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GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BOOK

Kao defines discipline as the “entire process by which ideas are generated, developed, and transformed into value.”  The word is used to connote both “the art of giving birth to new ideas and the discipline of shaping and developing those ideas to the stage of realized value.”

Kao postulates that creativity is a discipline, and that creativity is essential to success – and survival – in today’s business climate.  A key point of the “discipline” is acknowledging the fact that good ideas are easy to come up with; developing processes and implementing those good ideas are the differences between success and failure.  And that takes discipline.  Kao states that “idea management must be as rigorous as the management of numbers and tangible assets.”

Managing creativity is hard work.  It involves collaboration, even if participants don’t necessarily want to.  Kao identifies methods to encourage creativity at all organizational levels, citing examples from industry.  The title is derived from jazz music – musicians expressing their creativity as ideas, developed on the fly, but with coherence that follows a theme.

BY THE NUMBERS

Chapter 1: The Age of Creativity

The pursuit of capital, raw materials, technology – all long-held business goals – haven’t changed.  But creativity is now the source of new business advantage.  Kao asserts that this is the age of creativity.  He identifies information technology as the driver, evolving into the technology of relationships, facilitating the flow of creative interactions.  He cites comm networks, groupware, increasingly intelligent agents, knowledge representation and management systems, videoconferencing systems, and convergence of traditional media forms as examples.

Kao states that IT substitutes flexible networks for traditional organizational maps and that IT greatly enhances institutional memory.  Even so, IT does not automatically bestow power.  Rather, the crucial variable that turns knowledge into power is creativity.  Kao asserts that one way to realize creativity is by holding two contradictory ideas in your head at the same time.  This creates puzzlement, tension, and stress.  Our instinctive desire to overcome such contradiction enables creativity.  Kao’s main point is that contradictions with creative potential are likely to increase on networks of information exchange (Metcalfe’s Law: the value of a network increases exponentially with the number of users/nodes).

Kao identifies multiple levels of knowledge, with increasing power: raw input (least power), insight, ideas, and perceived value to the customer (most powerful).  He then asserts that it is creativity that transforms knowledge from one form/level to the next as quantum changes.

Kao states that the standard management tools (efficiency, rightsizing, downsizing, and cost-cutting) are of limited effectiveness, and that they can be a disaster for creativity.  Regarding personnel, Kao states that creativity is an essential skill today, and that it is molded by an employee’s environment.  He cites the elements of freedom and play, and the ability to pose – and answer – the “what if” question.  Today’s leaders need new skills to manage a creative workforce: the abilities to set direction, inspire, listen, facilitate, and provide.

In sum, Kao says “today, business needs to attract the right kind of people, especially young people, and that leaders must assure that creative energy, color, fascination, challenge, and exhilaration can flourish throughout the enterprise.”

Chapter 2: A Creativity Audit

“Creativity is not like the weather.  You can do something about it.  And you can measure it well enough to determine its effects on sales and profits.”  Kao says the effects will be “absolutely decisive.”  He goes on to say that we often look for creativity in products, and forget about its importance in processes, practices, and perceptions.  This chapter discusses the importance of all aspects of creativity, but focuses mostly on creativity in business processes and practices.  

Kao notes that not all ideas are good ones; that some initiatives fail because they deserve to fail.  He then goes on to show a “Creativity Audit”, which consists of a series of questions designed to get the reader to think about products, processes, practices, and perceptions.  The questions are grouped into eight bins: bare facts, credit due, occasion, design, tracking, benchmarking, people, and creative capital.

Chapter 3:Jamming and the Management of Creativity

This is the first chapter that ties Kao’s “jamming” concept (as defined in music) to creativity in the workplace.  He discusses improvisation in music compared to improvisation in business, creating music in a jazz band to creating products in a team environment.  In particular, amplifying his earlier theme of creative tension, he discusses the tensions that lead to creativity:
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He states that today’s world puts a premium on improvisation skill, but warns not to forget discipline.  The role of the creative manager is to work the tension, to locate the “sweet spot” between systems and analysis on one hand, and free-flowing creativity on the other.

Kao asserts that creativity management requires facilitating creative destruction.  He then goes on to identify some critical questions regarding creativity:


Who?  
Who should be included (and, who should be excluded)


Which one?
Who is the manager, who minds the store?  Who sets the pace?


What?

The agenda.  Along with who sets it.


What For?
What is the product or result desired?


Where?
The creativity manager must decide, or take responsibility for the decision.

Subsequent chapters deal with each of these questions in detail.

Chapter 4: Clearing the Mind

Kao shows one method used to clear the mind into a state of “relaxed knowingness” as a prelude to developing the “beginner’s mind.”  He cites the importance of directing “concentration to subjects with no connection to the task at hand.”  As engineers or scientists, we might use the term “start with a fresh piece of paper” to denote the same concept.  In any case, the object of the exercise is to clear the mind from its task-fixation.  He also notes that cognitive scientists have documented that many people, including physical scientists, get their most creative inspirations in visual images, not words.  Kao feels that “guided imagery” is one path to a cleared mind.

He says that creativity begins with the generation of ideas (i.e., brainstorming).  

Another mind-clearing method involves magazines, when used to look into different values, mindsets, and others’ imaginations – i.e., magazines different than the ones you usually get.  The concept is: look outside for fresh inputs.  Contact what is truly new for you, and recognize it as such through the beginner’s mind.  This cultivates a new awareness, needed for creativity.  

Chapter 5: Clearing a Place for Creativity

“What management must do, above all, is define, establish, and provision a trustworthy environment.”  Kao discusses how managers can design places or spaces that facilitate creativity, and gives examples.  Some characteristics of such spaces include:


Safe, casual, liberating


Not too big or small


Comfortable, stimulating, free of distractions and intrusion


Not too open or closed

Note that this list is vague, and that some items on it may be contradictory.  That’s the nature of Kao’s concept: improvisation is necessary, even here.  E.g., he addresses the concept of open offices, and notes that there are both positives and negatives associated with the concept.  He goes further, however, by suggesting ways to mitigate the negatives (combination of private and open spaces; offices and “playpens”).  

Finally, Kao discusses the role of new telecommunications/network capabilities as a catalyst for creativity.

Chapter 6: Clearing the Beliefs

“It’s useless and hypocritical to spout a lot of talk about creativity and then retain processes that deaden imagination and spirit.  You must show people – in concrete ways – that [you] value their ingenuity, their inventiveness, their spark, their soul.”

As in earlier chapters, the author states that step one is to “kick out the crutches that support [the] creativity-deadening culture.”  The next step is to start creative conversations.  At this point, faith in creativity is essential; without it, people won’t sign up for the new.  Such belief also begets discipline.  Moving forward in time, Kao says that fear and jealousy are enemies of creativity, and must be addressed.  Fear can be overcome by inclusion, by sharing information at all levels, and by expediting changes.  Kao cautions the reader to couple bold action with education and sensitivity, remembering that creation is always a struggle.  Don’t mistake activity for creativity; they aren’t the same.  

Next, Kao examines the downside of network technology – distancing human beings from each other.  He points out that high-tech doesn’t change the human need for confirmation, reassurance, and personal interaction.  On the contrary, “touch” is increasingly important in deconstructed and virtual organizations.  Regarding high-tech communication forms, Kao says that “in the end, after everything is e-mailed and networked, it’s the good old spoken word that matters most.”  He says that encouraging words, tone of voice, facial expressions, and body language are management’s most powerful tools for inspiring people.  Finally, he discusses some attributes of effective communications, and notes that communications is at the “heart of fostering a creative culture.”

Chapter 7: Crafting the Challenge

This chapter focuses on the creativity of managers, especially how they can/should use their imaginations to prod, provoke, and inspire new levels of innovation. He says that today’s American business values knowledge, imagination, talent, and innovation – i.e., creativity.  He states that managers should create challenges that ignite breakthroughs.  However, he warns that managers should not try to create what artists or scientists or techies create, but should create what only managers can: cost-effective, sustainable environments for productive and creative work.  He asks the question “how does a manager, on a day-to-day basis, create [the] challenge?”  He then gives some approaches: surprise people, shake them up, grab their attention, make them think and dream.  Use props, use metaphors.  Above all, the challenge must be coherent, and must inspire and expedite the creative process.  Note that Americans like their challenges stated in positive terms.  The best challenges reassure, unite, promise a better day, and inspire what is strong and good in all of us.  They resonate, and integrate both thought and feeling.  Kao goes into detail on seven aspects of a well-crated challenge:


Language.  Must be vivid.


Context.  The challenge can’t be “out of the blue”, without a rationale behind it.


Mouth and Money.  Challenger must be able to put $$ behind the challenge.


Preparation.  When you ask people to commit time, energy, emotion & soul, think first.


Discipline.  Nothing like a deadline to capture attention.


Complicity.  Challenge yourself along with others; walk the talk.


Empathy.  Appreciate the difficulties the creative process burdens others with.  

Chapter 8: The Perpetually Creative Organization

Recruiting outsiders to sit in and jam has never been more essential than when in-house creativity flags.  These people offer fresh ideas and the tools to execute them.  Kao notes that the discussion here is about acquiring human creativity vice novel goods or services.  He says there are three ways to acquire such creativity:


Buy innovative [companies, people].


Cut a deal with a hot company to share the fruits of their creativity.


Identify creative people and try to establish some sort of alliance with them.

One source of creativity often overlooked is an alumni network.  In today’s corporate world, a company is often thought of as a “family”, and alumni are valued members of this family.  

Chapter 9: Cyberjamming

The marriage of human creativity and information technology is transforming the world of business.  Information technology confers leverage to creativity, per Kao.  He discusses what happens when you take a geographically-dispersed, expertise-diverse, team and put everyone in collaboration (via groupware, etc.).  Creative interaction skyrockets.  All this said, however, some executives warn that there is a downside to all this.  Specifically, some [employees] seem to think that ideas come out of the screen, and they stare blankly at it.  The computer is a tool, not a substitute for creativity.  Creativity still comes out of the human brain.  

Chapter 10:The Post-Industrial Factory

“Warning: A business world charged with the freedoms and necessities of creativity is not a haven of peace and serenity.”  It’s not enough to be creative if you can’t execute.  It’s not enough to execute if you’re building something no one wants.  It’s not enough to be creative and execute if you don’t have the structures and cultures to survive long-term.  Mastery is about every facet of the dance.  Kao discusses what the elements of mastery are.  Some attributes of this workplace include:


Idea factories will be less and less constrained by time and space.


Conversation will be the organizational medium of creativity (creation & management)

Epilogue: The Creativity Toolkit

Subtitled: A Guidebook for Monday Morning.

This chapter is a step-by-step guide to the discipline of creativity.

Individuals:


Define the creative problem


Clear the mind


Activate the imagination


Wish


Get a fresh perspective


Shake up your routine


Find a place that stimulates your creative processes


Expect to be creative


Keep track of the process

Managers


Know your role (establishing boundaries & defining the problem)


Be protective (of your team)


Use theatrical gestures (to turbocharge your group)


Secure a creativity “hot zone” (physical environment)


Create microcultures (for team unity and sense of identity)


Master the art of conversation


Make time an ally


Set boundaries


Map creative capabilities


Create places where creativity thrives


Create a “hot set”, then protect it


Insulate creative activity


Practice the art of sitting out (seek creativity outside the corporate walls)


Trumpet your creativity


Be concrete (make messages around creativity highly specific, descriptive, & detailed)


Work from the bottom up (evolve the hierarchy into a network)

Leaders


Conduct a creativity audit


  Establish a review process


  Design your system (to encourage creativity)


  Track variables


  Benchmark


  Keep your eyes and ears open


  Network


Increase awareness


  See for yourself


  Buy awareness


  Live with the customer


  Increase the quantity of information


  Get fresh viewpoints


Map processes


  Map your organization’s creative capabilities


  Map your organization’s virtual spaces used for creativity & collaboration


  Consider spinning out your creative child


  Create a central jamming room


  Tear down the walls of your formal organization


Instill belief


  Craft a creativity challenge


  Find symbolic acts & concepts that reinforce culture


  Create a “brand identity” for creativity


  Create metaphors & mythologies for your creative enterprise


  Encourage the maverick identity


  Link creativity to strategy


People: they are your capabilities, today and tomorrow


  Be fussy about who you hire


  Invent your own diagnostic screens (to determine if potential new hires “fit”)


  Track flows of talent (into and out of the company)


  Reward by cash and non-cash compensation


  Intentionally hire people who don’t fit the mold


  Train (a “crucially important dimension of investment”)


  Be CAPT Kirk (manage a diverse team well)


Embrace new technologies


  Maintain awareness of new technologies as they become available


  Experiment with novel technologies


  Experiment with creating new process flows

If the organization is very large


Review creative capabilities


Find the right metrics and use them


Use information technology as an integrating influence


Capitalize on alumni networks

Other sound bites:


Leaders are the agents and champions of change


Leading change is itself about creativity


Leaders craft meaningful challenges that have resonance


Leaders make creativity an organizational priority


Leaders reframe the organizational belief system


Leaders must be alert for signs of arrogance; remember the beginner’s mind


Leaders must ensure that creative tension does not degenerate into mere abrasion


Leaders build consensus for change
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