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chapter 8 

the creative process 
 
 
“Creative problem solving is an intentional process of defining success and 
setting out to achieve it.  Two behaviors are creative necessities:  the need for 
Curiosity … an ever-developing interest in taking things apart to discover what 
‘makes them tick,’ and the need to Improve Things … a concern for being 

constructive, a drive to make things ‘tick’ better.”1 
Don Koberg and Jim Bagnall 

 
 

 
There are a lot of wonderful books on creativity and there’s no need here to try to 

repeat or even summarize them here. (A few of the best are included in the 
Bibliography.)  But there is one aspect of creativity that is not often discussed in the 
vast literature, and I want to highlight it because it’s pivotal to evoking creative 
behaviors from individuals and groups, and to achieving creative results from 

organizations.  This is the creative process itself.2   
In our work we've found that there are more effective and less effective ways to 

guide and support the pursuit of creative ideas, and the intent of this discussion is 
therefore to outline a useful structure for creativity, keeping in mind, of course, that 
like the innovation process, the creative process model described here shouldn’t be 
followed rigidly. 

 
 

the creative process model 
 

Although each individual approaches creativity intuitively, and therefore 
differently, there is nevertheless a universal process, a discipline, which suggests 
something far different than the common stereotype of the wild-eyed creative (mad?) 
genius working in a cluttered laboratory on a dark and stormy night.  Einstein with a 
tidy haircut might not inspire the same awe, but with his hair exploding in all 
directions, surrounded by the apparent chaos of papers piled high, or standing in his 
frumpish sweater beside rows of unintelligible blackboard formulas, this is the 
creative genius! 

Despite the compelling imagery, however, the real secrets to real creative genius 

                                                
1   Don Koberg and Jim Bagnall.  The Universal Traveler.  Crisp Publications, Inc., 1991. P.  23.   
2    This chapter is adapted from Chapter 7 of my earlier book, Managing the Evolving Corporation. 
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are disciplined hard work and a sound underlying model that tells you how to go 
about it.  Koberg and Bagnall, who I quoted at the start of this chapter, wrote a 
fabulous guide to the creative process in 1973, and it remains as valid today as it was 
then.  Not everything that follows is in complete alignment with their model, but it’s 
nevertheless a great resource in its funky, 1970s style. 

The key to the creative process model is a simple distinction, the principle that 
creativity doesn’t start by looking for solutions, it starts by creating the problem that 
is to be solved. 

 
 

start by creating the problem 
 

When Martin Luther King, Jr. proclaimed "I have a dream!" he condemned the 
realities of segregation and racism, and simultaneously expressed his determination 
to overcome them.  His powerful voice still echoes, transcending time and distance. 

President Kennedy proclaimed a commitment to send men to the moon, and 
eight years later astronauts Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin stepped from the Eagle 
and extended the reach of humanity further into the universe. 

The protesters of Tiananmen Square were driven by a vision of Chinese society 
that compelled them to risk their lives attempting to create it.   

And on the day that Nelson Mandela was released from 27 years of imprisonment he 
said, “Today the majority of South Africans, black and white, recognise that apartheid 
has no future.  It has to be ended by our own decisive mass action in order to build peace 
and security.  The mass campaign of defiance and other actions of our organisation 
[referring to the African National Congress] and people can only culminate in the 
establishment of democracy.  I have fought against white domination and I have fought 
against black domination.  I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in 
which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities.”  

Today, individuals throughout the world persist in their own quests to fulfill their 
own visions, and whether they live in northern Africa in Tunisia and Eqypt for 
example, and the Americas, and across South Asia, the voices of past visionaries, of 
Dr. King, Tiananmen Square, and President Mandela and many others still echo. 

A compelling vision, well expressed, is one of the most powerful of forces in the 
human experience.  It sets up the contrast between what is and what could be, and 
because of this contrast there emerges a stark and driving force, a compelling motive 
that we call “creative tension.”  This is the energy that drives visionaries, whether 
they are artists or statesmen, scientists or entrepreneurs or educators, missionaries or 
presidents, revolutionaries, or parents.  And it is from this energy that problems 
worthy of being solved are created. 

Great leaders define visions that express the spirit and the potential of their times 
and by doing so they infect others with a compelling tension that suffuses the 
atmosphere and begs for action.  Such a vision contrasts so strongly with the current 
condition that the idea of what could be is overwhelmingly powerful, magnificent 
and motivating, so much so that people may willingly sacrifice a great deal in the 
quest for its fulfillment.  It becomes the defining element of a professional life or 
perhaps a personal life, and gives meaning to what might otherwise be a mundane 
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existence.   
Vision is the key enabler of creative genius, the ability, or willingness, or indeed 

the compulsion to see things not only for what they are, but for what they could be.  
This difference is the source of creative tension.  In the arts, the sciences, in education 
and civil service, and in business, people who experience creative tension are 
intrinsically motivated and often feel compelled to make change, when they want to 
and even sometimes against their better judgment.  They aspire to bring to reality that 
which they have imagined or envisioned, and consequently they work with 
dedication and persistence to overcome the obstacles they may encounter along the 
way.   

World-renowned choreographer Twyla Tharp expresses her experience of 
creative tension this way.  “I was fifty-eight years old when I finally felt like a ‘master 
choreographer.’  The occasion was my 128th ballet, The Brahms-Haydn Variations, 
created for the American Ballet Theatre.  For the first time in my career I felt in 
control of all the components that go into making a dance – the music, the steps, the 
patterns, the deployment of people onstage, the clarity of purpose.  Finally I had 
closed the skills gap between what I could see in my mind and what I could actually 

get onto the stage.”3 
That gap between the mind’s eye and what it the physical eye beholds is a 

dynamic, electric place, a powerful source of motivation and momentum. 
There are plenty of business examples to draw from as well.  Jeff Bezos 

articulated a vision of a radically different online consumer marketplace that took 
many years to prove out, but now Amazon is one of the world’s leading retail 
companies, having pioneered what it means to sell goods over the internet.  The 
successful business model closed the gap between the vision and reality.   

Fred Smith established Fedex over many years and countless obstacles, his vision 
driving him forward despite the fact that he ran out of cash on more than one 
occasion.   

And Chester Carlson, the inventor of xerography, labored for years to achieve his 
vision, and then for many more years to commercialize it, overcoming massive 
obstacles in both phases of his project.   

Entrepreneurs like these exemplify the formative spirit of creative tension, and 
having understood how a business, a product, a service can be different and better 
than what currently exists, they have the drive to make it happen, often taking 
significant risks along the way. 

Conversely, if you lack drive and don’t take action to fulfill the vision, it will 
remain in the vague and distant future, inconsequential, a fantasy.  But once you start 
to do something about it, the nebulous future coalesces toward distinct shape and 
form in the present, and offers possibilities that once were only dreamed of.  Hence, 
the fulfillment of a vision alters the track of time, and because of creative drive a new 
possibility emerges. 

The vision and the way it contrasts with the current condition has, in fact, 
created a problem.  The current condition is suddenly, obviously, and inescapably 
undesirable or even unacceptable, and the vision offers the solution.   

                                                
3  Twyla Tharp.  The Creative Habit, Simon & Schuster. 2003. p 232. 
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But be careful here, because although the act of defining a vision has led directly 
to the creation of a problem, it’s important to make sure that it’s a problem that’s 
actually worth solving. 

Some of the struggles of General Motors illustrate this point.  During the 1970s 
and '80s, GM’s design staff settled on a standardized look for many of its cars across 
brands, and an entire generation of Chevrolets, Buicks, Oldsmobiles, Pontiacs, and 
even Cadillacs looked so similar to one another that customers couldn't tell them 
apart.  A lot of people didn’t care for that, as the identities of each brand were lost to 
a single general design style.  Sales declined, and GM's market share dropped. 

However, the cars that looked similar on the outside were very different on the 
inside, designed and manufactured differently, and because of this there were no 
significant economies of scale in their manufacture.  What GM should have done, of 
course, was to make the cars look different on the outside but be the same, or similar, 
on the inside.  This would have enabled the company to offer more variety to the 
marketplace while still achieving significant economies of scale in design and 
manufacturing.  This approach is now known as the platform concept, and it’s 
applied in many industries, from food to technology, to, yes, cars. 

The question in GM’s case is, How could the company have gotten it so 
amazingly, backwardly wrong?  What strange vision must have inspired GM's 
leadership to formulate the problem precisely backwards, opposite of how they 
should have thought about it? 

While GM was losing customers, Toyota, Honda, and Nissan were achieving 
success by steadily increasing quality, marketplace variety, and manufacturing cost 
control.  They gained market share by introducing new cars that were assembled 
around a few basic chassis and engine configurations, platforms that kept costs lower, 
the same on the inside but different on the outside. 

Hence, the warning that a mis-directed vision creates the wrong problem, and is 
the beginning of the wasteful organizational wild goose chase.   

 
 

advertising and creative tension 
 

Portraying a vision is also fundamental in attracting customers for a company's 
products and services, which is why marketplace competition is often expressed 
through differing brand visions.  As advertising is designed to influence the process 
by which customers choose, it’s thus the attempt to influence the customers’ visions 
of themselves:  drink this beer and you'll be attractive; drive this car and you'll be 
successful; wear this clothing; smoke this cigarette; eat this food; use this product to 
become a better you.  In this way advertising is intended to induce creative tension 
inside each of us, and then to persuade us that the solution, the means of resolving 
the  tension, is their product.  When someone says, “I’ve got to have that!” then it’s 
worked. 

Failed products, on the other hand, are those that didn’t inspire the customers' 
vision, because if the difference between the way things are now and how they would 
be after the purchase is not compelling, then there are no customers.  No vision 
means no creative tension means no sale. 
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So let me repeat the key insight that launches the creative process: the problem to 
be solved is not given, it must be created.  That act of creation launches the 
subsequent creative pursuit, through which solutions may come, eventually. 

Peter Drucker addresses this when he points out,  “... the ability to connect and 
thus to raise the yield of existing knowledge (whether for an individual, for a team, or 
for the entire organization) is learnable. ...  It requires a methodology for problem 
definition - even more urgently perhaps than it requires the currently fashionable 

methodology for 'problem solving.’”4  What Drucker refers to as “problem 
definition” is what I mean by “creating the problem.”  And yes, it is definitely 
learnable. 

In the innovation process, it is strategic intent that defines a vision, which means  
it also defines a problem or a set of problems to be solved.  The design of an 
innovation portfolio then refines the vision into a risk-adjusted pursuit strategy, and 
in so doing it creates its own problems that we then set out to solve. 

And then research does it again, pinpointing problems that are real and 
compelling for customers, many of which have perhaps been hidden.  The customers’ 
problems are the problems that we want to solve, but how will we do that?  In which 
directions shall we search for the best solutions?  And in which contexts will solutions 
be found?  

 

 

create the solution context 
 

To solve the problems that have resulted from the expression of a vision requires 
the application of resources.  But what resources are available? 

At this stage, the scope of ambition must be tuned to fit the resources that we can 
find, and when the scope and the resources fit together, then this fit defines the 
context in which solutions (there may be more than one) can be discovered. 

On the other hand, when the solution context is not well defined then the 
possibility that things will not work out so well is pretty high.  History offers 
countless examples of under-funded visions, projects abandoned before they were 
completed because the money ran out, or the magic of the vision was lost, or 
competing needs took precedence.   

For example, Leonardo da Vinci’s artistic output was limited, and some of his 
projects met untimely ends.  A great equestrian sculpture intended to honor the 
leader of Milan was reported to be a stunning artistic achievement; alas, the 72 tons 
of bronze intended for the horse was used instead, during a crisis, to make cannon.  

In our times, the Superconducting Super Collider began in 1983 with the promise 
of advancing fundamental science, and ended ten years and $2 billion dollars later as 
a 14 mile tunnel under Texas (out of a planned 54 miles total).  The US Congress 
cancelled the project when the projected cost had escalated from the original $4 
billion to $12 billion.  Later, an entrepreneur suggested, tragically for some, but 
without a hint of irony, that it might be a good place to grow mushrooms.  The site is 
presently abandoned. 

                                                
4  Peter Drucker. Post-Capitalist Society.  New York, HarperBusiness, 1993. p. 193 
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By designing to a meaningful and well-expressed context, this outcome can 
usually be avoided.  But as with anything involving innovation, cost overruns are 
always a possibility because the innovation endeavor involves uncertainty and 
learning.  Nevertheless, having defined a context where resources and the vision are 
in alignment, then the focus of the creative process moves forward. 

 
 

creating solutions 
 

Now is the time to search for and find solutions, when the iconic spirit of the 
creative genius takes the lead, the hair does fly wildly in all directions, the ideas flow, 
and the white boards get filled up with every kind of possibility, from the lame to the 
sublime, and from the inconceivable to the practical. 

Questions, mistakes, and surprises; experiments, errors and assumptions; 
uncertainty, ambiguity, and discovery, this is the right time and the right place for all 
manner of exploration. 

Solutions can be derived from explicit and tacit research findings and models.  
They may be stimulated by questions about the status quo and how it came to be, 
and also by examining assumptions.   

 

• Why is it the way that it is?   
• What decisions from the past have influenced the way things are now?   
• What were the assumptions that led to the existing situation?   
• What are the unspoken needs?   
• The unknown ones? 
 
Possibilities emerge:  We could do it this way, or this, or this!   
The solutions that seem best are selected from such options, and studied further.  

The learning curve model shows that in each cycle through the production process, 
improvements of 10 to 30 percent are achieved when we’re really paying attention to 
what we’re doing, and such improvements are achievable in the iterative creative 
process as well.  As multiple iterations yield results that cannot be achieved in a 
single linear attempt, the cycle of needfinding, modeling, ideation, and prototyping is 
followed repeatedly until it’s clear that best possible solutions have been found, and 
we arrive at insight.  A vital moment of clarity and synthesis arrives and enables us to 
make the future different from the past.  

The capacity to achieve insight requires the preparation of the earlier stages of the 
creative process, and also perhaps a lifetime of preparation.  It is here that the deeper 
benefits of the proclivity to learning are realized, for the habit of learning expresses 
itself in the creative act of devising genuine solutions. 

The power of such an insight will ideally match the power of the initial vision, 
for if it falls short it will never inspire the level of commitment that is needed to 
achieve fundamental change. 
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creativity 
 

Creativity is of course fundamental to this stage of the process, yet many of us 
wonder why some people seem to be so creative while others aren’t.  One reason is 
that some people like being creative, and another is a basic quality that they share: 

they ask questions.  In fact, they ask questions incessantly, and they also persistently 
attempt to answer them. 

As I discussed in the previous chapter, most people are born with tremendous 
curiosity, and as they learn to speak they quickly acquire the habit of asking 
questions.  Why is the sky blue?  Why does it rain?  Where are you going?  What's 
that?  How does it work?  What is it good for?  All of which leads, of course, to “Can 
I try?,” the need to actually touch it when we see something cool and we know that 
the experience of doing it ourselves is part of the magic. 

As they grow up, some sustain this questioning habit while others do not.  Those 
who continue asking learn to see the world in unique ways, to explore the ideas that 
hide behind commonplace explanations. 

The very act of asking,  “Why it is so?” leads some of us to wonder, “Why can't 
it be better?”  Those who ask questions in this way don’t immediately accept the 
status quo.  Instead, they use their imaginations to create entire worlds, entire 
universes, new mousetraps, and new industries (possibly all at the same time). 

 

Figure 24 
Awakening the Spirit of Creativity in a Large Group 

 
Although not so many people continue the childhood habit of asking questions, 

this spirit can be reawakened.  Most status quo organizations, however, take the 
opposite tack.  Social pressures tend to filter out questioning, and suppress the very 
creativity upon which every company depends.  This tendency is expressed from the 
top in the reflex to control (which is of course counter- productive), and from 
everyone else in the form of a desire for predictable and steady employment.  Both 
are debilitating, and also self-defeating. 

Leaders, geniuses, and champions each can help to reawaken this vital spirit.  
Leaders do so by asking questions themselves, in an open and genuinely curious way, 
and not as a gotcha; openness sets the right tone.  I have long believed that the best 
CEOs are not the ones who have all the answers, but the ones who ask the best 
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questions, and then listen to what people say. 
Geniuses do this because they are innately curious and they love to learn.   
Champions are systematic supporters of the process, and working as catalysts 

and facilitators they help guide their organizations toward robust questions and 
satisfying answers. 

 

details of development 
 

After many questions and answers and iterations, solutions emerge that reflect 
the best ways to move beyond insight. Now there’s a shift in the thinking process, for 
the concern shifts from creating and understanding the problem and solving it, to 
testing how best to implement the solution. 

Precisely how much will it cost?  How long will it take?  How much will it 
weigh?  What color will it be?  How will it be assembled and delivered?  These are 
questions to ask in innovation development and market development, each of which 
has it’s own underlying discipline and it’s own operational frameworks.  There is still 
a strong requirement for creativity, but this work is more likely to involve 
engineering, which is a form of creativity that relies on reasoning from established 
knowledge rather than the earlier stages of the creative process, where the learning 
was reaching into new knowledge domains.  While the distinction between the two 
does reflect a gray area rather than a sharp line, in practice most people recognize 
that creating a new concept is different than engineering to a detailed specification 
and blueprint. 

Engineering completed, materials are obtained and fashioned.  Tests are run.  
Drawings are consulted; progress is assessed; money is spent.  And then ... voila! ... 
something new has emerged. 

Although some would suppose that the creative process is now completed, new 
information is still waiting to be discovered, information that may have a substantial 
impact on final solutions.  New materials with new performance characteristics 
become available, offering the possibility of unforeseen cost savings or performance 
enhancements.  Sudden shifts in marketplace demand emerge, making features that 
were once considered as options suddenly mandatory.  Sometimes the parts don't fit 
together correctly, forcing design teams back to the drawing boards. 

 
 

using and feeding back 
 

And all through this process learning is occurring that is directly and indirectly 
related to the project at hand.  The assessment of this learning, and the application of 
its consequences, means that even a finished, built solution is still an active subject of 
the process.   

In addition, sales will put completed innovations into the hands of users who will 
express their own creativity by finding new ways to use products that their designers 
may never have imagined.  

Thus, from an inspiring vision and its implicit rejection of conditions at the 
moment of its birth has come an end product which has brought the future into the 
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present.  Does this new reality measure up to the expectations that drove the process?  
Do customers appreciate the benefits that they were expected to favor so strongly?  Is 
the creative tension resolved? 

The experience of use is the ultimate assessment of the vision and its 
implementation, and from this experience a new condition emerges.  Life is different.  

But is it as it should be?  Or is there a gap between the new reality and a new vision 
that is dawning, against which today's condition is suddenly inadequate?  If a new 
vision comes into focus, creative tension grows again, and there is a problem, a new 
problem to be created.   

  
Figure 25 

The Creative Process 
 
The creative process begins again.  How can it be done better? 
What resources are available ...? 

 
Figure 26 

Using and Feeding Back leads to the creation of new problems and opportunities, and the 
innovation cycle begins anew. 
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taking action: 
managing creativity 
 

Creativity is indeed a discipline, one that can be taught and can be learned, 
providing helpful guidance to individuals and teams that are faced with complex 
design challenges.   

And because there is a generalized model of the process, we know that creativity 
can be managed, and that it can be facilitated.  Yes, there are limits to what 
management and facilitation can do, but the limits are usually far beyond what an 
unstructured, unmanaged, and unfacilitated process can achieve. 

So does this model of the creative process seem familiar to you?  Perhaps it 
reminds you a bit of the innovation process.  It probably should; it’s essentially the 
same thing, simply working at a different scale of focus. 

 
The Innovation Process:  

Organizations 
The Creative Process: 

Individuals and Teams 
Why:  Strategy Create the Problem 

What:  The Innovation Portfolio Create the Solution Context 
How:  The Innovation Process:  
Research  
How:  The Innovation Process:  
Insight 

Create Solutions 
 

How: The Innovation Process:   
Innovation Development and  
Market Development 

Details of Development 

How:  The Innovation Process:  
Selling 

Using and Feeding Back 

 

Table 4 
The Innovation Process and the Creative Process 

 
While the innovation process is something that organizations and even 

ecosystems of organizations do, creativity is something that’s uniquely and entirely 
human; it’s what people do individually and in teams.  For the future of your 
organization both innovation and creativity are powerful tools, and both are 
fundamentally important. 

The creative endeavors pursued throughout the innovation and creative processes 
can be made easier, or more difficult, by the presence or absence of the infrastructure 
that supports the entire innovation process, so now we’ll turn our attention there. 

 
 

••• 
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Please return to InnovationManagement.se for the subsequent chapters of  
The Innovation Master Plan by Langdon Morris. 

 
 

You can learn more about his work and access additional writings and his blog at 
www.innovationlabs.com.
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About this Book 
 

This book is intended as a companion to my previous innovation book, 

Permanent Innovation.   
 

During the four years since Permanent Innovation was completed, we’ve 
continued to refine our understanding of the innovation process through 
work with many organizations, and we’ve found that senior managers 
have a continuing interest in guidance in the design and management of 

their innovation initiatives.  The Innovation Master Plan addresses many of 
those needs, and deals with aspects of the innovation process that 

Permanent Innovation didn’t address. 
 

In the course of preparing The Innovation Master Plan, I’ve also discovered 
some opportunities to improve Permanent Innovation, and as a result a 
revised edition is now available. 
 

(You can download Permanent Innovation at 
www.permanentinnovation.com) 
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early praise for  

The Innovation Master Plan 
 

 
“A fantastic piece of work, and a guide you must hold at hand when traveling 
in Innovation-Land. Use it as a reference in outlining your plan to future 
growth and profits. The business world has to be different, just start to build it 
... with this Master Plan.”   

Léopold Demiddeleer 
Solvay 

 
 

“Authentic Leadership among the companies of the 21st century is naturally a 
commitment to sustainable growth, profit, and image. And this can only be 
achieved with a complete dedication to sustainable innovation at the core of 
the organization.  Langdon Morris’ intelligent, passionate and inspiring 
messages in his master plan make sustainable innovation possible.  This 
dynamic, focused and simple process takes us from concepts and ideas to 
reality.  It is hugely important and productive to guide us in creating valuable 
innovations for our organizations.  Langdon is a true innovation leader, and 
wherever you are in your innovation journey it is wise to follow these best 
principles.” 

Signe Gammeltoft 
L’Oréal 

 
 
“The Innovation Master Plan is another revolutionary innovation masterpiece by 
Langdon Morris, a framework which brings practicality to the concept of 
innovation.  This book will compel and inspire any executive reader to adopt 
an innovation culture and framework for their organization in order to survive 
and succeed in the 21st century.” 

Genevieve Bonin 
PwC 

 
 
“The Innovation Master Plan is one of those books that captures your 
imagination and keeps you grounded in reality at the same time.  Langdon 
Morris describes the driving forces impacting our businesses and the worlds 
we live in everyday.  He exposes how the ‘great ones’ have innovated, and 
provides one of the most simple and powerful models to transform your 
business and empower people to be more innovative; altering the innovation 
landscape.  A powerful call to action!”  

Jacqueline Byrd, Ph.D. 
Creatrix, Inc. 

 
 
“For anyone who is wrestling with the challenges of innovation in their 
organization The Innovation Master Plan is a must read. Langdon offers a 
comprehensive handbook that maps this uncertain territory by asking (and 
helping you answer) five key innovation questions; Why? What? How? Who? 
Where?  Having taught "Needfinding" and design research methods at 
Stanford for the last 2 decades, it’s clear to me that this book is a significant 
contribution to the field that will benefit students and experienced practitioners 
alike.” 

Michael Barry 
Stanford University and Point Forward 
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 “I love this book a lot.   
I can be an innovation leader, because I keep providing my own industrial and 
educational visions to the related parties.    
I can be an innovation champion, because I support all kinds of innovation 
activities in the industrial and academic societies.    
I can be an innovation genius, because I learn, think and practice all sorts of 
innovation methodologies.    
Most of all, I can be a master of innovation.” 

Justin Lin, Ph.D. 
Chaoyung University of Technology 

 
 

“Thought-provoking, enjoyable, and indeed inspirational!  The key messages 
here are incisive and convincing.  A very worthwhile achievement that 
deserves the widest readership.” 

John Holmes 
RathBeau Technologies Limited 

 


