
 

 

 
Cr eat i v i t y , I n n ov at io n  an d  I n v en t ion :  A Co r p o r a t e  I n v en t o r Õs 

Per sp ect i v e  
 

By:  Art  Fry 
 
I n February 2002, I  was invited to at tend the CPSB forum  ent it led ÒThe Spirit  of 
I nvent ion.Ó I  was asked to give a speech that  focused on m y experiences and 
insights as an inventor in a large com pany. I  at tended a m ajorit y of the forum  
and can say it  was an enjoyable and worthwhile experience for me. There were 
m any rich and last ing connect ions I  m ade with an array of dynamic people, who 
all had an interest  in creat iv it y. I  was especially pleased to hear the presentat ion 
of another inventor, Dr. Wilson Greatbatch, and to be able to connect  with him  as 
an engineer, inventor and dream er. 
 
I  was int roduced to the indiv iduals of CPSB through Kim berly Johnson who is one 
of m y co-workers at  3M. She has been qualif ied to use the creat ive clim ate 
inst rument known as the SOQ. Kim  is one of the t rue creat ive sparks inside 3M 
today. I  am glad we have been able to share our thoughts and experiences with 
each other through the last  half dozen years.  Plus, she likes m y om elets!  
 
Through this art icle I Õd like to share my personal v iews on the process of 
creat iv ity, invent ion and innovat ion. A broad set  of topics which others have 
writ ten books about !  As such I  will cont inue this topic in a future Com m uniquŽ.  
 

An inventor’s beliefs 
 
I n developing m y presentat ion for the forum , I  went  back over m y experiences 
and thought  about what  som e of the drivers of m y career in 3M had been. From 
this collage of thoughts, feelings, learnings and experiences I  then t r ied to look at  
the essence of what  invent ion is and why I , individuals in 3M, and perhaps 
indiv iduals throughout the world choose to invent . 
 
I n this art icle, I  will discuss the fact  that  to have successful invent ions, you have 
to do things for the ÒRight Reasons".  "Right  Reasons" can involve spir ituality or 
m oral principals or the fact  that  a successful society is based on people who are 
m utually dependant  on each other.  People who m ust operate with a balance of 
considerat ion of the needs of others as well as self- interest . A dynam ic balance, 
but  one that  must  be m aintained. My experience shows that  system s fail when 
they get  out  of balance. Corporat ions fail when they lose their wisdom  and forget  
to balance innovat ion and daily operat ions. 
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I n my m ind a product ive way to begin to answer these quest ions was to f irst  look 
at  m y perspect ives on hum anity in general and the relat ionship we have to our 
world. I t  is m y belief that  all species have had to evolve and adapt  to f ind som e 
niche in the world that  they can inhabit . I t  takes hundreds of thousands of years 
for other anim als to evolve and adapt  their bodies to inhabit  a new dom ain. For 
exam ple, longer hair, fur or body fat  that  m akes it  possible to live in colder 
regions of the globe. Different  digest ive system s to eat  different  foods that  m ust 
be obtained in different  ways. Long necks on giraffes to reach t ree leaves or the 
long fangs and claws of lions to capture and kill prey are other exam ples. 
 
Before I  go further, I  should probably provide a bit  of explanat ion as to what I  
m ean by the words adaptat ion and evolut ion. To m e, adaptat ion is the change a 
species m akes to f it  into different  environm ental condit ions. I t  is a change of 
st ructures, form s, or habits to suit  environm ental condit ions. Adaptat ions can be 
inherited within a species and prom ote increased rates of reproduct ion and 
survival. I ndividual organism s m ay adapt , but  it  is m ore com m on for it  to occur 
over a couple of generat ions. To m e, evolut ion is a change in the propert ies of 
populat ions of organism s that  always t ranscends the lifet im e of a single 
indiv idual. Adaptat ions prom ote evolut ion because those that  survive produce 
offspring that  naturally use the adaptat ions and build upon them . 
 
Hum ans are the m ost  adaptable of all species on earth. We survive in the world 
through adaptat ion. Over thousands of years our brains have evolved to the point  
that  now our brains and m inds rather than our bodies can adapt  to liv ing and 
obtaining food in m ost  places on the earth. We m ake clothes to protect  us from  
the cold. In previous centuries, we m ade tools, like spears and guns to m ake up 
for weak bodies and lack of teeth and claws. Perhaps m ost  im portant ly, we 
learned com plicated com municat ion pat terns that  allow us to form  coalit ions to 
do things as a group that  we cannot  do indiv idually. 
 
To m e, hum ans are sym biot ic beings that  are dependant  upon each other and the 
other creatures and resources of this planet . As hum ans we are social beings and 
we ÔgroupÕ in a num ber of ways that  include fam ilies, t r ibes, team s, organizat ions 
and social or legal inst itut ions such as marriage and partnerships. I t  is through 
com m unicat ion that  our m inds have been able to evolve as we create and pass 
new knowledge from  one generat ion to the next . I t  is m y belief that  hum ans are 
also evolut ionary creatures.  As evolut ionary creatures, we have a natural 
disposit ion to be able to adapt  to our surroundings while at  the same t im e we 
at tem pt to cont rol and m odify it  to be more tolerable for us and to ensure our 
survival now and especially for our children.  We do this through our capability  to 
be creat ive, innovat ive and ult im ately as inventors of newness designed to fulf ill 
a dream , address a challenge, solve a problem  or realize an opportunity. These 
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are the ÒRight  ReasonsÓ to invent since they lead to a bet ter society and world 
when they are based upon the desire to help and not  hurt  other hum ans. 
 
Now I Õm  sure natural and social scient ists (e.g., Edward O. Wilson, Gregory 
Bateson, Barry Lopez, Murray Gell-Mann, etc.)  could provide a r icher or m ore 
eloquent summ ary of these thoughts about  adaptat ion and evolut ion. Sim ple as 
they are, these are the thoughts and beliefs that  have helped m e understand m y 
purpose and worth in this world and have created m y ability  to survive through 
adaptat ion.   
 

Post-it Notes 
 
I  know m ost  of the people reading this art icle have never m et  m e, but  we have 
had a relat ionship. I  m ay have invented Post - it !  Notes, but  if individuals like you 
hadnÕt  started using them , they would just  be a lab curiosit y and not  the office 
tool that  they are today. To m e, Post - it !  Notes were a product  innovat ion. They 
were developed from  a com binat ion of three areas ( i.e., paper, tape and 
adhesives)  of interest  within 3M. I  was able to com bine these into what  you now 
know as Post - it !  Notes. They becam e a new tool for you to use. They let  you do 
things like organize, remind, and com municate with greater sim plicity and 
reliability  than before. Thus, it  allows you to be m ore effect ive and yes, I  could 
m ark my hymnal easier!   
 
Now letÕs m ove to my definit ions of creat iv it y, invent ion, and innovat ion.  So are 
Post - it !  Notes a creat ion, an innovat ion or an invent ion? To m e they are all three 
and let  m e explain by first  providing you m y personal and working definit ion of 
these three concepts. 
 

W h a t  i s t h e  d i f f e r en ce b et w een  cr eat i v i t y , i n v en t ion , an d  
in n ov a t ion ? 
 
As I  define it , creat iv it y is novel ideas that  are com municated, useful, and 
appealing. Creat iv ity occurs when an indiv idual v isualizes a new pattern in their 
m ind.  I t  is the ability  of the m ind to recognize these new patterns and to 
generate new patterns that  create the basis for a new product  or service. I t  is the 
abilit y of hum ans to then comm unicate these pat terns to other hum ans. When I  
had the idea for m aking a bookm ark while singing in the church choir, it  was a 
creat ive idea, but  not  an innovat ion.  Typically, creat iv it y is a fuzzy idea and canÕt  
be clarif ied unt il it  is m ade into a prototype, where you can touch it  and test  it  
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and show it  to others. At  this point  the creat ion becom es an invent ion. Thus I  
define invent ion as the stage where a creat ive idea has been reduced to pract ice.  
 
When I  m ade sam ples of bookm arks, gave them to others to use, and had tested 
them carefully;  when we put  them on the store shelves for sale, they were st ill 
not  an innovat ion. They only becam e an innovat ion when people like yourself, 
bought  a pad, used it  up, and bought a second pad. By then you had changed 
your habit  pat tern and adopted it  into your life.   
 
People hate to change. However, innovat ion is about  changing a pat tern for doing 
som ething. We work very hard and study a long t im e to learn pat terns. 
Som et im es we follow them even when a bet ter plan or innovat ion is r ight  there 
for us to use. You only change when the perceived pain level gets high enough.  
 
I nnovat ion is a new pat tern or path or even paradigm that  is adopted by an 
indiv idual or a society. I t  is where the custom ers change their old pat terns and 
use the new product . An established pat tern that  you adopt . A path that  was 
right  there all along, but  it  was new for you and an innovat ion in your life. A new 
product  that  you start  using, like Post - it  Notes. You becom e part  of the 
innovat ion. I t  can be a new course that  changes your work.  A new pat tern that  
you create that  m ay affect  only you, or your peers. Where you encounter and 
solve a problem that  everyone else stepped around, because it  took ext ra effort  
to f ix . A new pattern that  affects the lives of m any people. This can be something 
that  an individual does, or m ost  often, the work of a group of people, - - -working 
in concert ,- - -  infected with the same vision and goal.   
 
For 3M, innovat ion is the act  of working through all of the obstacles and problems 
in the path of turning a creat ive idea into a business.  I t  is com plete only when 
everyone affected by it  has worked through their problem s.  This means raw 
m aterial suppliers, 3M m anagem ent , the dist r ibutor chain, and the custom ers.  
This can mean a lot  of learning and hard work for everyone concerned.  Creat ivity 
is that  1%  inspirat ion that  Thom as Edison spoke of and invent ion and innovat ion 
are the 99%  perspirat ion.  There m ust be barriers for the customers and we must  
have ways to overcom e them .  What we sell is our skill in overcom ing barriers.  
Barriers for others becom e our st rength.  Both as corporat ions and as individuals, 
we m ake a liv ing by supply ing products or skills that  are valuable to our 
custom er.  I f it  were easy, our custom ers would do it  them selves.  The m ore 
diff icult  or undesirable the task, the greater the reward.  We m ay be the first  to 
do som ething, but  if it  is easy, we just  invite a lot  of com pet it ion.  The t r ick then 
is to m ake products with barriers we can get  over but  our custom ers or 
com pet itors canÕt . 
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Innovation Wisdom 
 
You are involved with innovat ion in one way or another, and it  is only natural to 
be curious about other innovators. ÒWhat  are the lessons that  they learned? How 
can I  use those lessons to solve m y problem s? I s there a way to becom e a m ore 
successful innovator?Ó So perhaps one of the reasons you are reading this art icle 
is to gain new inform at ion about  t rends or opportunit ies or land m ines to avoid. 
You are reading this perhaps with the hope of gaining wisdom . You know that  life 
in general and m anagem ent  in part icular dem ands wisdom . 
 
To m e wisdom  is the abilit y to see the connect ions between things that  you 
previously thought  were not  connected. We see that  something we do for good 
reasons, can have unexpected good or bad effects on other things. Sharing that  
wisdom  helps others to replicate the good decisions or help them  from  m aking 
the sam e m istakes. I t  is easy to m ake decisions if you are a zealot  or a 
fundamentalist  or an im becile. 
 
Wise decisions require careful considerat ion from different  v iewpoints. Wisdom 
requires broad knowledge for an indiv idual, but  som e of the things we deal with 
are so com plex that  we need the com municated and collect ive wisdom  of other 
people. 

 

Business Wisdom 
 
Not  that  I  will dispense wisdom  to you in this art icle so m uch as I  will provide 
som e tools for you to m ake wise decisions as they relate to creat iv it y, innovat ion, 
and invent ion. First  I  ask the quest ions:  Why are we in business? Why do we 
invent  things? Why innovate? 
 
I  will begin answering these quest ions by m ent ioning a couple of business basics 
that  you all know, but  which often get  overlooked when folks focus on their own 
specialized thing. The first  basic is that  hum ans are sym biot ic beings, dependant  
on one another and on the other creatures and resources of this planet .  We live 
and flourish in a sym biot ic society. Compet it ion is insignif icant  as com pared to 
our sym biot ic networks. We rely on other people to provide products and services 
we could not  possibly do for ourselves. Will Rogers  once stated that  ÒWe are all 
ignorant . Just  on different  subjectsÓ. We all depend on other people, that  for the 
m ost  part , we do not  even know.  They give us our quality of life. Our safety is in 
their hands. This is evident  in the fact  that  when I  was first  asked to write about  
I nnovat ion, I  called our CEO and asked if it  was OK if I  spoke about  the culture of 
3M that  prom otes innovat ion. He said, ÒCertainly!Ó  
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The second business basic is that  we all m ake a liv ing by producing a product  or 
service that  custom ers will buy because it  fulf ills a perceived need or pain they 
want  to overcom e. Som e products are too com plex for one person, so we join 
together in corporat ions to m ake those products for the custom ers. For 
indiv iduals and corporat ions, our incom e is from  custom ers who pay us for giv ing 
them the product  or service they need. Our rewards com e from  the custom er for 
giv ing him or her the right  product . I f som eone else offers a bet ter buy, they 
wonÕt  buy from  us. I f they could do it  them selves, they wouldnÕt buy it  from  us. 
 
When we work together to do com plex tasks, it  is easy to forget  who the prim ary 
custom er is and what  the prim ary product  is for them . The prim ary product  is the 
one we sell to the prim ary custom er. You m ay define your custom er as the one 
you give your work to and the one you have to please to get  a raise, but  he or 
she is the secondary custom er.  
 
Som et im es corporat ions or indiv iduals get  so focused on m aking and selling their 
present  products that  they donÕt  not ice that  custom ers needs have changed and 
they require a different  product  or service. I ndividuals m ust innovate when they 
see changes that  m ust be m ade in their work, and corporat ions m ust innovate to 
provide useful products to m eet  the changing needs of customers. 
 
Su m m ar y  
 
Through this art icle I  have given you the basics and the framework that  I  use in 
m y capacity as a corporate inventor. My beliefs as an inventor and m y 
understanding of creat iv it y, invent ion and innovat ion guide my work. As do m y 
convict ions regarding innovat ion wisdom , business wisdom and doing things for 
the ÒRight ReasonÓ.  
 
I n part  two of this art icle I  will look at  innovat ing and operat ing in a com pany. I Õll 
also explore the im portance of culture and how it  supports innovat ion. Last , but  
not  least , I Õll look at  innovators as leaders. 
 
 
 


