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6 tools to spark more 
creativity on your team.
A workbook for creative leaders.
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Creative leaders: 
This is your moment.
There’s never been a better time to be a creative leader.

The world is changing. We’re shifting to the experience economy, where instead 
of simply buying products, people buy the experiences promised by those 
products—the feeling of being young again, of the wind in your hair, of being a 
star athlete. And it’s not just the product experience that motivates them to buy—
it’s the ease and beauty of a first-class customer experience, both online and 
in person. 

According to PWC, 73% of American consumers say customer experience is an 
important factor in their purchasing decisions, and 65% say a positive experience 
with a brand is more influential than great advertising. Yet only 49% say companies 
provide good customer experiences—and those companies are leaving money 
on the table. Companies that invest in customer experiences report a 1.7x faster 
growth than other companies, along with increases in customer retention and 
lifetime customer value, according to Forrester Consulting.

This shift to the experience economy might be disorienting to some, but for 
creative leaders and teams, this is our moment. We carry the secret weapon 
to help businesses survive and thrive: creativity. If customer experience is the 
business differentiator, then the building blocks of great experiences—things like 
stellar design, smart content strategy, and clever, personalized messaging—are 
the keys to success. 

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/zz-test/assets/pwc-consumer-intelligence-series-customer-experience.pdf
https://business.adobe.com/resources/reports/the-business-impact-of-investing-in-experience-forrester-thought-leadership-paper-2021.html
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But creativity is even more than that. Leaders who think creatively see the world 
differently, can identify opportunities to pivot quickly, and know how to bring 
together the right ecosystem of resources. They recognize that creativity is a 
strategic function, not simply a service. And they understand that to navigate the 
experience economy, organizations need to invest in creativity in all its forms—
especially teams that know how to think and act creatively. 

It’s more important now than ever to maximize creativity. The experience economy 
has made it clear that creative work and creative thinking have business impact. 
So how do you, as a creative leader, seize the moment—and empower your team 
to rise to the occasion?

Spark more creativity

This workbook is full of ideas designed to help you unleash your team’s creativity. 
Based on research about how creativity works, it offers tools you can implement 
right away to inspire your team and create an environment that nurtures creativity. 
With exercises to help you analyze and strategize for your unique team, it will have 
you ramping up your creative capacity in no time.

The way you organize your team and your workflow can make a big 
difference in your creative potential.

For tips on structuring and growing a creative team, check out Building 
a Creative Dream Team That’s Positioned for Growth, a webinar and 
workbook package from Real Creative Leadership (RCL) sponsored by 
Adobe Creative Cloud for teams.

3

https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud/business/teams/resources/events-webinars/building-creative-team-for-growth.html
https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud/business/teams/resources/whitepapers-ebooks/building-creative-dream-team.html
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One key to creativity is novelty, according to neuroscientist Gregory Berns. Bombarding the brain with 
ideas it hasn’t encountered before forces it to move beyond ingrained thinking habits and imagine 
new possibilities.

You can give your team novel input regularly by creating workshops that allow them to learn and try on new 
ideas. Whether it’s monthly, weekly, or even just part of a daily standup meeting, these moments force your 
team into the habit of thinking differently—and team members tend to love these activities.

There are dozens of ways to use workshops to inspire creativity. Here are just a few:

• Read a book by a creative leader or other thinker and talk about it as a team.

• Analyze award-winning creative work together to understand how it works.

• Ask a team member to present on a topic they’re passionate about.

• Invite a creative leader or other thinker to address your team.

• Watch a TED talk and discuss it together.

• Take a field trip to a creative exhibit.

• Ask a team member to teach a creative skill.

• Play a game that requires creativity.

Exercise

Brainstorm ten potential activities or topics for inspiration workshops for your team. Be as specific as 
you can.

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  

9.  

10.  

1. Organize regular 
inspiration workshops.

https://www.amazon.com/Iconoclast-Neuroscientist-Reveals-Think-Differently/dp/1422133303
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Start with monthly workshops. Choose a tentative date and time now. For example, the second Tuesday of 
each month from 1 to 2pm.

 

Here are a few tips for your first workshop:

• Introduce the idea of ongoing creativity workshops.

• Discuss: What is creativity? How does it work? 

• Share something that gives you creative inspiration.

• As a team, brainstorm ideas for workshop activities and topics. What do people want to learn about? 
What inspires them?

• Decide who will lead the workshops. Will you rotate responsibility? Will one person take the lead 
in organizing?

It’s all about getting inspired. And when the team is inspired, they’re all 
pumped up and ready to go out there and come up with great ideas.”

Adam Morgan

Executive Creative Director at Adobe

“
5
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“People tend to think of creativity as a mysterious solo act,” writes Pixar co-founder Ed Catmull, when in 
reality it “involves a large number of people from different disciplines working effectively together to solve 
a great many problems.”

Pixar famously structured their workspace to facilitate “collisions”—unplanned encounters between 
people who may otherwise never have spoken to each other. Similarly, Google makes sure its employees 
are always no more than 150 feet from food as an incentive to leave their desks and mingle with other 
employees. Unplanned or informal meetings spark new ideas and encourage collaborations, and research 
shows companies that invest in employee experience, including the physical workspace, are more 
profitable and productive.

So how can you foster creative collisions in your workspace? WorkDesign magazine suggests four 
questions to ask when rethinking your office setup to embrace open spaces for collaboration: 

1. How do we break down walls, both figuratively and literally? 

2. How do we get people talking? 

3. How can we make it fun and inviting? 

4. How can we enable people to be productive in common spaces? 

You might choose to remodel your space to connect floors with open staircases or add a coffee bar—or 
maybe you simply add power outlets and comfortable seating. There are as many possibilities as there are 
workplaces to create attractive open spaces where people will naturally congregate and mix. And changes 
to your physical space aren’t the only way to encourage collisions. Consider hosting events in your office, 
inviting employees to “lunch roulette” where they dine with people from other teams, or having various 
departments hold “office hours” where people from other teams can stop by to ask questions or say hello.

If all or part of your team is remote, you can still create “common” spaces that enable unplanned 
encounters. Consider hosting small group chats, randomly pairing employees with each other in a virtual 
breakouk room at regular times, and creating Slack or Teams channels with regular conversation prompts 
on nonwork-related topics.

2. Facilitate unplanned 
encounters that lead to 
ideas and collaborations.

https://hbr.org/2008/09/how-pixar-fosters-collective-creativity
https://hbr.org/2017/03/why-the-millions-we-spend-on-employee-engagement-buy-us-so-little
https://www.workdesign.com/2017/04/create-collisions-workplace/
https://www.carsondesign.com/2018/02/when-collisions-in-the-workplace-are-a-positive-experience-how-to-create-more-of-them/
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Exercise
 
Use the four questions above to brainstorm ways to redesign or rearrange your workspace—physical or 
virtual—to encourage creative collisions.
 
1. How do we break down walls, both figuratively and literally, in this space?

 
 
 

2. How do we get people talking?

 
 

 

3. How can we make it fun and inviting?

 
 

 

4. How can we enable people to be productive?

 
 
 

Ideas live or die based on how you nurture them. And part of that nurturing 
process is the culture that your creative people are bringing ideas into.”

John Coyne

Head of Global Brand Strategy, Creative and Media at Intel
RCL SEASON 2, EPISODE 4

7
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Often, the best creative ideas emerge not from initial brainstorming, but from iterations during the creation 
process. Creative concepts have a way of evolving and building on each other—but only if your feedback 
culture is open enough for ideas to survive. 

An open feedback culture is one where team members feel safe both sharing and receiving constructive 
feedback on creative projects, knowing that everyone is on the same side working for the same goals. 

Tips for constructive creative feedback include:

• Give specific, actionable feedback rather than making general comments about the project or the 
person working on it.

• Briefly explain the reasons behind your recommendations.

• Make the process collaborative by identifying problems that need to be solved and talking about 
possible solutions together.

• Check your motives to ensure you’re focused on improving the work and inspiring your teammate rather 
than proving you can see what’s wrong.

Exercise

Rate your team’s current feedback culture by marking where you see your team on the following scales.

Feedback tends 
to be critical 1 10

Feedback tends 
to be constructive

Team members 
dread feedback 1 10

Team members 
seek feedback

Feedback is only 
top-down 1 10

Feedback flows 
in all directions

Feedback tends to 
feel competitive 1 10

Feedback tends 
to feel supportive

Feedback squelches 
creative ideas 1 10

Feedback inspires 
creative ideas

3. Create an open feedback culture.
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Whether you're looking at your own output or someone else’s, it's important 
to separate the human from the output. So what you're critiquing is not an 
individual—you're looking at the work and the process that got you to the work.”

Chase Jarvis

Co-founder and CEO at CreativeLive
RCL SEASON 1, EPISODE 12

What do you notice as you complete these scales?

 
 

 

What could you do to improve the feedback culture on your team?

 
 
 

“
9
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It’s well known that working long hours under stressful deadlines can exhaust creativity. But most people 
don’t realize that without enough to do, people can become bored and lack the problem-solving drive that 
prompts creative ideas.. 

In other words, both overwhelm and underwhelm can kill creativity. Enter the Whelm Scale, a tool 
developed by Adam Morgan, executive creative director at Adobe, that helps creative leaders keep team 
members engaged but not overworked.

You probably have people on your team who can juggle anything you throw at them without becoming 
overwhelmed, and you have others who let everyone know how overwhelmed they are no matter how few 
projects are on their plate. It’s normal to distribute work to each team member according to their capacity, 
but how do you make sure everyone is carrying their weight—and, more importantly, challenged enough to 
optimize creativity without pushing toward burnout?

The Whelm Scale solves this by normalizing expectations for level of engagement, not simply project load. 
Share it with everyone on your team, and the reactions may be revelatory.

Bored/
Underwhelmed

Happy/
Whelmed

Burnout/
Overwhlemed

Billable time < 40% 40-55% 60-75% 75-85% > 90%

Major deadlines 1 per month 1 per week 1-2 per week 2-4 per week daily

Minor deadlines 2-3 per week every few days few per day many per day hourly

Big presentations 1-2 per month every other week 1-2 per week 2-4 per week 5+ per week

Number of projects 1-5 5-10 10-15 15-20 20+

Timelines due this month several weeks this week tomorrow ads while you wait

Meetings 1-2 per day 2-3 per day 4 per day 5-6 per day all day, work at night

Time for lunch every day most days maybe miss one skip more than half working lunches

Late nights zero 1 per month maybe 1 per week 2-3 per week 4-7 per week

Going home late in early out leave early 5-6pm 7-8pm 10pm and later

2.51 5 7.5 10

10

4. Optimize each team member’s 
bandwidth for creativity.

https://adamwmorgan.com/balance
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Exercise

Review the Whelm Scale chart. Which parts of it are relevant for your team? What do you need to add, 
subtract, or tweak to tailor it to your workflow?

 
 

 

Create a version of the Whelm Scale above for your team. 

Now, list each member of your team. Estimate where you think they would fall on the Whelm Scale. Then 
ask them and see what they say. Work with any team members who are overwhelmed or underwhelmed 
to create a plan that gives them the right workload going forward—and watch your team’s capacity for 
creativity grow.

Team member
Whelm Scale 
manager estimate 
(1-10) 

Whelm Scale 
personal estimate 
(1-10)

Burnout is terrible in our industry. It happens a lot. Take some time to think 
about it: ‘What are my personal limits, top and bottom? What can I do to 
help balance things out a little?’”

Adam Morgan

Executive Creative Director at Adobe

“
11
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As a leader, I want to hear dissenting views just as much as I want to hear 
agreement. I love a culture like this.”

Jason Sperling

Global Executive Creative Director at Reality Labs at Meta
RCL SEASON 2, EPISODE 12

 
Conformity is the enemy of creativity. Research shows that diverse teams are more innovative and 
creative because diversity combats conformity by bringing in new perspectives and challenging people 
to think differently. 

When the topic of workplace diversity is raised, most people think of racial and gender diversity. That’s 
a great place to start, but there are also other differences to consider, including things like age diversity, 
national origin, religious background, sexual orientation and gender identity, physical ability, and even 
neural diversity—for example, team members with ADHD or dyslexia. 

Once you build a diverse team, you also need to make sure all team members have a voice that is heard 
and understood. Make a point to draw out perspectives from each person and include a variety of voices 
in brainstorming and other creative activities. Since introverts tend to be less willing than their extraverted 
colleagues to throw out half-baked ideas or engage in a lively debate, you’ll need to find ways to elicit 
contributions from all team members.

Exercise

Which types of diversity exist on your current team? How can you leverage these differences to be 
more creative?

 
 

 

Which types of diversity do you lack on your team? How can you build in more of that diversity in the future?

 
 

 

“
12

5. Capitalize on differences.

https://hbr.org/2016/11/why-diverse-teams-are-smarter
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When it comes to good design, creatives often repeat the advice to “learn the rules—and then break them.” 
Once you know best practices and traditional rules, you also know where they’re flexible and how to push 
the boundaries for creative impact.

The same idea applies to strategy. To be truly creative, we have to recognize and overcome conventional 
wisdom by experimenting with our assumptions. But sometimes we don’t even realize what “rules” we’re 
following because they’re so ingrained that they seem like unalterable laws of nature. 

For example, ask yourself the basic question: What business is my company in? Then ask what assumptions 
are contained in your answer. For example, if your company offers a product or service, you may assume 
that defines the business. But your brand may also offer customers a particular experience that they’re 
willing to pay for. Is there an unexplored angle to what you do?

6. Break the rules—intelligently.

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/sparking-creativity-in-teams-an-executives-guide
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Exercise

Use the following chart to identify assumptions and brainstorm new approaches to your brand. Involve your 
entire creative team to generate even more ideas.

Question Assumption New angle

What business are we in?

When customers come to us, 
what problem are they trying 
to solve?

When our goal is to attract 
new customers, who are 
we competing with?

When our goal is to retain 
existing customers, who 
are we competing with?

What aspect of our product/
service do our customers 
value most?

What aspect of our product/
service do our customers 
value least?

What potential new customer 
segment would be most likely to 
buy our product?

What potential new customer 
segment would be least likely to 
buy our product?

We need to learn to question the question. …The relationship between 
creativity and strategy is actually very close.”

Jim Antonopoulos

Managing Director at Tank
RCL SEASON 2, EPISODE 13

“
14
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Join our community 
of creative leaders.
True creative leadership involves more than simply producing creative work. Real 
Creative Leadership brings creatives together to help them become stronger, more 
effective leaders who bring out the best in those around them. We also provide practical 
guidance to help creative leaders amplify their impact, position themselves as strategic 
partners, and promote creativity in business. 

Subscribe to our video and podcast series—and explore past episodes—at 
RealCreativeLeadership.com.

http://apps.enterprise.adobe.com/go/7015Y000001zUtGQAU
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Your creative partner.
A new level of creativity is within reach. As you’re inspiring your team with novel ideas 
and pushing them to question their expectations, The Stoke Group is here to help you 
create and deliver high-impact customer experiences. 

Stoke is an agile, client-first agency built for the new world of digital experience. We 
specialize in helping B2B brands forge lasting customer relationships through storytelling, 
design, video, interactive experiences, and omnichannel campaigns. 

Learn more at thestokegroup.com.

https://thestokegroup.com/
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