
CREATING THE RIGHT CONDITIONS
I suggest five actions to encourage innovation 
and creativity in the workplace:

• Create a more innovative environment.
•  Pay attention to the ‘encouraging’ language that 

you use with collaborators, clients, and others.
•  Find a framework that allows you to think and 

speak about innovation using a common shared 
vocabulary.

•  Focus on the questions you are asking at work, 
and why you are asking them.

•  Finally, think about your ‘niche’, the position you 
want to occupy in the marketplace.

AN INNOVATIVE ENVIRONMENT
What can we do to create a more innovative 
workplace?

•  Be a better listener. Learn to suspend your 
agenda in order to truly listen to what 
collaborators, customers, and others are saying.

•  Be tolerant. People will be more inclined to come 
to you with interesting ideas if they feel you will 
give them a fair hearing.

•  Ask lots of questions. Innovative people tend to 
be curious.

•  Challenge assumptions. This can be an exciting 
way to generate insights and come up with 
impacful questions.

•  Take time to observe and to think. This is a big 
‘ask’ in our digital multi-tasking world, but it is 
worth the effort. Slow down and think.

THE LANGUAGE WE USE
Our words can encourage creativity or they can 
discourage it. We have a choice, so we need to 
mind our language. Think about using phrases 
like these to encourage innovation:

• Say ‘Yes, and…’ rather than ‘Yes, but…’
• ‘That’s interesting; tell me more about it.’
• ‘How could we make that even better?’
•  ‘If we could make that happen, what would be 

the next step?’
•  ‘I never thought of that. How did you come up 

that idea?’
• ‘What else could we do?’
•  ‘What would we need to do to take this to the 

next level?’
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A POSSIBLE FRAMEWORK
There are many exciting ways to think about 
innovation. A simple framework might involve 
these three stages:

•  Discovery. In this first stage the focus is on 
clearly understanding needs and causes. Careful 
observation, asking questions, and good 
listening are especially critical during this stage.

•  Design. Here the focus is on genera0ng a 
prototype, getting rapid feedback from the 
marketplace, adapting, and then launching 
a ‘new and improved’ prototype. The goal is 
continuous improvement based on feedback, 
rather than perfection on the first try.

•  Delivery. This stage is about efficiency and lean 
production. Once we have our ‘product’, how 
will we deliver it in the most economical and 
profitable way?

QUESTIONS FOR CREATIVITY
The Farnam Street blog suggests a practical 
three-step question model for creativity:

•  Ask ‘Why?’ questions to discover causes and 
needs, as discussed in the ‘Discovery’ stage of 
the innovation framework outlined above.

•  Ask ‘What if?’ questions to explore implications 
and possibilities and to encourage out-of-the-
box thinking.

•  Ask ‘How?’ questions in order to identify the 
best way of doing something. The trend in 
innovation is to rely on prototypes and multiple 
iterations, seeking continuous improvement 
rather than initial perfection.

THINKING ABOUT YOUR NICHE
In his fine TED talk, Guy Kawasaki suggests that 
we think about niche by weighing a product’s 
‘value’ and ‘uniqueness’:

•  Low value, low uniqueness: Why would anyone 
want it? His example is buying dog food on-line. 
Why would you do that?

•  Low value, high uniqueness: How much would 
you pay for photos of my family? Yes, they are 
unique, but they have no value for you.

•  High value, low uniqueness: this will be a 
commodity business. You can make a living, but 
the price competition will be fierce.

•  High value, high uniqueness: this is the Promised 
Land, a product that offers high value and only 
you have it. This is the direction we usually want 
to go when we innovate.
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