
Dave Birss

OUT OF 
MY MIND



Dave Birss

Dear reader,

Thank you kindly for downloading this book. In these pages you’ll find a 
whole bunch of my thoughts about innovation and creativity. And I hope they’ll 
prompt you to think about those things too.

You’re one of the first people to get a copy of this book because it’s not 
actually been released yet.

So if you spot any mistakes in here, please let me know. You may be able to  
help me fix it before the book goes to press!

If you’ve got any questions or comments, please drop me a line. I’d love to 
hear from you!

Kindest regards,

Dave

---

hello@davebirss.com



OUT OF 
MY MIND

Fifteen thoughts on creativity,  
the brain and business

by

Dave Birss



A Fangled Publication

www.davebirss.com

First published in all territories by Fangled Ltd

Copyright © 2019 Dave Birss

All rights reserved. 

But I’m really happy for you to republish, reprint or repost any content from 
this book as long as you credit me and don’t change the words. And let me 
know that you’ve done it too. If you’re interested in hiring me to write something 
for your own publication, give me a shout. If you’re a lawyer, you’ll be disgusted 
with everything that’s written in this paragraph. 

ISBN 978-0-244-38558-3

Words , design, illustration and typos by Dave Birss 

In loving memory of  
every great idea that’s been  
murdered by a committee.



INTRODUCTION

Hello. And welcome to the start of my new book. I hope you find something 
useful in its pages.

Over the last few years, I’ve been doing a lot more writing. I’ve been writing 
books, magazine articles and blog posts. I always thought that writing a book 
would be a difficult, frustrating and lonely task. But I was wrong. It’s far worse 
than that. I often wonder why I keep doing it.

One reason that I seem to continue writing is that it’s a form of thinking. 

When I set out to write a book, I know roughly what I want to achieve but 
I don’t have all the information yet. It causes me to crystallise my thinking. It 
forces me to articulate things that I’ve previously found hard to explain. It makes 
me do research to validate my thinking and fill gaps in my knowledge. At the 
end of writing something, I understand the topic far more than I did at the start.

To be honest, I don’t really enjoy writing. But I enjoy having written. Because 
it improves my understanding of the world.



So what you have here is fifteen examples of me thinking with a pencil, 
a web browser, a library card and a keyboard. Some thoughts are bound to 
be better than others. And—because I’m always challenging and evolving my 
understandings—you’re likely to find a contradiction or two.

Out of the fifteen following chapters, you’ll find fourteen that are based 
on articles I’ve previously published and one that’s never before seen the light 
of day. I’ve adapted some of the content to make it more suitable for a book 
format. And I’ve rewritten some parts for clarity and accuracy. I’ve also rewritten 
some sections that I now disagree with. In another year or two, I’ll probably 
disagree with even more of what’s in here. By the time I’m in a retirement home 
I’ll be disowning the entire book and pretending this never happened.

I’m not looking for you to agree with everything that’s in here; I’m just 
hoping to challenge your thinking and get you pondering topics you may 
never have considered before. If you have better ideas and approaches, I’d 
love to hear them. In fact, if you’ve got anything to say about the contents of this 
book, I’d love to hear from you.

Top regards,

Dave Birss

hello@davebirss.com
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Like most middle-class parents in the 1970s, my mum and dad dreamt of 
me becoming an accomplished pianist. At the age of seven, they shipped me 
off to piano lessons. Every day, from then on, they endured me thumping the 
ivory with very little melodic or rhythmic ability. I pity them now. Especially as 
they failed so miserably in their endeavour. I continued with my lessons up to 
grade 4 before the teacher realised I couldn’t actually read music. I’d just been 
copying what she played.

So she begged me to stop.

I was delighted with that decision. Even at the age of nine, I was more 
interested in playing raucous Jerry Lee Lewis songs than elegant Chopin 
compositions.

IT’S GROOVY TO BE  
IN A JAZZ COMBO  

Originally published in  
HR Future Magazine



So instead of playing the lead role in the school orchestra, I ended up 
playing the bass in the school heavy metal band. Which ended up being the 
start of a journey that led to me paying my way through university by busking 
and eventually becoming a session musician for a few years.

In the intervening decades, my life in the business world has been greatly 
helped by my brief career as a musician. There are so many lessons I’ve been 
able to take and apply to my day job. And – as someone who now works 
with companies to help them reach better ideas – I’ve recently started using 
my guitar to help me explain management techniques. The world of music is 
proving to be a rich source of inspiration.

There’s a good chance your organisation runs like a large classical 
orchestra. That sounds nice and respectable, doesn’t it? But it’s possibly not 
suitable for the future we’re collectively swinging towards. I want to explain why 
it might be better to operate like a neat little jazz combo. Let’s compare the two 
approaches.

EDUCATION

If you’re a grade 4 pianist, like myself, you’ll never get a job in an orchestra. 
You won’t even make it through the door unless you’ve reached grade 8 and 
then spent time in a respected conservatoire. A formalised education system is 
the only way in. Which is in stark contrast to the way most jazz musicians learn 
their craft.

Their education is more likely to come from spending hours alone listening 
to the same Charlie Parker riff again and again until they’ve nailed it. Jazz bands 
select their members on passion, how pleasant they are to hang out with and, 
possibly, how good they are in a fight. 

One approach results in an industry of very similar. conservative people 
and the other results in diversity. And, when it comes to generating ideas, 
increasing your organisation’s diversity is probably the single biggest way of 
improving your output.

HISTORY

One of the most incredible things about classical music is that you can 
witness a performance that’s pretty much gone unchanged for two hundred 
years or more. Often with instruments that are older than the original 
composition. It’s magical. 
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But it’s also becoming increasingly irrelevant.

Jazz music has always been about doing things differently. No two 
performances are the same. The people who become the legends are the ones 
who discover their own voice and break new ground. Change and evolution 
are central to the genre. If you listen to modern jazz, you’ll be able to hear how 
far it’s come since the days of Scott Joplin or even Miles Davis. Much of it has 
evolved beyond what we’d even call jazz. 

Yes, there are followers and copyists. But innovation is central to the genre.

MANAGEMENT

Just look at the way an orchestra is set up. All eyes are on the conductor. 
They keep the army of musicians synchronised and performing harmoniously. 
If the conductor wasn’t there, the orchestra would be at a complete loss. Then 
there’s the hierarchy within the rest of the orchestra, from the leader of the first 
violin section down to the second triangle. There’s a very definite structure.

But jazz quartets don’t have a conductor. In fact, most of them don’t even 
have a definite leader. They tend to have a pretty flat structure where people 
communicate with efficient little nods and raises of the eyebrows. All of them 
are aligned with what they’re trying to achieve and they’re collectively making 
decisions in real-time on how they’re achieving that. That makes them nimble 
and adaptable.

JOB ROLE

The job of a classical musician is to follow the notes on the page in front 
of them. They’re expected to play them in the right order at the right time as 
beautifully as they can. If you go off-piste and start doing things your own way, 
you won’t get much work. This isn’t about expressing your own ideas; it’s about 
expressing someone else’s. And sticking to your niche.

Jazz is more of a balance. There are rhythm and structure that everyone 
follows. There are certain phrases you’d be expected to play. But within 
that, your role is far more flexible. Sometimes you’re playing together as an 
ensemble. Sometimes you’re supporting your fellow musicians when they’re 
soloing. And sometimes you get your own moment in the spotlight to use your 
improvisation skills to the full. Even if you’re the drummer. 

There’s a beautiful overlap. And overlap is where the magic happens.



FEEDBACK

Just like Victorian children, the audience at an orchestral performance 
should be seen and not heard. They are permitted to sit quietly and save 
their polite applause to the end. Coughing is a no-no. A ringing mobile is an 
executable offence. And even loud breathing is frowned upon. Only once the 
last note has been played does the orchestra receive a muted indication of how 
they collectively performed.

Not so in jazz. If you do something special, you’ll know about it. Maybe 
even while you’re doing it. The audience gives you immediate feedback by 
clapping their hands and maybe shouting something along the lines of “groovy 
chops, hip cat!” That’s a fantastic motivation for the musicians. It spurs them on 
to try harder. And it lets them know what’s working and what isn’t.

MISTAKES

Playing a bum note is entirely unacceptable in an orchestra. You may be 
able to hide in the numbers and pretend it wasn’t you for a while. But if you do 
it habitually, the truth will out and you’ll find yourself looking for another career.

In jazz, you probably won’t even know if anyone’s played a note they 
didn’t mean to. It may, in fact, be applauded as a brave and interesting musical 
development. It may become a feature you can repeat and turn into a motif. You 
may impress the audience with how you recover from it and they’ll think you’re 
a genius. Mistakes are opportunities in jazz. And, just like DNA replication, it’s 
the mistakes that lead to an evolution of the genre.

By now, I hope you’ve worked out whether you’re working for a 
philharmonic corporation or a hip little enterprise. One is set up to efficiently 
execute someone else’s idea and the other is dedicated to constantly pushing 
boundaries. One values where it came from and the other values where it’s 
going to. One is populated by team members who like to be told what to do 
and the other is filled with individuals who like to go places they’ve never been.

I know which kind of organisation I dig, daddio! 
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When I started off in the advertising industry of the early 90s, I caught the 
tail end of the decadent era. Those stories about fancy cars, Colombian nose-
candy and six-martini lunches are rooted in truth.

Things have changed a lot since then.

The Sarbanes-Oxley act forced big agencies to be far more accountable 
and transparent. The advertising industry was forced to measure its value in 

100% PROOF THAT 
ALCOHOL IS GOOD 

FOR THINKING

Originally published in  
Open for Ideas



units of time. And that’s not necessarily a good thing because creativity can’t be 
measured by the hour. It forced advertising creatives to cut down on their long, 
boozy lunches and spend more time munching bland sandwiches at their desk 
like the rest of the corporate world.

Discussions with fellow crusty advertising creatives often turned into 
“things aren’t as good as they used to be” conversations. And we wondered 
if the lunchtime alcohol we used to consume actually helped us come up with 
more interesting ideas. 

So legendary ad man John Jessop and I teamed up with marketing 
magazine The Drum to find out. 

We recruited 18 advertising creatives, split them into two teams and set 
about discovering what would happen when we enforced sobriety on half of 
our subjects and encouraged drunkenness in the rest.

The results surprised us.

A COUPLE OF HICCUPS 

This experiment didn’t run perfectly smoothly. Which, in hindsight, isn’t that 
surprising. 

Less than an hour into the study we had to send a couple of members of 
the alcohol team home when we found one of them passed out behind a chair. 
So we ended up with 7 members of that group instead of 9.

Shortly afterwards, we had to deal with a mutiny from the sober team who 
were convinced they deserved a beer. Clearly, even in their un-addled state, 
they had failed to understand the premise of the experiment. Or— more likely—
failed to care. There was a mountain of booze and they were denied access.

However, even although this wasn’t progressing under strict laboratory 
conditions, the night still produced some pretty interesting results.

BUT I THOUGHT ALCOHOL  
MADE YOU SLUGGISH

One of the things we wanted to measure was the level of productivity over 
time. Particularly to see if alcohol slowed you down. So the teams noted down 
the time they came up with each idea. And the results were entirely unexpected. 
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The alcohol team was by far the more consistent in producing ideas 
throughout the night. And they produced significantly more of them over the 
three hour test period than their sober counterparts did.

I really wasn’t expecting that! But it was then time to find out if they had 
sacrificed quality for quantity. Because a larger mountain of idea-turds isn’t 
what anyone wants to deal with.

DOES QUALITY THINKING  
LIVE INSIDE A BEER CAN?

The next stage was judging the strength of the ideas. Clearly, this is 
subjective, so we did it three different ways to make sure we had a sufficient 
breadth of opinions.

We started by selecting the best 5 ideas produced by each group and 
sketched them up in the same style so you couldn’t tell which group did what. 

We then put these 10 ideas before a jury of top advertising creative 
directors. They judged each idea on how fresh it was, how well it answered the 
brief and how practical it was to execute. Collectively, they ranked them from 
best to worst.

It started off well for the tea-totalers. The idea that was rated highest came 
from the sober team. But the next 4 ideas came from the alcohol team. In this 
test, the boozers may have missed out on the top spot but clearly won in the 
rankings.

Next, we put the ideas before a focus group of everyday people. And again 
they ranked the ideas in a very similar order.

And finally, an online survey gave us almost identical results.

It was official. The alcohol team won hands down.

IS THERE ANY SCIENCE HERE?

You may just see this as a piece of frivolous whimsy but some academic 
studies back this up. 

In 2012, researchers at the University of Illinois gave 40 participants a small 
amount of alcohol and measured their success on a remote association test. 
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(That’s where you’re provided with three words and you’re asked to come up 
with another word that works with each of them to create a two-word phrase.) 
The research showed that alcohol significantly improved people’s ability to 
solve the problems.

The theory is that alcohol impairs your ability to focus. In most productivity 
tasks, that’s a bad thing. But with creative thinking, it’s a benefit. It opens you up 
to more possibilities and stops you getting stuck in mental ruts.

In this case, alcohol can, in fact, improve your performance.

SHOULD I INSTALL A DRINKS CABINET  
IN MY OFFICE?

It seems that alcohol can actually be useful for generating ideas. So do I 
recommend you taking jugs of Margaritas to your next meeting? The answer is 
a resounding ‘potentially’. It all depends on:

• The culture of your company

• How many attendees are on the 12 step program

• How much you value your job

• Whether you drive to work

• And whether your company lets you put tequila on expenses

So I’ll stop short of recommending that you use booze as a creative 
lubricant. I’ll just say you shouldn’t discount it.

And, if your company culture allows, give it a shot. 

Whatever liquor is in that shot is up to you.
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There is a small village in the Dominican Republic where something quite 
magical can happen to 12-year-old girls. The magical thing is that after having 
been a girl their entire life, they turn into a boy. This isn’t a myth, this is actually 
true. These girls, who have all the usual signs of being girls, start to grow a 
penis and develop testicles. There’s a name for them: Guevedoces. It quite 
literally means ‘penis at twelve’. Not very imaginative but totally accurate.

What happens to these special individuals at the age of twelve is something 
that happens to roughly half of foetuses eight weeks after conception. Up until 
that point, we all had a female body. Everyone. Even Chuck Norris. There is 
NO physical difference between the sexes. Males (the ones with both X and 

WHAT SEX IS  
YOUR BRAIN?

Originally published in 
Open for Ideas



Y chromosomes, you may remember from school) are then flooded with 
testosterone which sets their development off in another direction.

The Guevedoces are deficient in an enzyme that processes the testosterone, 
so they don’t undergo the transformation in the womb and continue to develop 
as girls. Until puberty kicks in.

So the difference between men and women really isn’t as dramatic as you 
may imagine it is.

And much of our understanding of the psychological differences between 
the sexes is also pretty flawed.

PROVING THE WRONG THING

If you Google the psychological difference between men and women, 
you’ll find lots of articles citing studies that show we’re different (go on, I can 
wait). They’ll tell you that male brains use seven times more grey matter while 
female brains use ten times more white matter. That women have a larger 
hippocampus. That women have a thicker corpus callosum. And all sorts of 
other stuff. And publications will tend to dumb it right down and tell you that 
these things support stereotypes like women being more emotional and men 
being better at parallel parking.

But—as with so many things in life—it’s more complicated than that. And 
more interesting.

Because these studies worked with an average of scans of a number of 
men and women, the results are an amalgamation of all these brains. The most 
you can say is that “on average, women’s brains tend to be like this”. Recent 
research now believes that the differences between male and female brains 
aren’t quite as binary as we’ve been led to believe. Instead, it puts forward the 
mosaic theory of the brain. Certain traits are more likely to be found in women, 
certain traits are more likely to be found in men and certain traits are evenly 
spread across both sexes.

As my friend, Aran Rees, puts it:

“Brain traits are like haircuts. Each one is more likely to be found on one of 
the sexes but that’s not a set rule.”

And he’s right. Just look at Peter Stringfellow. Or—a girl after my own scalp—
the 1980s Sinéad O’Connor.

dave birss20



The likelihood is that you don’t have a ‘typical’ brain for your sex. You have a 
blend of female traits and male traits. You hold a cerebral cocktail in your skull.

That’s statistics for you. Very often the ‘typical’ example just doesn’t exist. 
Or—at very best—is extremely rare.

WHAT CAN YOU DO WITH THIS INSIGHT?

If you understand that there’s no ‘typical’ woman or ‘typical’ man, you need 
to accept that you can’t have a ‘typical’ way of dealing with either sex.

If you treated me like a typical man, you’d be ignoring the fact that I’m not 
an alpha male. I like collaboration. I’m empathetic (possibly more so than my 
female wife). I have no interest in football. And I’m very open with my flaws and 
weaknesses.

This is about flexibility. It’s about treating everyone as an individual, 
regardless of their sex. And that requires a different kind of management 
style. And it’s one that’s easier to implement if you actually care about your 
employees.

And maybe that’s what it’s all about; actually giving a damn about people. 
Regardless of where their brain fits on the sexual spectrum.
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As I write this article, my two-year-old daughter is watching a TV programme 
for toddlers. It’s got irritating music, grating voices and some of the worst 
animation you’ve ever seen. But it’s supposed to be educational in some way. 
The educational element right now is teaching kids to categorise by playing an 
odd-one-out game. 

It’s basically teaching her how to discriminate. 

Right now it’s showing her how to discriminate a red circle from a group of 
yellow triangles but you can see this is the beginning of a slippery slope that 
ends in hate crimes and Klan meetings. 

The truth is, the human ability to categorise and discriminate is built into 
us. All of us, whether we like it or not, is to some degree racist, sexist and 
culturocentrist. Denying it isn’t helpful. And like the Alcoholics Anonymous  
12-step programme, the first step is admitting you have a problem. 

So, let me start. 

CONFESSIONS OF  
A RACIST, SEXIST,  
ABLEIST, AGEIST  

BIGOT

Originally published in  
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I am a racist, sexist, ableist, ageist,  
judgemental, discriminatory bigot.  

I don’t want to be.  
And I try hard every day to deal with my prejudices. 

Of course, I don’t look like a racist or sexist. I’m the caucasian half of a 
mixed-race marriage. I have two daughters who I want every opportunity for. 
I’ve spent years speaking out about the sexual, racial and socio-economic 
imbalance of the advertising industry. But I know that I categorise people and 
probably treat them differently according to that categorisation. And anyone 
who thinks they don’t do the same is lying to themselves. 

So let’s look at why we all do that and how we can address it. 

THE CATEGORISATION GAME

Humans aren’t blank canvases when they’re born. If you can forgive a 
highly-inaccurate computer analogy, we have a kind of operating system that 
has inbuilt functionality and basic wiring for our brains. We’re born with several 
reflexes that help us as infants. Our brains are equipped with a structure ready 
to absorb new knowledge and skills. As soon as we’re born we’re consuming 
information about the world and trying to make sense of it. One of the ways we 
do that is by using our inbuilt skills of categorisation and pattern recognition. 
Quickly, we learn to identify the faces of our parents and know when a face isn’t 
familiar. And we respond accordingly. As an infant, we’ve just created our first 
‘us’ and ’them’. It’s natural. 

This ability to categorise becomes increasingly important as we get older. 
We are constantly  bombarded with information and we need to be able to 
filter and process it effectively. So we become experts at grouping things and 
generalising. Let’s try it out. 

Which one is the odd one out?: 
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The chances are you picked the lighter leaf. You picked it on colour. That 
makes you a leaf-racist, right? 

No, of course, it doesn’t. You’re merely acknowledging that there’s a 
difference there. Denying it would be ridiculous and dishonest. 

Let’s try again. Which one is the odd one out?: 

Did you choose the horse? If so, why? It’s not that you’re wrong—it is the 
only land animal there—but there are other ways of categorising the group. 
You could have split them into mammals and non-mammals. The horse, the 
bowhead whale and the orca are all air-breathing, warm-blooded mammals. 
The clownfish isn’t. Or you could have singled-out the orca for being the only 
carnivore. Or the whale for its baleen. 

These additional categorisations require more knowledge and the ability to 
move beyond our first gut reaction. But they’re useful. By being able to see a 
different way of categorising the creatures, it makes the first—and most obvious—
categorisation less important and less interesting. 

An obvious and simplistic categorisation doesn’t require effort. And this is 
the kind of categorisation that lies at the heart of discrimination. Colour, sex, 
disability, accent and attractiveness are all obvious forms of categorisation. But 
when we’re aware of other ways of categorising people, we ironically place less 
importance on any single categorisation. Because there’s always going to be a 
category that includes that person in our group. 

There is another way you could have answered the last ‘odd one 
out’ question. You could have said “I refuse to subscribe to your notion of any 
of these creatures being singled out for their difference. They are all DNA-
based biological organisms”. That may sound smart and radical but it’s also 
pretty unhelpful. It’s the way that many people who try to sound right-on and 
politically-correct approach discrimination.  

We need to acknowledge the differences and imbalances. Think of it like 
a seesaw. All the weight is currently at one end. The only way to balance that 



seesaw is to go to the other extreme (which is the combative approach) or coax 
people closer to the middle (which is the collaborative approach). Standing at 
the centre of the seesaw or jumping off and denying it exists doesn’t take us 
anywhere. 

STUDYING THE RIGHT THING

Over the years there have been plenty of studies that have tried to link 
discriminatory attitudes to intelligence. And some of them have succeeded in 
finding basic correlations. 

One of the most recent of these is a 2016 University of Toronto study of 
data collected by the United State’s General Social Survey. It used verbal ability 
as a correlation for intelligence and discovered that the most ‘intelligent’ third 
was about half as racist as the least ‘intelligent’ third. 

That confirms your suspicions, doesn’t it? 

However, this kind of study reveals a discrimination in itself: stupidism. 

We’re using classical (and highly flawed) measures of how smart people 
are so we can identify as the clever ones and feel better about ourselves. They 
give us permission to  be intolerant of the intolerant. They’re allowing us to 
discriminate against the kind of people who are more likely to discriminate. 

That makes us guilty of the crime we’re investigating. 

Whilst measuring an ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality these studies are successfully 
reinforcing another ‘us’ and ‘them’ categorisation. (And by calling the 
academics out on this I’m creating a further ‘us’ and ‘them’ scenario. Sheesh! 
This is a difficult area to unpick.) 

Fortunately, there are other studies that look at discrimination from a less 
discriminatory point of view. And one that offers us more potential to deal with 
the matter. These tests link prejudice with an inability to handle ambiguity. 

People who display prejudice tend to have a strong need to make fast and 
firm judgements. They like the quick and unambiguous categorisations that 
can help them make uncomplicated decisions. 

So it turns out that regardless of your ethnic origin, racism is a black and 
white issue. 

Arne Roets, one of the authors of the study, went on to say: 
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“Social categories are useful to reduce complexity, but the problem is that 
we also assign some properties to these categories. This can lead to prejudice 
and stereotyping.” 

So categorisation isn’t the problem; it’s the assumptions, generalisations 
and preconceived ideas we apply to the categories that cause the problem. 

SWEEPING GENERALISATIONS

Right, here is a picture of me and my friend, Simon White. 

It’s probably not that much of a surprise that we get mistaken for each other 
from time to time. But our similarities go way beyond that. We’re both writers. 
We both worked in advertising. We’re both obsessed with creative thinking. We 
both help companies solve problems. We both live in South London. (Plus lots 
of other slightly freaky similarities).  

So does that mean you can take all of these things that strongly define us 
and apply them to other members of the Disturbingly Handsome Bald Man’s 
Club? 

Clearly not. Other club members have their own characters and passions 
and defining elements. 

But our lazy brains don’t tend to work that way. Just because the only 
Australian we ever worked with was rude and abrasive, we tend to then apply 
those character flaws at a national level (sorry Australians - I’m just using you 

Founding members of the Disturbingly Handsome Bald Man’s Club. Photo by Julian Hanford



as an example). We use that flawed understanding as a lens to interpret the 
behaviour of all future Australians we meet. Like Jeff at the coffee shop who 
makes our flat white every morning without a smile because he’s frantically 
trying to stay on top of the morning rush and remember everyone’s orders. 
Regardless, he’s just strengthened our prejudice. It’s now even harder for the 
next Aussie we meet to change our mind. 

If we don’t pay attention to our innate tendency to pigeon-hole like this, 
our whole life can be viewed through lenses of negativity and generalisations. 

HATE CLUBS? JOIN THE CLUB.

Take a quick peek at Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. If you’re still alive, 
you’ve covered off the ‘physiological needs’ step. Well done! Most of you will 
have passed the ‘safety and security step’. Nice! Now it’s the tricky  ‘love and 
belonging stage’ followed by the ‘self-esteem’ stage. And both of these require 
you feeling included in a group and 
respected by that group.  

When I was at primary school the 
kids in my class were all members 
of  the We Hate David Gang. I 
was the only person who wasn’t 
allowed to join. Not a very exclusive 
membership. But a very exclusive 
non-membership. I was the ’them’ 
and they were the ‘us’. It couldn’t 
have existed without my involuntary 
participation.  

Other members of the Disturbingly Handsome Bald Man’s Club.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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Inclusion can’t exist without exclusion. In fact, the more exclusive a group 
is, the more excluding it has to be. The human need for clubs and gangs and 
groups and communities is as much about defining what we are not as it is 
about defining who we are.

Companies are the most common kind of club. The interview process is 
there to work out if you’re worthy of membership. Once you’re on board, the 
company culture and processes are there to discourage individuality and turn 
you into a company-person. There are written rules and a far longer list of 
assumed rules. Individuality of thought and approach is discouraged. It’s more 
about “do it this way and show us your workings” than “Hey, I’ve never seen it 
done that way before. Great work!”. 

So once people are part of this club, they’re under pressure to fit in. They’re 
expected to maintain the status quo and balance of the group. And that leads 
to discrimination at a cultural level. Employees switch off their own moral 
compass and make decisions ‘for the company’s best interests’. And individuals 
become corporate antibodies that eliminate perceived threats to the corporate 
organism. They are merely enacting their understanding of the organisation’s 
beliefs. 

But justice shall prevail because business is the ultimate example of 
survival of the fittest. A study from Washington University estimates that 40% 
of today’s Fortune 500 companies won’t exist in 10 years.  The traditional 
business approach of eliminating the uncomfortable and the new is a highway 
to irrelevance. Companies that refuse to address diversity will have a harder 
time surviving than those that embrace it. 

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM ALL THIS?

This article isn’t disaster-porn. I’m not saying that prejudice is natural so why 
try and fight it. I’m saying that if we understand it better we can do something 
about it. 

So here are some ideas. 

• ADMIT YOU’VE GOT A PROBLEM
Even if you think you’re completely non-discriminatory, spend some time 

working out your prejudices. They may be subtle. 

How do you feel about former prisoners? Are you comfortable dealing with 
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someone with autism? Do you have a problem with football teams or political 
affiliations or obese people or skin-heads? 

Just be aware of it. Because you can’t address a problem if you don’t know 
you’ve got it. 

• ACKNOWLEDGE YOUR DISCOMFORT
If you find yourself uncomfortable with someone who’s different to you, ask 

yourself why. 

Is it just the fear of the unknown? Do you have assumptions that are 
causing you to judge that person’s motives? Did you have a bad experience 
with someone from that ‘category’? Are you worried about what they might be 
thinking about you? 

Spend a bit of time understanding yourself and why you’re feeling the way 
you do. If you understand the problem, it’s easier to deal with it. 

• CREATE INCLUSIVE CATEGORIES
I’ve shown you that categorisation is natural. We tend to use it to exclude 

others from our little clubs but you can turn that on its head. 

You can also create categories that include people and allow you to 
identify with them in a positive way. Challenge yourself to create categories 
that include people as part of your group. List the aspects you have in common 
and the beliefs you share. 

If you get into the habit of this, you’ll start to break down and challenge 
your own discriminatory biases. 

INACTION IS A FORM OF ACTION
As you can see, tackling our natural tendency to filter,  categorise and 

discriminate takes a bit of work. And it requires a level of self-analysis that will 
make most of us feel uncomfortable. After all, it’s shining a spotlight on some 
of the uglier parts of our character.  

But the alternative is to live a life of distrust and fear where we unwittingly 
(and wittingly) harm others.  

Personally, I think it’s worth the effort. And that it’s something all businesses 
should invest in for their staff.

Who’s in?
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This year marks the 25th anniversary of me leaving school. When I stepped 
off the grounds of my alma mater for the final time, Tiananmen Square was 
still playing on the news channels and Guns n’ Roses’ Sweet Child o’ Mine 
was playing on a million ghetto blasters around the country. Most importantly 
– nothing was playing on the Internet because Sir Tim Berners-Lee hadn’t 
released it to the world yet.

These were simpler times.

We collected the world’s knowledge in libraries. We watched Spitting 
Image en masse at the same time every week. We were happy for our phones 
to be tethered to our homes by curly beige cords. We expected that our kids 
would step into careers that would last them for decades, probably for life.

I’M GLAD  
I’M NOT AT SCHOOL 

RIGHT NOW

Originally published in  
The Daily Telegraph



And our education system was designed for that.

The world around us has quite obviously changed pretty radically. But 
sadly, it seems that our schools have not. 

I’ve recently had a pretty enlightening journey. I’ve spent most of this year 
creating a six-part documentary series called “The Day Before Tomorrow”, 
which is all about how different industries are currently being affected by social 
and technological shifts.

It’s involved me speaking to some frighteningly smart individuals. The 
education episode has caused me to think about the field of learning in a fresh 
way.

One of the most fundamental questions I’ve asked myself is ’what is the 
purpose of education? After lots of ponderings – and several glasses of rum – 
I’ve come to the conclusion that its primary purpose is to prepare you to live 
effectively in the world of the future.

Most industries are doing a pretty average job of adapting to the new 
world we live in. They’re making minimal changes to their organisations in a 
half-arsed effort to keep up. This makes it pretty easy for a start-up with a more 
consumer-focused approach to steal their lunch.

Education has all the same problems that other lumbering, bureaucratic, 
change-resistant industries have—maybe even more so—but we’re unlikely to 
see an upstart competitor steal the market because education is complex, 
requires responsibility and doesn’t have an attractive pot of gold waiting for 
the plucky prospector. And the consumers—in this case, the kids—are the ones 
who are stuck with an increasingly irrelevant system.

You see, school is still focused on what to think, rather than how to 
think. The exams and measurements that are in place to raise standards 
are counterproductively preventing students from finding their own area 
of excellence. And that’s leading kids to the mistaken belief that jobs are 
passionless pursuits that involve receiving wisdom from your superiors rather 
than shaking the tree and seeking fresh opportunities.

Progress beats process. The world belongs to those who know how to ask 
questions rather than assume they have the answers.

Even vocational routes aren’t safe havens anymore. Some of the shows in 
the series explore that in more detail.

We know that the role of a doctor is going to change pretty radically in the 
next decade as computers get better at diagnosis and remote surgeries are 
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adopted more widely. The legal arena is ripe for disruption (they’ll use the full 
force of the law to protect themselves for as long as possible – but they’ll lose 
the fight in the end). The financial sector won’t survive another cock up intact. 
(The lack of changes they’ve made since 2008 pretty much guarantees that 
we’ll see another financial faux pas sooner rather than later).

So if every industry is changing, surely the most important skills for our 
children to learn are adaptability, creativity and the ability to learn. But not as 
separate curriculumised subjects. They need to be incorporated into the way 
they learn everything.

Because a shiny tomorrow belongs to those who can continue to pick 
up new skills, spot the opportunities that everyone else misses and are brave 
enough to question all the things that their elders have taken for granted.

That’s very different to the skills that were expected of my generation who 
tumbled into the world of adulthood when Maggie was still in power.

Yet we still seem to be preparing our kids to enter the bustling job market 
of 1989.

I’ve been there. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.
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In May 2010, creative practitioners around the world excitedly ran outside 
and started high-fiving strangers. That’s because IBM released the results of 
a study they conducted to find the most pressing concerns of the world’s top 
business leaders. After talking to 5,000 CEOs across 69 countries they come 
up with the one factor they believed was key to a successful future: creativity. 

My first reaction was “Brilliant! At last the business world sees value in 
people like me!” (I was a flouncy advertising creative director at the time.)  

But the more I poked at it, the more sceptical I became. Because I just don’t 
think any reasonable businessperson actually wants creativity. 

So I tried to figure out how on earth business leaders from around the 
world could have come to this obviously ridiculous conclusion. 

IF YOU WANT THE 
BEST IDEAS, FORGET 
ABOUT CREATIVITY

Not published before



I imagine the thought process went like this:

“The world seems to be changing faster than ever.” 

“We need to change what we’re doing if we want to remain relevant.” 

“We don’t know what those changes should be.” 

“We need ideas.” 

“Therefore…” 

“CREATIVITY!” 

Makes sense, doesn’t it?  

They need ideas and ideas require creativity, so it’s a logical leap.  

But how do they access this ‘creativity’ they value so much? 

Well, they hold brainstorms, of course. 

And that’s a problem. Because in the 75 years that brainstorms have been 
around, dozens of studies have found them to be ineffective at generating 
effective ideas. 

As much as people in business are happy to use the word ‘creativity’, they 
seem to have very little understanding of what it is, how to improve it and how 
to use it effectively in organisations. But it’s not because the information isn’t 
out there. It’s just that the world of creativity hasn’t been important enough for 
them to invest in. 

If they’d gone to the effort of reading a few papers, they wouldn’t be using 
brainstorms as their go-to solution. 

At this point, people in the creative industries are probably thinking “This 
doesn’t apply to us. We understand this creative stuff.” But don’t be so hasty. 

The creative industries have their own problems here. And in general, they 
don’t understand creativity as well as they think they do. They tend to fall for 
some pretty unhelpful myths. 

The most harmful of these is the belief that creative people have a special 
talent—or worse still—a gift. 

Admittedly some people may be slightly better wired for creative thinking, 
in the same way as some people have bodies better suited to being a sprinter, 
but we’re all capable of generating ideas. And just like in athletics, attitude will 
take you further than any genetic advantage. 

Perpetuating the myth that creative ability lies in the hands of the few, can 
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cause laziness in those who believe they’re gifted and resistance in those who 
believe they aren’t.  

It’s also important to understand that creativity isn’t a skill. 

I find that it’s better to see it as a process that involves a number of different 
skills at different times. And, if you follow the process well, it doesn’t just get you 
a bag of disparate and whacky thoughts; it takes you to the effective solution 
you were aiming for. 

Now you might see why I don’t think anyone should aim for creativity. It’s 
like planning a holiday by saying you want to go on a plane. You’d have as 
much chance of landing in Sheffield as you would in Bali. If you focus on your 
ideal destination, rather than how you’re going to get there, you’ll have a much 
better chance of reaching it. 

And here’s the bit that creative people really hate to hear: not every solution 
requires creativity. 

I, for one, have no interest in flying with a creative pilot. Or being treated 
by a creative dentist. Sometimes the best solution actually involves doing 
something that’s been done before, either by you or by someone else. 

But there’s a good chance that solution still involves thinking. 

And that’s a skill we really do need more of in business. 

So I suggest that instead of obsessing over creativity, we should be focusing 
on ‘applied thinking’. In every area of business. 

Just imagine the difference it would make if people applied more effort 
to identifying the problem, understanding the audience, exploring options, 
judging the alternatives and implementing the solution. Imagine what would 
be possible if employees stopped relying on white papers and best practices 
and applied their own thinking to their own business. 

Smart thinking is a great way of gaining an advantage over the competition. 
And what we call ‘creative thinking’ is just one form of that. 

But this is only the beginning. Generating great ideas isn’t going to help 
you if your organisation is set up to kill them. And most organisations are. But 
maybe that’s a topic for a future article. 

In the meantime, I’d recommend thinking twice before asking for creativity. 
And I’d recommend thinking a few more times than that when you try to solve 
the problem. 
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Let’s take a trip back 10,000 years. You’re a hunter-gatherer living on the 
plains, trying to provide for your young family. While tracking a deer, you hear 
a sound behind you. It’s a wolf. And it’s accompanied by its entire pack. Stress! 
Suddenly you switch from hunter to hunted. You don’t have time to think. You 
run. You run for your cave and the safety of your group. Your heart is pounding. 
The adrenaline is coursing through your veins as you make it to safety. Wow! 
That was terrifying. But within a few minutes, you’ve recovered and it’s just 
another story for the campfire.

You probably find it hard to relate to running from wild beasts. It’s not part 
of your everyday life. But this kind of situation was pretty typical for about 98% 
of human history. It’s what shaped our bodies and brains.

You may be surprised to know that 10,000 years is only 500 generations. 
In evolutionary terms that’s nothing. The biggest changes to the way we live 

IT’S TIME TO MAKE 
WORKPLACE STRESS 

HISTORY

Originally published in  
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and work have happened in the last 5 generations. And the increased use of 
technology in the last generation has increased our workloads rather than 
alleviated it, as promised. The workplace is now the number one cause of 
stress, anxiety and depression.

The modern workplace is the equivalent of the prairie of 10,000 years ago. 
Except the stress is more constant and the threats are more complex. Most 
people spend a significant amount of time in a fight or flight state.

And, as someone who works with companies to come up with better ideas, 
that’s really bad news.

STRESS IS AN IDEA-KILLER

Stress affects the way we think. If you’re running from a pack of wolves, you 
don’t start exploring options and assessing what’s a reasonable level of risk. 
You immediately choose a safe option and run towards it with all your energy.

The exact same happens in the workplace. When people are stressed, they 
limit their thinking to the proven and predictable. That’s why best practices, 
case studies and white papers are so popular. A number of studies show the 
impact that stress can have on quality of thought.

Way back in the 1990s – before the internet had properly kicked in, 
researchers examined the relationship between stress and creativity. Not 
surprisingly, they found that higher levels of stress led to lower levels of 
creativity.

A few years later in 2002, the Harvard Business Review published a study 
into the contents of over 9,000 daily diary entries from individuals working on 
creative tasks. Again, they discovered that the stress of time pressure led to less 
creative results. “When creativity is under the gun,” the authors wrote, “it usually 
ends up getting killed.”

In 2005, researchers used video clips to put subjects into a stressed or 
happy state. They showed some people the first half-hour of Saving Private 
Ryan and others the first half-hour of Shrek. Then they gave them a simple 
word association task, which is a typical measure of creative thinking ability. 
The people that watched the scene from Shrek performed 39 percent better 
than those who watched the stressful scene from Saving Private Ryan.

Then again in 2009, researchers discovered that chronically stressed rats 
fell back into familiar routines and rote responses instead of using their normal 
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curious learning behaviour. Of course, this is the opposite of creativity. The 
stress also changed their brains. Cortical regions associated with goal-directed 
behaviour shrank, while regions associated with habit formation grew. Stress 
actually rewires our brains.

None of this is particularly surprising. But the knowledge clearly hasn’t 
made it up to the C-suite of many companies. As they strive to get more 
productivity out of their employees, they end up increasing stress levels and 
reducing the quality of thinking across their organisation. On top of that, they 
have a serious impact on their staff’s health and quality of life.

So let’s look at some things you can do to reduce your office-based stress 
and—as a by-product—come up with better ideas and live a more fulfilling life.

• ESCAPE YOUR DESK

Our behaviour is influenced by the environment we’re in. And our offices 
put us into a particular mindset. Just being in the corporate space causes us 
to adopt the politics, assumptions and behaviour that’s expected of us. And 
raises our stress levels accordingly. So make a point of getting out of the office 
if you need to think about things. Your desk is designed for doing, not thinking. 
It doesn’t tend to be where the best ideas come to you. A change of scenery 
gives you different perspectives and helps you think about things differently. A 
simple walk around the block can be all you need to unlock new thinking.

• TAKE SOME EXERCISE

Maybe even try running around the block a few times. Getting your heart 
rate up increases blood flow to the brain, reduces levels of stress hormones 
and releases feel-good endorphins. In short, it puts your brain in a better state 
for broader thinking. Plus regular exercise will increase your energy levels and 
boost your ability to focus. Again, think back to the life of a human 10,000 years 
ago. No one had invented the office cubicle yet, so humans spent more time 
on their feet, moving around and getting their blood pumping. You weren’t 
designed to spend so much time in an office chair, no matter how ergonomic 
it is.

• DO SOMETHING YOU ENJOY

Take a break and do something that makes you feel good. That could be 
reading a book, drawing a picture or having a little dance somewhere that no 
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one can see you. Regular moments like these snap you out of the habitual 
mental ruts of office thinking. They help you escape from the incessant hum 
of stress. And there’s another benefit. By occupying your conscious mind with 
something different, you move your business problems to the more powerful 
unconscious brain. Solid, unbroken, applied mental effort doesn’t give you the 
distance you often need to see a problem clearly. This isn’t slacking off, it’s a 
vital part of effective thinking.

The constant drive to efficiency and utilisation is resulting in poisonous 
workplaces. Most people are absorbing these mental toxins; simply accepting 
that they’re part of life. They don’t need to be. A few simple steps like these can 
offer an antidote.

One thing’s for sure: ignoring workplace stress is a bad idea. Especially if, 
like me, you’re after good ideas.

Let’s make workplace stress history, just like the wolves at the beginning of 
this chapter.
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I’m a big believer in treating life as a series of experiments. It’s a great 
way to learn about yourself and it stops you from stagnating. But not every 
experiment is successful. And some of them can leave you with lasting side-
effects, as I discovered many years ago.

This is the story of a creative experiment I conducted on myself that wasn’t 
exactly a blinding success.

THE TIME  
I BROKE  

MY BRAIN

Originally published in  
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THE HYPOTHESIS

When I was an eager young advertising copywriter back in 2000, I decided 
to do a little experiment to see if I could make myself more creative. My thinking 
went like this: to be creative you need to break out of established patterns and 
do things differently. So if I applied this principle to every area of my life, I’d 
become more creative in general.

Makes sense, doesn’t it?

THE METHOD

I duly embarked on my little experiment. I tried to do even the most 
mundane things differently every time I did them.

When I woke up in the morning, I’d randomly pick what side of the bed 
I got out of (sometimes slipping out of the bottom of the covers to make it 
interesting). I’d then decide what order to do my ablutions. And I’d brush my 
teeth in a different way; sometimes starting by scrubbing my top left molars, 
other times starting by polishing my incisors. I’d put my clothes on in a different 
order (but always underpants before trousers) and vary my route to the office.

This would go on all day, trying to make sure I didn’t slip into any pattern. 
I would even pay attention to my vocabulary and try not to use linguistic 
crutches like ‘cool’, ‘no way Hosé’ and ‘that’s the badger!’ 

Patterns were the route to formulaic thinking, after all, and that didn’t have 
a place in my life. No sirree!

I did this for months and got better at it as time went on. Every time I saw a 
pattern emerging, I’d break it. The one habit I got into was pausing before I did 
anything so that I could do it differently to the way I did it last time.

I must have been an infuriating bugger to everyone around me.

THESE ARE NOT THE RESULTS  
YOU’RE LOOKING FOR

On the plus side, the experiment kind of worked. I think I did feel more 
creative. I was pretty sure I was coming up with more ideas—although I don’t know if 
I actually came up with any better ideas. I just felt a bit more sparky and innovative.
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But there was one drawback. Quite a big drawback: I was no longer a fully 
functional human being.

HOW DO YOU MAKE COFFEE AGAIN?

It all hit me one day as I stood in the kitchen trying to work out how to make 
myself a coffee. I was at a complete loss. I stood there trying to work out the 
steps in the process.

What equipment was needed for the task? 

Where could I find it? 

In what order did I use it? 

Everything had become a conscious decision and I was wasting a lot of 
time and energy doing everyday tasks that I previously didn’t need to think 
about. And that meant I had less time and energy to actually use my mind in a 
creative way.

I discovered something that I’d learned about during my university 
psychology courses. The mind automatically bundles actions together into 
tasks to allow you to operate on autopilot. 

Most people don’t think about how they make a coffee. They just do it and 
can hold a conversation while their hands get on with the well-practised routine. 

I had destroyed most of these little task bundles during the course of my 
experiment. And it was making my life harder and harder to live.

RECOVERY IS A SLOW PROCESS

It took me just over six months to cause the damage and at least another 
year to feel pretty much back to normal again. It was a slow process of rebuilding 
the tasks I’d broken down. 

I believe even now my struggle with routine and consistency has its roots 
in this experiment. Things like putting my keys in a different pocket every time 
and then having to pat myself down when I get to my front door. And my habit 
of exploring different routes rather than falling into a routine journey. 

You have every right to feel sorry for my poor family.
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WISDOM FROM A WISE MAN

A number of years later, I was having lunch with Rory Sutherland and 
recounted this story to him. At the end of it, he laughed uproariously and 
said “Dave, you’re an idiot! Do you not know that a man’s intelligence can be 
measured by how many things he can do without thinking?” 

Well, clearly, I hadn’t thought about it that way. And maybe he was right.

But did that stop me from experimenting? 

No siree!
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In the three decades I’ve been in the world of employment, I’ve only ever 
had disciplinary action taken against me once. And that was for disagreeing 
with a colleague. I was right to do so. It just so happened that I did it in front of a 
client and the client agreed with me. Not surprising really because I was trying 
to make sure they had the most effective solution.

My colleague was raging and had her vengeance by making a formal 
complaint against me. The company was legally bound to take her seriously 
and I had to sit through a farcical session with my direct boss and a stooge from 
HR.

R.E.S.P.E.C.T.  

Find out what it means  
to your business

Originally published in  
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They agreed that I had done the right thing but couldn’t be seen to publicly 
support my behaviour.

Like most big organisations, this one was averse to conflict. This process 
was its over-active corporate immune system attacking something it perceived 
as a threat.

To be fair, most organisations are the same. They’d rather avoid conflict 
than use it constructively. The employees who question and challenge are 
often labelled as troublemakers. Their suggestions for improvement are seen 
as shit-stirring obstructiveness. So they are leaned upon until they either stop 
trying or leave. That’s terrible because these individuals tend to be the ones 
with the most potential.

This is one of the main reasons large organisations are struggling to keep 
up with the world. They don’t want to be challenged. So they’re becoming 
increasingly irrelevant. That’s why many reports state that one-third of 
businesses will be extinct in 10 years.

Companies need fresh ideas if they want to survive. They need to encourage 
their staff—who know their business best—to share their thoughts. Probably the 
most effective way to do that is to stop eliminating conflict and start harnessing 
it for the good of the business. 

LET’S DEFINE POSITIVE CONFLICT

We need to get something clear from the start – we’re talking about 
positive conflict here. We’re not defending complainers, backstabbers and 
arseholes. Instead, we’re championing the people who spot things that can be 
improved, suggest new ways of doing things, come up with ideas that make 
people feel uncomfortable and question the stuff that companies do because 
they’ve always done it. However, as part of their efforts to drive the business 
forward and make things better, they often come up against resistance. That 
creates conflict that—if it’s handled correctly—can lead to better approaches, 
new opportunities and a stronger business. If handled badly (which is the 
default approach) it leads to stagnation and an exodus of talent.

DIVERSITY CAN HELP IF YOU LET IT

With lots of companies trying to hit diversity targets, we’re getting a broader 
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range of opinions, points of view and knowledge in the workplace. These 
can be fantastic assets if the organisations allow them to be. But most of the 
time the benefits of diversity are stifled by inflexible processes, a conservative 
culture and—the subject of this article—a fear of conflict. 

Most companies simply don’t support diversity of thought. Or as we call it: 
divergency. They turn every employee into the equivalent of a straight, white, 
middle-class, university-educated, male, conservative drone—regardless of 
how much melanin, oestrogen or physical ability they have. At the very best, 
the organisation might successfully complete their sticker album of minorities 
but they’ll entirely miss out on the real value of their diverse workforce.

WHY ORGANISATIONS RESIST CONFLICT

Organisations are set up like manufacturing production lines – especially 
the big ones. They’re focused on control, predictability and efficiency. When 
a production line doesn’t change, it’s easier to make little adjustments to get 
it running at maximum efficiency. It’s harder to do this when the variables are 
constantly changing.

But that’s the business environment we operate in today. Managing a 
business is more like trying to tune an engine while you’re driving off-road in 
a hostile environment without a map. Any business that refuses to respond to 
this turbulent habitat, will quickly lose their relevance, their customers and their 
revenue.

THE KEY TO HAPPY CONFLICTS

You can find several pieces of advice online about how to have positive 
disagreements at work. But I think it all comes down to one thing: respect. 

Conflict only becomes a problem when people don’t respect each other. 
That’s when it leads to petty sniping, political crappiness and hurt feelings. 
And those hurt feelings lead to more petty sniping, political crappiness and 
damaged relationships in return.

And sadly, most organisations don’t have respectful cultures where people 
care about each other. Which is probably why most organisations see conflict 
as a danger. Because, in their case, it is.

Maybe this diagram makes things a bit clearer:
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Because you’re conditioned to think that anything at the top of a business 

diagram is the optimal situation, you may look at this and think it’s best to be in 

the respectful agreement quadrant. It’s a nice place to be, admittedly. But it’s 

the second best option in this diagram. The very best quadrant is the respectful 

disagreement one because that’s where growth happens. That’s where two or 

more people work together to share their opinions, debate with each other 

and come to a stronger position than before. That’s where sub-optimal things 

are challenged and improved upon. That’s where organisations get real value 

from their staff.

Let’s take a look at how you can build a more respectful environment where 

positive conflict can thrive.
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• EXPLAIN WHAT CONSTRUCTIVE DISSENT IS

First and foremost, you need to help people understand the importance 
of respectful disagreement. If they can grasp the value it offers the company, 
they’re more likely to give it a go. But they must understand the difference 
between good conflict and petty sniping. It’s not just about pointing at 
something and criticising it, it’s about suggesting better ways of doing things. 
And it’s preferably backed up by facts or solid thinking.

There also needs to be a clear separation of people and their actions. It’s 
not about criticising individuals, it’s about suggesting better ways of doing 
things. Which means when someone contradicts something you’ve said or 
done, you should try not to take it personally (although it can often be hard).

Make these points clear. Then make them clear again. And again. In fact, 
don’t stop because people will always need reminding.

• BAKE IT INTO THE CULTURE

This isn’t something that only certain people should do. Your entire 
organisation should have a culture of respect.

This isn’t something that happens all by itself. If you’re hands-off and 
passive about it, it shows you don’t care about your staff. And, therefore, you’re 
not giving them the respect they deserve.

Just like soaping yourself up in the shower, it’s wise to start at the top and 
work your way down. Respectful disagreement should begin with the CEO. 
Or at the very least, a department head. These leaders need to demonstrate 
that they welcome other people’s opinions and value the individuals brave 
enough to offer them. This is the only way to truly make it part of the fabric of 
the company.

• PUBLICLY REWARD PEOPLE

If you embrace constructive dissent you’re guaranteed to get some 
different outcomes. And better outcomes.

You now need to encourage this behaviour by thanking the people who 
sparked these different results. Being the first ones to stand up and share their 
opinions takes bravery and you need to show the more timid employees that 
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there’s nothing to be afraid of. In fact, you need to show them that sharing your 
thoughts is preferable to keeping them to yourself. If you publicly show that 
you value the people who are brave enough to make a stand, more people will 
do it.

On the flip-side, you also need to take action against negative dissent. 
As much as you’ll already have made it clear that this isn’t an open door for 
personal grudges and gripes, some people will still fall into this hole. Especially 
if they feel downtrodden and powerless. You need to nip this behaviour in 
the bud right away and reinforce the need for respect. If you don’t, you’ll just 
encourage more bitches to crawl out of the shadows and do more harm to your 
organisation.

• GIVE PEOPLE THE RIGHT TRAINING

You’ll probably struggle to find training on respectful disagreement. That’s 
mainly because not many people talk about it or see the value of it in their 
business. You could always create your own programme. Or you could speak to 
someone like me about putting a programme together for you.

But a good start is to make sure people have the important skills they need: 
critical thinking, communication and leadership skills. And, of course, conflict 
resolution skills. Investing in this kind of training also sends the message that 
you’re serious about this. And that you respect and trust your employees.

• BUILD IT INTO YOUR PROCESS

If your organisation is one that loves its routines and structure, it may help 
to add critical sessions into your processes.

These are scheduled times when people can—and should—give honest 
feedback. You need to make sure that everyone understands their job is to 
make things better rather than just pick holes. If people understand that’s the 
focus of the session, they’ll tend to move towards that purpose.

As well as doing this on individual jobs, you should also regularly challenge 
the core assumptions of the business. If you encourage people to come up with 
better ways of doing things, there’s more chance of them doing that than if you 
don’t. Obvious, isn’t it?
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• DON’T TURN IT INTO A SET OF RULES

The natural way that a lot of companies will try to approach this is to turn 
it into a set of rules. But that’s probably not the best approach. Rules just lead 
to pettiness and conservatism. And if you’re wanting to encourage people to 
question everything, you probably shouldn’t give them more things to question.

It’s much better to create a culture and a set of understandings than a 
bunch of laws. This is about human interaction after all. And people don’t tend 
to follow a set of rules about how they interact with other humans outside the 
office.

Build an environment where people can be respectful. And then trust them 
to do that. If they do it wrong, re-educate them. If they refuse to correct their 
behaviour, discipline them. But remember this is about respect. And there’s no 
better way of demonstrating that than trusting your employees.

As you can see, it’s pretty simple. 

Do you agree? It’s OK if you don’t. 

As long as you do it respectfully.
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This article is possibly going to make me a few enemies. I’m a former 
advertising Creative Director and I’m about to tell you why I stopped believing 
in it. And share my vision of how marketers could work more effectively with 
their agencies.

When I started in the advertising industry in the early 90s as a lowly 
copywriter, the industry hadn’t changed for nearly 40 years. Bill Bernbach’s 
‘creative revolution’ had shaken the industry in the 1950s but there had been 
no big changes since. We were operating in the same media channels, we 
were following the same processes and most people would merrily kill their 
grandmother to work on the Volkswagen account.

WHY SHOULD  
AGENCIES HAVE A 

MONOPOLY ON  
CREATIVITY?

Originally published  
in CMO.com



Even now creatives harken back to this historical moment in their industry. 
They talk about Bernbach in the same awed way that guitarists talk about 
Hendrix. Yet few of them really understand why his revolution was important 
and what we can learn from it.

You see, Bernbach’s creative revolution wasn’t about placing his department 
at the centre of the industry. It was about doing work that got noticed by the 
public and was, therefore, more effective. His motivation was good business 
rather than creative awards.

He was operating in a time when media was changing. The propaganda of 
the Second World War had created a new kind of industrialised mass marketing. 
Television was the new medium on the block. And Elvis Presley and James Dean 
were helping to invent a new phenomenon called the teenager. Society and 
media were being disrupted yet the advertising industry was still churning out 
charmless schmaltz and all-American irrelevance. Bernbach understood that 
the only way to get noticed in this environment was to zig when everyone else 
was zagging. Creativity was the point of difference that made his ads stand out 
in a hum-drum marketplace. He was buying attention with clever ideas rather 
than massive media budgets.

And now back to the present day.

We’re in an even bigger period of media change. In the last 20 years, we’ve 
seen the number of available media channels multiply exponentially. We’ve 
seen the established media channels evolve into far more complex beasts. And 
we’ve seen the way people consume media change beyond recognition.

So we have a disrupted media landscape, we have an industry that on-the-
whole doesn’t understand the changes in audience behaviour and we have a 
public that trusts our messages less than they ever have.

If Bernbach had been born 60 years later, I’m pretty sure he’d be getting 
ready to kick some ass right now.

So what revolution do we need this time?

Well, I’d like to propose another creative revolution. Except this time it’s not 
restricted to one department; it’s a revolution everyone plays a part in.

Creativity seems to have been increasingly ghettoised until it’s barely more 
than a stylistic flourish on the end of some pretty standard thinking. Layers of 
structure and process have developed over the years, increasingly separating 
the brand owners from the creatives. If we want to do work that truly solves 
marketing problems, we need to extend creativity all the way back up the 
marketing process.
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As part of this, we need to look at the kind of idea that goes at the centre of 
our campaigns. The majority of advertising agencies are good at executions but 
in most instances, their ideas don’t work well across different media channels. 
As a result, we end up brutally slapping the same images and headlines on 
every piece of media—TV, posters, press ads, internet banners, direct mail and 
point of sale—in the hope that repetition will beat the dumb consumer into 
submission.

However, a truly great creative approach has a strong central idea that can 
comfortably extend across multiple channels. And I don’t believe agencies are 
the right places to come up with this kind of thinking.

Agencies have agendas. And they have areas of expertise that they feel 
comfortable working within. Most big brands still get their advertising agency 
to come up with the initial campaign idea. These agencies are experts in the 
field of broadcasting a message. They know how to work with a great director 
to produce a stunning piece of film that will help them pick up some more 
awards. Or how to create a beautifully crafted poster or print ad. But these 
ideas rarely work comfortably across other media channels.

The best place to come up with the right kind of creative strategy is before 
it’s briefed to the agencies. That’s the point where you can come up with a 
creative marketing idea that isn’t affected by any media agenda (I’m working 
with a couple of brands on how to do that exact thing right now).

The current focus on ‘best of breed’ agencies may seem like a sensible 
decision. But having the best players on your team isn’t worth much if they’re 
still playing as individuals.

To make the situation worse, there are a growing number of disciplines 
asking for a slice of the marketing pie; social media agencies, content agencies, 
app developers, mobile advertising specialists, affiliate marketers. This list of 
specialisms won’t stop growing any time soon.

Media may be converging but the marketing landscape seems to be 
fragmenting. And with each specialism adding their own creative and strategic 
spin, our marketing messages are becoming increasingly fractured and 
disjointed.

So am I proposing that we remove the roles of creativity and strategy from 
agencies? Not at all. But I am proposing we use them in a more effective way.

I’m proposing a new kind of creative agency; one that doesn’t have an 
agenda.
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It would come up with a creative strategy before the media is chosen and 
the jobs are divided up amongst the roster agencies. It would be made up 
of creative generalists with a media neutral approach. It would work closely 
with the marketing department. And it would help to manage the rest of the 
agencies to make sure all the executions fit the creative strategy.

It doesn’t sound that radical, does it?

It would mean that client/agency relationships can continue with minimal 
disruption. It means you’re still getting channel experts to ensure the best 
executions. And it would make the marketing function more effective, easier to 
manage and—with any luck—more enjoyable.

I think it’s worth a try. And if you want someone to help you, I’ll be the first 
to raise my hand.
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Five-year-olds are brilliant. If you give them a fistful of crayons and ask them 
to draw their perfect home, they’ll happily set to work and give you something 
surprising. You’ll get multi-coloured rocket boats, tower blocks with a helter-
skelter down the outside and all sorts of wild ideas. It’s an amazing stage of life. 
Ten-year-olds, on the other hand, will start saying things like “I’m not very good 
at drawing” and “what do you mean by ‘perfect home?’” And if I was to do the 
same exercise with adults like you, there would be even more complaining and 
even less imagination.

As someone who helps organisations come up with powerful ideas, I’m 
often asked: “how do you make people more creative?” My answer is usually 
that I don’t. Instead, I help people to be less uncreative.

That may sound like a ridiculous thing to say but hear me out.

THE INCREDIBLE  
VALUE OF BEING 

5-YEARS OLD

Originally published in  
Irish Tech News



HOW WE LOSE THE MAGIC

I find that everyone has the ability to come up with ideas. But for many, 
these abilities are lying dormant behind barriers that have been erected over 
time. 

Each barrier is a layer fear. 

It starts at school with the fear of doing something wrong. Kids are told off 
if they don’t colour inside the lines. They get marked down if they don’t give 
the correct answer. They even get berated if they get the right answer but don’t 
reach it the right way. These are the first dampers to douse our creative sparks.

Sadly, education focuses on what to think rather than how to think. 

And the situation only gets worse when we enter the workforce. There’s a 
legitimate fear that if you don’t do the right thing, you might lose your job. So 
people are scared of rocking the boat, of disagreeing with their boss or making 
suggestions that aren’t backed up with solid proof. Arse-covering becomes 
more important than original thinking.

This leads to conformity. It stifles thinking. It creates a barren landscape 
where ideas are unable to germinate, flourish or bear fruit.

IDEAS ARE YOUR FUTURE

But all organisations are now operating in a shifting landscape that requires 
them to evolve if they want to remain relevant. 

A 2010 study by IBM found that CEOs around the world believed creativity 
was the most important skill for the future success of their business. 

Innovation is seen as a vital business function. In recent years billions have 
been invested in it by the world’s top companies all hoping to be the next Uber 
or Tesla or Airbnb. 

But a recent McKinsey study revealed that 94% of business leaders are 
dissatisfied with their innovation efforts. I didn’t leave out a decimal point there. 
The figure really is 94%.

Something is clearly amiss.

I believe it’s the crippling effect of conformity. I believe it’s the layers of fear 
that prevent truly extraordinary thinking. I believe it’s the focus on productivity 

dave birss64



and utilisation that perpetuates the lie that repetitive doing is more important 
than ground-breaking thinking.

But I also believe it’s possible to bypass these limiting mindsets.

BEING BUSINESSLIKE IS BAD FOR BUSINESS

We all have a concept in our minds of what work is. And what it isn’t. Few 
people think that play belongs in the workplace. And this is a really harmful 
assumption based on a misunderstanding of what play is.

Play is a hugely valuable state that helps you break out of the limiting 
assumptions and fears that prevent fresh thinking. 

Let’s look at what happens when you play a game of Monopoly. A group of 
people agree to operate by a new set of rules for a limited period of time. You 
assign roles, agree a process, outline what is acceptable behaviour and define 
the end goal. Once the agreed goal has been reached, the play session ends 
and you all return to normality.

In the workplace, play allows a group of people to temporarily take on 
new assumptions, adopt different perspectives and measure success by new 
criteria. That helps them generate ideas they would not normally be capable of.

Just like the play of your childhood, it can take on various forms, from role 
play and competition through to skilful play and tinkering. And these different 
activities make it incredibly versatile. 

In the world of business, you can use play to discover information, 
understand your audience better, discover valuable insights, test hypotheses, 
generate ideas, judge ideas, find ways around obstacles, develop strategy, 
explore new markets and so much more. 

Businesses tend to operate within a limited set of thinking. Over time, the 
organisation’s thinking becomes ever-more focused and less flexible as they 
strive for efficiency and higher profits. 

Play allows an organisation to access every other kind of thinking outside 
of their constrained approach. And, in turn, allows them to come up with ideas 
that can have a radical impact. 

All that’s left now is to make these ideas happen without being destroyed 
by the corporate vigilantes who take it upon themselves to eliminate anything 
outside the norm. 
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But that requires the active participation of management who need to stop 
acting like Victorian teachers and get down on the floor to play with everyone 
else from time to time.

Because play isn’t wasting time. It’s what makes us more valuable than the 
machines. It’s where great thinking comes from.

OK. You can stop reading now.

It’s time to go out and play.

Tag! You’re it!
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I’ve always hated the term Brexit. But I’m not a fan of portmanteau words 
in general. You can keep your ‘infomercials’, ‘edutainment’ and ‘dramedies’. But 
linguistic foibles aside, I also hate the idea of Brexit. I hate that it stands for 
isolationism, separatism and a distrust of others. Because these are the main 
ingredients in the poisonous potion that kills creativity.

And that puts Britain at a disadvantage. Because few business leaders 
will disagree with the fact that creativity is vital to the future success of their 
company.

BREXIT 
MEANS 
CREXIT

Originally published in  
Open for Ideas



By voting to limit ourselves to this small island, we’ve voted to become a 
less fertile soil for creative ideas. I find that devastating. We’re not just breaking 
away from Europe, we’re breaking away from creative opportunities.

It’s not just a Brexit, it’s a Crexit.

British business will now have to try harder to stay relevant. And that’s going 
to take conscious effort to fight against the natural stagnation that will happen 
when the free flow of humans and ideas is suddenly restricted.

SMALL-MINDEDNESS LEADS TO  
SMALL THINKING

Much of what led to the Brexit vote was a fear of immigrants and refugees 
flooding our nation and stealing our jobs. These foreigners would apparently 
dilute what it means to be British. 

Personally, looking at Britain’s international history, I think this is sheer 
hypocrisy and double-standardness. And is—from my understanding of the 
national character—decidedly un-British.

A distrust of others stems from personal insecurity. Bullies put others down 
to elevate themselves. People who are stressed and unhappy lash out at others 
to spread their misery. It’s crappy stuff but it’s part of human nature, sadly.

Otherism—or egocentrism, if you prefer—shuts down outside influence. 
It’s the very definition of being closed-minded. It results in fewer collisions 
of information, points of view and approaches. And, naturally, less diverse, 
interesting, creative thinking.

THE TALENT DRAIN HAS STARTED

The people who tend to hang around on a sinking ship are the ones who 
are most afraid of the big blue unknown. The rats leave. As do the smartest 
individuals. 

I’ve seen it in several businesses I’ve worked in. If the environment isn’t a 
fertile and supportive one, the really talented folk don’t hang around that long. 
The long-termers tend to be more conservative and institutionalised. They’ve 
found a comfortable environment where they know their place, understand 
what they’re doing and don’t want to rock the boat.
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The most capable, visionary people are always open to new opportunities. 
They like to be challenged. They’re excited by opportunities. They enjoy the 
feeling of achieving something new. If they don’t get that from their job, they’ll 
go elsewhere.

The UK has some amazing talent. These individuals help to keep the 
country at the forefront of many industries. But these individuals can only do 
that if they’ve got an environment that helps them thrive. 

There’s a very good chance these people could become stifled or move on 
to another more welcoming environment if the UK becomes less welcoming 
and supportive. These are both disastrous for the future of Britain.

A few weeks ago the EU Baroque Orchestra announced that it would be 
moving from their Oxfordshire home to Antwerp. And all because of Brexit. 
They said that restrictions on the free movement of people would make the life 
of a musician even harder. Their general manager, Emma Wilkinson, went on 
to say: “I do worry that European orchestras will not be inviting talented British 
musicians to work with them. It will just be too bureaucratically difficult.”

Right now foreign banks are planning their exodus from Canary Wharf and 
the City. Other foreign companies that have used the UK as their European 
base are making similar plans. And talented foreign individuals—who the 
government has so far failed to provide any commitment to—will be keeping 
their eyes open for other opportunities.

IDEAS DON’T RESPECT BORDERS

It’s not just about people. Ideas need the right conditions to thrive as well. 
If they don’t have that, they’ll wither. Or be relocated to a more welcoming and 
nourishing environment.

The internet has created a world with few borders (we’re looking at you 
North Korea). When you publish a site, it can be reached by billions of people 
across every time zone. People gather in online communities based on interests 
rather than geographical proximity. 

I don’t believe anyone in Britain restricts their web browsing to sites that 
end in .co.uk. Because why would you restrict yourself when you live in a world 
of global information? That’s a beautiful and powerful thing.

If Brexit makes it harder for me to collaborate internationally (just yesterday 
I collaborated with people in San Francisco, Brisbane and Munich) then it has 

dave birss70



potential to shut down opportunities for my British-based business and cause 
my collaborators to deal with someone easier.

DON’T JUST WAIT AND SEE

I’ve heard numerous businesspeople saying they just want to hold off and 
see what happens with Brexit. I think that’s the wisdom of a fool. It’s passive 
and—like the proverbial frog in a pot of water—you may never take the action 
you need to survive.

There are numerous factors that can affect the creative output and 
innovativeness of organisations. So when one of these factors—the movement 
of diverse talent—is hobbled, you need to focus on some other factors to 
mitigate any potential damage. 

So here are a few things British companies can do to address the potential 
threats of our new political situation.

• CREATE A CULTURE THAT WELCOMES OTHERNESS

It’s not just about having the most talented individuals, it’s about creating 
an environment where they can think effectively and release their full potential. 

You don’t do that if you’re coercing them to do things a specific way 
because “that’s the way we do things around here”. If you successfully create 
a company culture that allows for different approaches and points-of-view, 
you’ll also unlock the abilities hidden in other employees that you never knew 
existed. And you’ll get insights and ideas you never thought possible.

• LOOK AFTER YOUR TALENT

Particularly if you have foreign employees. Commit to making the extra 
effort and covering the cost of keeping them. If you show your faith in them, 
they’ll show their faith in you. 

But understand what actually motivates the most talented people. It’s not 
money (although financially exploiting them will almost certainly motivate them 
to leave). It’s more likely to be the satisfaction of feeling involved, achieving 
things and being credited for their work. 
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People tend to stay if they’re getting what they need from an organisation, 
emotionally as well as financially. Make that part of your corporate culture and 
it will pay dividends.

• INVEST IN FRESH IDEAS

You need to invest in the future of your business. And I use the word 
‘invest’ very consciously here. The standard way that investment funds work 
is by putting most of your capital into low risk/low return shares and a smaller 
amount into high risk/high return ones. That means most of your money is 
pretty secure. But that smaller portion could go stratospheric. 

No organisation knows what the future holds for them, so the best way to 
prepare for it is to explore the unknown and have an ongoing commitment to 
trying out some ‘high risk/high return’ activities. They may not succeed – but 
you’ve not bet the business on them. 

If they fail, you’ll learn. If they succeed, you’ll improve your business. 

So set aside a portion of your budgets to try new approaches. That will give 
you a huge advantage over everyone else in your industry – wherever they are 
in the world.

Whether or not I agree with Brexit (I think I’ve made my position clear by 
now) I know that the most important thing is for us to accept the situation and 
move forward as a nation. 

I believe that any time of change is a time of great opportunity. We just need 
to remember that this goes two ways. It’s also a time of change—and therefore 
opportunity—for the rest of the world in terms of their relationship with the UK. 

It will be creative thinking and flexibility of thought that will give us the best 
chance of winning from Brexit.

It’s time to roll up our sleeves. Because it’s no longer business as usual.
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Brainstorming was first introduced to the world in 1942. It was outlined in 
the book How To Think Up by Alex Osborn, one of the founders of advertising 
agency BBDO. He started experimenting with techniques to improve group 
creativity in his agency and found that his brainstorming technique helped him 
do just that. 

It was designed for the world of advertising at a moment in history. And, 
funnily enough, these days ad agencies are the last places you’re likely to find 
the technique being used.

SCIENCE SHOWS 
BRAINSTORMS  
DON’T WORK  

Why do we still use them?

Originally published in  
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Almost as soon as the brainstorming technique became popular, 
academics began studying it. And right from the start, the results have been less 
than favourable. Many of the studies compared the technique to individuals 
working independently on the same problem and found that brainstorming 
produced fewer ideas and less diverse ideas than the same number of lone 
thinkers working for the same amount of time. 

Pretty damning stuff.

But this news clearly hasn’t made it into the corporate world. Companies 
continue to use brainstorming as their default technique for generating ideas. 
And it seems that the biggest benefit they can get out of it is a temporary boost 
in staff morale.

But group creativity isn’t a bad thing. Your staff are oozing with knowledge, 
experience and potential. And there are really great ways of harnessing that and 
using it to generate effective ideas. If we can simply move beyond brainstorms.

Let’s start with some scientific and anecdotal arguments against the 
traditional brainstorm. Then we’ll look at how to improve your group creativity 
sessions.

NARROWING DOWN THE THINKING

Studies have shown that when people are working together in a room, they 
tend to over-focus on a smaller number of concepts. The social dynamic of the 
group naturally limits the areas explored in the session. This is exacerbated as 
new ideas tend to conform to those already suggested by other participants. 

This is clearly not what anyone wants from an idea-generation session.

THE RACE TO THE BOTTOM

There are two psychological effects that have the tendency to reduce 
individual input in a brainstorming session. 

The first of these—the matching effect—explains why a few lethargic and 
cynical people in a room tend to bring the whole room down. People tend to 
undergo a regression to the mean, where the more able members of the group 
end up matching the performance of their less able counterparts. 

Related to this is the sucker effect. It’s similarly damaging for group sessions. 
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People with lots to offer tend to tone down their contributions when they know 
there are freeloaders and slackers in the room who aren’t putting in as much 
effort. You’re never going to get people with the same amount of energy and 
ability in a room, so this is always going to be an issue.

THE IDEA BOTTLENECK

The typical method of brainstorming involves one person with a marker 
pen and flipchart noting down the ideas of one attendee at a time. 

This method causes something known as production blocking, where 
valuable ideas that are thought of by others while someone else is speaking 
are often lost. They are either forgotten, discarded as off-topic or left behind as 
more thoughts come to mind. 

Without a suitable means to capture these, a brainstorm session fails to be 
a truly effective way of generating ideas.

QUANTITY NOT QUALITY

The premise of brainstorming is that the more ideas you produce, the more 
chance there is of you finding a good one. This focus on quantity is often to 
the detriment of quality. You should really be aiming to generate effective and 
fresh ideas that elegantly solve a problem. 

Snipers beat blunderbusses every time.

A BUMPER BAG OF FIRST THOUGHTS

Most brainstorms are run with whoever happens to be available at the time. 
People are dragged away from their desk, told about a problem, then asked 
to come up with ideas without the chance to get their mind around the issues. 

So they come up with uninformed first thoughts. 

These first thoughts are what great creative thinkers use to fill their bin. They 
tend to be mental explorations rather than great solutions. Brainstorms usually 
capture the groundwork that could potentially lead to good ideas rather than 
the good ideas themselves.
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LET’S ENCOURAGE BAD IDEAS

During brainstorm sessions, the facilitator will often try to coax people to 
contribute by saying “c’mon, there’s no such thing as a bad idea!” Except, we 
all know that there is. 

Lowering the creative standards can actually be a really good thing for 
encouraging the flow of ideas. But it has to be matched with people looking 
for the potential and then raising ideas up to a higher level. Instead, it tends to 
encourage loudmouths to fill the airtime out of all good intention. 

These people are uncomfortable with silence and just start talking, 
regardless of the quality of their contribution. This makes it harder for other 
people to think and contribute. 

There’s nothing wrong with keeping the standards a bit higher. Don’t be 
afraid of silence if it’s giving people time to think more deeply.

THERE’S ALWAYS JUDGEMENT

As much as brainstorms are often conducted under the premise that 
judgement is to be reserved, everyone knows that’s never quite the case. All 
ideas have to be evaluated at some point and silence about your contribution 
is merely another form of criticism. 

Fear is the ultimate creativity killer. When most attendees are quietly 
judging everyone else in their head, they don’t want to say something that 
could cause others to judge them as stupid or reckless or unpredictable. You 
have to work with these people on a daily basis and it’s far easier to destroy 
your reputation than it is to grow it.

LACK OF PRE-THOUGHT

Simply putting a bunch of people in a room and telling them about a 
problem isn’t the same as preparing them for generating ideas. Yet that’s the 
way the majority of brainstorms are run. Both the facilitator and the attendees 
need to come to the session prepared and ready to go. 

Yet, that is rarely the case.
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A BUMPER BAG OF NONSENSE

Most brainstorm sessions end with the facilitator handing a bunch of 
badly-scrawled flipchart pages and PostIt notes to their assistant to type up. 
No judgement was done during the session. And more than likely, nothing will 
happen with any of the ideas. 

The nuance of good ideas is lost and forgotten in the process. 

The potential of the session has dwindled to nothing. 

Somewhere in the distance a dog barks. 

Creativity takes its final rattling breath dreaming of what could have been.

Pretty compelling points, aren’t they?

But don’t let it get you down. Really! This is great news. Brainstorms were 
a fantastic starting point. They helped corporations understand that they could 
harness the knowledge and imaginations of their staff. 

All of these learnings can help us build better and more effective ways of 
doing that. Brainstorms had their moment in the spotlight and now it’s time to 
move on.

The best way forward is, of course, to get proper training. Just don’t pick a 
course that promises to teach you brainstorm skills! (I’ll admit to being totally 
biased because I show people much more effective ways of solving problems!)

But if you insist on continuing with the B.S. (an apt abbreviation for 
‘brainstorm’), here are some tips that can greatly improve them. (In Alex 
Osborn’s defence, he mentioned some of these in his writings in the 1940s and 
people chose to ignore them.)

FACILITATORS SHOULD BE TRAINED

They should understand how to create a clear and simple brief. They should 
know how to prepare for a session. And they should know how to stimulate 
people’s thoughts with the right questions. 

They should understand the role of the idea-generation session within the 
larger creative process. And they should know how to select the right ideas and 
sell them on to the right people within the organisation.
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CREATE THE RIGHT GROUP

Groups should be large enough to offer a breadth of thought but not so 
large that people can get by without participating. Between 5 and 12 is a good 
size. 

You probably don’t want too broad a range of seniority in the room – junior 
people will be in real fear of being judged and senior people will feel too much 
pressure to contribute. It can also lead to idea conformity where people try to 
show respect to their seniors by giving their ideas more weight and attention.

DO THE PREPARATION

We’re assuming the facilitator has done some great work writing the brief 
and giving some clear and well-articulated direction. This needs to be given to 
the hand-selected contributors in advance. At least a day in advance. 

Attendees should be asked to come to the session with some ideas. That 
means everyone is familiar with the task and the session starts with some good 
momentum.

JUDGE AND DEVELOP

When you’ve got your stack of ideas, you need to select the best ones. 

Your brief should help you with that. It should give you criteria to judge the 
ideas against. Create three piles. One is for all the ideas that fit your criteria. The 
second is for the ideas that don’t quite match all the criteria but still excite you. 
And third is for everything else. The third pile belongs inside a recycling bin. 

Now spend some time seeing if you can make the ideas in the second pile 
more suitable. And finally, spend some time seeing if you can make the ideas in 
the first pile more interesting.

DON’T STOP AT THE END

Most people stop thinking about the problem at the end of the session. 
Don’t let them. Ask them to come up with more ideas over the next couple of 
days. Set an expectation that they need to keep thinking about it. Maybe get 
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them together again for another session so you can benefit from these extra 
thoughts. 

Have reasonable expectations about your idea-generation sessions. You’re 
not going to solve your problem for the price of half an hour of people’s time 
and a packet of choc chip cookies. One session is unlikely to get you everything 
you want. Work out your whole process and see where some group creative 
thinking fits in best.

This article should give you a good understanding of how well your 
organisation uses group creativity. Maybe you just need to make a few tweaks. 
Or maybe you need to make a more fundamental change. 

The good news is that nearly 60 years of research into brainstorming has 
given us some fantastic understandings of where we can improve on Osborn’s 
thinking. And there are brainstorm alternatives that can release the potential of 
your team and generate more effective ideas.

So maybe the best idea you can have right now is to forward this on to the 
right people in your organisation. Or just leave a printout on their desk and run 
away.

Because nobody should ever suffer through a bad brainstorm again.
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I’d like to tell you a story that may make you feel a bit uncomfortable. 

It’s about my journey through bipolarism and how it changed my life for the 
better. Personally and creatively. 

I know – you don’t hear that very often. But I went into the experience one 
person and came out another. I wouldn’t have had such a successful creative 
career without it.

The reason I want to share my story is because people tend to automatically 
place mental health issues in the ‘negative’ bucket. They only see them as a 
drawback, a risk, a reason not to fully engage with someone. But for me, that 
just wasn’t the case. I want people to see that there can be positive aspects to 
slipping outside the definition of ‘normal’.

LOSING MY  
MENTAL HEALTH  

WAS THE BEST THING  
TO HAPPEN TO ME

Originally published in  
The Drum



It started in my early 20s. I’d been made redundant from my first job in 
the advertising industry and I was struggling to find another one. So I’d been 
applying to lots of other industries in sheer desperation. Over a period of four 
months, I’d collected a stack of over 200 rejection letters from jobs I’d applied 
for. These were from the small percentage of companies that were decent 
enough to respond. 

I felt crushed and worthless. Two university degrees surely gave me an 
advantage in the market, so clearly I was the problem. All evidence pointed to 
me being a sub-par human being that didn’t deserve even the cruddiest of the 
jobs I’d been applying for.

Sadness led to misery. Misery led to despair. Despair led to depression.

My brain stopped functioning in the way I was used to. I started to 
disappear into my own head. Hours would pass with me having no awareness 
of my surroundings. 

And then something beautiful happened: I started to have manic episodes.

Let me explain what that was like for me. 

I felt like a god. And that’s because I was a god. My mind no longer worked 
like a mortal’s. 

I went from thinking in two dimensions to suddenly functioning in 
technicolour 3D. I could think more than one thought at a time. I could see 
things with a clarity I’d never experienced before. The impossible seemed 
possible. And I felt like I could change the world.

During this period I came up with theories to tackle climate change, I wrote 
poetry, I composed music, I invented products and I came up with the idea for 
Facebook (seriously). I wouldn’t sleep for days while I furiously scribbled down 
my thoughts.

And then came the crushing hopelessness of depression. A dark and 
wretched lethargy would smother all light and hope. I would cry until there 
were no more tears left. I had never felt so empty and worthless.

But the ups made the downs worth it. More than worth it. They changed the 
entire course of my life.

Before the blessing of bipolarism, I was a meek, unambitious procrastinator. 
After my experience, I had energy, focus, clarity and drive. Before, I barely had 
the ability to change my hairstyle (I actually had hair back then). Afterwards, I 
believed I could change the world.
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I harnessed my new-found focus and ambition and poured all my energy 
into improving my creative portfolio. It took me two months to get back into 
the ad industry. Within five years I was leading creative departments in London.

THERE’S NOTHING SPECIAL ABOUT MY STORY

I’ve been quite open about my experience. Over the years, that’s led to lots 
of colleagues quietly confessing their own mental health issues to me. 

Some would tell me about their crippling anxiety, their obsessive-
compulsive disorder or their depression. Others would confess their struggles 
with ADHD, dyslexia and dyscalculia (mental variances rather than mental 
health issues). 

These people were from all levels of the organisation. Some of them were 
CEOs. And I was often the first person they’d told about it.

Initially, I was surprised at how many people were having difficulties with 
their mental health. But it turns out the situation is way worse than I expected. 
There are even more people struggling with their minds than I could have 
imagined. Recent estimates state that around one in four adults in the UK meets 
the criteria for a common mental disorder.

If one in four people had the flu, it would be all over the news. The country 
would be in a panic.

This is an epidemic. And not enough people are talking about it.

TURN YOUR UNDERSTANDING OF MENTAL 
HEALTH ON ITS HEAD

I’m fortunate that my experience was so positive. If my condition had been 
more severe, the outcome could have been very different. I’m very grateful for 
that.

All the people who have spoken to me about their issues could be 
described as ‘functional’. They were still managing to hold down jobs while 
privately wrestling with their minds. But there was one piece of advice that 
helped many of them. It was to start thinking of their condition as a superpower.

You see, being different makes you special. People who have suffered from 
depression tend to be more empathetic. Those who suffer from OCD tend to 
have a better eye for details. Those with dyslexia tend to have a more visual 
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approach to problem-solving than others.

Rather than seeing what makes you different as something that makes you 
less than others, you can look for the advantage it offers you.

IT’S TIME TO SPEAK OUT

If you’re in the UK, you’ll have noticed that the royals have been speaking 
out about their own mental health struggles. That’s great. And more people 
need to do that. Especially senior businesspeople.

Mental health problems can lead to people feeling isolated and 
misunderstood. 

It’s a lonely experience when you think everyone else is ‘normal’ and you’re 
the only one going through your struggle. Speaking out doesn’t just help you, 
it helps other people.

Fortunately, a few prominent people are publicly sharing their own 
struggles. You can see insightful interviews with people like Alastair Campbell, 
Ruby Wax, Simon Woodroffe and other successful individuals on the Head Talks 
website. It’s clear that mental health issues don’t have to hold you back. In fact, 
for many, it’s what drives them forwards.

But it’s not just individuals that need to be open about mental health issues; 
organisations need to open up too. Openness, honesty and humanity are good 
for business. They lead to loyalty, shared purpose and people feeling freer to 
share their ideas.

HAVE A PUBLIC POLICY

Employers need to consider the one-in-four statistic mentioned above. 
About 25% of your staff are trying to do their job while suffering from a 
common mental disorder. If you want to get the best out of everyone, you need 
to acknowledge this fact and have policies to deal with it.

But don’t just keep it as a piece of dull HR guidance. Or even as a page on 
the company intranet. Make it public. 

Make sure everyone knows about it and understands who to speak to. 
Show your employees that you care about them and want them to be the best 
they can be.
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Better still, actively do things to help look after your staff’s mental health. 
Like, redirect all their email when they’re on holiday. Or offer free counselling. 
Or even put on regular mindfulness sessions. Your actions (and employment 
contracts) say more than your words ever will.

WHERE MY MENTAL HEALTH IS NOW

I’m hugely fortunate. I’ve never suffered from depression quite as severely 
again. Through the years I’ve sensed the black dog sniffing around and 
successfully made changes to stop myself from being badly bitten. The way 
I do that is to set myself a meaningful challenge and immediately get to work 
on it. 

I’ve learned to understand what works for me.

But I feel fortunate to have ended up with this superpower in the first place. 

I’d like to invite more of my fellow superheroes to throw off their masks and 
share their true identities
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In recent years diversity has just become another inconvenient 
administrative box to tick in the world of business. It’s making corporate leaders 
nervous about doing the wrong thing. And it’s having a serious impact on every 
slice of the HR pie. 

But that’s because most organisations are approaching it all wrong.

They’re trying to deal with diversity in a way that has minimal impact on 
their business. They don’t want to mess with their day-to-day operations. And 
in limiting their approach, they miss out on all the fantastic potential it offers.

Let me explain. I’ll even use a diagram.

YOU’RE DOING  
DIVERSITY WRONG

Originally published in  
Open for Ideas



WHAT IS NORMAL ANYWAY?

Everyone has their own definition of ‘normal’ or ‘expected’ behaviour. 
That includes manners, customs, traditions, societal standards and what the 
psychological profession refers to as ’norms’. When people regularly veer from 
these expectations – for whatever reason – it makes us feel uncomfortable. 

As you can see from the diagram below, there are different ways you can 
diverge from the norm. 

• Natural Variation is more commonly known as diversity. It’s the stuff 
that’s encoded in our DNA and brain wiring. It’s our nature.

• Upbringing is the nurture side of our learning. It’s the assumptions, 
habits and knowledge we get from the way we are raised.

• Illness is any condition that changes us physically or mentally. It can be 
temporary or have a longer-term impact.

• Injury is any trauma that changes us permanently. Including emotional 
traumas that change the way we respond to the world.
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Every group has their own norm. It’s primarily made up of the unwritten 
things that everyone does. Newcomers to the group see what everyone else is 
doing and mirrors it. This is augmented with written rules, established processes, 
rigid hierarchies and other elements that dictate people’s behaviour.

The closer you follow the norm, the more you’re seen as part of the group.  

THE PUSH TO CONFORMITY

One of the ways people bond is by demonstrating how similar they are to 
each other. 

Young dating couples will often lie to each other about the films, books 
and music they like in an effort to build a connection. And people in business 
collect around the same views and opinions—not because they’ve thought 
them through—but because influential people seem to think that way.

The irresistible pull to conformity discourages different thinking and 
alternative approaches. Employees are sucked into the predictable circle of 
normality. 

You can see it in the work uniform. Lawyers dress like lawyers. Bricklayers 
dress like bricklayers. Your organisation may not have a written mandate that 
‘this is what you wear’ but I’m sure a quick look around at your colleagues will 
show that most people dress pretty similarly. Suits are not really any different to 
builder’s wear. A tie seems to be just as necessary in most offices as a hard hat 
is on most worksites.

And creative industries are no different. My jeans, converse, t-shirt, 
pretentious facial hair and bold eyewear are not uncommon in advertising. If I 
had worn a three-piece suit into any of the agencies I worked at, I would have 
got weird looks (I actually did for my first week in advertising and I didn’t just 
get looks – I was a laughing stock!)

The way you dress affects the way you feel. It helps to put you into character. 
And that character is usually pretty similar to the other characters wearing the 
same uniform. The result is homogeneity. Which is the opposite of creativity. 

Difference is where the value lies.

So let me take the opportunity to introduce another valuable form of 
difference you may not be familiar with: neurodiversity. 
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WHAT IS NEURODIVERSITY?

Quite simply, neurodiversity describes natural variations in the way people’s 
brains work. It covers terms like autism, ADHD, dyspraxia and dyslexia. These 
can all be reasons for people to operate in ways that don’t fit into our definition 
of ‘normal’. And very often people don’t even realise they’ve got one of these 
superpowers. 

The way you deal with these people can transform your organisation.

WHY SHOULD YOU WANT  
A NEURODIVERSE WORKFORCE?

I’m taking it for granted that you believe the world of business needs fresh 
ideas. If you disagree with this, I have no idea why you’re still reading this article.

A diverse and neurodiverse workforce brings with it a wider range of 
knowledge, experience, opinions, skills and perspectives than a homogenous 
workforce. Look at the inner dotted circle in the previous diagram. Any thinking 
inside this circle is stale and predictable. It’s the thinking from outside this area 
that leads to more insightful, more interesting, more impactful ideas. 

That can give your organisation a real advantage over the competition.

CHOOSE PEOPLE FOR THEIR STRENGTHS

Most people see neurodiverse conditions like ADHD, depression, anxiety 
and autism as weaknesses. They see them as debilitating drawbacks that make 
the people who have them less valuable and more of a liability. 

Our language doesn’t help. Just think of the terms we use: ‘sufferer’, 
‘disorder’ and ‘issue’. But these ‘ailments’ should be viewed as superpowers. 
They come with positives that can make people incredibly valuable. 

Smart businesses will be able to tap into those (although I’d ask them to do 
it with sensitivity because there’s also a risk of pigeonholing and exploitation if 
it’s done wrong).

This isn’t a new idea. I’ve heard that the Metropolitan Police have hired 
autistic people to analyse CCTV footage because they were better equipped 
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to concentrate and spot anomalies. Microsoft, SAP, Hewlett Packard, Ford, 
Vodafone and lots of other companies have programs to help them recruit 
autistic individuals.

Other conditions can be seen as assets too.

Someone recently told me their anxiety makes them especially good at 
thinking through all the potential risks and planning projects. A successful 
designer told me their Obsessive Compulsive Disorder allows them to tell if a 
design is balanced and consistent in an instant. A friend with Muscular Dystrophy 
has told me how their physical condition gives them a hugely valuable mental 
perspective. When you’re constantly having to find a way around a world that’s 
not designed for you, it’s easier to find your way around problems that don’t 
have an obvious solution.

Could this change the way you recruit? Maybe you need more dyslexics. 
Or people with autism. Or folk with Tourette’s. Their special attributes may be 
exactly what your company needs. 

Regardless, it would almost certainly be more valuable for your organisation 
to hire someone with these abilities than getting another off-the-peg graduate 
to turn into another identikit employee.

EMBRACE NEURODIVERSITY

So you may be reading this and thinking ‘I’m not neurodiverse – I’m normal’. 
That’s a real shame. I feel sorry you.

But this is really about difference. There’s got to be something different 
about you, surely.

Thinking you’re ‘normal’ indicates that you’ve been sucked into that limiting 
definition and that you’ve pruned off all the interesting stuff that sits outside the 
perceived boundary.

I personally think normal-ville is the saddest and least fulfilling place to be. 
It involves stifling your ambitions, neglecting your passions and trying to be 
as much like everyone else as possible. That makes you replaceable, generic 
and unfulfilled. By trying to be like everyone else, you make yourself no more 
valuable than anyone else.

I think it’s so much better for you and your employer if you embrace your 
difference and try not to exist solely within the circle of normality.  
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And, let me repeat, this applies to every industry. Some of the ad agencies 
I’ve worked in—as much as they are supposed to be creative—had a powerful 
pull to the centre of adequacy.

I can say the same for broadcasters. And design companies. And digital 
agencies.

Maybe the diagram below sums up the opportunity best.

Just look at how much more potential there is when you embrace the world 
outside the norm. And this applies to every form of difference – gender, race, 
sexuality, neurodiversity, political views, religion and anything else you can 
imagine.

This approach makes employees happier and increases their potential 
for employers. Limiting yourself to the comfortable means limiting your 
opportunities.

But, then again, that’s normal. Sadly.
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Dave Birss wants to demystify the worlds of creativity and innovation. These 
fields are sadly steeped in so much mythology and B.S. that they’ve led to 
most people entirely misunderstanding them. Dave explains how people and 
organisations can come up with more valuable ideas. And even helps some 
businesses to do just that. 

He spent a large chunk of his career helping to lead the creative 
departments of some of the UK’s biggest and best advertising agencies, 
including OgilvyOne, McCann Worldgroup and Poke. He left the industry in 
2010 to explore the wider world of ideas.

His keynote talks and workshops not only debunk the myths, lies and 
misunderstandings surrounding creativity and innovation but also present 
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new methodologies, frameworks and practical exercises. They’re focused on 
helping companies weave creativity into their culture and show them how to 
apply it to solve real problems across every area of their business. He’s spoken 
all over the world from New York to Newcastle, Madrid to Moscow. And taught 
at Universities in, Singapore, Chile, USA and the UK.

Dave’s opinions have been published in books, magazines and newspapers. 
And he occasionally appears on TV and radio to talk about creativity and 
innovation.

He’s the former Editor-at-Large for The Drum – Europe’s most popular 
marketing website and magazine. He helped them set up their film division in 
2014, creating a number of web series and documentary films.

Dave wrote, directed and presented the television documentary series 
“The Day Before Tomorrow”, which looked at how innovations are shaking up 
a number of established industries. He’s got a few other broadcast projects in 
the pipeline.

He’s currently working with a number of companies to help them get better 
ideas from their workforce and actually make them happen.

Maybe he can work with you.
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A USER GUIDE TO THE CREATIVE MIND

Dave’s first book looks at the creative process to 
explain the steps you need to go through to come up 
with good ideas. He shows how to stop yourself getting 
stuck in a rut and shares a number of techniques that 
will help you come up with ideas you wouldn’t normally 
have.

ICONIC ADVANTAGE

Dave co-wrote this book with Soon Yu, the former 
VP of Innovation for brands including Timberland, Vans,  
The North Face, Napapijri and JanSport. The book looks 
at how brands can benefit from a long-term approach to 
innovation. It reveals a simple 3-step methodology any 
brand can follow to grow their business with innovation.

HOW TO GET TO GREAT IDEAS

Dave’s latest book proposes a new theory of 
creativity and shows how individuals and businesses 
can come up with more valuable ideas. It debunks 
myths and misunderstandings and draws on academic 
knowledge to clarify the foggy topic. It’s practical, smart 
and entertaining, if the reviews are to be believed.
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SHARING THESE ARTICLES

Feel free to republish these articles—or any part of them—as long as you 
credit me and keep it accurate. And let me know. I really like to see where my 
writing ends up.

If you want a digital copy, please drop me a line. I may have some images 
you can use as well. 

If you have a publication you’d like me to write a new article for, send me 
an email with all the relevant details.  

If you want me to come to your business and talk about anything contained 
in this book, just let me know.  

I’d love to hear from you. My email is always open for business:

hello@davebirss.com



Dave Birss is on a mission to demystify the worlds of creativity and 
innovation. These fields are sadly steeped in so much mythology and B.S. that 
they’ve led to most people entirely misunderstanding them. 

In his talks and workshops, Dave explains his easy-to-understand model of 
creativity and shows how individuals and organisations can use it to come up 
with better ideas. He reveals how businesses damage ideas and shares how 
they can benefit from fresh thinking. He clearly explains his idea-generation 
method, RIGHT Thinking, and why it’s better than brainstorming.

The long-term success of any business depends on fresh thinking and 
adaptability. Dave shows how to embrace that without any of the mystical fluff.  

Find out more about Dave and see him in action at:

davebirss.com

INVITE DAVE  
TO SPEAK
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WHAT ORGANISERS HAVE TO SAY 
ABOUT DAVE’S TALKS

“To say that the crowd loved him would be a serious 
understatement. To every corporate event organiser and 
conference program director out there - do yourself a favour, 
and hire Dave to speak. It will be one of the best decisions you 
will make - and your attendees will be thankful.”

Vladimir Vulic, Programme Director, Spark.me

“As always, Dave’s presentation style is engaging, honest and 
really makes you sit up and listen. We’d love to work with him 
again.”

Rachel Evans, Experian Data Quality

“Dave is one of the most original speakers I’ve ever seen. He is 
always ready to adjust his presentation to fit the context. He’s one 
of the most creative minds off and on stage. I’ve never skipped a 
chance to book or watch him. And neither should you.”

Darko Buldioski, AllWeb Events

“He’s brilliant, thoughtful and thought-provoking. I love his 
ability to open my mind to new concepts and ways of thinking 
and our audiences have always felt the same.”

Graham Ruddick, Digital Doughnut

“Rockstar on stage, he is brutally honest and shares amazing 
insights on all sides of creative advertising. We were a tough 
crowd to please and he got standing ovations.”

Ivan Minic, Digital Day Serbia



OUT OF 
MY MIND

by Dave Birss

This book reveals:

• Why you need to stop brainstorming 

• Why being normal is bad for business 

• Why you should join a jazz band 

• Why alcohol is really useful 

• Why you need to accept that you’re a racist 

• Why you should stop looking for creativity 

• Why your workplace is killing you and your ideas 

• Why your office needs more disagreement  

• Why advertising agencies have had their day 

• Why Brexit is bad news for British innovation  

• Why mental illness should be seen as a positive 

• Why five-year-olds are better than you are


