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Definition: Directed creativity is the purposeful production of creative ideas in a topic area, followed up by deliberate effort to implement some of those ideas.

Many people incorrectly assume that creative thinking is a special gift, bestowed on only a few. While it is true that we rarely see the extraordinary creativity of an Edison or Einstein, modern research from the fields of the cognitive sciences indicates that the ability to generate innovative ideas for change in our work is a common “gift” that we all possess.

So Why Don’t We See More Creative Ideas?

The problem is that while we have the ability to think in new patterns, our minds are optimized to think with existing patterns. Our minds take in inputs from the world and retrieve patterns from memory (i.e., our past experiences) to make sense of these inputs. This flexible, pattern-matching mechanism gives us many human abilities that we take for granted. For example, it enables a good diagnostician to quickly zero-in on a problem based on an initial review of the situation. The diagnostician has seen the pattern before and, therefore, has a good idea of the underlying explanation. The mental mechanism is the same whether we are preparing a budget or just trying to get out of bed in the morning. We use the past experiences stored in our memory as a guide for how to proceed forward.

While this flexible, pattern-matching system is great for both doing the repetitive tasks of daily life and for coping with uniqueness in situations, it is not optimal when we want creative ideas.

By definition, a creative idea is an original, novel thought (at least, it is novel in the setting in which it is being applied). For example, the zip-lock storage bag was a novel idea when it was first introduced. Who had ever heard of putting a zipper on a plastic bag?! Food storage bags are supposed to be closed by tying or using a metal twist; aren’t they? The zip-lock storage bag did not match any existing pattern in the minds of people at the time.

The point is that creative thinking requires that we think in a new direction; away from or beyond our current mental patterns (tying or twisting the bag closed) towards some new pattern (a zipper!). Directed creativity involves using specific techniques to perceive things freshly, break free of the current patterns stored in memory, make novel associations among concepts stored in memory, and use judgment to develop rather than reject new ideas.

Developing Your Creative Thinking

Creative thinkers have learned to think in directions that are more likely to be productive. Researchers call these general directions for thinking “heuristics.” Some key heuristics of DirectedCreativity include:

Make it a habit to purposefully pause and notice things. If creative thinking is the novel association of existing concepts in memory, then it follows naturally that it is useful to create a storehouse of concepts. Unfortunately, our automatic perception processes miss a great deal of what goes on around us, and so, it is important to perceive the world in a fresh way for creative thinking. 

Try to come up with original and useful ideas by making novel associations among what you already know. The creative person knows that there are an infinite number of ideas “out there” because there are so many possible permutations among known concepts. All that is required is flexibility and the perseverance to keep on trying.

When you need creative ideas, remember: attention, escape, and movement. These three mental activities underlie all creative thinking. When you need to be creative, pay attention to things in new ways, escape your current mental patterns associated with the topic, and keep moving in your thinking to avoid premature judgment and the “way we’ve always done it” thinking.

Pause and carefully examine ideas that make you laugh the first time you hear them. Laughter appears to be a physiological reaction to a novel connection among neurons in the brain. This explains why we laugh at jokes (the punch line makes a connection we were not expecting) and smile when we finally figure something out. So, resist the urge to move on when someone suggests a laughable concept. Working with such ideas can be one of the most productive things we can do when we desire innovation. In DirectedCreativity, laughter is serious business.

Recognize that your streams of thought and patterns of judgment are not inherently right or wrong; they are just what you think now based primarily on patterns from your past. This heuristic calls us to keep an open mind and cultivate flexibility; essential ingredients in creative thinking. Of course there are moral absolute truths; but we are not talking about that here. The vast majority of what we do in business and daily work has nothing to do with absolute truth. But so many of us act as if it does!

No Special “Gift” Required

DirectedCreativity can be practiced by anyone. No special “gift” or “creative talent” is needed. If you can think, you can think creatively!

To learn more, visit us on the Internet at http://www.DirectedCreativity.com
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