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Basic Creativity Training Provides Important Life Skills: Why 

Everyone Benefits from Learning Creativity Skills and Methods 

Trisha Doornbosch, Independent, U.S.A 

People who work in creative industries need to come up with ideas on a regular basis. What if all 

individuals had basic creativity training? 
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n this paper I propose that the creative skills workers in creative industries gain during the course of 

their careers should be taught to all individuals because enhancing creativity has far-reaching personal 

benefits. People who gravitate to jobs in the creative industries may already have high creative ability 

but if not, then they quickly acquire creativity skills in order to keep their jobs and progress in their 

careers. Those individuals whose creative abilities are not so well-developed need help in the form of 

specific are not so well-developed need help in the form of specific creativity training. 

 

The skills that are necessary for creative thinking, e.g. problem-solving, critical thinking, data 

gathering and data analyzing or interpreting, are all necessary life skills. Therefore if an individual hasn’t 

obtained those skills in an educational system or through life experiences, then they are at a disadvantage. 

Creativity training for adults enhances creative skills and produces an individual who can extend his or 

her own creativity for personal advantage. 

 

Acquiring necessary creativity skills can be haphazard and informal because education in general 

often concentrates on the teaching of domain knowledge and not the ideation process behind it. Learning 

how important discoveries were made, for example in a mentor or master/apprentice relationship, shows 

the student by example how to move through the creative process with their own ideas (Root-Bernstein 

and Root-Bernstein 2011). 

 

At the time of this paper, there is a sense that creativity is being edited out of western educational 

systems, particularly in the U.S. Complaints of teaching to the test and an emphasis on science and 

mathematics at the expense of the arts prompt some to declare a creativity crisis. In 2012 Adobe Systems 

Incorporated released the findings of its study State of Create which said that “8 in 10 people feel that 

unlocking creativity is critical to economic growth and nearly two thirds of respondents feel creativity is 

valuable to society, yet a minority, 1 in 4 people, believe they are living up to their own creative 

potential” (Brady, Russell 2012). 

 

The development of a creativity training program can be hampered by the imprecise nature of 

creativity as a formal subject of study. Similarly, there are questions as to what aspect of creativity should 

be studied: the person, the process, or the products of creative thought? Is creativity personal or is it a 

social experience? How should creativity be assessed? (Mayer 1999). 

 

The question becomes, are there domain-general basic skills in the creative process which can be 

imparted to any creativity-challenged adult who is currently beyond a formal learning institution? Even 

though organizational factors do have an impact on individual creativity, for example, whether or not the 

organization is truly supportive of innovation efforts, a program of those skills should start at the micro 
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level—the individual. Innovation in general begins with a creative individual. The more we can convert 

those people, who have self-determined that they are not creative, the more the economy and society will 

benefit.  

 

The Value of Creativity Training 

 

Current thinking is that creative training can be useful, though there are problems in defining what 

constitutes an effective training program. Different creativity theories have differing skillsets, creative 

outputs can be hard to measure, and what is defined as creative in one field may be not be defined as 

creative in another field.  

 

Research suggests that programs focusing on just one or two creative abilities aren’t that effective, 

and it is better to teach all aspects of the creative process. But by measuring creative ability, a custom 

profile can be created for individual training. Assessment techniques include self-reporting creative 

activities, questionnaires, and performance-based evaluations by qualified judges (Lubart and Guignard 

2006). Since many theories cite periods of divergent and convergent thinking during the creative process, 

tasks that promote thinking skills should be included. Cycling through both types of thinking during the 

creative process gives better results (Markman 2012).  

 

Benefits can accrue whether or not training is systematic or serendipitous, such as when the 

individual gravitates towards an environment or career that supports creative efforts (Runco 2007). Runco 

believes that enhancement efforts can be potentially very effective and he advocates concentrating 

training efforts on those individuals who have creative potential but for one reason or another are not yet 

performing creatively (2004).  

 

Creativity Theory 

 

George Wallas produced the seminal work of the creative process in his 1926 book “The Art of Thought.” 

He described four stages to the creative process: preparation, incubation, illumination, and verification. 

The preparations stage includes planning and is where the issue or problem is clarified. Decisions are 

made in identifying which resources are needed for the project, which may include observations, studies, 

interviews, data collections, etc. 

 

The Wallas theory is elegantly simple in its four steps or stages. Other theories expand and build on 

the Wallas model, for example, The Creative Problem Solving (CPS) Model, based on work by Alex 

Osborne and Sidney Parnes which includes Osborne’s brainstorming process as a method of coming up 

with ideas (Runco 2007).   

 

What many models have in common is that the creative process combines left brain skills such as 

analysis and right-brain skills such as imagination. In addition, the newer models imply a deliberate and 

repeatable process rather than waiting for an inspirational episode. The focus of some existing theories is 

product-oriented and may be oriented to produce specific organizational goals (Runco 2003). 

Componential or confluence models imply a convergence of several factors before creative behavior can 

begin. Stage, or systems, models infer moving back and forth between different stages in the creative 

process. In the end there is no one size fits all model of creativity and the different models tend to 

highlight various aspects of the creative process. However, four models in particular note that creativity 

training can be positive. 

 

1. In Sternberg’s Investment Theory, creativity is a personal decision which can be developed. It is 

“an interaction between a person, a task and an environment,” and the results are dependent on the levels 

of each of the three (Sternberg and O'Hara 1999). He views creativity as a habit that can be encouraged or 
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discouraged under the conditions of opportunity, encouragement and rewards. He lists six interrelated 

resources necessary for creativity: intellectual abilities, knowledge, styles of thinking, personality, 

motivation, and environment. These resources may be at different levels in different individuals and there 

may be interactions and levels below which creativity is not be possible (Sternberg 2012). A key 

component of Investment Theory is that creativity involves making new connections and redefining 

problems, known as synthetic ability. Everyone can do this to some degree, but it can be improved upon 

and is necessary in the idea-generation phase (Sternberg, O'Hara and Lubart 1997).  

 

2. According to Amabile’s Componential Theory, creativity-relevant skills can be affected by 

training, modeling, and experience. She specifically calls for efforts to “identify, learn, and use creativity 

heuristics” that are not domain specific and which aid in “problem-solving, invention and artistic 

creation” (1996). The theory calls for a collection of factors influencing individual creativity which may 

be internal, e.g. knowledge and technical skill, or external, e.g. the social environment. Some of the 

factors take time to develop, e.g. professional knowledge, some are innate, such as personality style, and 

some can be enhanced, e.g. creative thinking heuristics (Amabile and Pillemer, Perspectives on the Social 

Psychology of Creativity 2012). 

 

3. Nickerson states that there is evidence to suggest that creativity can be enhanced, though exactly 

how to do that necessitates further research. His assumptions are that both nature and nurture are 

important for a creative individual and that everyone has the potential, to some degree, to be creative. In 

his view “creative expression contributes positively to the quality of life of the individual who engages in 

it and often enriches the lives of others as well” (Nickerson 1999). 

 

4. George M. Price and William J. J. Gordon developed Synectics, a problem-solving methodology 

which is based on the principle that creativity can be taught. They also believed that people can be more 

creative if they understand how creativity works, therefore educating individuals in their methodology is 

necessary. Synectics is based on the use of analogies and metaphors, similar to brainstorming (Runco 

2007), (Nickerson 1999).   

 

Benefits from Creative Practice 

 

There are many benefits to a having a population with creativity skills. Entrepreneurship flourishes, 

organizations realize the economic contributions of their creative employees, and the individual enjoys 

physical and psychological benefits such as better mental health, brain function, stress reduction and 

coping skills. 

 

Many of the traits and skills of the creative person are similar to those of the entrepreneur. Flexibility, 

curiosity, self-confidence, perseverance, and the ability to take calculated risks are similar in both (Fillis 

and Rentschler 2010). Creativity training that includes these and other traits could be said to promote 

entrepreneurship and by extension, an improved and active economy. 

 

An organization composed of creatively-enhanced individuals becomes more innovative itself which 

translates to a competitive advantage. So-called conventional management theory is being challenged by 

the use of creative leadership which is more able to deal with unpredictable economic conditions (Fillis 

and Rentschler 2010). In the western world consumer loyalty is diminishing and global competition is 

increasing. Therefore, businesses are finding that their ability to consistently deliver new products and 

services is becoming their main, and often only, competitive advantage (Driver 2001). The gap between 

what the employee is capable of creatively and what they actually produce can be a wasted organizational 

resource. High creative potential in an employee is a valued asset (Diliello, Houghton and Dawley 2011). 

A key competitive advantage for companies in a global market is the ability to develop and bring to 
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market new products and services. Consequently smart companies realize that they need creative 

employees (Clapham 2003).  

 

The 2001 Creativity and Aging Study conducted at the George Washington University Center on 

Health Aging & Humanities found that older adults who engage in activities that include the creative 

process received mental health benefits such as positive feelings and a sense of satisfaction from mastery 

of their chosen activity. Those feelings in turn stimulate the immune system to produce beneficial cells 

and also produce new connections in the brain, both of which are instrumental in the production of new 

ideas. Overall they found that there were “less doctor visits per year, better health in general, and less 

medications.” (Cohen 2006). Older adults who face life-changing issues are better able to handle them if 

they are able to adapt by using creative coping strategies. Use of the creative process becomes an asset 

and a coping mechanism when faced with limitations due to aging. Flood and Phillips state that it is “well 

established that creativity is advantageous to the mental well-being of older adults” (Flood and Phillips 

2007). 

 

Individuals that regularly practice creative thinking access their brain's creative networks better and 

faster than their contemporaries. Creative thinking requires using both sides of the brain together to 

combine things like knowledge (left brain activity) with things like distant memories (right brain activity) 

that may be relevant to solving a problem. This back and forth process improves brain function in general. 

Research and fact-finding, long associated with the scientific method, are vital to creative thinking 

(Bronson and Merryman 2010). 

 

Those who are trained in creative problem finding and solving are better able to handle relationships 

and stress in general. The ability to deliberately change thinking patterns is key to stopping negative 

reactions and also leads to being able to practice more creative thinking (Runco 2007). Runco states that 

creativity is “extremely valuable to individuals and society as whole. It is related to productivity, 

adaptability, and health, and it benefits individuals, institutions, and societies” (2004). 

 

Defining the Creative Individual 

 

A creative person is someone who is able to pull together a variety of experiences, interests and talents in 

such a way that the outcome is conducive to producing new ideas of value. There is a mainstream 

assumption of the creative person as being artistic. Interestingly there is research to suggest that the 

thinking processes used by artists and scientists are very similar and the arts and sciences often influence 

one another. It is suggested that there is a “general creative intelligence independent of disciplinary or 

domain-specific boundaries” (Root-Bernstein and Root-Bernstein 2006). It has also been said that 

creativity is “partly a generalized ability, partly a set of domain-specific abilities, and partly a set of task-

specific abilities” (Lubart and Guignard 2006). In general we can state that there are both specific and 

general components to creativity which can be influenced by individual ability, by social environment, 

and also by the individual’s stage of life (Plucker and Beghetto 2006). 

 

Traditionally divergent thinking was associated with creativity while convergent thinking was 

considered to be necessary for scientific thought. Runco states that creative thinking involves both 

divergent thinking and evaluative thinking and that both must work together for the best results (2003).  

 

To determine whether or not someone has been creative there has to be an observable output. 

Researchers use biographical data and a variety of personality and self-assessment tests on those who are 

widely acknowledged to be creative. They have given us lists of skills and characteristics associated with 

being creative which we can analyze to establish what we want to teach to the creativity-challenged.  

 



Doornbosch, Trisha (Draft) 
 

5 
 

Some feel that instead of inborn traits, creativity is more of an attitude toward life. Or a collection of 

individualistic attitudes that indicate a willingness to act alone and stand up for themselves while actively 

looking for the problems and challenges that others are afraid to address (Sternberg 2012). The trait of 

autonomy is fundamental to other characteristics associated with being creative, those of “nonconformity, 

rebelliousness and unconventionality.”  It takes independence to be a non-conformist, to act against 

authority, or to be able to withstand criticism for being unconventional (Runco 2007).  Others define the 

creative individual as a result of cognitive processes, such as “thinking divergently, making associations, 

constructing and combining broad categories, working on many ideas simultaneously” and non-cognitive 

aspects “motivation, impulse expression, desire for novelty, risk taking, personal properties like 

flexibility, tolerance for independence, positive attitudes to differentness” (Cropley 2000). How an 

individual reacts to an accidental discovery shows adaptability, another important trait of the creative 

individual (Runco 2007). Creativity-challenged individuals are at the lower end of the creativity potential 

spectrum even so, creative ability varies widely. (Runco 2003).  

 

The creative personality can be defined as someone who is happily independent, who is indifferent of 

societal pressure to conform, and who possesses of a wide range of interests. There is a willingness to be 

open-minded, flexible in attitude, and risk tolerant.  

 

External Factors Affecting the Creative Process 

 

The enhancement of an individual’s creative potential depends not only on the appearance of certain 

personal traits and skills, but also on the social environment the individual experiences at the time the 

creative process is in effect. In addition, long-term enhancement can occur simply due to life experiences 

and an accumulation of knowledge over time (Runco 2007). Therefore any creativity enhancement 

program should consider outside influences and attempt to provide for them. 

 

Individuals must have an interest in the subject at hand in order to be willing to undertake the creative 

process. They must not perceive the project as something they know is too hard for them, though it can be 

a little ahead of their capabilities. But if it is too easy there will be nothing to hold their interest. 

Motivation can increase or diminish depending on mood or interest in the project.  

 

The optimum social environment for the creative process cannot be manufactured. Unpredictability in 

the form of accident, or serendipity can impact creativity in either a positive or negative manner. Historic 

periods such as war or economic instability can have a negative impact in that individuals must take care 

of basic needs and have no time left to be creative. On the other hand, social limitations can be a positive 

influence. Many important discoveries are made when not actively searching for them. These accidental 

findings are not necessarily creative, though the interpretation of the discovery could be (Runco 2007). 

Serendipity is a key element in Mednick’s Associative Basis of creative thinking as one of three ways in 

which creative solutions may be achieved, the other two being similarity and bringing common elements 

together. He defines the creative thinking process “as the forming of associative elements into new 

combinations which either meet specified requirements or are in some way useful. The more mutually 

remote the elements of the new combination, the more creative the process or solution” (Mednick 1962).  

 

In his systems theory of creativity Csikszentmihaly asserts that creativity has three levels: the 

individual, the field, and the domain, all of which will vary from individual to individual. The domain is 

where the individual operates and the field is the group who decides whether the individual has created 

something of worth that adds value to the domain. He argues that creativity then, isn’t “the product of 

single individuals, but of social systems making judgments about individual’s products.” Here the 

biological background is impacted by the influences and environment of childhood and adulthood. In 

addition there is an uncontrollable aspect of being in the right place at the right time. How much 

knowledge the individual has in the domain of choice is random. (Csikszentmihaly 1999). If we are to 
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follow this theory then creativity training should be decided by the gatekeepers of that domain. 

Generalized basic skills work in conjunction with specialized domain knowledge. 

 

An individual may be creative in one domain but not another (Kaufman and Baer 2004). Not all fields 

demand the same levels of creative abilities and skills, but are there any creative abilities and skills that 

are important to the same level in all fields? Feist believes that creative talent is domain-specific and that 

rarely is creative achievement in more than one or two domains. There are some mental strategies and 

heuristics that are used in more than one domain but in general, creative ability in one domain does not 

guarantee or foretell creative ability in all domains (Feist 2006). 

 

A creativity enhancement program should take care to avoid circumstances where creativity can be 

undermined. Factors that inhibit creativity include lack of motivation, not having the relevant skills, being 

inflexible, looking for external motivations, and lack of social skills (Amabile 1996). In addition 

Amabile’s considerable research in this area suggests that having a choice in how to perform a task leads 

to more creative output. If there was to be an outside evaluation of the work then that had a negative 

effect on creativity. For example, sharing ideas may help with its expression, but the feedback received 

through sharing may take the idea in a direction away from individual expression and towards conformity 

(Runco 2003). In his popular book “A Whack on the Side of the Head” Roger von Oech described ten 

barriers to creative thought and how to get around them. They include: thinking that there is only one 

right answer; conforming to rules and regulations that don’t allow for independent thinking; an aversion 

to going against the group; dismissing the problem as being someone else’s; and not being confident of 

one’s own ability to be creative (von Oech 1990). 

 

Training Program Efficacy 

 

During the 1950s and 1960s there was a shift away from the belief that creativity is a magical ability 

bestowed on a few to the idea that creativity is a skill that can be developed. This led to the development 

of training programs that included Creative Problem Solving (CPS) training program, and established the 

idea of specific training for creativity. 

 

In 2004 Scott, Leritz and Mumford reviewed 156 creativity enhancement programs, categorized them 

and assessed their effectiveness. The most effective were training programs that included critical thinking 

skills and that focused on “the development of cognitive skills and the heuristics involved in skill 

application, using realistic exercises appropriate to the domain at hand.” Their four major criteria were 

divergent thinking, problem-solving, performance, and attitudes and behavior. Training which built on 

cognitive processing was successful, specifically “problem finding, conceptual combination, and idea 

generation.” Training provided a set of strategies for working with the individual’s current knowledge 

base. They found that creativity training was often found in programs for the gifted, either as a separate 

program or as a set of exercises (Scott, Leritz and Mumford 2004).  

 

A training program should emphasize repetitive exercises. Creative ability can be developed with 

practice and by rehearsing behaviors over and over to the point that they become automatic (Dyer, 

Gregersen and Christensen 2009). Sternberg asserts that creativity is a habit and that it should be a part of 

regular daily life, so ingrained that the individual isn't aware that it is happening (2012). Plsek's Directed 

Creativity asserts that all creative tools are based on just three creative principles: attention, escape, and 

movement (Plsek 2013). Therefore we should learn specific heuristics that enable us to first focus on 

something, then to suspend our regular patterns of thinking, and finally to keep exploring and making 

connections . 

 

Because individuals each have different creative potential, Runco suggests that enhancement should 

be individually designed by finding the right circumstances, experiences, and environment for each 
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person (2007). It is his view that we can call training a success if the individual learns how to use some of 

that creative potential. Though individually-tailored training is a worthy goal, there are a variety of skills 

and heuristics that can be taught to all individuals across domains and environments which establish a 

baseline on which to build future creative efforts. 

 

Considerations for program design 

 

Program design needs to address those skills and traits that have been determined to be useful by people 

already in creative industries. In defining a list of creative skills and traits we need to choose those that 

transcend domains, for example, divergent thinking and being open to new ideas (Kaufman and Baer 

2004). In their research on highly creative executives Dyer, Gregersen and Christensen (2009) identified 

five important skills: associating, questioning, observing, experimenting, and networking.  

 

According to Runco creativity training can be maximized by using operant conditioning principles. 

He suggests training that breaks up creative thinking exercises with other non-creative activities, varies 

the tasks between structured and non-structured activity, and uses reinforcement sparingly. At minimum 

everyone has a library of tactics they can use when necessary. He suggests creative enhancement, when 

supported by “teaching, encouragement, rewards, and models,” has “maximum impact” when they target 

the attitudes about creativity and when they teach and reinforce specific tactics which are appropriate for 

age group and domain” (Runco 2007).  

 

No creativity enhancement program will succeed without also providing the motivation to complete 

it. An individual’s intrinsic motivation should be the prime factor, rather than any external reward. In her 

Intrinsic Motivation Principle of Creativity, Amabile states that “intrinsic motivation is conducive to 

creativity; controlling extrinsic motivation is detrimental to creativity, but informational or enabling 

extrinsic motivation can be conducive, particularly if initial levels of intrinsic motivation are high”  (T. 

M. Amabile 1996).  

 

Worth mentioning here are some of the more well-known training programs that were designed to 

enhance individual creativity: 

 

 1. Six thinking hats, Edward de Bono 1987 

 2. Brainstorming techniques, Osborn 

3. The Osborn Parnes Creative Problem Solving process 

 4. Consensual Assessment Technique (CAT) developed by Amabile 1982 

5. Fundamental Design Method by Edward Matchett 

 

Program Delivery  
 

Current technology gives us ample opportunities to produce training programs that enhance the creative 

process. For example CAD software programs permit us to see how something looks before it is created 

and allows for low-cost prototypes and easy design changes to new products. But in developing creativity 

enhancing technologies the focus needs to be on personalization and on giving the user the ability to 

determine how the technology will be used and in what way. Much research points to the creative person 

as resisting routine and standardized pathways (Candy and Edmonds 2000). 

 

Readily available software programs now take care of many tasks involved in the creative process. 

Note-taking, organizing material and time management are all excellent examples of routine tasks that 

can be handed off to technology. The ease of collaboration between creative individuals and communities 

worldwide is well understood. Computer software programs make it easy to design and test ideas, as well 

as provide opportunities to run different scenarios (Lubart 2005). Any creativity program should keep the 
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person attentive and engaged otherwise there is a risk of losing manual skills, which are still better for 

individual originality and memory (Carr 2014). Programs can be customized and adaptable to the student 

which provides an opportunity to adjust a program to the student’s learning style preference for thinking, 

evaluation, experience and ideation (Clapham 2003). 

 

Since teacher attitude can impact an individual’s training, should a software program replace a human 

teacher? The impact of a teacher on the student is considered in Yu-Sien Lin’s Conceptual Framework of 

Creative Pedagogy. Although oriented towards formal learning environments, this theory has implications 

for an adult creativity training program. The componential framework begins with creative practices such 

as problem-solving, continues with ensuring a supportive and stimulating environment, and thirdly 

ensures a positive attitude to independent thinking from the teacher (Lin 2011). 

 

Conclusion 

 

The challenge of coming up with a formal creativity training program that fits with all current research is 

difficult. But we can begin by defining some guidelines by which to design a training program. In 

summary a creativity program should: 

 

1. Be easy to disseminate to the creativity-challenged (inexpensive, any-time access) 

2. Teach a collective group of skills beneficial across all fields (domain-general). There could be 

components of the program that would be domain-specific 

3. Use divergent and convergent skills in conjunction with each other 

4. Teach creative thinking heuristics 

5. Teach problem-solving skills and tolerance for mistakes or unexpected results 

6. Encourage diversity and curiosity, so that the individual can find something of interest to work 

with 

7. Encourage the development of conditions where creative solutions can be achieved, for example, 

serendipity, a stimulating environment,  

8. Build support systems that do not emphasize extrinsic rewards 

9. Use repetition of skills so that they become automatic and are incorporated into a normal daily 

routine 

 

Specific basic skills to be taught within the program fall within six areas: 

 

1. Problem finding, defining and solving 

2. Information gathering (convergent thinking and acquisition of domain specific knowledge) 

3. Cultivating serendipity (keeping an open mind) 

4. Finding inspiration (encourage curiosity) 

5. Using maximum sensory input (mindfulness/engage the moment) 

6. Generating ideas (ideation and divergent thinking) 

 

These guidelines and skills provide the framework for a creativity training program that can be used 

for personal creativity enhancement for far-reaching societal benefit. 
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