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One of their most interesting routines is that they will typically force engineers to switch fields 
every 5-6 years. From a certain perspective, this may seem really inefficient, because you’re 
taking an expert and turning him into a novice but 3M believes it’s crucial.  In one case, moving 
an engineer from the adhesives to the 
LCD screen division resulted in the 
invention of one of their most successful 
products—a film that’s applied to just 
about every screen in your home which 
magnifies the brightness of bulbs.  The 
film directs more of the illumination 
outwards which helped 3M solve the 
battery life problem of a lot of gadgets. 
This breakthrough came from simply 
rotating engineers.  The one thing all 
these tricks have in common is that 
they’re all about increasing the amount of 
horizontal interaction.  It’s a fancy term, 
but basically it means getting people to 
talk to each other across domains.  They 
want knowledge to be freely shared, to be 
constantly transplanted from field to field 
and I think that’s a big part of why they’ve 
been so successful for so long.  
 
MR:  Brands are finding they need to 
draft a new definition of the “Big Idea” 
in order to drive customer 
engagement.  What role does creativity 
play in generating the truly “big idea” 
that will help transform a brand? 
 
Lehrer: That big idea is all about 
creativity. Typically, when you talk to 
scientists about big ideas, they’ll talk in 
terms of “moments of insight,” the 
technical term for when we’ve got those 
big ideas in the shower or they come out 
of the blue. There’s some really interesting research into how they happen. They seem so 
mysterious.  We’re just shampooing our hair and then, “Boom”, we’ve got this epiphany.   
 
Research conducted by Mark Beeman at Northwestern and John Kounios at Drexel found we’re 
more likely to have these great ideas when we’re in relaxed states of mind, like taking a shower, 
playing Ping-Pong, or going for a walk. That certainly is counter-intuitive because when I’m 
really stuck on a problem and my back is up against a wall my first response is to say, “I’ve got 
to work harder.  I’ve got to drink more caffeine. I’ve got to chain myself to my desk.” But that 
turns out to be the exact wrong approach. I may be focused but I’ll be focused on the exact 
wrong idea. I’ll be focused on the problem.  Now, when I’m stuck or feel I need my big idea, I’m 
much more likely to take a long walk, to take a long shower, to follow the advice of Albert 
Einstein which is “Creativity is the residue of time wasted.” Now, I’m much more willing to waste 
some time and just trust that the answer will only arrive once I’ve stopped looking for it. That’s 
why I think a lot of workplaces get it backwards.  We’re fixated on this very narrow definition on 

             Cultivating Creativity in the Workplace 
 Embrace blocks.  

Jonah Lehrer suggests that creative blocks are a positive 
thing.  “It’s only …after we’ve stopped searching for the 
answer, that the answer often arrives,” he suggests. “Before 
there can be a breakthrough, there has to be a block.”  

 Interact horizontally. 
Mix it up in the workplace by integrating with others across 
all disciplines and functions.  Gather a mixture of people with 
diverse intellectual and social backgrounds.  

 Bag brainstorming in favor of plussing. 
Walt Disney coined the term plussing as a way of making an 
idea even better.  Pixar is a big believer in plussing, telling its 
workers to “plus it”, even when they think they’ve nailed it.   

 Cultivate acquaintances. 
A study of entrepreneurs found the most prolific among them 
tended to have three times the number of acquaintances as 
the average entrepreneur.  Look beyond your close friends 
and cultivate acquaintances.  

 Change your definition of productivity. 
Give yourself and others permission to explore ideas, to 
think and relax which often generates the best kinds of 
ideas. 

 Facilitate idea sharing. 
Sharing ideas leads to both greater productivity and 
innovation.   When ideas are shared, they multiply.  Develop 
processes in your organization to encourage idea sharing.  

 Stay fresh. 
Remain innovative by getting comfortable with discomfort.  
Tackle new challenges, even when you approach the peak 
of a project. 
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what productivity should look like. But when it comes to managing innovation and creativity, you 
have to realize that a lot of our most creative moments are going to happen when we’re just 
taking a nap in the corner, or going for a walk, or doing things that to a stranger may look to be 
the least productive or like we’re just wasting time but often that’s necessary.  
 
MR:  Is our increasing usage of social media inhibiting or fostering creativity? 
 
Lehrer: There hasn’t been a lot of good research yet on the subject.  The phenomenon is so 
new.  One thing we can say for sure is that Facebook isn’t yet a substitute for real-world 
interaction. Even in this age of Skype and face time and email and video chats, there’s still 
something intangible about meeting in person which is why we still schlep to video conferences 
and why we still live in big cities.  In many instances, these things have become more valuable; 
it’s even more important to go to business conferences. In fact, a Harvard economist shared this 
great factoid that attendance at business conferences has doubled since the invention of Skype. 
Even though we could all do this just remotely, we still know there is something incredibly 
valuable about doing it in person.  
 
MR:  What spurs your own creativity? 
Lehrer: I like taking long walks.  Before, when I was stuck on a problem, I really would force 
myself to chug caffeine.  I’d make some coffee and say, “Jonah, you’re going to focus because 
you’re going to crack this problem. Of course, I’d squander hours and the next day I’d look at my 
work and realize it’s all junk and I’d be back to square one.  Now I’m much more willing to take 
Albert Einstein’s advice and when I’m stuck, I go for a long walk. To make those walks even 
more productive, I leave my phone behind. That’s my favorite recipe for creativity.  
 
 
Nancy Pekala is the AMA’s Senior Director of Online Marketing and Editor of Marketing 
Researchers.   
 
Are you creative? Share your ideas on creativity in the Marketing Strategy group of 
AMAConnect, the AMA’s online community.  Follow us on Twitter @marketing_power. 
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