
 

 

Developing creativity in a company whose business is 
creativity 

By Andy Wilk ins 
 
 
Background and Purpose of this Article 
The prim ary purpose of this art icle is to out line an intervent ion m ade in one of 
the worldÕs largest  advert ising com panies, noted Firm  X. This intervent ion was to 
help Firm  X further develop creat ivit y -  which, as we all know, is at  the heart  of 
successful com panies in this f ield.  The art icle will also briefly m ent ion some of 
the follow up results as a consequence of the init ial intervent ion. 
 Early in 1998, the Chief Execut ive of the Asia region of Firm X read an 
art icle I  had writ ten about  the st rategic im portance of the clim ate for creat ivit y in 
a UK publicat ion called St rategy. As a result , he asked me to speak at  a 
conference held in the Asia region. 
 I n the words of m y client , the Chief Execut ive, the need was this:  ÒTo 
succeed in the future, we need to im prove not  only how we craft  our 
advert isem ents and cam paigns, but  also how we craft  our business.  Current ly, 
we have a preference for the form er and I  wanted to st imulate discussion and 
thinking in the areas of the Clim ate for Ideas, the Styles of Creat ivit y, and 
Creat ive Leadership.Ó 
 
The Intervention 
I  arr ived at  the nirvana they call the Sheraton Laguna Hotel in Phuket , Thailand 
to be greeted by a sm all elephant  (only 2 tons) , so m any Thai sm iles I  had to 
m assage my face back into posit ion at  the end of the day, and a personally 
signed note from  m y hosts -  the Creat ive Director (CD) and the Managing 
Director (MD)  for the local Thailand office.  The note included:  
 
Dear Andy, 
 Sawasdee Krab, Sawasdee Kah,  ( I Õm  st ill not  sure what this means, but  I  
assum ed it  was nice as they had put  their nam es on the note) . 
 I  hope you had a pleasant  f light .... request  you forget  all your 
worries....prepare to be energized and inspired... please enjoy your stay here..... 
should you need any help....feel free to let  us know. 
 
As an ÔoutsiderÕ to Firm  X, this note m ade m e feel welcom e in their com munity.  
Having a note put  into everyoneÕs room  is not  a m ajor thing to do, but  it  told m e 
that  they were a thoughtful group. 
 One of the challenging points that  I  raised early in m y talk was that  much 
of what we have learned about  creat iv ity over the last  20 years is part icularly 
relevant to indust ries, organizat ions, and funct ions that  consider them selves to 
be especially Ôcreat iveÕ -  such as advert ising.  However, much of this is being 
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ignored by their indust ry. The underly ing v iew is that  the creat ive process is 
som ehow too ÔcleverÕ to be m anaged. 
 This underlying belief that  creat iv it y is som ehow too ÔcleverÕ to be m anaged 
is part icularly int r iguing as we know that  this is not  the case.  Also, it  was the 
work of an advert ising execut ive -  Alex Osborn, the O in BBDO (Bat ten, Barton, 
Durst ine & Osborn, I nc.)  -  that  started m uch of what  we know today.   
 One of the m ajor insights into creat iv it y over the last  20 years was that  all 
people are creat ive. Creat iv it y, however, com es in different  sty les. People have a 
sty le for the type of creat iv ity they prefer to use, ranging from  Adapt ive/ Bet ter to 
I nnovat ive/ Different . 
 Those people with a m ore adapt ive preference create things by m aking 
them bet ter, while those with a m ore innovat ive preference create things by 
m aking them  different .    The secret  for success is to value both sty les 
and, ideally, to have a wide gap between the top people.  I  felt  this was a 
potent ially  highly challenging insight  for the advert ising indust ry as they norm ally 
have a Creat ive Departm ent . 
 Many of the 53 conference at tendees were invited to com plete the Kirton 
Adapt ion- I nnovat ion I nventory (KAI ) . The KAI  m easures a personÕs creat ive 
preference and, not  surprisingly, the average score was very innovat ive.   
 
For the MDs who run the Firm X count ry off ices across Asia, the KAI  results were 
as follows:  
 N =  13 
 Mean =  115 
 Range =  86 -  139 
 Standard Deviat ion =  14 
 
There are a couple of interest ing points to note on these scores. First ly, there 
was only one score which was m ore adapt ive than the general populat ion m ean 
of 95. That  was the score of 86 -  the next  closest  score on the cont inuum  in this 
group was 102. Secondly, if we rem ove the highest  and lowest scores from  the 
group, the standard deviat ion drops to 10 -  showing a very hom ogenous group.   
 
For the CDs who run the Creat ive  
Departm ents, the KAI  results were as follows:  
 
 N =  14 
 Mean =  119 
 Range =  100 -  147 
 Standard Deviat ion =  13 
 
Again, there are som e interest ing points to note. First ly, there is no score that  is 
adapt ive com pared to the general populat ion mean of 95. Secondly, the m ean 
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and standard deviat ion are very sim ilar to those of the MDs -  possibly suggest ing 
the recruitm ent  of people like them selves since the MDs select  the CDs. Again, 
when the highest  and lowest  scores are rem oved, the standard deviat ion drops to 
10. 
 I  explained to the audience that , while this KAI  profile m ight  have 
advantages, it  could potent ially  lead to som e m ajor challenges, as successful 
organizat ions and team s tend to have a wider spread than was evident  here.  
Som e of the im plicat ions of senior m anagem ent in the advert ising indust ry 
having a KAI  profile such as this m ight  include:  
 
!  poorly understanding client  needs or only at t ract ing innovat ive clients 
!  lack of at tent ion to detail 
!  poor organizat ion and planning 
!  very high levels of debate 
!  a sense of a lack of t im e leading to the urgent  driving out  the im portant  
thinking work 
 
I nterest ingly, the count ry office in Firm  X that  I  was told was the best  perform ing 
in Asia had a very healthy gap of 23 between the CD (109)  and MD (86)  and the 
only person with an adapt ive preference (com pared to the general populat ion 
m ean of 95) . Later, talking with the pair of them about  their scores, there was 
clearly a great  degree of respect  and value seen in their very different  sty les. 
They were the only pair of MD and CD that  organized a scheduled t im e with me 
after the presentat ion to understand in m ore detail what the im plicat ions of the 
results m eant .  Naturally, this was arranged by the MD. 
 The second half of m y presentat ion focused on the Ôclim ate for ideasÕ.  As I  
explained to m y audience, clim ate is a m etaphor from  the world of weather to 
describe the prevailing condit ions. 
 Using a tool called the Situat ional Out look Quest ionnaire (SOQ) , developed 
by the Creat ive Problem  Solving Group -  Buffalo (CPS-B) based on the work of 
Gšran Ekvall, it  is possible to m easure the clim ate in a team , departm ent , or 
organizat ion as a whole and to cont rast  it  with norm at ive data for High* , 
Average, and Stagnated organizat ions.  The SOQ dim ensions are:  Challenge & 
I nvolvem ent , Freedom , Trust  & Openness, I dea Time, Playfulness & Hum or, 
Conflict , I dea Support , Debate, and Risk Taking.  Aspects of all these dim ensions 
are associated with a clim ate conducive to creat iv it y. 
 I n order to m ake this part  of the presentat ion on clim ate m ore interest ing 
and engaging for my audience, m y client  and I  agreed that  we could issue the 
SOQ to a num ber of the count ry off ices in Asia and report  the results at  the 
conference.  The sam ple size for each of the 5 offices invited to take part  was 
only 4 or 5 people, but  the purpose was not  to suggest  the results would be 
representat ive. The purpose was to show the audience how the results of the 
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SOQ look and can be used to help develop creat iv ity.  The quant itat ive results 
were as shown above. 
 When interpret ing the results, note that  all the dim ensions except  Conflict  
are posit ively correlated. For Conflict , the lower the score the bet ter the 
im plicat ions.  Coupled with the quant itat ive data, qualitat ive data was also 
collected and analyzed. Due to the sample size and the purpose of the survey, 
however, no significant  conclusions were drawn. I t  is worth not ing though, that  
the v iews of people at  the conference as to the best  and worst  perform ing of the 
5 offices was congruent with the clim ate results above. 
 I n a wrap up presentat ion at  the end of the conference, the client  
sum m arized the results of the survey and encouraged the individual off ices 
present  to m ake up their own m inds about  if and how they would like to use the 
SOQ.  (We have subsequent ly run assessm ents for two of the 13 count ry off ices 
and are discussing the possibilit ies and appropriateness with 2 other offices) . 
 After the presentat ions on sty les and clim ate, the conference split  into two 
st ream s -  one for the CDs and one for the MDs.  The MDs at tended a Leadership 
Workshop covering the subject :  I f clim ate has a big effect  on indiv idual creat iv ity, 
what  can we ( the leadership)  do to influence it?  During this workshop, we 
covered the aspects that  influence clim ate.  The physical environm ent has som e 
influence, as does organizat ional st ructure but  m ost  com es from  people. 
 I n part icular, clim ate is driven by leadership behavior and the relat ionships 
between leaders and followers.  I f you want  to change the clim ate, the best  place 
to start  is with leadership behavior.  Work by Gšran Ekvall shows that , on 
average, 65%  of peopleÕs percept ions on clim ate are affected by leadership.  I n 
other words, if things are going well -  people are engaged, m ot ivated, creat ive 
and believe it  is a great  place to work -  there is a 65%  chance it  can be t raced to 
the leaders. On the other hand if people are not  involved, loathe their jobs, are 
unm ot ivated, and think the place is intolerable, there is a 65%  chance it  is the 
leaders fault .  I t  was em phasized, however, that  SOQ results should not  be used 
as a m easure to prom ote or term inate em ploym ent .  I nstead, the SOQ is a tool 
that  m ay suggest  the need for leadership developm ent . 
 Having m ade the connect ions between what  aspects effect  clim ate and the 
im portance of leadership behavior, we went  on to explore the leadership 
behaviors that  help the clim ate. In summ ary, this showed that  high perform ers 
have m astered a different  sty le of leadership we call Creat ive Leadership. 
Creat ive Leadership is largely about  establishing a clim ate and context  open to 
change. 
 We finished the workshop by exploring som e of the ways to im prove the 
clim ate, based on the leadership pract ices ident ified by Kouzes and Posner and 
published in their book The Leadership Challenge. From  their research, Kouzes 
and Posner ident ified 5 pract ices that  were com m on to exem plary leadership. 
When perform ing at  their best , leaders Challenge, I nspire, Enable, Model, and 
Encourage. Using an inst rum ent  developed by Kouzes and Posner called the 
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Leadership Pract ices I nventory (LPI ) , leaders can discover to what extent  they 
have adopted these five pract ices.  During the conference wrap-up, the client  
presented the interpretat ion of the 5 pract ices from the perspect ive of what  helps 
and what hinders.  These were as follows:  
 
I nspir ing a Shared Vision 
Helps -  Has a sense of creat ive v ision which is shared with the team s. 
Hinders -  Felt  the whole world was fight ing him . 
 
Modeling the Way 
Helps -  Always gave clear and open-m inded direct ion. 
Hinders -  Took the credit  for work he didnÕt  do. 
 
Challenging the Process 
Helps -  Challenged everyone to give m ore of their best  -  briefs, ideas, 
execut ions. 
Hinders -  Agreed with whoever had a strong opinion or m ore power. 
 
Enabling Others to Act  
Helps -  Created an environm ent  of enthusiasn where people t r ied to do 
im pressive work. 
Hinders -  DonÕt listen to anyone else. 
 
Encouraging the Heart  
Helps -  Posit ive, rewarding, enlightening crit ique. 
Hinders -  Not  get t ing outwardly excited about  an idea. 
 
During the conference, the client  also expressed the im portance of clim ate by 
quot ing a director from  a theater review he had com e across in the UK.  I t  
provided a poignant insight  to the conference (and m e)  of the im portance of 
clim ate. 
 
" I f by all sorts of methods of work, you can create a clim ate of confidence, 
securit y, and t rust , not  only between the actors and the director, but  the actor 
within him self, by his feeling that  he can experiment and take risks, then a new 
process starts.  The challenge of the role begins to open up what  one actor once 
called 'a num ber of drawers' in him self that  he has never opened."  
 
  
While we know that  considerable research into what  leader and follower 
behaviors support  a creat ive clim ate, I  f ind som e people naturally or intuit ively 
know what  is usually required is nothing m ore than hum an awareness and 
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thoughtfulness. My welcome note from  m y two hosts was a good and sim ple 
exam ple of this. 
 
*  Note:  The SOQ uses the term s I nnovat ive, Average, and Stagnated to reflect  
the organizat ionsÕ level of clim ate.  However, in this art icle, the author chooses to 
use High, Average, and Stagnated to maintain consistency of the word 
ÔI nnovat iveÕ. 
 
 


