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About the Series

The world of work is changing. As companies once prioritized 
radical workplace performance and productivity improvements, 
they focused on training their employees with the purpose of get-

ting more work done faster. But companies have learned that while their 
people might be increasingly productive, they aren’t working better, partic-
ularly with each other. Lurking on the horizon is always greater automa-
tion, which will continue to shift the balance between the needs for hard 
and soft skills. Employees of the future will spend more time on activities 
that machines are less capable of, such as managing people, applying exper-
tise, and communicating with others. More than ever, soft skills are being 
recognized as a premium. 

Enter talent development. 
TD professionals play a unique role in addressing the increasing 

demand for soft skills. They work with people and on behalf of people: A 
trainer facilitating a group of learners. A team of instructional designers 
working cross-functionally to address a business need. A learning manager 
using influence to make the case for increased budget or resources. But 
how can TD professionals expect to develop future employees in these soft 
skills if they’re not developing their own?

At the Association for Talent Development (ATD), we’re dedicated 
to creating a world that works better and empowering TD profession-
als like you to develop talent in the workplace. As part of this effort, 
ATD developed the Talent Development Capability Model, a framework 
to guide the TD profession in what practitioners need to know and do 
to develop themselves, others, and their organizations. While soft skills 
appear most prominently under the Building Personal Capability domain, 
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these crucial skills cross every capability in the model, including those 
under Developing Professional Capability and Impacting Organizational 
Capability. Soft skills enable TD professionals to take their instructional 
design, training delivery and facilitation, future readiness, change man-
agement, and other TD capabilities to the next level.

Just as TD professionals need resources on how to develop talent, they 
need guidance in improving their interpersonal and intrapersonal skills—
to be more adaptable, self-aware and empathetic, creative, team-oriented 
and collaborative, and influential and persuasive. This ATD series pro-
vides such guidance. 

Organized with two parts, each book in the ATD Soft Skills Series 
tackles one soft skill that TD professionals need to foster in themselves to 
help the people and organizations they serve. Part 1 breaks down the skill 
into what it is, why it’s important, and the internal or external barriers to 
improving it. Part 2 turns the lens on the daily work of TD professionals 
and how they can practice and perfect that skill on the job. Featuring 
worksheets, self-reflection exercises, and best practices, these books will 
empower TD professionals to build career resiliency by matching their 
technical expertise with newfound soft skill abilities.

Books in the series:
 • Adaptability in Talent Development
 • Emotional Intelligence in Talent Development
 • Creativity in Talent Development
 • Teamwork in Talent Development
 • Influence in Talent Development

We’re happy to bring you the ATD Soft Skills Series and hope these 
books support you in your future learning and development.

Jack Harlow, Series Editor
Senior Developmental Editor, ATD Press
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Series Foreword

Oh, Those Misnamed Soft Skills!
For years organizations have ignored soft skills and emphasized 
technical skills, often underestimating the value of working as a 

team, communicating effectively, using problem solving skills, and manag-
ing conflict. New managers have failed because their promotions are often 
based on technical qualifications rather than the soft skills that foster rela-
tionships and encourage teamwork. Trainers as recently as a dozen years 
ago were reluctant to say that they facilitated soft skills training. Why? 

Soft Skills: The Past and Now
The reluctance to admit to delivering (or requiring) soft skills often starts 
with the unfortunate name, “soft,” which causes people to view them as 
less valuable than “hard” skills such as accounting or engineering. The 
name suggests they are easy to master or too squishy to prioritize devel-
oping. On both counts that’s wrong. They aren’t. In fact, Seth Godin calls 
them “real” skills, as in, “Real because they work, because they’re at the 
heart of what we need today” (Godin 2017).

Yet, as a society, we seem to value technical skills over interpersonal 
skills. We tend to admire the scientists who discovered the vaccine for 
COVID-19 over leaders who used their communication skills to engage 
the workforce when they were quarantined at home. We easily admit 
to not knowing how to fly an airplane but readily believe we are cre-
ative or can adapt on the fly. We think that because we’ve been listen-
ing all our lives, we are proficient at it—when we’re not. As a result, 
we put much more emphasis on developing our technical skills through 
advanced degrees and post–higher education training or certifications 
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to land that first or next job than we do on mastering our interpersonal 
and intrapersonal skills. 

Fortunately, many businesses and their leaders are now recognizing 
the value of having a workforce that has technical knowledge supported 
by soft skills. That’s good because soft skills matter more to your career 
than you may envision. Consider: as a part of the Jobs Reset Summit, the 
World Economic Forum determined that 50 percent of the workforce 
needed reskilling and upskilling. The summit also identified the top 10 
job reskilling needs for the future. Eight of the 10 required skills in the 
21st century are nontechnical; these skills include creativity, original-
ity, and initiative; leadership and social influence; and resilience, stress 
tolerance, and flexibility (Whiting 2020). LinkedIn’s 2019 Global Talent 
Trends Report showed that acquiring soft skills is the most important 
trend fueling the future of the workplace: 91 percent of the respondents 
said that soft skills matter as much or more than technical skills and 
80 percent believed they were critical to organizational success (Chan-
dler 2019). A Deloitte report (2017) suggested that “soft skill–intensive 
occupations will account for two-thirds of all jobs by 2030” and that 
employees who practice skills associated with collaboration, teamwork, 
and innovation may be worth $2,000 more per year to businesses. As 
the cost of robots decreases and AI improves, soft skills like teamwork, 
problem solving, creativity, and influence will become more important. 

Soft skills may not be as optional as one might originally imagine. 

Soft Skills: Their Importance
Soft skills are sometimes referred to as enterprise skills or employability 
skills. Despite their bad rap, they are particularly valuable because they 
are transferable between jobs, careers, departments, and even industries, 
unlike hard or technical skills, which are usually relevant only to specific 
jobs. Communication often lands at the top of the soft skill list, but the 
category encompasses other skills, such as those included in the ATD Soft 
Skills Series: emotional intelligence, adaptability, teamwork, creativity, 
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and influence. These personal attributes influence how well employees 
build trust, establish accountability, and demonstrate professional ethics. 

Soft skills are also important because almost every job requires 
employees to interact with others. Organizations require a workforce 
that has technical skills and formal qualifications for each job; how-
ever, the truth is that business is about relationships. And, organiza-
tions depend on relationships to be successful. This is where successful 
employees, productive organizations, and soft skills collide. 

Soft Skills and the Talent Development Capability Model
Talent development professionals are essential links to ensure that orga-
nizations have all the technical and soft skills that are required for suc-
cess. I sometimes get exhausted just thinking about everything we need to 
know to ensure success for our organizations, customers, leaders, learn-
ers, and ourselves. The TD profession is no cookie-cutter job. Every day 
is different; every design is different; every delivery is different; and every 
participant is different. We are lucky to have these differences because 
these broad requirements challenge us to grow and develop.

As TD professionals, we’ve always known that soft skills are criti-
cal for the workforce we’re responsible for training and developing. But 
what about yourself as a TD professional? What soft skills do you require 
to be effective and successful in your career? Have you ever thought 
about all the skills in which you need to be proficient? 

ATD’s Talent Development Capability Model helps you define what 
technical skills you need to improve, but you need to look beyond the 
short capability statements to understand the soft skills required to sup-
port each (you can find the complete model on page 59). Let’s examine a 
few examples where soft skills are required in each of the domains.

 • Building Personal Capability is dedicated to soft skills, although 
all soft skills may not be called out. It’s clear that communication, 
emotional intelligence, decision making, collaboration, cultural 
awareness, ethical behavior, and lifelong learning are soft skills. 
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Project management may be more technical, but you can’t have a 
successful project without great communication and teamwork.

 • Developing Professional Capability requires soft skills through-
out. Could instructional design, delivery, and facilitation exist 
without creativity? You can’t coach or attend to career devel-
opment without paying attention to emotional intelligence 
(EI) and influence. Even technology application and knowledge 
management require TD professionals to be adaptable, creative, 
and team players for success. 

 • Impacting Organizational Capability focuses on the soft skills 
you’ll use while working at the leadership and organizational level. 
For you to have business insight, be a partner with management, 
and develop organizational culture, you will need to build team-
work with the C-suite, practice influencing, and use your EI skills 
to communicate with them. Working on a talent strategy will 
require adaptability and influence. And you can’t have successful 
change without excellent communication, EI, and teamwork. 
Future readiness is going to require creativity and innovation. 

Simply put, soft skills are the attributes that enable TD profession-
als to interact effectively with others to achieve the 23 capabilities that 
span the spectrum of disciplines in the Capability Model. 

Soft Skills: The Key to Professionalism
So, as TD professionals we need to be proficient in almost all soft skills to 
fulfill the most basic responsibilities of the job. However, there’s something 
even more foundational to the importance of developing our soft skills: 
Only once we’ve mastered these skills can we project the professionalism 
that will garner respect from our stakeholders, our learners, and our peers. 
We must be professional, or why else are we called TD professionals? 

Professionalism is the driving force to advance our careers. To earn 
the title of TD professional we need to be high performers and exhibit the  
qualities and skills that go beyond the list of technical TD skills. We need to 
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be soft-skill proficient to deliver services with aplomb. We need to be team 
members to demonstrate we work well with others. We need to be EI-fluent  
to ensure that we are aware of, control, and express our emotions and handle 
interpersonal relationships well. We need to be creative to help our organi-
zation achieve a competitive advantage. We need to be adaptable to future-
proof our organizations. And we need influencing skills that help us earn 
that proverbial seat at the table.

We all need role-specific knowledge and skills to perform our jobs, 
but those who achieve the most are also proficient in soft skills. You will 
use these skills every day of your life, in just about every interaction 
you have with others. Soft skills allow you to demonstrate flexibility, 
resourcefulness, and resilience—and as a result, enhance your profes-
sionalism and ensure career success. And a lack of them may just limit 
your career potential.

Clearly, soft skills are more critical than once thought and for TD 
professionals and trainers they are likely to be even more critical. Your 
participants and customers expect you to be on the leading edge of 
most topics that you deliver. And they also expect you to model the 
skills required for a successful career. So, which soft skills do you need 
to become a professional TD professional? Is it clearer communication? 
Interpersonal savvy? Increased flexibility? Self-management? Profes-
sional presence? Resourcefulness?

E.E. Cummings said, “It takes courage to grow up and become who 
you really are.” I hope that you have the courage to determine which skills 
you need to improve to be the best trainer you can be—and especially to 
identify those misnamed soft skills that aren’t soft at all. Then establish 
standards for yourself that are high enough to keep you on your training 
toes. The five books in the ATD Soft Skills Series offer you a great place 
to start. 

Elaine Biech, Author  
Skills for Career Success: Maximizing Your Potential at Work
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Introduction

As Asa walks around the room, she points to a drinking glass 
and says, “frog.” In the two-minute exercise, she continues her 
task as she points to a sticky note and misnames it, “cannibal.” 

As Asa’s pace picks up, she traverses the conference room where she finds 
the usual appointments (whiteboards, flip charts, markers, desks, note-
books, chairs). She rapidly points to each object and proudly misnames it, 
“cucumber, tall-pine, avocado, chicken, kite, and gullet.” Her mood is 
light; she’s enjoying herself. It’s funny. 

Tim is next—in the same two-minute exercise, under the same 
instructions. But he’s not bouncing around the room like Asa, he’s slog-
ging. Tim anxiously looks for an object and then stops dead in his tracks. 
He tilts his head and waits for a wrong name to surface, but nothing 
comes. How hard can getting it wrong be, he says under his breath? Just 
when he thinks he can run out the clock without looking foolish, the 
instructor says, “Don’t stop walking, keep going, keep pointing and mis-
naming things in the room.” 

There is nowhere to hide. As Tim gets more frustrated, you can hear 
the panic grow in his voice. He creates a workaround by using categories 
of things that can become misnames; he doesn’t want to be embarrassed. 
He decides to start listing animals to get him out of his quandary. Even 
though the instructor has advised against this, he’s desperate. With a 
little more confidence, we hear “giraffe, aargh . . . antelope, aah . . . ele-
phant, aah, snake, d’oh . . . cat.” The instructor says time’s up. Tim can’t 
believe how hard this was.
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What’s Happening?
We are participating in a creativity exercise led by our brilliant friend, Janna 
Sobel of Second City. In the Name Game, Janna first asks our workshop 
participants to walk around the room and point to something while quickly 
saying its name out loud. She tells the participants to keep going until time’s 
up and to get in as many names as they can. Janna gives them two minutes. 

In part two of the exercise, Janna asks them to quickly walk around 
the room, point to something, and this time misname it. Again, she encour-
ages participants to get in as many objects as they are able. She again  
gives them two minutes. That is where we meet Asa, who is creatively 
and effortlessly misnaming objects, and Tim who is struggling. As most 
workshop participants learn, it’s incredibly hard to misname things 
when you know the correct name. It’s especially hard in the company of  
your peers. Something in your brain is working on your behalf to save 
you from embarrassment.

There are four fundamental truths that we learn or relearn as a result 
of experiencing and extrapolating this simple game to our understanding 
of creativity:

1. Creativity is important. It has various outcomes: to inspire, to 
communicate, to problem solve, to rise up, to spark innovation, 
and to persevere. Creativity has been critical to the survival of our 
species. It’s vital today not just on the grand scale of humanity but 
on a more pedestrian scale. It is important for our jobs, to reach 
our personal and professional goals, and to thrive and progress 
in our careers. Creativity is also important in making our lives 
better, more beautiful, and more meaningful. 

2. Creativity is inside each of us. Asa is not a misnaming savant and 
Tim is not creatively challenged. The good news is that science 
has not decoded a genome sequence that guarantees some people 
become creative geniuses while the rest of us are creatively barren. 
We each have the potential to do what Asa has done: unleash the 
creative that lives inside each of us.
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3. We can learn to be more creative. There are tools to enable us 
to become more creative. Is creativity nature or nurture? There 
is evidence to suggest it is both. We are all born with creativity, 
but research shows that we lose our creativity as we transition 
through life. Luckily, nature and nurture are not mutually exclu-
sive. We can learn to be creative, and we can engage underlying 
processes and tools to become more creative.

4. We can overcome barriers to creativity. There are ways to identify 
and overcome our natural obstacles to creativity. In the Name 
Game exercise, we see Tim tussle with two barriers to creativ-
ity that we will explore later in the book—not wanting to be 
embarrassed in front of our peers and grabbing for workarounds 
to restore our confidence in uncertain spaces—which ultimately 
limit creativity. 

Who Should Read This Book?
This book is for anyone who wants to be more creative in their work or 
personal lives. It is particularly suited to people who work in organiza-
tions where creativity is a differentiator with customers, internal and 
external partners, and other stakeholders. This book offers a “variable 
reader interface” that meets you where you are in the creative continuum. 
If you believe that creativity is not in your make-up, this book will help 
unleash your inner creativity. If you are creative and want to become 
more creative, this book will nudge you to the next level of creativity. 
If you are a creative who is looking at that dreaded “blank white page” 
and no ideas are forthcoming, this book will squeeze you through your 
bottleneck to open spaces. 

Why This Book Matters
We wrote this book with this promise to you: We will deconstruct the 
morass of information out there on creativity and offer a purposeful and 
practical way to bring more creativity into your life. We focus on those of 
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you who work in organizations and want to bring creativity to problem 
solving for customers and employees, especially talent development. 

Part 1 of this book sets the foundation by providing context and 
definition about creativity. We will make the business case for creativ-
ity, especially in these tumultuous times. We outline why creativity is 
essential to organizations and how creativity can be an arrow in your 
quiver to meet your personal and professional goals. We will also lay 
bare the myths and wrong assumptions that people have about creativ-
ity in organizations. We conclude the first half with three challenges: 
to bring more creativity to you, your colleagues, and your organization.

In Part 2, we will look at creativity related to talent development 
roles. We have both held significant talent development roles in large 
organizations. The Venn diagram intersection of knowing the front-
line challenges of these roles and being experts in creativity allows us 
to offer something unique in this book, building personal capability 
and competitiveness to create talent opportunities and solve talent 
problems for your organization. We want to bring creativity into 
the talent development space. We will offer you tools, techniques, 
and technologies to become more curious, which is a prerequisite for 
becoming more creative. This book provides the means to unleash cre-
ativity in others, to create an environment where creativity thrives. 
This can be for the teams you are part of, the groups that you lead, 
and for your organization as a whole. Finally, we will explore the new 
world of e-creativity to understand how technology platforms can 
bring creativity to teams in the virtual spaces we are all inhabiting at 
an unprecedented pace. We will challenge you to bring creativity to 
your virtual teams and platforms. 

Each chapter offers a practical set of insights, skills, and tools to 
guide your movement toward your next level of creativity. We will 
inspire you to use other modalities to bring more creativity to your 
life. That might be through music, art, novelty hunting, discovery, pop 
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culture, history, intention, and mindfulness. We want you to explore 
new horizons and go to places you might not usually go.

Create Your Creativity Journal
We recommend you make a creativity journal to use with this book. 
We will have journal exercises for you to do along the way, and keeping 
your reactions to them in one place will be beneficial. You’ll find a com-
pleted creativity journal in the appendix, which you can reference for 
inspiration and examples. We encourage you to create an multimodal 
journal, using both words and pictures to express your creativity. We 
will give you more instructions as you get deeper into the book. Find 
a new journal, write your name and date inside, and be prepared to 
amaze yourself, both as you read this book now and years later when 
you look back at it and say to yourself: This was when I unlocked the door 
and released my inner creative into the world. 

Try the Name Game Exercise
Try Janna’s Name Game exercise for yourself. You will find that creativ-
ity cannot be cultivated by reading about it; you have to demonstrate it, 
enact it, perform it. Find a group of colleagues. For about two minutes, 
walk around a room, point at things, and name them correctly. Then walk 
around the room again and point at new things and misname them. Keep 
going until two minutes have elapsed. What happened? Put your findings 
as your first entry in your creativity journal. Draw a picture of what you 
learned and write down your lesson—now you’re using your right and left 
brain to describe what happened. 

Becoming More
We are excited to offer new ways for you to embed more creativity into 
your work and personal life. We will return to Asa later in the book and 
break down how she was able to succeed at the Name Game using her 



Introductionxx

creativity tools and processes. While the Name Game does not have a 
business outcome, we will move creativity into the workplace where it 
can spark innovation, communication, problem resolution, and fun. 

We applaud lifelong learners who are always searching for new ideas, 
new sparks, and new ways to solve problems. Creativity, both the tools 
and approaches offered within this book, can be a spark in your lifelong 
journey of becoming more. 



PART 1

The Case  
for Creativity
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CHAPTER 1

What Creativity  
Means

Creativity is the unique and defining trait of our species; and its 

ultimate goal, self-understanding. —EDWARD WILSON

In the late 1990s, NASA launched a mission to Mars named the 
Martian Climate Orbiter. Its primary objective was to deter-
mine the distribution of water on Mars and monitor weather 

conditions. During the mission, the Orbiter was to communicate with a 
lander on Mars’s surface, sending data back to NASA for analysis. Unfor-
tunately, there was a communications problem. It appears there was a 
misunderstanding of terms and measurement systems being used for the 
path of the Orbiter. NASA provided the data program (which used the 
United States Customary Unit), while the part responsible for complet-
ing the calculations was provided by a critical contractor, who used the 
NASA Standard Software Interface Specification. Apples talking to 
oranges. In the exact science of NASA, where inches matter, the Orbiter 
path’s calculation was off, causing the Orbiter to miss its trajectory and 
ultimately ricochet into the uppermost atmosphere where it was lost. 
Working with a common agreement or definition is vital to NASA mis-
sions, but also in our work lives. Do we have a common agreement on 
what the term creativity means?

Organization work is often muddled by terms that have multiple 
meanings. A combination of academics, authors, and practitioners rede-
fine the same terms causing multiple meanings. Often, we do not check 
to see that we are on the same page. Examples of ambiguous terms include 
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innovation, talent, teams, and leadership. It is worth it to spend the time to 
define terms so that we don’t ricochet into the wrong atmosphere.

Invaded Terms: Guilty as Charged
Consider the invaded term creativity. An invaded term is a common term 
that’s been taken hostage by someone who plunders its original meaning to 
fit their purposes. The more this happens, the more the term loses a shared 
meaning. The term was first used in 1875 by Adolphus William Ward to 
describe Shakespeare’s poetic “creativity,” although it did not see common 
usage until WWII. As an invaded term, creativity has acquired different 
shades of meanings that include original ideas, novelty, artistic work pro-
duction, the creation of ideas, effective, useful, utility, imagination, inno-
vation, and invention. One of our favorite definitions belongs to Robert E. 
Franken, who says creativity is a “tendency to generate or recognize ideas, 
alternatives, or possibilities that may be useful in solving problems, com-
municating with others, and entertaining ourselves and others.” 

We are guilty of invading the term creativity to fulfill the promise of 
this book. Our definition draws on the key definitions that came before 
us, but it is unique; it adds context. For this book, we define creativity as:

The ability to recognize or generate ideas through novel perspec-

tives that defy the crowd and create aha moments.

Our promise for this book includes deconstructing the morass of 
information on creativity to provide a purposeful and practical way to 
bring more creativity into organizations and personal lives (Figure 1-1). 
Let’s break down our definition: 

 • Recognize. While many believe that only creatives generate the 
ideas, it should be noted that leaders who can recognize creativity 
have an important role. Often in organizations, it is these recog-
nizers who remove barriers for the creatives to succeed. 
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 • Generate. We will look at the roots of the word creativity shortly, 
but for now, we like that notion of bringing something out of the 
dark into the world. Creativity has to come out of your head or 
your heart and into your environment. Otherwise, what good is it?

 • Novel perspectives. Creativity in and of itself may not solve prob-
lems. However, it does create unique perspectives that are essential 
to solving many of the vexing problems we face. These perspec-
tives can be new to the world or new to your organization. 

 • Defies the crowd. Creativity overturns orthodoxies and goes 
against the grain. It is frame-breaking. Defying the crowd is our 
shorthand for going against the norm. Again, we offer context in 
our definition—in this case, to go against the crowd where the 
crowd is those around us who are holders of the status quo. Addi-
tionally, we are often part of the crowd that critiques our own 
ideas, pushing against our creativity. 

 • Aha moments. An aha moment is a moment of sudden inspira-
tion, insight, recognition, or comprehension. Creativity should 
engender an aha moment and an emotional reaction that affirms 
its gift to the problem at hand.

Figure 1-1. Creativity Defined
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Creativity Forward
Building on this definition, we looked at the origin of the word. Creativ-
ity’s etymological roots are from the Latin verb creare, meaning to bring 
something forth. We like the movement associated with creare—bringing 
something out of the dark into the world. It’s not enough to think cre-
atively, you must do something with it. Unleash it into the world, bring 
it forth. We like this notion of movement in creativity. We refer to it as 
creativity forward, bringing your creativity out of your head and heart and 
into the world, and paying it forward to elicit creativity from others. 

Creativity forward has interesting added qualities. It speaks to always 
pursuing creativity but never quite getting there. To keep tinkering. It 
connotes lifelong learning to become more creative. It speaks to the move-
ment, not the destination. Creativity forward is both a concept and an 
encouragement. It’s the birth of moving creativity from nature to nurture, 
adding panache and confidence.

Creativity forward also draws on the courage needed to fulfill part 
of the definition. To defy the crowd, and even oneself, in the act of cre-
ativity is not an easy thing to do. We suggest that when people think 
they are not creative, it is not that they don’t have creative ability; it is 
that they may not have tapped into the courage required to unleash their 
creativity into the world. Creativity forward is a rallying cry to mobilize 
ourselves to defy the crowd.

Your Creativity Muse
The word muse stems from Greek and Roman mythology, describing a 
spirit who presides over artistic disciplines. We are using the word to refer 
to a person in your life who serves as one of your creative inspirations. Use 
the “Your Creativity Muse” exercise to think about someone in your life, 
professional or personal, who you believe is extremely creative. Try not to 
use an artist, poet, or someone already in the creative world. See the appen-
dix for a completed example.
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 Journal Exercise: Your Creativity Muse

My muse: 

1. How did they demonstrate creativity? 
Did their creativity touch on these parts of our definition: recognize, generate, novel 
perspectives, defy the crowd, aha moments?

2. Why does this example resonate with you?

3. What are your takeaways either about how to demonstrate creativity or 
how it affects you when you see it?
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Human vs. Machine Creativity
News about machines taking over our jobs inundates our everyday lives. 
Will machine learning or artificial intelligence (AI) ever replace human 
creativity? At this point, we can say that in most countries, to receive a 
patent on a new product, the inventor has to be a human. While problem 
solving is within the domain of machine learning (with limitations), prob-
lem finding is not, at least not now. A likely scenario now might be for 
humans to identify new questions or identify new problems that humans 
and AI solve together. For now, creativity, as we have defined it in this 
book, is still the unique domain of humans. 

But AI can augment human creativity. Presently AI can only choose 
between the data inputted into it by humans, and cannot choose between 
imagined options. That may change in the future, but pure creativity is 
still a uniquely human trait. Even if machines cannot replace humans in 
the creative domain, they can complement human creativity. But is AI 
creative? We’ve learned where AI is concerned, never say never.

Compare and Contrast
We defined creativity as recognizing or generating ideas through novel 
perspectives that defy the crowd and create aha moments. We created 
this definition to focus on professionals in organizations, such as talent 
development professionals, who use creativity to solve their internal 
partners’ or customers’ problems. This brings up the question of how 
creativity, as defined here, relates to other practices that, on their surface, 
seem similar or identical to creativity? Let’s compare and contrast a few:

 • Innovation. Innovation is the process of translating an idea or 
invention into a good or service that creates value or for which 
customers will pay. While there is some overlap, innovation is 
clearly focused on value extraction from the end-user or cus-
tomer who values the solution. With that said, creativity is an 
essential ingredient at critical points, particularly divergent 
points, through the innovation process. 
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 • Invention. Invention is the act of conceiving something that has 
never been made or used before. Creativity is a necessary com-
ponent in invention, but the two are not the same.

 • Craft. Craft or crafting is an activity involving skill in making 
things by hand. If you are the originator of a craft, likely you 
used creativity in its creation. If you are making the craft, you 
are likely following instructions and may not be using your full 
potential creativity to do so.

 • Design. Steve Jobs defined design as “not just what it looks like 
and feels like. Design is how it works.” Design is a user-centered 
plan and specification for the construction of an object, system, 
or process. It indeed uses creativity throughout the process, but 
it is not the same as creativity.

 • Imagination. The act or power of forming a mental image of 
something that has never existed either in the senses or in reality. 
Imagination is an ingredient of creativity, and vice versa, but they 
have vastly different roles in bringing creativity out into the light.

 • Fantasy. The power or process of creating unrealistic or improba-
ble mental images, such as a daydream. Again, creativity is at play, 
but our creativity has to lead to something realistic and probable. 

An Example of Creativity in the Workplace 
We started this chapter with an example from NASA about definitions. So 
it is perhaps fitting that NASA provides an unexpected example of creativ-
ity in the workplace from our own lives. When we worked for Whirlpool 
Corporation, one of our annual assignments in the TD area was to design 
the annual leadership conference for the senior leadership group. We based 
our design on current issues the CEO and executive committee wanted 
to explore. That year, they wanted to explore how hard it is to speak up 
when you see something that is not right. To bring the workshop to life, we 
decided to take the leadership group to NASA’s Kennedy Space Center at 
Cape Canaveral, Florida, to learn firsthand about the Challenger disaster. 
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The Space Shuttle Challenger disaster on January 28, 1986, centered 
around O-rings and their failure at cold temperatures. The O-ring was 
known to be sensitive to cold below 53 degrees. The weather on the day 
of launch was 36 degrees. Why would NASA go ahead with the launch 
knowing that the O-rings could fail? There are many case studies of why 
NASA launched Challenger that morning. The root cause analysis centers 
on a host of reasons that led to the ill-fated launch; engineering, public 
relations, and politics are just a few or the reasons cited. We were inter-
ested in exploring the leadership failure to create an environment where 
people not only felt free to speak up and defy the crowd but felt account-
able for doing so. 

We dedicated one morning of the three-day workshop to a visit to the 
Kennedy Space Center. We were fortunate that we had contacts within 
NASA to provide our workshop participants with a behind-the-scenes 
experience. We lined up NASA speakers who brought the Challenger disas-
ter to life in terms of leadership lessons. Many had been in leadership 
roles at the time of the disaster, so they had firsthand stories and lessons 
to share. It was very emotional to hear them speak and feel their regret 
for their failure to defy the crowd or create an environment where others 
could defy the crowd by opposing the tidal wave of PR and political forces. 
It was an incredible experience with brave leaders who told their story and 
how they changed, many saying never again would they fail to go against 
the crowd when they knew the crowd was wrong. The impact of their 
decision—lives lost—was more significant than anything most of us would 
face in our working lives. The experience left an indelible impression.

In the afternoon we returned to our hotel conference room and had 
a short debrief on the NASA experience. Our plan did not consider how 
emotional the visit would be for our leaders or how, during their ride 
back, they would reflect on their failures, personal and professional, to 
defy the crowd, in both big and small ways. 

Once we finished the debrief, we got ready to move to the next busi-
ness topic. Suddenly, however, someone interrupted and said, “I don’t 
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know about anyone else, but I’m not ready to move on. I want to talk 
about this more.” Then, to everyone’s surprise, he walked to the front of 
the conference room and started sharing how deeply the visit had affected 
him, reflecting on his failures to take a stand in large and small situations. 
He vowed on that day to work on defying the crowd when he thought it 
was headed in the wrong direction. Others followed, walking to the front 
of the room and sharing their emotional reaction to the morning and their 
leadership lessons learned around creating an environment where people 
feel safe to speak up when they see something concerning. As the work-
shop facilitators, we watched this unfold and called an audible (that is, 
we changed course)—we scrapped the entire afternoon’s agenda. We then 
did something we’d never done before; we turned the meeting over to the 
participants. It was an afternoon that none of us would forget.

Let’s use our creativity definition as a lens to assess what happened 
as we, the workshop designers, used creativity to pitch the idea of taking 
the workshop to NASA. The day we went in to pitch the NASA visit idea 
to the CEO is sealed in our memory. We had never done anything like 
this; it was big and bold and risky. We had no idea how the CEO would 
react. He immediately felt the aha moment of the idea and jumped in 
to co-create critical aspects of the experience. He thought it was unique, 
offering a novel perspective, an aha moment; it defied the norm. 

However, there is another crucial creativity lesson in the story, 
one that had nothing to do with our actions. When the workshop par-
ticipants stood up and took control of the meeting by sharing personal 
stories of how the visit affected them, group creativity took over. They 
had their own perspective on how best to spend the rest of the day; 
they shared their moments of struggle to defy norms in their pro-
fessional lives. And while none of their experiences had resulted in 
anything near the Challenger scale, they certainly felt the weight of 
going along with the crowd when they thought the crowd was not 
right. By taking over the workshop to do what they collectively felt in 
the moment, they turned around our notion of who runs a leadership 
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development workshop, or who should run it. Our only creative con-
tribution at that point was to recognize it and get out of the way. At 
that point, we became recognizers of creativity. 

What Am I Hiring Creativity to Do?
In the innovation world, Clayton Christensen was a giant. One of the 
tools he gave us was to think about a product or service in terms of what 
you are “hiring” it to do. He called the tool “Jobs to Be Done.” We want 
you to use this same logic in terms of creativity. In the next chapter, we 
will explore why creativity matters. It will be a more wide-reaching dis-
cussion on creativity in terms of individuals, teams, and organizations. 
To help you prepare for that chapter, let’s explore what you are hiring 
creativity to do for you in your professional or personal life. Figure 1-2 
presents some options to start your thinking. They come from the cre-
ative workshops we have conducted over the years.

Figure 1-2. What Am I Hiring Creativity to Do?

• Self-actualize—to realize my true 
potential.

• Problem solve for my job.
• Think in new ways.
• Do things in new ways.
• Enhance my storytelling skills.
• Give me some personal panache.
• Jump-start a new career.

• Instill courage.
• Explore possibilities.
• Break up boredom in my daily life; 

provide a diversion.
• Purge demons.
• Have fun.
• Create curiosity.
• Complete my job.

In addition to myths and enemies, we will encourage you to reflect 
on what you have hired creativity to do in the “Jobs to Be Done” exercise. 
Think of three areas of your life where creativity could produce new out-
comes. What are different jobs for creativity? What could you hire creativ-
ity to do? Be as varied as you can. Please also draw your concept, no matter 
how rudimentary. No one is really looking. Go ahead, defy the crowd with 
your drawings! What three things will you hire creativity to do?
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 Journal Exercise: Jobs to Be Done

What three things will you hire creativity to do? In the spaces below, write 
out and sketch your concepts.

Example 1

Example 2

Example 3
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The One Thing: Defy the Crowd
There is a great deal to think about in terms of the meaning of creativity. 
It’s an invaded term thrown around a great deal without a shared under-
standing. We believe our definition—recognize or generate ideas through novel 
perspectives that defy the crowd and create aha moments—offers a concise and 
comprehensive way to define creativity within organizations. 

The part of the definition that we want to emphasize is defying a 
crowd, where the crowd includes yourself. We are often our own worst 
enemy to our creativity. In fact, at the top of the enemies list, most of us 
should write “me.” The one thing that we want you to begin to experiment 
with is defying the crowd. 

Perhaps, just for fun, think about Asa and Tim in the Name Game 
from the introduction. Asa defies the crowd at every turn, even though she 
did not have an audience. Tim feels pressure from the crowd, even though 
there is no one watching. His own mind stopped him from misnaming 
objects in the room. 

We would like you to try the exercise again with a mindful intention 
of defying the crowd. Go into it with the idea that you will delight in 
misnaming things. Get more comfortable with the creativity of it. Take 
note of how you react to something you are about to say or do that is 
creative. And then, as Asa did, throw caution to the wind and try it. 
We promise you will not cause clocks to stop or a tsunami to engulf the 
earth. It will be OK. Put your best creativity foot forward and defy the 
crowd, starting with yourself. 

In the next chapter, we will look at individual creativity and why it 
matters as a purpose-finding and sense-making endeavor and that humans 
need to survive and thrive. Before you read chapter 2, take a pause and 
imagine your world without creativity, either creativity that you generate 
or creativity that you appreciate in your day-to-day life. If what appears to 
you with in this moment is a black void, keep reading to understand why 
filling that space with creativity is so important in our lives.
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