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INTRODUCTION

Reinvent the Wheel?
No Thanks—Haven’t Got the Time

PEOPLE OFTEN USE THE EXPRESSION “Let's not reinvent the wheel” when they want to ensure that time and energy isn't wasted on needless work. Why spend time revising a whole line of products when only one product needs improving? Or why spend energy redesigning your customer service function when you can benchmark most of it from another company? Why do anything all over again, from the very beginning, when a few adjustments will give you the results you need?

But there is another, hidden aspect of the idiom “reinvent the wheel.” I'm referring to how we do productive things, not what we do.

It struck me recently that the invention of the modern-day wheel must have taken an awfully long time, and upon doing some research, I learned it had in fact taken many thousands of years. To be precise, developing the wheel from its first crude version—a cross section of a tree trunk with a bored-out hole—into its basic modernday form—a flexible rim with spokes running to a solid hub—took four and a half thousand years, from 5000 BC to 500 BC. The lengthy invention process we humans went through was, let's face it, anything but efficient. And if left to our own devices, we generally solve creative problems at the same plodding speed with which we invented the wheel.

Needless to say, none of us have thousands of years to discover solutions to such problems, to see what should have been obvious from the start. But let's not even take one year. Let's improve our natural thought processes to such a degree that we can invent “wheels”—whatever we may need—in minutes instead of millennia. It can be done if we realize that how we go about inventing, imagining, and creating is the key to what we come up with and how quickly we come up with it.

What I have to offer in this book, and what the field of corporate creativity has to offer in general, is the chance to improve upon the natural process of creative thought—to bring innovation to how we think, not just what we think—and thereby cut dramatically the cycle time for generating state-of-the-art solutions. Is there a secret to creativity? Yes: thinking in new ways. It is a secret all of us can discover and use, both for ourselves and for our organizations.


About This Pocket Guide

YOU WILL FIND IN THIS GUIDEBOOK an approach to creativity that offers practical tools and suggestions for creative thinking while never losing touch with an essential component of that thinking: its looseness, its freedom, its risk taking. To gain new insights into any subject, we must “get unstuck”—we must view the subject in a new light. And that includes the topic of creativity itself.

As you will see in this guidebook, and as explained in the preview below, the practical elements of “doing” creative thinking—the methods that help us get unstuck—can themselves be creative. In fact, what better way to drive home the power of the creative thought process than to go out on a limb and be creative about creativity? That's what this book does, and what you will soon be doing too.

A creative approach is just one of the many features that sets this book apart. My goal is to inspire you in order to help you achieve breakthrough thinking. It's going to be fun, so let's get started!

WHAT TO EXPECT: A QUICK PREVIEW

1. A Personal Creativity Assessment

Are you creative? Of course, because everyone is capable of creative thinking. But it is immensely revealing to look closely at the many barriers to and enablers of creativity and see which ones apply to you. Doing so not only allows you to gauge how creative your workplace behavior is right now, but also helps you identify how to make it more creative. And if you supervise or train others, you can use this assessment to understand what you must do to help them sustain creative thinking in their work. So go ahead, take the creativity test. You have nothing to lose and a lot to gain.
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2. A Look at Ways We Close Off Creativity

This is where I rant and rave about the terrible, stupid things we all do, to ourselves and our workplaces, to block creative thinking. Because there are some very simple, basic issues we need to work on, issues that crop up repeatedly in the organizations I visit or consult with. Fixing them is the “no-brainer” approach to creativity, but only if you take notice of them in the first place. So please review the checklist you will find in Chapter 2, to ensure that you and your associates aren't making any of these commonplace errors. It's not enough to learn creative thinking methods and then employ them; you also have to identify and destroy behaviors that smother creative thinking!
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3. A Realistic, Useful Creativity Process

Sometimes it is helpful to follow a “thought map” designed to lead you through the entire creative thinking process. There are many such guides in print today, some presented as problem-solving methods and others as creative-process aids. But they don't really work because they fail to provide any insight into, or instruction on, their core activity: thinking creatively. They just label one of the steps something like “Generate Ideas” and leave it to you to figure out how to actually carry out the step. Worse, some applications make their first step “Define the Problem,” when in truth it's often devilishly hard to achieve enough insight just to realize there is a problem worth thinking about.
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Consequently, I've included a new and better model of the creativity process, one that will help you find subjects for creative thinking and then make real headway on those subjects. All the creative thinking methods in this book can be applied to the process. Basically, if you get stuck on any process step, pick the creativity method applicable to that step and use it to get unstuck (most methods work anywhere, but check my notes in the text). Sounds simple, and it is.

4. Personal and Group-Facilitation Aids

I call these useful practices and strategies “the building blocks of creativity,” and they come in many different shapes and sizes. You can piece them  together to form your own creative process, or tai needs of the training group you're working with. You can also use them on a personal level, as a way to break uncreative habits in your daily workplace routine.
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5. Creative Thinking Methods

These are the process tools that help you “do” creative thinking. They are similar to brainstorming (the one tool I think everyone knows), but they work a lot better. I designed all of them, though not from scratch and not just for this book. They reflect lots of study and experience, and I've seen them produce good results for both individuals and groups.
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6. Applied Creativity, Not Games

One way in which my methods differ from others out there in the world of creativity consulting is that they are designed for practical application. I focus squarely on real-world subjects, things you need creative ideas about now. Even in training events, I favor rolling up one's sleeves and getting engaged in pressing issues, the questions and problems at hand, since there are so many of them at any time in the average workplace.
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I've noticed that most people prefer this direct kind of approach—would rather dig into their actual concerns than do what seem like (and often are) silly training activities. And from what I've seen, people get much more out of real-world, applied creative thinking than out of puzzles and games. So I now use such activities only as warm-ups in my consulting and training. Puzzles and games might be fun, sure, but it's more important for people to increase their creativity by focusing on real-world issues of value to them and their organizations.

7. Training Transfer Assessment

Whether you use this book independently for personal education or as part of a training program, you won't benefit from anything you learn unless you can transfer it to the workplace. The best way to ensure transferal is to focus this book's methods on your actual, pressing creativity needs at work. I've included tools that will help you take this important step, that come equipped with a necessary real-world focus. They form my basic contribution to transferal.
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However, if transferal is a problem in your workplace, you probably will need extra help. To give you a hand, I've included an assessment instrument in Chapter 13. Use it to identify the barriers to transferal; then make it your personal project to chip away at them.

8. New Stuff—Lots of New Stuff

Every one of the above “deliverables” is itself novel and creative, reflecting my conviction that there is no point reiterating tired wisdom on a topic, especially if the topic is creativity. I've rethought almost every aspect of creativity, and I can honestly say that this book is radically different from anything that's previously appeared on the topic, even my own work.
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Which means that if this is your first book on creativity, you should find it intuitive, clear, and powerful, and you should feel empowered to dig right in and start thinking creatively at work (and at home) right away. And if this is a repeat visit to the topic, you should also see immediate benefits as you discover new and better tools and techniques for creative thinking.

9. My Own Creative Thinking

I really hate books that tell you what to do instead of showing you. Mastery of a skill should be a requirement for teaching it; yet in creativity training sessions and books, mastery of creative thinking is rarely shown. I think I know why: such thinking is loose and uninhibited, and thus can be embarrassing if taken out of context.

We are all far more willing to publicize the carefully developed end-result of a creative thought process than to demonstrate the process itself. But in the real world, people learn creative thinking best when it is modeled for them. So the mix needs to be weighted far more toward the showing than the telling.

In writing this book, I set aside my fears of embarrassment and shared many of my own thought processes, including examples based on my personal mental maps and scripts. F$] Some of the ideas I offer may be absurd, but in creative thinking you frequently have to generate lots of out-there ideas to find any gems (for example, NEC Corporation's New Ventures program evaluates 55 employee ideas for each one it funds). I've never written as potentially embarrassing a book as the one you're reading right now, but then again, I've never written a book as useful to my readers either.
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Well, that concludes the quick preview of what you can expect to find in the guidebook. Now read Part One, which explains the fundamentals of creative thinking, or, if you are in a hurry for a creative solution, simply thumb through the book, pick a method that's likely to work, and then try it. And as Yoda, from the Star Wars movies, might say were he in charge of developing a creativity curriculum:

May the force of creativity be with you!

(Hmm … I wonder what a StarWars creativity course would be like. Maybe that should be my next project. Nah, forget it, I must be nuts. But it's always worth considering a new idea, no matter how silly, right?)
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Part One
The Fundamentals
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ASSESSING PERSONAL CREATIVITY

I TEND TO BE A CONTRARIAN, and so I guess it shouldn't surprise me to find that my view of creativity is just about the opposite of the one that dominates in corporate training and consulting today. My view is that creativity is an individual sport at heart, not a team sport. Sure, it is often necessary, and sometimes even helpful, to work on creative projects with teams or other groups. But even when a group is convened, the bottom line is that ideas have to come from the fertile imaginations of individual group members. If you don't have at least one “idea person” in the group, it will fail. And so my approach to creativity is individualistic—I'm convinced the key is to increase the level of creativity of the individuals in any organization.

Yet many consultants and trainers seem to focus on group processes as the key to creativity. That's all well and good, and I agree that group processes can be run in ways that maximize individual creativity. But it is important to keep in mind that the groups are made up of individuals—individuals who are more or less creative, depending upon their training, preparation, and other factors such as their work environment and whether their supervisors encourage or stifle their creativity.

Individuals—more or less creative individuals. That's the key to corporate creativity. And in most organizations, individuals are less creative rather than more. They are certainly less creative than they could be, and less creative than they need to be if their employers are to thrive in a turbulent, challenging business environment.

Visualizing Your Creativity

Exhibit 1, on the following page, presents a beautiful photograph by noted photographer Ken Kipen. It is a fine creative work in its own right. But I include it here because it is also a wonderful visual metaphor for individual creativity. Before we get to a more “technical” approach to individual creativity, I want to spend a few minutes with you examining this image and using it to help you visualize your own creativity.

The photograph's subject is a greenhouse—one that has obviously been deserted for some time. Little grows inside it, as presumably nobody waters the parched soil of what, at one time, was probably a thriving garden. But outside, and clamoring to get in, is a tangled mass of weeds and vines. The door is ajar, and one can easily imagine entering it and doing the simple things that bring a garden back to life—planting, watering, and tending it. Many seeds from the weeds and vines must have found their way inside over the years, and must be waiting dormant for conditions to improve.

EXHIBIT 1. “Greenhouse Ruin” by Ken Kipen

[image: Image]

© 1997 Ken Kipen Photography, Ashfield, MA, USA. All rights reserved. Courtesy of Alfredo's Photographic Gallery, Amherst, MA.

To me, this greenhouse represents the imagination of most individuals in the workplace. Unless you happen to work in a creative profession, you probably haven't cultivated this greenhouse for many years. And yet it is still there, and the door is ajar. In a sense, the goal of this book is to bring this greenhouse back to life.

To extend the metaphor a little further, it is also interesting to think about how someone might cultivate the greenhouse garden. With a neat planting of one species, everything in well-weeded rows? That image is often the first one to spring to people's minds, but it isn't a particularly helpful one. For in this greenhouse, the plants represent ideas, and a row of identical ideas is of no value to someone who seeks creativity.

Instead, the gardener needs to encourage those eager weeds and vines to enter the door and take up residence. A rich, diverse, tangled growth of ideas is just the thing for this greenhouse! And if you cultivate it well, giving your ideas the nutrients they need, and sheltering them from the harmful extremes of the environment outside, then your greenhouse will sustain a riotous growth of ideas, ready for harvesting whenever you need them.

But how well does your garden of ideas grow right now? Is it a repetitive row of commonplace thoughts, or, even worse, a barren bed of dusty soil? Does your greenhouse provide enough protection from the harsh extremes of your work environment to allow ideas to mature? Do you water and seed the garden with sufficient attention and care?

Such questions are highly provocative—that's the beauty of a rich visual metaphor. But they need to be translated into hard-nosed, fact-based information if we are to act upon them. So now I'd like to switch gears again, setting this greenhouse metaphor aside in order to show you how to make a practical assessment of the current state of your own, individual creativity.

ASSESSING YOUR CREATIVITY

The Question: Are You Creative?

Most people read the above question as “Are you an inherently creative person, an artist by temperament, full to overflowing with fresh, imaginative, zany ideas?” Please don't read it that way.

The problem is, most of us think this question addresses the presence or absence of some rare gift—a gift that is far more common among artists than people in the average workplace. Not so!

When I ask you if you are creative, I am simply asking something about your behavior. Do you behave in ways that are creative, ways that can lead you to generate many fresh ideas, to offer those ideas to others, and to apply them in the context of work? If so, then you're creative. If not, then you aren't, even if you think you have a naturally creative temperament.

Remember, anyone can be creative. It's just a natural set of behaviors we can all engage in. So please read my opening question as you would the question “Are you a parent?” If your answer is no today, you can still be a parent someday in the future. We all have within us the essential abilities we need to take on a parental role. Similarly, we all have the essence of creativity within us. We're talking about basic, core behaviors, things that are part of what makes us human. It's not rocket science. It's just creativity.

So, let's start again. Are you creative?

I hope your initial, pat answer (whether yes or no) has now been replaced by a thoughtful “Hmm. Let me think about it.” Because that is a much more useful response. And now I'm going to show you an even better way to think about that question and your response to it.

Personal Barriers and Enablers

The extent to which any individual behaves creatively is a direct result of two factors:

1.   Personal barriers to creativity

2.   Personal enablers of creativity

Therefore, a great way to assess anyone's creativity is to ask a bunch of questions that help the person identify his or her barriers and enablers.

In the average workplace, employees tend to be blocked from creativity by a variety of personal barriers. They also tend to have few personal enablers. Combine the two conditions, and you have a creativity deficit. (If you're thinking “Not me,” or “Not in my organization,” think again, because I come across this problem in nearly every organization I visit as a consultant, trainer, and author.) The purpose of this guidebook is to help you, as an individual worker or as a manager or trainer of other workers, to reduce the creativity deficit in your workplace. And a great place to start is by assessing the barriers and enablers affecting you and those around you. I've come up with a useful tool designed to help you do just that: the Personal Creativity Assessment.

About the Assessment Questions

Before you move on to the assessment, let me provide you with a brief explanation of my approach to this tool and others in the guidebook.

I develop commercial assessments and surveys for the Human Interactions Assessment & Management line of products, which is marketed to corporate trainers by HRD Press. Many of those products contain carefully validated questions that, to prevent biased responses, are written and organized in such a way that users cannot guess what we are measuring. But a less formal, more informative style of assessment sometimes works out better, particularly when assessments are designed for educational use, like the ones in this book are.

In such cases, I like to lay all my cards on the table. You will thus find that this assessment, like others in the guidebook, makes very clear what each question is about. For example, questions about personal barriers to creativity are labeled as such rather than mixed with other questions; each question is clearly labeled so you know what factor it measures; and each question is worded to inform rather than mislead, so you can also use the assessment as a checklist when working on creativity issues. This approach may not be as scientific as others, but given our special purposes here, it is more helpful and educational.


THE PERSONAL CREATIVITY ASSESSMENT

Instructions: Simply check off all the statements that apply to you; then refer to the interpretation guides that follow the checklists. Later, you will be given a creativity matrix on which to plot your assessment results.

[image: Image]PERSONAL ENABLERS

[image: Image]   Knowledge. I am aware of many practical techniques for generating ideas.

[image: Image]   Locus of control. I am empowered to be creative by a sense of control over my personal circumstances and fate when at work.

[image: Image]   Confidence. I am confident of my ability to produce valuable new ideas and solutions.

[image: Image]   Open-mindedness. I am drawn to new perspectives, even when they clash with my assumptions or values.

[image: Image]   Experience. I have often benefited from my own and others’ creativity in past work experiences.

[image: Image]   Role models. There are a number of people in my workplace who have succeeded in part because of their high level of creativity.

[image: Image]   Leadership support. My leaders (including supervisors and managers) encourage creativity.

[image: Image]   Leadership openness. My leaders are open to input and enjoy listening to my ideas.




THE PERSONAL CREATIVITY ASSESSMENT (Continued)

[image: Image] MORE PERSONAL ENABLERS

[image: Image]   Rewards. People who exhibit creativity in my workplace are rewarded for their efforts

[image: Image]   Training. We receive plenty of good training to help us be more creative.

[image: Image]   Emotional resiliency. I feel secure enough in my workplace to handle the risks of creativity.

[image: Image]   Diverse inputs. My work and hobbies expose me to a wide variety of ideas and practices.

[image: Image]   Independence. I am viewed as an independent thinker by my peers.

[image: Image]   Lack of attachment. I am not attached to specific ideas or theories; I like exploring many alternatives.

[image: Image]   Playfulness. I like “fooling around” with ideas, and find creative thinking and problem-solving activities fun.

[image: Image]   Persistence. Once I get thinking about a problem, I don’t set it completely aside until I’ve solved it-even if it takes many weeks.

[image: Image]   Empathy. I am good at sensing what others think and feel, and this skill helps me pick up or add to the good ideas of my associates.




THE PERSONAL CREATIVITY ASSESSMENT (Continued)

[image: Image] MORE PERSONAL ENABLERS

[image: Image]   Self-perception. I see myself as a creative person.

[image: Image]   Inventiveness. I like to invent new products and devices.

[image: Image]   Boundary-breaking. I often come up with fresh ideas by making connections between unrelated things or unrelated activities.



Interpretation Guide—Personal Enablers

Add up the check marks to see the number of personal enablers you have right now. The more you have, the more likely you are to be successfully creative at work. If you checked 11 or more statements, then you can classify yourself as having a high level of enablers.

[image: Image] PERSONAL BARRIERS

[image: Image]   Acceptance. I tend to take a “don’t rock the boat” attitude instead of challenging the status quo.

[image: Image]   Low self-evaluation of work. I don’t think the work I do in my job is particularly valuable or worthwhile in the grand scheme of things.

[image: Image]   Lack of skill diversity. My work requires a specific, narrow set of skills.

[image: Image]   Limited chances for skill development. My work does not give me many opportunities to develop new skills.




THE PERSONAL CREATIVITY ASSESSMENT (Continued)

[image: Image] MORE PERSONAL BARRIERS

[image: Image]   No challenges. My work does not challenge me.

[image: Image]   No sense of personal responsibility. I don’t feel personally responsible for the results of my work because it’s hard to see how my own contributions affect overall performance.

[image: Image]   Limited size of solution sets. We are encouraged to solve problems in certain ways, rather than to explore unconventional approaches.

[image: Image]   No role models. Most of the time, my supervisors do not act or think like creative people.

[image: Image]   Narrow-minded peer acceptance. My work associates are not open to new or wild ideas.

[image: Image]   Sanctions. People who spend too much time on creative thinking are labeled as trouble-makers or accused of being lazy.

[image: Image]   Fears. I don’t like to contribute too many ideas, because if people think you’re a trouble-maker, things will go badly for you in the long run.

[image: Image]   Personal narrow-mindedness. I guess I’m fairly set in my ways. My feeling is, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”




THE PERSONAL CREATIVITY ASSESSMENT (Continued)

[image: Image] MORE PERSONAL BARRIERS

[image: Image]   Bipolar thinking. I generally prefer to look at two alternatives—that’s why I often find myself thinking in terms of “either/or” solutions.

[image: Image]   Overconfidence. At work, we’re pretty certain that our approach is the right one-maybe so certain that we don’t always examine alternatives as well as we could.

[image: Image]   Time pressures. There is so much pressure to finish one thing and get to the next that I rarely have time to take a thoughtful, lengthy approach to a problem.

[image: Image]   Procedure constraints. I have some ideas about how to do things better, but I don’t bring them up because they would violate our policies and procedures.

[image: Image]   Red tape. There isn’t much point in contributing creative ideas, because they will just get lost in the bureaucracy.

[image: Image]   Close-minded leaders. My leaders (supervisors, managers) are not very open to new ideas. They tend to react defensively.

[image: Image]   Group-process constraints. I’d like to do more creative thinking, but there isn’t much opportunity for it in the way we run our meetings and projects.




THE PERSONAL CREATIVITY ASSESSMENT (Concluded)

[image: Image] MORE PERSONAL BARRIERS

[image: Image]   Conformance pressure. If you don’t look and act the “right” way, you can’t succeed in my workplace.



Interpretation Guide—Personal Barriers

Add up the check marks to see the number of personal barriers you have right now. Less is more for this scale, as the fewer barriers you have, the more likely you are to be successfully creative at work. If you checked 11 or more statements, then you can classify yourself as facing a high level of barriers in your job. Any barrier is a potential problem, though; so the best scores are in the 0-to-3 range.



Overall Interpretation of the Assessment

Once again, are you creative? And are your associates or employees creative? Now that you are familiar with the assessment tool, you have a powerful, detailed approach to answering these questions.

For starters, you can readily classify yourself or others according to the levels of enablers and barriers revealed by the assessment. Then you can focus on details by identifying which barriers are present (these become targets for removal) and which enablers are not (these become targets for inclusion in the workplace over the coming weeks and months).

But don't forget the simplest answer to both these questions—which, for just about everyone, is “Sort of.” That is, based on this assessment, we all tend to be “sort of creative.” It's not a straightforward yes or no answer, because nobody can check all the enablers and leave all the barriers blank, or vice versa. And that means—if you are an optimist—that everyone who completes the assessment can answer yes to some extent when asked “Are you creative?”

Now keep your “optimist hat” on for another moment (metaphors are a building block of creativity, so I use them as often as possible). If, considering the assessment results, you view the “creativity glass” as half full (yes, that's another metaphor, I know), then you can't help but regard what's in the glass as a valuable resource, something rich and deeply satisfying just waiting to be consumed. And so you also should consider the simple approach of building on existing enablers—both your own and those of others.

Take another look at your responses to the “Personal Enablers” section of the assessment (and don't forget to look again at your employees' or trainees' responses if you handed out the tool). Each check mark represents a wonderful resource, a little spark of creativity you can grow into a flame simply by exposing it to the air (love those metaphors).

For example, if you have positive role models for creative behavior, you can use them to encourage creative behavior in yourself and others. All you have to do is give them the charge of modeling creative behavior and then make sure work schedules expose others to them in creative problem-solving contexts. For instance, this might be as simple as “planting” creative people in new quality improvement teams for short periods of time.

Always keep in mind that each enabler offers you a powerful lever for stimulating creative behavior and overcoming the barriers to creativity (to restate a key point by using a new metaphor).

The Personal Creativity Matrix

You can also visualize anyone's workplace creativity by plotting the results of the assessment on the Personal Creativity Matrix. It isn't difficult—simply use the number of check marks in each category (enablers and barriers) to find your position on the categories' numeric lines (0 to 20). Move into the matrix from those two points until you reach the point of intersection. You'll end up in one of the four matrix cells and get a clear idea of where you stand in relation to creativity. (Note that trainers or managers who have given the assessment tool to a group can also use the matrix to plot the average score of the group.)

EXHIBIT 2. Personal Creativity Matrix

[image: Image]



Reproduced by permission of Alexander Hiam & Associates, Amherst, Massachusetts.

Let's say you plot your scores and find you aren't in the most desirable portion of the matrix—the upper right-hand cell, where high-quality creative thought is easily attainable at work. Don't despair! Very few of the factors we measured in the assessment are immutable—perhaps none are (psychologists have debated the durability of such personality variables). So you can take steps to improve the scores, for yourself or anyone you supervise or train. It is quite feasible to boost the strength and number of personal enablers. And it is also perfectly feasible to reduce the barriers to creativity.

For many of us, simply having this list of our enablers and barriers helps us begin to take control over them! So please view your creativity profile as a work in progress. Assume you will move “up and out” over time.

Protecting Personal Creativity in the Workplace

Another absolutely vital caveat: the profiles are only part of the creativity equation. They concern natural tendencies—how easily and often we think and act creatively. But such tendencies can be undermined, by us or others, through uncreative actions or processes—things that destroy the fragile growth within our creativity greenhouse. In Chapters 2 and 4,1 examine the all-too-common ways in which our creativity can be smothered by organizational culture and rituals, inappropriate supervisory styles, and our own bad habits.
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