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Creativity and Innovation
Introduction
Breaking out of the box is all about extending the health library and information professional role, taking on new challenges and perhaps using skills that wouldn’t necessarily first spring to mind when thinking about your job and career.  This briefing is all about two of those skills: creativity and innovation.  Graham Walton lists these skills, along with flexibility, as “central to strategies developed in health information services that manage both the health external environment and the developments in information delivery” (1).  

Creativity

Fisher et al. note the importance of creativity in library and information service work: “The use of creativity and imagination in everyday work is essential, and is equally important in the area of service development as in the more obvious areas of web design or artistic flair in publications” (2).

There are three steps to the creative process:

· The identification of the idea

· The development of the idea into something tangible

· The introduction of the development into the service (3)

Creativity “improves communication, promotes learning and the exploration of problems and helps develop new ideas, solutions and alternatives” (4).  The idea of communication is key, as Walton recommends that “an informal ambience that encourages communication” is very important in an organisation that wants to encourage staff to be creative and share ideas with colleagues (1).

Being creative is easier said than done – often it is just when you want to come up with a creative solution to a problem that all your ideas dry up!  For times like this, Sloane gives some practical ways to boost your inventiveness (5):

· Ask why the issue has arisen.  Come up with as many reasons as you can, and ask yourself why each reason has happened.  “This helps you to better understand the different reasons why this is a problem and so in turn you will see different possible solutions”.

· Sleep on it.  Sometimes forgetting about it and coming back to it the next day will give you fresh ideas.

· Talk it over with someone who has nothing to do with the situation: “They will often ask basic questions or make seemingly silly suggestions that prompt good ideas.  Two heads are better than one but people who are too close to the issue will often come up with the same ideas as you, so try an outsider.”
· Use similes.  Try to think of a problem in a different area to your work, come up with solutions and then see if any can be applied or adapted to your problem.

· Imagine an ideal solution in a world where there are no constraints, where unlimited resources are available, money is no object, and there is infinite time.  Now work back from there, identifying any constraints.  You may find that actually many of the barriers can be overcome.

Innovation

Peter Drucker, the management guru (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Drucker), defined innovation as “change that creates a new dimension of performance” (6).  Interestingly, Drucker was also a big fan of librarians! (See: http://www.knowmap.com/open/harris_peter_drucker.html).  
Innovation is related to creativity in that “innovation is the process whereby creative ideas are turned into new products, services and procedures” (1).  In terms of the library and information service, innovation tends to relate to new services, new ways to organise the library or new ways in which to manage the service (3).  Walton recommends that it should not be seen as a “one-off response to a crisis but a continuous and constant process” (1), so we should be innovating all the time.
Palus & Horth say that you need to “see with new eyes” in order to find innovation (7).  It is about looking at things differently and adapting from your usual routine.  Here are six ways to find innovation, as recommended by Dalal (8):

· Stand in different places – this is about switching roles and seeing things from the opposite perspective.  So if you are a manager, think of the employee’s side of things.  In terms of a library and information service, try to see things from the user’s point of view.  “This bit of role playing will allow you to find new innovative ways to look at the same problem, and find a solution that you never thought existed before.”
· Use the lenses of other domains – this is about learning about an area outside of your job and trying to apply the knowledge to whatever the problem in hand is.  In terms of library and information work, this could be areas such as marketing, web design etc.

· Ask powerful questions – ask questions about everything you are trying to accomplish – why, what, how, when, what if, so what, where and so on.  “ The more questions you ask and the more answers you try to find, the more innovative ways you would come across in trying to find a way to create a new product or solve a problem.”
· Foster new knowledge – new knowledge can come from both inside and outside of your own field.  Look at other organisations in your area to learn from their best practice.  Also do some research into other fields, for example business and management, to find out if there is knowledge you can apply to your own organisation.

· Create a journal – Dalal recommends writing things down, keep note of any ideas (you may have these when you least expect it!), draw diagrams, doodle, anything that may help you along with innovative solutions.

· Change the pace of attention – this is about getting together a group to brainstorm but slowing down the process – evaluate each idea as you go along, possibly ranking each idea by getting the group to vote on whether they think it will work or not.  All too often we are pressed for time, but it is worth investing some time in this process.

Innovation requires optimism, it is about “an attitude of continually reaching for higher performance” (9).  If you have new ideas, you need to enter into them believing that they will work.  However on the other hand, innovation is a risk, so you also need to have a tolerance for failure (9).  If your innovation works, then great, if not, the only thing to do is put it down to experience and learn from it – examine what happened, is there anything you could do differently next time?  As soon as your realise that your idea isn’t working, do something about it – Thys strongly states: “Kill bad ideas quickly”! (10)  People often get very attached to their ideas but you need to be objective and realise any shortcomings.  Walton recommends a small-scale pilot of any new innovations, that way you can establish its likely level of achievement before the real thing (3), making any adjustments or scrapping the idea as necessary!

Conclusion

Reassuringly, it is said that health library and information services have an advantage when it comes to being creative and innovative as it is thought that the smaller a unit is, the easier it is (1): “in larger organizations employees tend to feel removed from the function of innovation and are less likely to take independent action or offer revolutionary ideas” (9).  As a profession, we should all be naturals at this, as one of the roles listed in “Innovation Roles: The People You Need for Successful Innovation” is a librarian! (11)
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