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Creative learners 

 

 

“All that we human beings do, we do it in language.”  

Humberto Maturana, biologist, systems and cybernetics thinker 

 

“The limits of my language are the limits of my world.”  

Ludwig Wittgenstein, philosopher 

 

 

We often grow up thinking that to be creative means to be highly artistic, original and charismatic to talk 

to. Those may well be elements of creativity, innate or otherwise, but what about the ability to see new 

problems and apply knowledge and skills from other places to solve them, or the capacity to reinvent 

oneself, what we do and how we do it as conditions change? Could this be considered creative thinking – 

an astute, positive, wise approach to life? And if so, how might we learn to do this? 

 

 

 

Fertile ground 

If we want to have a creative approach to life, we need to acquire the skills and knowledge which will 

help us to do so, and then practice developing and using them. Some fundamental conditions will enable 

this practice to grow and thrive, irrespective of the context in which we find ourselves: 

* feeling safe in trusting, supportive relationships where we sense that we belong, are able to 

exchange and learn from our mistakes 

* being free to choose what we do and how we do it, without turning the world upside down, so 

that we can develop confidence and self-esteem, and create meaning in our activities 

* a variety of contexts - similar, different, near, far – in which to learn and practise 

* a good balance between challenge and skills, so that we can deal with what we see in front of us, 

without being bored or overwhelmed by it 
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* rich sources of information and exchange, to share ideas and feedback, and to draw on for 

learning and expertise 

* outcomes which are real, make a difference and are valued by those who are qualified to judge 

them – an effective field. 

 

A practice 

What then might be useful skills for us to develop and practise if we want to be more adaptable and 

creative in a complex, uncertain reality? There are many definitions of creativity and wisdom, here is one I 

find quite simple (and profound): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It means that I need to be able to: 

 

Identify challenges 

Independently, without depending on others to define them for me. Therefore, I will no longer be just an 

expert in my own areas, but willing to learn in unfamiliar environments without much apparent 

connection between them. Rather than find solutions to problems, I will need to learn how to formulate 

and ask difficult questions, perhaps ones that people have preferred to ignore or could not see. Perhaps I 

will need to work on my own courage, authenticity and integrity to feel comfortable doing this. I will also 

need to be able to imagine and analyse different scenarios of the future. 

 

Apply my knowledge and skills 

Learned in one context to another, which does not necessarily seem to be closely related. I may need to 

learn how to reflect more consciously and deeply to make a connection between the different situations.  

 

A curious, inspired, 

and playful way of 

observing life  

which allows me to 

investigate how things 

work more deeply,  

and bring all of my 

experience to find 

improved ways of 

being and doing. 
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Move slowly towards my goals 

By making small steps, reflecting, learning, adapting at each stage. Instead of thinking linearly – set a 

goal, define and implement the strategy – I may need to set longer-term goals, structured into small 

quick wins, and be prepared (and able) to experiment, refine and adjust as I proceed. In this way, I will 

begin to see the deeper patterns that connect unseemingly related contexts and issues, and change my 

approach accordingly. 

 

Keep focused 

On my longer-term goals, especially if the current situation does not look rosy, and learn how to keep a 

positive outlook, despite whatever setbacks I may encounter. Resilience, both individual and 

organisational, is a key element of being able to thrive in complex, uncertain conditions. I may need to 

do some personal, emotional work to develop this fundamental skill. 

 

Developing this practice 

Becoming a creative thinker, then, requires that I can learn how to do in a space of openness, curiosity 

and empathy, where I am able to explore a deeper knowledge of the world – the patterns of nature and 

human behaviour. Yet most of our organisations are geared up to maximise efficiency and control, not 

promote creativity and innovation, so how can we address this essential paradox? Perhaps a way 

forwards lies in considering the wholeness of the systems in which we move. Rather than fragmenting 

into “How do we reduce all waste and make our processes as lean as possible?” and “What new products 

do we want to take to market by 2020?”, we could focus on the bigger human problems inside – 

engagement, culture, wellbeing – and outside our organisations – pollution, energy and waste 

management, poverty, education and healthcare – and how our set-up, products and services might 

address them. Those of us working in organisations, and our stakeholders, are human, living systems. 

Once our basic needs for survival are met, we generally long for freedom, meaning, satisfaction and 

happiness. An engaged, intelligent workforce is in a much better position to identify new possibilities 

which create shareholder value, than one which is only under increasing pressure to perform and deliver 

cost savings on tasks which often offer little meaning for those involved in them.  

 

 


