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Preface

Management Creativity is an old well-established topic but at the same
time, as a subject area in its own right it is relatively new. I was introduced
to the subject by Tudor Rickards in 1984-5 while I was a doctoral researcher
at Manchester Business School. I was extremely intrigued by the subject
and although my key interests at the time were Marketing and Business
Computing I decided to show more than a passing interest in the sub-
ject.

In the late 1980s I was interested in computer assisted creativity and,
indeed, my doctoral thesis addressed this particular aspect of creativity.
Few people prior to this had addressed the subject and I became somewhat
of a pioneer. Perhaps it was the initial pioneering spirit that eventually
led me to become engrossed in the subject of management creativity and,
eventually, to produce this book.

When I moved to Keele University in 1987 it was to develop Marketing
as a subject within the curriculum. This I did, but at the same time I began
to run undergraduate and postgraduate options in Management Creativity.
[ can only say that I was extremely surprised by the great amount of
interest that was shown in the subject. It became one of the most popular
options available.

Before writing this book I had been conscious for some time that there
was not really a suitable textbook to use for the courses I was running.
With this in mind I dedided to write the book. It covers most of the material
one would expect to find in a book on creative problem solving for
management. Arguably, there is other material which could have been
included. However, 1 feel that the material I have included forms a tight
entity in its own right and to include material which might equally well
be considered under the heading of such subjects as the management of
change or innovation would not be appropriate.

I
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Creativity and Management Creativity can encompass a wide spectrum
of material. What I have included here is essentially concerned with
creative problem solving. It contains many practical techniques and
methods which will appeal to students and to practising managers
alike.
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1

Creativity in management

This book is about creativity and problem solving in management. Many
management problems require creative insights in order to find satisfactory
solutions to them. Dreaming up new product ideas to gain an advantage
over competitors in the market-place is an example. This first chapter
introduces creative thinking and explores its importance in management
problem solving. An overview of creative problem-solving techniques and
methods is then presented within the general framework of problem-
solving strategy. The chapter introduces the reader to the different topics
to be found in the individual chapters that follow.

Nature of creative thinking

Creativity is something that one comes across every day. One hears of
creative people, admires creative objects of art or reads creative books. Yet
despite our ability to recognize creativity manifesting itself, there is
considerable confusion about what creativity really is.

Wertheimer (1945) suggested that creative thinking involved breaking
down and restructuring our knowledge about a phenomenon in order to
gain new insights into its nature. Understanding how we see things may
therefore have considerable influence on our ability to think creatively.
Kelly (1955) and Rogers (1954) both maintained that we can be creative
by gaining an insight into our own understanding of a subject. Creativity
occurs when we organize our thoughts in a way that leads readily to a
different understanding of a situation.




2 ESSENCE OF MANAGEMENT CREATIVITY

The importance of creativity in management

The rapid growth of competition in business and industry is often given
as a reason for wanting to understand more about the creative process
(see, for example, Van Gundy, 1987). Many firms experience pressure to
enhance old systems and products continually. Growth and survival can
be related directly to an organization’s ability to produce (or adopt) and
implement new products or services and processes (Van Gundy, 1987);
managers also need to discover new and better ways to solve problems
(Ackoff and Vegara, 1988). In particular, an increasing number of problems
have few or no precedents, hence there are fewer tried and tested ways
of approaching them with the anticipation of reaching a successful
outcome.

Trying to solve problems in the same way that they have always been
solved in the past can sometimes lead to unforeseen difficulties and what
may seem to be insurmountable barriers. This is particularly the case in
a business environment which is experiencing rapid cultural, economic or
technological change. Change is an ever-present phenomenon to which
businesses of all kinds are forced to respond, if they want to stand the
best chance of survival and prosperity.

It has been suggested that possessing creative ability is an essential asset
for any leader (see, for example, Bennis and Nanus, 1985 and empirical
evidence provided by Ekvall and Parnes, 1988). Creative leaders hunt
actively for new problems and are especially successful in handling
new challenges that demand solutions outside the routine of orthodox
strategies. They often possess significant vision and are able to inspire
others by their creative talents. Creativity is an important human resource
and all organizations have to try to make use of this resource by devising
settings in which creative talents are permitted to thrive.

There is evidence to support a direct link between creative thinking and
organizational efficiency and effectiveness (for example, Raudsepp, 1987).
Creativity also helps to improve the solutions to persistent organizational
problems and has a broader role to play in an organization, since it helps
to encourage profitable innovations, rekindles employee motivation and
improves personal skills and team performance. Creativity is particularly
important in marketing and corporate strategy formulation. A continuous
flow of ideas for new products and services, and for improving work
processes, provides the platform upon which an organization can develop
its competitive advantage.

Despite the need for creativity in organizations many factors work
against it (Figure 1.1). Van Gundy (1992) pointed out the kinds of factors
involved. Managements, he argued, often believe that acquiring new
technology through merger will spur innovation but, as he pointed out,
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Figure 1.1 Some of the factors that push for creativity and some that push against
it in organizations.

merged companies are not always compatible and this stifles innovation.
Emphasis on managerial control, short-range thinking and over-analysis
of new ideas often lead to creativity not having a chance to succeed.
Among other reasons cited by Van Gundy were pressure to do more with
less and perceptions that creative people are born and not made. Budget
constraints make it difficult for companies to innovate. Zero-based
budgets, personnel cutbacks and reduced product—cycle times all make it
difficult to increase innovation. There js also a prevailing attitude among
many managers that creativity is something that cannot be learned.

While many managers may think that creativity cannot be developed,
Van Gundy indicated that creativity training has increased in US com-
panies from around 4 per cent of companies in 1985 to more than 26 per
cent by 1989. He also commented that a study by the American Society
for Training and Development reported that 31 per cent of US companies
planned to offer creativity training during the next 3 years. There are no
comparable figures for the United Kingdom but it would seem that the
need for creativity training cannot be less than it is in the United
States.

The need for creativity makes itself felt in most aspects of organizational
decision making. New ideas are required and old ideas need to be
re-examined. Creativity is the process of revealing, selecting, swapping
around and combining one’s store of facts, ideas and skills. Rickards (1988)
described creativity as an ‘escape from mental stuckness’, an operational
definition very much in keeping with its role in decision making and
problem solving.
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Creative problem solving

One way of defining a problem is that it is a gap between a current and
a desired state (Van Gundy, 1988). The gap may be viewed as the difference
between ‘what is’ and ‘what should be’. What constitutes a gap is relative
and subjective, of course, and two different people might have different
perceptions about the same situation — that is, ‘what is’ and ‘what should
be’. If a problem is a gap between two states, then problem solving is the
process of closing that gap — in other words, changing the current state
into the desired one.

Creative problem solving seems to work best in situations where
traditional problem-solving methods have already been exhausted. For
well-structured problems, routine or ready-made solutions are well
known. In such cases one usually has a pretty good idea about the problem
states and how to transform the current state into the desired state. For
example, suppose the problem is to explain why the money in the cash
till of a shop at the end of the day does not equate with the difference
between the initial float money and the receipts and refunds which have
been issued during a day’s trading. The current state and the desired state
can easily be defined and clearly there can be several explanations for the
discrepancy. Such a problem does not require creative problem-solving
methods to find a solution.

Other problems, however, are not solved so easily. These problems have
much less information available about them and are more ill-structured
in nature. In these cases there is ambiguity about the problem states or
how to transform the current state into the desired state. To solve such
problems requires divergent thinking — that is, one needs to think of many
different potential solutions. A problem faced by many managers, for
example, concerns how to make the best use of their time. In such a case
both the current and desired states may be difficult to define precisely and
the method of effecting a transformation between the two states may be
even less obvious. ’

The background of creative problem solving

Osborn (1957) proposed that creative thinking involved three stages:

O fact finding;
O idea finding; and
O solution finding.

Fact finding, he argued, contained two substages: problem definition and
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preparation. Problem definition is quite clearly an imperative. Not only
isit the case that ill-structured problems are characterized by vague notions
about the ‘current and desired states’ concerning the problem, but it would
also be pointless to try to find solutions to problems that are ill-defined.
Idea finding helps to generate potential ideas, and solution finding helps
to evaluate and select the best ideas.

Osborn also noted that the more ideas generated, the greater the
probability that a high quality solution will result. He also suggested that
judgement should be deferred during idea generating. He felt that if the
latter is not done, one can focus too much on evaluation and limit the total
number of ideas. Separating the processes also helps to encourage a climate
more conducive to creative ideas.

Another person to make a substantial impact on our thinking about
creative problem solving (CPS) was psychologist Sydney J. Parnes. He
conducted several major research studies on CPS and added new stages
- problem finding and acceptance finding — which placed greater emphasis
on problem definition and solution implementation. Parnes also suggested
that each stage in the process should begin with a divergent search for
data (without trying to evaluate it) and conclude with a convergent
selection of the most important data.

The Osborn-Parnes model was refined further by Scott Isaksen and
Donald Treffinger (1985). They added a preliminary problem-solving stage:
objective finding. This stage helps identify a target area to resolve (i.e. the
primary concern, challenge or opportunity).

Overview of the creative problem-solving process

Current thinking argues that the creative problem-solving process involves
six stages, although it is not necessary to go through all the stages for every
problem (Figure 1.2). Sometimes, for instance, one may begin at the
problem-finding or idea-finding stage, depending on how much informa-
tion is available and how much time is available. Whatever the case,
however, the ground rule is to defer judgement. Data should always be
listed and studied before it is evaluated.

Creative thinking comprises two kinds of thought process: divergent and
convergent (see for example, Guilford, 1967). Divergent thinking develops
and broadens out the thought process. Thinking divergently entails
starting with a specific problem or idea and generating various perspec-
tives on it. The purpose of divergent thinking is to ignore constraints and
entertain all kinds of possibilities. Convergent thinking follows divergent
thinking and it acts to narrow down the options available in order to obtain
a number of satisfactory solutions to a problem or decision. When thinking
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objective -
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solution
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Figure 1.2 Six stages of the creative problem-solving process.

convergently, one begins with a wide perspective on a problem and
proceeds to narrow down the focus to specific issues or options (Figure
1.3).

Each stage in the creative problem-solving process contains a set of
divergent and convergent activities. That is, there is an initial search for
data and then a narrowing down of the data. During the convergence one
looks for material which is either very close to the point at issue or close
enough to warrant further consideration.

Most consideration is given to ‘hits’: specific items that are identified as
important or relevant to a particular stage (the best objectives during
objective finding, the best facts during fact finding, etc.). ‘Hotspots’ is the
name given to clusters of ‘hits” which seem to be related to one another
in some way. The six stages are discussed below.

Objective finding

At this stage one needs to target a problem area, beginning by using
divergent thinking to generate a list of all the problems one is facing. Next
one converges, identifying the most relevant problem area for further
exploration. To facilitate, the problem is stated using the format:

‘In what ways might we (I) do something or other?’
For example,

‘In what ways might we reduce our marketing expenses?’
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Figure 1.3 Divergent versus convergent thinking.

Before moving on to the next stage one needs to have identified the
important problems (hits) and the key problem area or areas (hotspots).
Here the criteria are applied:

O ownership (is cne motivated to solve it?);
g priority (how important is the problem?); and
O critical nature (how urgent is it to solve this problem?).

Hopefully, by the end of this stage one should have identified the central
problem or problems upon which to work.

Fact finding

This stage increases overall comprehension of the problem: the objective
is to collect all the information related to the problem. This, in turn, helps
to generate unique ideas. Convergence during this stage can again be
assisted by using hits and hotspots. Fact finding helps to collect relevant
data and may even enable one to see the previously identified problem
or problems from a new perspective.

Problem finding

This stage uses fact-finding hits to develop the most productive problem
definition possible.

Idea finding

The fourth stage in the creative problem-solving process helps to structure
the search for potential solutions. The primary divergent activity during




