survey in the creative process. There is an expertise to knowing where to look for ideas and a method for finding them—one that can be taught, cultivated, and refined. We’ll discuss how viewing ideas as independent from us can inform our basic tendencies to look outward (versus inward) as we embark on a creative journey, and why that’s important for both our output and motivation.

We’ll also explore the benefits of following in others’ footsteps and how the real spark of creativity often lies in what’s new to us, not necessarily what is new to the world. And, like the fossil hunter Kimeu, we’ll come to understand the benefits of attending closely to the environment, noticing every detail in the terrain, and using that information to form hypotheses about where new and promising ideas reside.

Like unearthing a fossilized treasure, the most valuable creative insights often require both the right tools and a trained eye. So, let’s begin as we develop this vital skill of Surveying—learning to spot the glimmer of possibility in unexpected places. After all, your next great discovery could be lying just beneath your feet.





1. Burn the Cabin Down

Creativity—the generation of new and useful ideas—is at the heart of nearly everything that humans do. It provides the lens through which we examine our own existence in art, music, and literature. It is the engine that drives better and more efficient solutions in science and technology, propelling our species forward.

But at some point, the creative engine breaks down. We begin generating ideas that are not so new or not so useful. Perhaps we’re unable to generate anything at all. As the journalist Gene Fowler once said, “Writing is easy; all you do is sit staring at the blank sheet of paper until the drops of blood form on your forehead.”

And it’s not just writers or artists who experience creative blocks. We could just as easily talk about biologists’ block, entrepreneurs’ block, or engineers’ block.

So, what do you do when you hit a creative block? Where do you go? As I write this, my two-year-old daughter is running around the house oscillating between hysterical screaming and maniacal laughter. My ideal location in this moment? To use my daughter’s words, “away.”

But where do you go, in a perfect world? Close your eyes and imagine the place. Where is it? What does it look like? Who are you with?

If you’re like many people, your mind races to the woods. And not just any location in the woods. More likely than not, it’s a small cabin, secluded and quiet.

There you sit. Alone with your thoughts, waiting for that moment of brilliance. Something new. Something bold. Something unlike anything anyone has ever seen. A sudden bolt of lightning that causes you to jump up and begin furiously typing or sloshing paint on canvas. You wait for your inner creative potential—the perfect idea—to finally be unlocked.

Most of us don’t have an isolated cabin in the woods, and even if we did, we probably couldn’t find the uninterrupted time to use it. But the image is nonetheless powerful. Even if we can’t get away in a literal sense, this view of creativity still influences our behavior.

Maybe instead of going to a cabin in the woods, you isolate yourself. Perhaps you see your friends or colleagues less. You buy noise-canceling headphones or a fancy notebook (reserved for deep thoughts only). You turn to books that say to conquer your fears, become more courageous, or engage in deep, self-reflective analysis. And maybe—if you’re like many people—you start to feel that twinge of anxiety if nothing brilliant comes. You begin to question yourself as you try even harder to unlock your inner genius.

The problem with this approach to creativity is not that it is impractical or that it makes us feel bad. The problem is that this whole way of thinking is simply wrong. Those behaviors—isolating oneself, limiting outside influences, cutting off communication—do not make most of us more creative. In fact, it’s the opposite behaviors, and a completely opposite way of thinking, that are more likely to succeed.

Take the myth of Henry Thoreau’s Walden. Perhaps the most famous isolated cabin in the woods, Thoreau’s Walden is often romanticized as the ultimate retreat for deep, solitary thought. The reality, however, is that Walden Pond was less than half a mile from Concord, Massachusetts. Thoreau threw dinner parties, and he regularly walked to town to visit with family and fellow authors like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Nathaniel Hawthorne. He even threw an annual melon party, which featured his famous homegrown watermelons. Isolated, he was not.

So, burn it down. The isolated cabin, the inner genius, the anxiety and guilt—all of it.
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Forget the isolated cabin in the woods; creativity thrives on collaboration, exploration, and feedback.

The way we think about creativity has a profound effect on how we approach it in our daily lives. Consider a fascinating study that identified a key factor distinguishing creative professionals—successful musicians and actors—from the general population: their beliefs about creativity itself.

Creative professionals are more likely to view creativity as a skill that can be developed rather than an inborn marker of genius. And they reject common myths about creativity that many embrace, like that breakthroughs come from sudden inspiration or that people are their most creative when they are given no constraints.

The reason why we can be so quick to hold ourselves accountable when our creative pursuits do not live up to expectations is because we view those new ideas as coming from within. They are our creations, our inventions, entities that we manifest according to our own knowledge and will.

But what if we turn that focus inside out? What if we instead think of ideas as entities that are external to us—things that we find, respond to, and manipulate rather than conjure out of thin air? What if we approach the creative process as an opportunity for discovery, and the failure to arrive at new ideas not as a failure to generate but as an invitation to learn and explore?


Explore, Then Exploit

Throughout this book, we’ll examine creativity across lots of different fields and industries—encountering many great ideas along the way. Let’s begin by examining the career of Jackson Pollock, the iconic twentieth-century American painter most recognizable for his “drip” paintings.

Pollock began painting in his early twenties when he moved to New York City to live with his brother. For the next decade, he experimented with various styles ranging from abstract art to surrealism to mural painting. Eventually, his work caught the eye of the notable collector and socialite Peggy Guggenheim, and the two became friends. In 1945, Guggenheim lent Pollock the money to purchase a farmhouse in Long Island. Her hope was that a change of scenery would help Pollock recover from his struggles with alcoholism.

Shortly after his move to Long Island, Pollock began experimenting with the drip technique. His style crystallized in 1947, and by 1949, Life magazine catapulted Pollock to fame, asking if he was “the greatest living painter in the United States.” Then, just a year later, at the peak of his notoriety, Pollock mostly abandoned his drip technique and returned to experimenting with different styles until his death in 1956.

This brief synopsis of Pollock’s life may sound familiar. A talented, struggling artist unlocking his inner brilliance and forever changing art. But the tools of cognitive science have revealed surprising patterns about Pollock and his work—patterns that are true not only of Pollock but also of creatives across a wide variety of industries. These patterns challenge the conventional wisdom that great ideas come from within.

The Hot Streak. Jackson Pollock painted for two decades. But if you look closely, nearly all Pollock’s iconic drip paintings were produced during a relatively brief window of time: a three-year stretch that lasted from 1947 to 1950. Once Pollock landed on the idea of the drip painting and it crystallized, that spark quickly gave rise to dozens of paintings that he produced in quick succession. A great idea took hold and propelled him forward.

What’s remarkable is that this hot streak pattern isn’t unique to Pollock or visual artists. In 2018, a team of researchers led by Dashun Wang at Northwestern University found that among artists, scientists, and filmmakers, hot streaks are not the exception; they are the norm. When the research team analyzed the careers of roughly thirty thousand creatives, they found that in over 90% of cases, there was evidence of a hot streak. The person arrived at a breakthrough idea and then quickly produced a flurry of related work. Winning begot winning. And this was true regardless of the domain. In other words, a great idea isn’t necessarily a onetime event, but more of a pivotal concept or insight that ignites a string of connected hits.

Why does this challenge the conventional view of creativity? The popular narrative tells us that creative genius springs from natural talent and inner vision. Great ideas come from precious lightbulb moments. But what the research showed is that hitting a hot streak is not predicted by one’s age, past successes, or even notoriety. Instead, it boils down to a deceptively simple three-word formula: Explore, then Exploit.

Creativity often begins in a messy, frustrating phase of searching. You experiment with false starts, chase down flimsy connections, and hit dead ends. But then, if you’re lucky, something clicks. You stumble upon an idea that feels right. And that’s when it’s time to exploit. You shift gears from searching to executing. This is the work that turns a spark of inspiration into a blazing success.

When the Northwestern researchers looked at the data, they found that hot streaks closely followed this exploration-to-exploitation pattern. Artists, scientists, and filmmakers alike first went through a period of intense exploration before they zeroed in on a single idea and pushed it to its fullest potential. And the data were clear: Neither exploration nor exploitation alone could spark a hot streak. It was the sequence—the precise interplay between these two phases—that made all the difference.

This pattern tells us something profound about creative breakthroughs. When creatives hit a hot streak, it’s not as if they’re suddenly endowed with innate genius. Rather, they’ve discovered a particularly fertile idea or approach, which in turn propels a concentrated period of creative output. And these streaks do not emerge by chance, nor do they come from deep, personal reflection. They come from exploration—sifting through possibilities until something clicks that reveals not just one idea but a whole new territory to explore. Creative success isn’t about waiting for genius to strike. It’s about searching widely until you find an idea worth mining.




Are Some Ideas Inevitable?

Now perhaps you’ve looked at a Pollock drip painting and thought, Eh, I could do that. I mean, at first glance, Mr. Pollock’s drip paintings do look a bit like someone just took a bunch of house paint and splattered it about, all willy-nilly. So, what was the great idea? What was the discovery? This brings us to the second fascinating pattern true of creative breakthroughs.

Multiple discovery. When physicist Richard Taylor and his colleagues used computer algorithms to analyze Pollock’s drip paintings, they made a surprising discovery: The splatters and layers of paint aren’t random. Instead, they conform to a complex repeating pattern, known as a fractal. In fact, it is the same fractal pattern that is observed in natural formations such as the branching of trees. This led Taylor and his colleagues to speculate that it might have been Pollock’s move to Long Island—and the large trees outside his home—that inspired his shift in style.

Over time, as Pollock mined this territory, his paintings became increasingly structured. For example, in his earlier drip paintings (pre-1947), roughly 20% of the composition conformed to the fractal pattern, while in later, well-known paintings, it was as much as 90%. This suggests that Pollock wasn’t simply creating random splatters but rather was discovering and refining a deep, underlying structure that resonates with human perception. Even if we don’t consciously recognize the pattern, at some level our brains do, and we find it pleasurable. It mimics the same patterns we observe in nature.

What’s more—and here’s the part that may give you goose bumps—it’s not just Pollock’s paintings. A different team of scientists who were studying the Zen garden at the Ryoanji Temple in Kyoto—a World Heritage Site that has been preserved for over five hundred years—identified a similar tree-branching pattern in how the rocks in the garden were arranged. In this case, however, the pattern did not follow where the rocks were placed, but instead the negative spaces in between the rocks.

Pollock as well as the Zen monks had, in essence, made the same discovery. There was something predictable and quantifiable that made people say of a seemingly random arrangement of rocks, “That’s an especially beautiful rock garden, we should preserve it for future generations.” And it’s the very same thing that made art collectors say of Pollock’s drip paintings, “That’s an especially beautiful painting; we should preserve it.” In both cases, the artists, intuitively, without the use of computers or sophisticated algorithms, tapped into a deep, underlying pattern that resonates with our psychology. Fascinatingly, the pleasing effects of that resonance are evident in artworks that were produced over five hundred years apart.

This phenomenon is known as multiple discovery. It refers to instances when multiple independent parties discover the same idea. Just like two archeologists can discover the same excavation site, two creators can arrive at the same idea, sometimes even at the same exact time.
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(Left panel) A fractal pattern identified in Pollock’s paintings. Copyright © Richard Taylor. (Middle panel) A close-up of trees like those outside Pollock’s Long Island home. Copyright © Richard Taylor. (Right panel) A truncated image of an embedded branching structure present in the Zen garden at the Ryoanji Temple. Copyright © Gert van Tonder, Michael J. Lyons, and Yoshimichi Ejma.

Multiple discovery was first documented in the academic literature over one hundred years ago, and even then, researchers noted just how prevalent it is. There aren’t just one or two examples of multiple discovery in history, there are literally hundreds—and those are just the ones we know about.

Here are just a few: Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace both independently conceived of the theory of evolution by natural selection, culminating in the joint presentation of their findings in 1858; Louis du Hauron, a French physicist and inventor, and Charles Cros, a poet, independently devised the method for color photography in May 1869. Alexander Graham Bell and Elisha Gray, who were working in entirely different locations, both filed patent applications for the telephone on the same day, February 14, 1876. Wilhelm Conrad Roentgen is widely recognized for his discovery of X-rays in 1895, but Nikola Tesla had independently discovered X-rays around the same time, without being aware of Roentgen’s work. The transistor was simultaneously invented in 1947 by scientists at AT&T Bell Labs as well as a team of German scientists working in Paris. Jack Kilby and Robert Noyce are both credited with independently inventing the integrated circuit in the late 1950s. The invention of the telegraph is credited to four different people, there were at least six different inventors of the thermometer, and at least nine people independently invented the telescope.

But multiple discoveries are not limited to scientific advances and technology. For example, on March 12, 1951, British comic book artist David Law and American artist Hank Ketcham both released comics about a mischievous boy titled Dennis the Menace. The films Big, Vice Versa, and 14 Going on 30 (all released in 1988) tell the stories of teenage boys who magically transform into adult men; 18 Again (1988) and Dream a Little Dream (1989) are about elderly men in teenage bodies. Three movies released in 1994—Terminal Velocity, Drop Zone, and Freefall—are all action adventures built on the premise of skydiving. Sink or Swim (French) and Swimming with Men (British) are 2018 movies about middle-aged men who form synchronized swimming teams. In 2022, two documentary filmmakers—Werner Herzog (The Fire Within) and Sara Dosa (Fire of Love)—released films about the lives and work of volcanologists Katia and Maurice Krafft, who tragically died three decades earlier. The list goes on.

Professor Mark Lemley, an expert on patent law at Stanford Law School, suggests that, in fact, we should regard multiple discoveries as the norm, rather than the exception, which has important legal implications. He writes,


In the few circumstances where that is not true—where inventions truly are “singletons”—it is often because of an accident or error in the experiment rather than a conscious effort to invent. The result is a real problem for classic theories of patent law.



There is a sense in which people, working completely independently from one another, may be destined to arrive at the same great idea, perhaps even at exactly the same time.

Fascinatingly, this view of inevitability in invention is thought to have been familiar to the ancient Romans and Greeks. The word invention comes from the Latin inventio, meaning “discovery.” And according to Classics scholars, in ancient times, inventions were not viewed as independent creations, conjured from nothing. Instead, they were seen as different realizations of the same idea at different points along that idea’s evolution.

Like the artistic work of Pollock and the Zen monks, these discoveries emerge across different cultures and contexts, not because of a shared history or direct influence but because they are effective responses to common needs.

Psychologist Dean Keith Simonton, who has spent his career unraveling the mysteries of how people arrive at breakthrough ideas, has drawn parallels between creativity and the process of natural selection. Just like organisms select for traits that are best suited to their environment, when people create, Simonton argues, they select for ideas that best fulfill the needs of people at that time. When multiple people feel the same creative pressures, they may be drawn to the same exact idea.

But does this mean that stumbling upon a great idea or hitting a hot streak is all a matter of chance? In short, no. As we’ll see, whereas there is a significant amount of trial and error involved in the discovery of new ideas, there is also a lot that you can do to increase your chances of finding one. It’s not simply “throw a bunch of spaghetti at the wall and see what sticks.” Instead, there’s a process—a series of steps and ways of thinking—that can dramatically improve your odds of finding something great.



Why Words Matter

In the coming chapters, we’ll dive into the method of discovery itself—the nuts and bolts. But to describe why I think this view of creativity is so important, I’ll share a personal anecdote. Early on in my academic career, I was given a peculiar piece of advice. One day, a senior colleague pulled me aside and said, “Succeeding here is straightforward. Just do something that changes the field.”

Admittedly, I was a bit rattled. To me, this implied that coming up with a breakthrough idea was simply a matter of motivation and focus. That if I wasn’t changing the field, it was either because I wasn’t working hard enough, I was spending my time on the wrong things, or maybe I just didn’t have it.

And I think the unfortunate reality is that this type of message is quite common—especially to young people. The message is that great ideas come from geniuses who work hard. If you haven’t achieved something great, it either means you’re not working hard enough or you’re not a genius.

I believe, however, that this message communicates all the wrong things:


It’s easy to discount the chance involved in creative discoveries.

Telling someone to buckle down and come up with something great is a bit like being plopped into rural Kenya and being told to find an important fossil that “changes everything.” Not only is it impossible to simply decide to start producing great things, in many instances, it is extremely difficult to anticipate which ideas will be impactful even after we discover them. Instead, we need to emphasize the process of exploration itself. We should encourage the act of discovery, not merely the outcomes.

This first means putting in the right kind of preparation—the groundwork—which is exactly what this book is about. Just as an archaeologist can’t guarantee a major fossil find, you can’t guarantee a game-changing idea. However, you can significantly improve your chances, both in spotting promising ideas and recognizing their potential once found.

The superstars in your field are subject to the same principles of discovery as everyone else (as the hot streaks research reveals), but what they have mastered is a keen sense for how to search for and identify promising ideas. I believe this is what we are really referring to when we compliment someone’s “taste” or “intuition.” These are skills, not inborn markers of genius.

The second thing this means is that everyone has a shot of finding something. But in order to make creative breakthroughs truly accessible, there have to be the resources available for people to do the kind of deep work that is needed.

It’s no coincidence that many celebrated creators throughout history have tended to come from economically privileged backgrounds. The real advantage these individuals have, in terms of creativity? Time. If creativity is partly a numbers game, then the more time you have, the more chances you have to hit something. From a societal perspective, this means we should aim to do everything we can to provide people—especially young people—with the time that is needed to engage in exploration as they come to know and refine their process.



Telling people to be creative freaks them out.

A second reason the “do something great” message does more harm than good is that it can induce anxiety that actually limits one’s creative potential. In a clever series of experiments, Melanie Brucks and Szu-chi Huang, two psychologists at Stanford University, investigated how soliciting creative ideas ironically stifles creative output. The researchers incentivized participants to brainstorm new ideas for a variety of products, like toys, office supplies, toiletries, and





If people don’t succeed, they blame themselves and retreat.










When in Doubt, Look Out





Exercises



Exercise 1: Identifying Your Passions




	Activities, projects, or interests that you enjoyed as a child—those you excitedly looked forward to and/or had to be “dragged away” from.

	Personal achievements from the past that you feel most proud of.

	Activities you enjoyed doing but weren’t necessarily immediately good at—skills that you were passionate about but had to really work to develop.





	What you currently look forward to working on. If you had an extra day of the week—responsibility free—to spend working on any creative endeavor of your choosing, what would it be?

	Anything that gives you energy, that lights you up—could be a physical activity, visiting with certain people, engaging in a particular task or hobby.

	Topics or interests that you frequently discuss with others because you find them so fascinating and fun to discuss.

	Topics that others come to you for advice about.

	Any topics, or problems, or social issues that you frequently “rant” about.

	Topics or areas of life where you feel like a true expert, with an important and original perspective to share with the world.





	Review your lists and highlight recurring themes. What common threads do you notice? What topics or interests appear again and again?

	It can also be helpful to consider projects that you have abandoned. What about these projects made you drop them? How do they compare to the other interests on your list?





	Are there any consistent themes, or activities, or interests you identified that you are not currently working on?

	Imagine you could hit a Pause button on the world and start any new creative project with unlimited time and focus—what would it be?

	What is the smallest possible version of this project you could start today?






Exercise 2: A Conversation About Your Passions




	If you could collaborate on a creative project with anyone, living or dead, who would it be?

	What kind of creative work or activity makes you lose track of time?

	Describe your perfect creative day: Where are you, what are you working on, and who are you with (if anyone)?

	If you could instantly master one new creative skill, what would it be and why?

	How do you hope your work impacts others? In what ways would you like your work to help people?

	Describe the last time you felt truly excited about working on a creative idea.

	What’s a creative project you’ve always wanted to start but haven’t? What’s holding you back?

	What’s a creative idea of yours that seemed too wild or ambitious to pursue? Do you still think about it?

	If you could join any creative community or movement from history, which one would you choose? Why?

	If you could put a single creative work of yours in a time capsule for future generations, what would it be and why?

	What’s the best compliment you’ve ever received about something you created? Why did that compliment stick with you?

	If you knew you had only a year left to live, what creative work would you most want to complete?

	What emotion do you most often associate with your creative work? Excitement, frustration, joy, something else?

	If you could receive an anonymous letter of encouragement from someone, what would you want it to say?

	What’s the most personal thing you’ve ever put into your creative work?

	What’s the biggest creative dream or ambition you’ve had but never shared with anyone?





Exercise 3: Finding Inspiration Through Attachments




	Media: MAKE A LIST OF YOUR FAVORITE BOOKS, FILMS, ALBUMS, ART: ANY MEDIA THAT YOU FREQUENTLY REVISIT BECAUSE IT FEELS LIKE YOU.

	Places: Make a list of the places or settings that inspire you: places you visited, places you go regularly, places where you feel most yourself.

	Objects: Make a list of any sentimental objects you keep: What are those objects? Why are they important to you? Jot down feelings that are associated with those objects.





	Now imagine that you had to tell the “story of you” by choosing one piece of media, one place, and one object. Which three would you select?





	Is there common theme, feeling, or mood across the items you selected? Can you connect that theme to a creative project or topic that you could work on? If so, what would it look like?





Exercise 4: Your Anti-Passions



	Make a list of creative projects that you don’t want to work on. What do you find unappealing or boring about these topics? Next to each topic that you listed, identify what it is about those topics or types of projects you find aversive (e.g., too technical, too abstract, too predictable, too radical). For example, if you’re a musician you might think, I would never want to be in a cover band. Well, why?

	Try to brainstorm things that are the opposite of what you don’t like. If not that, what is the kind of thing you would be excited to work on?






Exercise 5: Your Perspective on Creativity



	Creativity is a process of discovery, not inventing things out of thin air. ___

	Creative breakthroughs come from building on the ideas of others rather than from a single person’s genius. ___

	The best creative ideas are sparked through collaboration. ___

	Most great ideas emerge gradually, not in flashes of inspiration. ___

	The best ideas come from interacting with the world around you. ___

	Great ideas are more likely to come from trial and error,rather than a sudden moment of insight. ___

	True creativity lies in reimagining and repurposing existing ideas,not inventing things from scratch ___
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