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Introduction 

The story goes that Einstein was daydreaming about travelling on rays of light 

and this led to his famous theory of relativity. But you don’t find many leaders 

asking their team to daydream. Leadership that unlocks the creative potential 

of a team requires some courage. It’s easier, one could argue, for giants such 

as Google to set aside 10% of their employee’s time for creative thinking. This 

strategy has reaped big rewards for Google but smaller firms struggle with 

doing this.  

Creativity takes time and it also means letting go of control which is another 

challenge for some leaders. The world is becoming more unpredictable 

because of the wave of rapid social, economic and technological changes 

taking place. This makes the goal of developing creative brilliance essential if 

we want to surf the wave instead of be bowled over by it.  

The aim of this series of articles is to help leaders and teams understand the 

elements which spawn creative brilliance and offer some tools which help 

harvest this creative potential in teams.  

What is creative brilliance? 

Lots of people have brilliant ideas (often while they’re doing something 

ordinary and subconsciously such as walking, driving or washing the dishes), 

but if nothing is done to complete the creative process, the thought remains 

in the idea realm. 

However, people and teams who master creative brilliance actually bring their 

ideas to life. The person who had the idea of sliced bread, didn’t bring sliced 

bread to the world because he focussed on how to make the perfect sliced 

bread. Whilst he was worrying about perfection, another company created a 

machine which did the job adequately and reaped all the rewards.  
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Another point to note is that practically anybody can have brilliant ideas. 

Brilliant ideas aren’t necessarily born from high IQ’s or Mensa geniuses. J. P. 

Guilford, a leading psychologist and creativity expert reached the conclusion 

that creativity is not the same as intelligence. Somebody can be far more 

creative than they are intelligent, or far more intelligent than creative.  

What is important in creativity is the willingness to explore as many perspectives 

as possible and possibly innovate on top of what is already seen as best 

practice. Einstein once remarked that he wouldn’t be happy with finding just 

one needle in the haystack, he’d want to find all the needles that might be 

hidden there.  

There is also a shift away from an ownership mentality to a more collaborative 

approach. Like a parent giving birth to a child, an entrepreneur might give 

birth to a new service or product. But the parent must let the child individuate 

if both parent and child are to thrive psychologically. The same is true for the 

entrepreneurial leader. Once a new product or service has been created with 

the help of a team, the enlightened leader will engage the team with a vision, 

mission and purpose, then get out of the way as much as possible.  

Many of the innovations happening today are coming from within teams 

which contain people from diverse fields of expertise. The idea of the lone 

genius doesn’t really fit within the innovation model of today - if it ever was 

true- because collective creativity appears to trump individual thinking if it is 

applied correctly. There is also the strong possibility of group stupidity which is 

evident in the world today. This makes the goal of developing creative 

brilliance in teams and groups so important.   

Kick-starting creative brilliance! 

One really good tool for igniting the creative spark is to introduce constraints. 

It may seem counter intuitive to creativity but imposing artificial constraints on  
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your team’s creativity sessions pays dividends. Constraints get people out of 

their imagination comfort zones.  

Some examples could be: 

 You must partner with a competitor 

 The service we sell to clients must be moved online 

 A large client must be found this week 

 We must contribute something to the community 

Having used this technique with many clients, some amazing business and non-

business ideas have emerged. I use the process by forcing myself to utilise a 

mnemonic when creating new models for remembering and explaining ideas.  

Using the constraint technique, I designed the CREATE model to highlight the 

conditions which will spawn creative brilliance in your team: 

The CREATE Model: 

Challenge Existing Paradigms 

The first stage of this process is to open up the worldview the group has about 

the way they operate now. It maybe beliefs around the type of client they are 

looking for such as “we can only service B2B clients” or “new business ideas 

come from the top”.   

Write them all down and then ask the group to apply the:  

Flip it, reverse it and negate it process. 

That is the group must apply, if possible, each of the conditions in the process 

and see what ideas are sparked as a result. Take the earlier belief of new ideas 

only come from the top.  

‘Flip it’ means turn it upside down. So “ideas must come from the bottom” 

‘Reverse it’ could be: “Old ideas come from the top” perhaps? Or it may be 

that in this example that part of the tool doesn’t really apply.  
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‘Negate’ the idea means just drop the idea of their being a top down 

hierarchy altogether. Just playing around with this tool will get people thinking 

in abstract ways as they attempt to challenge existing paradigms. This will 

create a space for new ideas and tools to be generated.   

Flipping the belief i.e. “new ideas only come from the top” to “new ideas 

should come from the bottom”, led me to create the POWER model and M-

POWER philosophy which support self-managing teams.  

The POWER model can be used as a strategic planning tool. It empowers 

teams to make bottom-up, ecological decisions. It can also be used for 

facilitating effective meetings, coaching and innovations sessions. All of which 

can influence the direction of the company from the ground up. I’ll explain 

more about these tools in part two. 

Relationships 

Close knit teams, from my own experience, are much better at working 

together creatively. It helps to have diverse backgrounds for creativity but the 

more time the team spend together, the better the ideas that will arise from 

the team.  

In the Special Forces deep relationships are formed, some lasting a life time 

and this enables the team to develop the high level of creative brilliance 

needed when facing challenges. Camaraderie in the Special Forces is 

promoted by the fact that that they tend to spend a lot of time together in 

training and out. National football teams struggle with this element because 

although full of individually talented people, most of the season is spent playing 

with other teams. It is hard for some teams to spend enough time together to 

effectively harvest the team’s creative brilliance. 
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Thomas W. Malone, Director of MIT’s Centre of Collective Intelligence and a 

Co- Director of MIT’s initiative on "Inventing the Organizations of the 21st 

Century", studied and measured the collective intelligence of groups to try to 

understand what promoted collective intelligence.   

Malone found a single trait that identified the level of intelligence of the group, 

but surprisingly it wasn’t the average or maximum level of intelligence of its 

individual members that was the defining factor. It was the average social 

perceptiveness of the group members. 

Social perceptiveness is the ability to look at another person’s face and identify 

how that person is feeling and what they are thinking. People who are good 

at this social skill work well in groups. When you have a group with a bunch of 

socially skilled people, the group as a whole is more intelligent and creative.  

Women, it was found, are generally better than men at this skill, so adding more 

women to a group boosted the collective intelligence levels overall. One 

could argue that by allowing a team to spend more time together and using 

tools which boost social intelligence and empathy would also help.  

Another factor is the evenness of the contribution in the conversations. So if in 

group discussions, one person dominates the conversation, then the collective 

intelligence of the group is lower. Again, the POWER model -described later- 

will help raise the team’s ability to hold more inclusive discussions.  

Whilst familiarity within groups is useful for boosting creative brilliance, the 

opposite is also true. Making new relationships outside of your sphere of 

influence is also an excellent way to spark creative ideas. Networking is best 

done by asking more about what other people do than trying to sell yourself.  
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Experiences 

People spend most of their thinking time confirming what they already believe 

to be true. A great idea is to immerse the team in novel experiences which will 

shake up their established world view.  

That’s why it’s a good idea to spark creative thinking outside the office 

environment and expose team members to experiences that directly confront 

implicit or explicit assumptions.  

One way to do this is to send members of the team to other organisations 

outside of their sectors to learn how they operate. Volunteering on projects 

away from work is also a great way to experience paradigms shifts and new 

ideas which can then be assimilated into to the parent organisation. 

Associations 

In a study of 3,000 executives, professors Clayton Christensen, Jeffrey Dyer, and 

Hal Gregersen determined that the most powerful overall driver of innovation 

was associating—making connections across “seemingly unrelated questions, 

problems, or ideas.” 

Think about the energy drink Red Bull, a product that originated in Bangkok. 

Rickshaw taxi drivers used a highly sugary drink to power themselves and their 

passengers around the city all day. Take the original product, transport it across 

the world, develop it, re-brand it and the rest is history.  

Associations across differing subject areas and fields also bring surprising 

insights. Sun Tzu’s “The Art of War” was written by a Chinese Militarily General 

around 300BC. One of his insights from the battlefield is 

“Find friends in the enemy camp” 
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Transfer that knowledge to business and we may come up with all sorts of 

collaborations with organisations and people whom were once thought of as 

competitors.  

Training 

Unleashing the creative brilliance of a team will require commitment and 

training in the use of tools which promote creative conversations and new 

ideas.   

When training the team, think about making the training sticky. Mostly people, 

when exposed to new ideas and insights, are too busy to actually incorporate 

them into their working practices. Think about the mnemonic TAR. 

Train the team with some new tools, (there are some coming in part two), Apply 

these tools to your situation and then Reinforce the training with accountability 

and coaching. 

Experimentation 

When I was in the military, I found myself attached to a platoon of soldiers 

who’d recently arrived in the jungles of Brunei. My job was to advise the young 

officer and platoon about jungle warfare, tactics and navigating. Navigating 

in the jungle is very difficult due to the thick foliage. It’s also quite dangerous. 

One soldier had been found dead sitting against a tree just thirty metres from 

a village. With visibility down to around three metres in some places, the lost 

soldier had become totally disorientated, dehydrated and had collapsed with 

exhaustion. It was my job to make sure that the young officer and his platoon 

didn’t suffer the same fate. Unfortunately the young officer’s second in 

command, ironically a former intelligence officer, was not pleased about my 

presence.  

As I tried to explain to the young officer the best way to proceed, the veteran 

2IC intervened and sent me to the back of the platoon. His thinking being that  
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if they needed any help, they’d ask for it, but until then I was not to “interfere”. 

Moreover; as is the way with hierarchical organisations, there was no need for 

me to be holding a map. This was the opposite of developing creative 

brilliance within the team, it was mushroom management. Basically everybody 

in the platoon was kept in the dark and fed on…. Well anyway, I’m sure you 

get the idea.  

So after four hours fighting their way through palm fronds with four inch thorns, 

one of which was embedded into a soldier’s hand, the platoon was halted. I 

got the call to the front. I passed the soldiers as I moved up and could see they 

were soaked with perspiration, dejected and exhausted.  

This was a group which was displaying collective stupidity. By blindly following 

a hierarchical paradigm which presupposed that the leaders always knew 

best and that everybody else should follow, the group had got themselves into 

some serious trouble. I was passed the map and ordered to get them out of 

there. Obviously a map in the jungle is only useful if you’re following it every 

step of the way. When you’re already lost, you don’t know where you are on 

the map.  

Fortunately I had counted my paces and noted on my own compass the shifts 

in direction we had taken. So I had a general idea where we would be in 

relation to our start point. But I couldn’t be certain. This is when experimentation 

is so important. Metaphorically speaking, nobody is ever certain about which 

direction to take into unknown territory. You don’t really know a place until 

you’ve been there.  

There is a military strategy for such occasions: 

“If in doubt, send reccies out!” 

Before committing all of the already exhausted and de-motivated platoon to 

a new direction, I wanted to be sure about which direction to send them in. I 

sent lone soldiers out in different directions, leaving their heavy packs behind,  
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so they could travel light. They would move in a single direction, observe what 

was there, return and share with me their insights. From the various reports I 

could build a better picture about our location. It wasn’t long after that, that 

we arrived at a village with a road leading them back to camp.  

In business it can be expensive taking the whole team in a new direction that 

ends up being the wrong direction. It is important that experimentation is done 

cheaply because not every idea works out. Einstein, famed for his paper on 

the theory of relativity, also published 248 others. Edison, famed for the light 

bulb, still holds the record of 1093 patents registered. Producing lots of ideas is 

an important element in the search for the brilliant ideas and experimentation 

is a vital component of this, but it can be expensive. 

Lockheed Martin developed the idea of ‘SkunkWorks’ when they needed to 

build a new design of aircraft quickly. Creating ‘special project’ teams free of 

organisational inertia and bureaucracy are often able to experience different 

perspectives and achieve higher levels of performance, with less expense.  

In part two of the article I’ll share some tools which I use to help firms and groups 

align their teams and harvest the creative potential locked within them.  
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