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Creativity, the muse of
innovation

How art and design pedagogy can
further entrepreneurship

Melanie Levick-Parkin

Abstract: This paper discusses how art and design pedagogy can further
entrepreneurship in societal, economic and educational contexts, so that
students may thrive in a world full of complexity and flux, empowered to
create sustainable futures of their own making for themselves and their
communities. The author touches on some of the methodologies inherent
in art and design pedagogy for teaching creativity and innovation and
provides a broader overview of how the values and attitudes inherent in
this pedagogy can further the current concepts of innovation and
entrepreneurship and their societal and economic contexts. The paper
highlights how the values, attributes and attitudes associated with art and
design pedagogy translate into the economic focus of most current
entrepreneurship thinking.
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[Along with Athena move also your hand]

Although entrepreneurship is often taught in a business

school context, there is evidence to suggest that a

disproportionate number of entrepreneurs has benefitted

from a liberal arts education and have not followed

conventional paths. When the venture capital firm Point

Judith Capital looked at data on the numbers of

entrepreneurs coming out of the Bowdoin liberal arts

college they concluded that ‘. . . liberal arts college

graduates are uniquely oriented substantially over index

in terms of entrepreneurial value creation and

innovation as compared to other college graduates’.

They go on to say that ‘there appears to be a substantial

correlation between a liberal arts education and

becoming a successful entrepreneur’ (Point Judith

Capital, 2010).

This is not surprising, given that the liberal arts value

critical, creative and lateral thinking skills that are

central to innovation. Art and design education shares

these values and has established educational

strategies/signature pedagogies for developing these

skills in students. Risk-taking and rule-breaking are

considered positive attributes in art and design

education, with an ‘emphasis on inventiveness,

innovation and going beyond the status quo’ (HMT,

2005). If we believe there is truth in the statement that

‘without deviation from the norm, progress is not

possible’ (attributed to Frank Zappa, undated),1 it makes
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sense that a pedagogy that encourages norm-breaking

attitudes will support the development of innovative

action and entrepreneurial behaviour. Design thinking

and creative intelligence are becoming more widely

recognized as skills that are beneficial in a

multidisciplinary context, but if indeed ‘creativity,

properly employed, carefully evaluated, skillfully

managed and soundly implemented, is a key to future

business success – and to national prosperity’ (HMT,

2005) some fundamental questions have to be asked as

to the method of the application of these skills to the

business environment.

In 2005 the then UK Chancellor of the Exchequer

commissioned the Cox Review of Creativity in Business

(HMT, 2005) with the objective of looking at how best

to enhance UK business productivity by drawing on the

UK’s creative capabilities. The Cox Review also

confirmed the presence of links between creativity,

innovation and design. It highlights how, through the

generation of new ideas, ‘creativity’ can ‘. . . enable

new ways of looking at existing problems and aid the

identification of new opportunities, for example by

exploiting emerging technologies and changes in

markets’ (HMT, 2005). The review goes on to say that

‘innovation’ is the successful exploitation of these

ideas; and ‘design’ is described as creativity deployed to

a specific end and as the link between creativity and

innovation. As such, entrepreneurship could be

described as the action that grows naturally out of these

attributes.

From ‘Silicon Valley’ to the ‘Digital Roundabout’,

there is a widely acknowledged link between initially

small professional circles of creative and ‘tech-savvy’

people, who have the ability to create a micro-climate of

economic development and growth, and the eventual

regeneration of the wider community in which they are

situated. Money is currently being invested by

governments, industry and educational institutions to

support the creation of a variety of entrepreneurial

environments, because they are seen as a vital

component for future economic growth and for the

ability to compete in a knowledge-based economy.

With its creativity-focused educational approach, art

and design pedagogy is well placed to support the

creation of these localized creative communities.

However, because the relevance of this pedagogy is

asserted in an economic context, fundamental questions

need to be asked about the aims and purpose of building

these creative communities. The ways in which these

communities may be created can already be found in a

variety of initiatives and educational models from

around the world.

Examination of the variety of practices at creative

educational and business hubs and initiatives – for

instance, the Sharp Project (2014) in Manchester, the

Scandinavian creative education company Hyper Island

(2014), UTC college in Sheffield (2014), or at the

international Coder-dojos (2014) run by committed

volunteers – may provide useful input for planning and

evaluating better relevant educational and governmental

strategies to support entrepreneurship. However, the

planning and creation of entrepreneurial strategies need

to be part of a wider educational and societal debate if

the values and futures created in these entrepreneurial

‘bee-hives’ are to fulfil their potential of generating

sustainable development and growth for the

communities in which they are situated and for society

at large. Exactly how art and design pedagogy can

further this entrepreneurship also needs to be discussed,

not only as a transfer of pedagogic methodologies but

also as a transfer of its intrinsic values.

Creativity and innovation

Creativity is a cognitive skill central to our development

as a species; however, to understand it only in

neurological terms would be reductive and not helpful

when discussing its impact on personal and collective

wellbeing.

If we understand that the goal of creativity is to

achieve creative insight and to generate ideas that can

be acted upon, its link with innovation is at the same

time transparent and mysterious. Although our society

values innovation and acknowledges it as a vital

component for growth, how innovation is fostered is

often still not fully understood; and the central role

creativity and its expression plays in the fostering of

innovation is mostly ignored.

If creativity is a human trait, latent in us all, we may

reasonably assume that innovation would be pervasive

and easy to acquire in any part of society. However,

creativity can seem elusive and difficult to conjure at

will and the natural creative ability young children

exhibit can be entirely stunted and rendered inaccessible

by adult members of the same society. Bowkett (2005)

writes that ‘creativity is as much an attitude as it’s a set

of mental processes. It incorporates playfulness,

curiosity, sensitivity, self-awareness and independence’.

He then also goes on to lament that, ‘For many people,

alas, this great potential is never realized and they fall

back on routine thinking skills and hide-bound views of

the world’ (ibid).

The reason for the non-realization of this potential

may possibly be found in the ambivalent attitude society

displays towards creativity. Creativity is an evolutionary

human trait, central to the development of culture,

communication, concepts and social skills, and all of

these are accepted as basic, but necessary, components
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for society to function. However, it is the potential of

creativity to instigate creative expression that may

explain society’s ambivalence and tension when it

comes to explicitly developing these skills in all

members of society. A common misconception is that

creativity resides mostly, if not solely, in the arts and

artistic communities; but making a distinction between

the artistic community and the general populous is not

helpful. Art and design is not just about aesthetics, and

creativity ‘. . . is not garnish to the productivity roast,

but fundamental to a highly complex, challenge-ridden

and rapidly changing Social Order’ (Spence, 2011).

Creativity requires play, criticality, rule breaking and

the questioning of orthodox thinking. The more a

society requires its citizens to adhere to rules and

unquestioning acceptance of societal norms, the more

likely a society is to discourage or ‘silo’ the nurture of

creativity which may lead to creative expression. This

can be implemented through a variety of societal tools

such as education, hierarchy and law. The more

totalitarian the state, the more the ‘learned’ suppression

of creativity becomes important for individuals in these

systems, in order to meet their more basic need for

safety (Maslow, 1943).

Innovation and the state

Given that creativity and its propensity for creative

expression may come into conflict with our more basic

human need for safety, it is not surprising that

innovation cannot be conjured at will in any given

societal context. The more a state relies on the creation

of compliant citizens as the basis of its power, whose

labour can be controlled and whose thoughts are

predictable, the less likely it is that the state will benefit

from the innate creative abilities of its population.

This not to say that creative expression does not

occur in such societies. There are many examples in

history supporting the idea that oppressive systems can

produce some of the most vibrant creative communities

we have known. However, these communities thrive in

opposition to the state and not within it; their forced and

often chosen exclusion means that the system loses its

main driver for potential innovation and may eventually

be weakened by these subcultures.

If we consider capitalism as a system, which thrives

on any form of human labour and is not bound by state

lines or traditional value systems, we may observe a

system that thrives by feeding off innovation and

creativity, as much as it feeds off physical labour and

resources. As a system, it seems to understand how

human creativity can be ‘harvested’ to sustain and

perpetually feed its economic system and markets. The

questions then are who does this system serve? – and to

what purpose? It is a system that places (economic)

value on innovation and offers financial rewards for

those who can deliver it. For many creative

communities there has long been a tension between the

ability and desire to innovate and the restricted goals to

which this creative labour is applied. Due to the current

economic crisis this tension has acquired a wider

societal dimension, where the very values and strategies

of the system within which we operate are being called

into question by a larger proportion of society.

The Occupy movement has been internationally

active in this debate; even at governmental level there is

an understanding that this discontent has implications

with regard to citizens’ perceptions of the competence

of their governments. When talking of the rapid

deterioration of the EU’s positive image in the eyes of

its citizens, the European Union Citizenship review

policy states that ‘. . . the reason for this degradation of

the EU’s image can, amongst others be found in the

perception that the recipes it proposed to deal with the

economic and financial crisis have not improved

citizens’ socio-economic conditions over the past few

years’ (European Commission, 2013).

This could be considered an understatement because

the cultural awakening that the capitalist deity we are

feeding with all of our labour may actually be merely a

giant parasite, offering protection only to its moneyed

priests and none to the communities that feed it: it

represents a fundamental breach of covenant. Creative

communities are particularly aware of this as the

confines of the freedom of their creative expression

within this system have become more visibly defined.

There is a renewed awareness of the possibility that,

once again, we may have been no more than slaves all

along, only imagining ourselves to be free. The concept

of democracy is the visual interface of this deception

where, as the Nobel Prize-winning economist Michael

Spence commented, the premise of ‘one person, one

vote’ has long been superseded by ‘one dollar, one vote’

(Spence, 2011). Yet it is the concept of democracy that

also offers us a way out of this system, by allowing us

to imagine that individual action is central to the

building of a sustainable post-industrial society.

However, when the EU states that ‘Citizenship may

be defined as equal membership in a political

community, to which rights and duties, participatory

practice, benefits and a sense of identity are attached’

(European Commission, 2013), this definition will

continue to ring hollow if there is not decisive political

and legislative action convincing citizens of their

empowerment and emancipation; and will increasingly

call into question, as Gore Vidal anecdotally stated, ‘the

inequity of a system where most people drudge along,

paying heavy taxes for which they get nothing in return’.
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Considering that governments have identified the

potential of innovation as a propellant out of the

economic crisis, it is not surprising that there are now

widely pursued innovation and entrepreneurship

strategies are being pursued widely at policy level: they

are the focus of political declarations and debate. In its

report ‘Art of innovation’ 2008, NESTA writes that

‘they (the government) have linked this type of

creativity to the type required for global

competitiveness’ (HEA–NESTA, 2007); but, although

the need for these skills is expressed, the same

government may also remove art and design curricula

from schools and implement severe funding cuts to all

cultural sectors. The narrowing of the curriculum and

cultural narratives, as recently implemented in the UK

by the current coalition government, stands in direct

opposition to its expressed desire to innovate the

country out of recession.

Technology based start-ups are benefitting from a

certain amount of governmental support because they

appear to offer such start-ups a more obvious link to

economic growth; but no questions are being asked as to

where the creatives inhabiting these spaces have sprung

from and what cultural climate they need in order to

thrive. As Gibb (2005) stated, despite there being

‘. . . evidence of collaborations at a local level the lack

of support through policy inhibits development and a

clearer understanding of where these are effective in

developing greater graduate entrepreneurship’ (ibid: see

also HEA–NESTA, 2007). The neoliberal view that

markets will step in to support what is ultimately

necessary for their survival is an oft-argued justification

for cuts in art and culture, but ultimately at the heart of

this paradoxical action there is a lack of understanding

of how and to what purpose creativity is nurtured, in

order for innovation and entrepreneurship to thrive.

It is also a misinterpretation and misunderstanding of

the values that enable the creation of this economic

benefit in the first place. Governmental assessment of

value often seems to be based only on the immediate

transparent economic gain a particular sector can

generate, which may blind the government to the fact

that creative values are, generally speaking, much

broader than an explicit financial outlook would suggest

is the case. Governments would benefit from an

understanding that one may cut a rose and appreciate it,

but this benefit will be short lived if one fails to water

and feed the plant that bore it. This is not to say that

creativity resides only in art and design; research

suggests that creatives ‘do not regard creativity as

synonymous with culture of the arts. Both cultural and

[other] work can be creative or formulaic. Work in other

parts of the economy is not necessarily seen as being

‘‘less creative’’’ (Oakley et al, 2008). The key factor is

that creative sectors have established very successful

strategies for the development of creative skills.

Innovation and art and design pedagogy

The aim of art and design pedagogy is to aid the

acquisition of a wide range of creative skills. The

pedagogic methods applied are varied and art and

design pedagogy has been described as a ‘pedagogy of

ambiguity’ (Danvers, 2003). It is a discipline based on

divergent rather than convergent thinking, on problem

solving and innovation. It is an educational philosophy

that is grounded in constructivism, underpinned by ‘a

belief in learning as fundamentally about ‘‘changing

one’s mind’’, an educational encounter that leads to

some change in one’s ideas, beliefs, values, ways of

being, knowing and doing’ (Danvers, 2003).

If we agree with the idea that innovation springs out

of necessity, we must consider what it is that enables us

to identify necessity and how creativity can enable us to

imagine something that may not yet exist by allowing

conceptual leaps, lateral thinking and norm breaking.

Art and design pedagogy is community based and

practice led, but ‘distinct from the broader group of

practice-based subjects is a notion of divergent thinking

where solutions develop through intelligent problem

creation and resolution’ (Gibb, 2005; see also

HEA–NESTA, 2007). As a pedagogy it is situated in,

and dependent on, a studio culture where ‘learning to

be’ is valued above ‘learning about’ and of which

‘learning by doing’ is an essential component. Although

this pedagogy may be easily transferable to other

settings and subjects, without a holistic approach to this

transfer and an appreciation of the integrity of the

learning processes and values involved it may quickly

lose its ability to deliver the desired outcomes of

creativity and innovation.

Knowledge-driven industries in particular have

recognized the need for the creation of an enabling

environment beyond the creative department. There are

hard commercial reasons why the offices of companies

like Google, Yahoo and eBay look like a creative’s

playground. As the Cox Report (HMT, 2005) highlights,

‘creative businesses are creative throughout. As well as

being a path to new products and services, creativity is

also a route to greater productivity’. These companies

are attracting a high calibre of creative professionals

whose creative motivation drives their ability to

innovate.

Most creative behaviour and the ability to innovate is

based on instilling a certain attitude; and one’s attitude

is by nature closely linked to one’s values. These values

may be tacit, but they are the very foundation of art and

design pedagogy. It is the creation of lifelong learning
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habits. When talking about transformative learning,

Danvers (2003) describes this process as:

‘. . . an open-ended process of growth in knowledge,

action and self-constitution which has value for its

own sake (enhancing the quality of living and

richness of experience, increasing adaptability and

responsiveness, and extending the repertoire of skills

in handling ideas and materials). Because this

process involves dialogue and interaction with others

it leads to collective transformations – maintaining

the vitality and fluidity of cultures and society at all

levels.’

It is important that this transformative learning is

viewed as having value for its own sake. Danvers also

highlights the collaborative nature of this pedagogy,

where a social outlook is very much part of the learning

and underpinning attitude. Students have to know ‘who

is doing what in the world beyond university and

positioning themselves in relation to that’ (Shreeve et

al, 2010). They have to be able to understand a subject

in many different contexts, to develop a viewpoint on it

and then translate it into action by communicating,

making, creating and subsequently testing this output

and, possibly, starting afresh, applying what they

learned.

The 2013 ‘Restarting Britain’ report by the Design

Commission (2011) points out that these skills are very

similar to the 21st century skillset outlined by Adapt,

with ‘. . . three main principles for problem-solving in

the face of complexity: seek out new ideas and try new

things; when trying something new, do it on a scale

where failure is survivable; learn how to tell the

difference between success and failure’ (Design

Commission, 2011).

Art and design pedagogy and
entrepreneurship

There is much talk of the need to bring ‘business

thinking’ to the ‘art school’, but in societal terms it

could be argued that it would be much more beneficial

to bring ‘art school thinking’ to business. Succeeding in

the pursuit of creative expression demands passion and

sacrificial labour, attributes that are vital to

entrepreneurial businesses in particular. However,

passion and sacrificial labour are dependent on intrinsic

motivation; and motivation cannot be divorced from

beliefs and values.

The motivations and values in creative communities

are not situated in the traditional capitalist economic

aims of unlimited growth for purely financial gain.

Research shows that ‘the majority [of students] believe

that measurement of entrepreneurial activity needs to

recognize the benefits and values created in society in

addition to and sometimes as an alternative to economic

value’ (HEA–NESTA, 2007).

Failing to understand such beliefs will prevent

governments from engaging these communities in their

economic effort, because the creative labour needed

may be withheld if the motivation for its application is

lacking. Entrepreneurship has been already been

associated with values that parallel many of those held

by the creative community: these values are listed in

Table 1. The last entry in the table, ‘belief in the

individual and community as opposed to the state’

highlights the theme of tension between what the state is

asking of these communities and what these

communities may be prepared to deliver.

Art and design pedagogy is about analysis,

interpretation and tolerance of ambiguity and as such is

perfectly situated to enable individuals to survive and

thrive in a world of flux and complexity. Once the

process has been mastered and owned by an individual

it can be applied to any given scenario and any new

context.

The Design Commission report Restarting Britain:

Design Education and Growth points out that there is a

consensus that ‘in the 21st century, governments and

global corporations are presiding over complex systems

they are no longer confident they control’ (Design

Commission, 2011) and reiterates that there are different

skills required for the navigation of this world than was

the case in the past. Danvers makes the point that

‘instability and uncertainty are often seen as positive

states of mind within art and design’ (Danvers, 2003).

This pedagogy is described as encouraging people

‘. . . to take risks, to deal with fundamental instability

of meanings and definition, and high levels of

Table 1. Characteristics and values of the creative

community.

1. A strong sense of independence

2. Distrust of bureaucracy and its values

3. Self-made/self-belief

4. A strong sense of ownership

5. A belief that rewards come from one’s own efforts

6. A belief that hard work brings its rewards

7. A belief that the individual can make things happen

8. A strong action orientation

9. A preference for informal arrangements

10. A strong belief in the value of know-who and trust

11. A strong belief on the freedom to take action

12. A belief in the individual and the community as opposed to

the state

Source: after Gibb (2005).
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uncertainty in relation to knowledge and practice,

require particular kinds of learning environments in

which these needs are recognized and valued.’

(Danvers, 2003)

And if indeed ‘the radical power of financial interests to

uproot businesses and destroy individual lives has

grown in the wake of deregulation’ (Friedman, 2010) a

refocusing of values is as much a business interest as a

social one. Although social entrepreneurship has been

traditionally associated with the voluntary sector, many

of the commercial brands that have achieved sustainable

growth in the last decade have at their core ethical and

social concerns. If the creative community is marked

out by not being singularly inspired by purely financial

gain, but rather thrives on projects where ‘profit for

purpose’ is the key motivating factor, then the idea that

‘policy focusing on entrepreneurship has developed on a

national and regional level but much of this is informed

by a narrow view of what constitutes entrepreneurship’

(HEA–NESTA, 2007) needs to be addressed.

The NESTA report also discusses the finding that

creative students were uncomfortable with the common

stereotypes of entrepreneurship, which they associated

with aggression, confrontation and poor environmental

and ethical performance – characteristics as antithetical

to their own practices as the focus on commercial gain

at the expense of social benefit (HEA–NESTA, 2007).

The often divisive distinction between artistry and

industry is not helping business to benefit from

creativity, because ‘creative capacity is an observable

and valuable component of social and economic

enterprise’, as McWilliam and Haukka (2008) point out;

they also explore the notion of ‘creative capital’ (ibid).

Furthermore, there is an understanding that ‘centres of

excellence should be established for multi-disciplinary

courses combining management studies, engineering

and technology and the creative arts’ (HMT, 2005).

If there is truth in Friedman’s (2010) argument that

‘the economies of the United States and many parts of

Europe are destroying wealth as they shift resources

from productive to financial manipulation’, then

business as much as citizens would benefit from

attitudes not entirely compliant with this system. If we

as citizens have come to view ourselves as primarily

consumers, because we are treated as such, art and

design education may offer us a way back to meaningful

citizenship, applying what we have learned as

consumers and engaging in the co-design of our society.

Design education has the ability and the duty to

contribute to the propagation of future entrepreneurship,

by ensuring that pedagogies support the development of

anticipatory action in students and encourage

co-creation with all societal stakeholders by means of

service design, design thinking and human centered

technological strategies.

Conclusions

This paper has examined the idea that the liberal arts

and art and design education in particular have uniquely

effective pedagogical methodologies for the teaching of

innovative action and entrepreneurship, and that it

would be beneficial to apply these pedagogies to a much

broader educational strategy. I also argue that with this

application must come a realization that the attitudes

and values intrinsic in this pedagogy should also be

transferred because they can make an important

contribution to society as whole.

In order to reap the full benefit of the creative labour

potential in these creative communities, governments

must show an understanding and appreciation of these

values and provide an economic setting which delivers

motivational goals beyond mere financial economic

growth. Financial stability rather than unlimited growth

(HEA–NESTA, 2007) is important to these

communities and thus the passion to innovate and the

willingness for sacrificial labour will be fully motivated

only by ethical and societal benefits. Achieving

sustainable economic growth is discussed as an

existential goal for post-industrial society, but to

achieve it there is a dire need to refocus on what this

economic growth entails.

Creative communities may appear at times to behave

‘uneconomically’ and this can be viewed as naive, but

the misconception of the capitalist system in believing

that there is only one economic market, namely the

financial one, is feeble. Considering Schumacher’s

assertion that a ‘Buddhist economy’, for example, is

‘very different from the economics of modern

materialism, since the Buddhist sees the essence of

civilization not in a multiplication of wants but in the

purification of human character’ (Schumacher, 1973), it

is not suggested that creative communities have the

same goals of purification; merely that their economy

also has objectives different from the mainstream,

purely financial ones. The inability to comprehend the

existence of these other economies is an underlying

weakness of our dominant system and may be an

indication of its spiritual and social immaturity.

If art and design pedagogy can offer its students ‘a

sense of human engagement based on ethics and on

care’ (Friedman, 2010), this sense needs to be offered to

the wider community when using its methodologies to

further innovation and entrepreneurship. The creative

and digital realm offers a magnitude of opportunities for

real world benefit and, as the economic climate becomes

harsher, the creativity at the centre of our humanity
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must once again be called on to enable us to survive and

adapt, and to instil in our communities the vibrancy and

versatility they deserve.

Notes
1Frank Zappa, a rock musician who came to fame in the 1960s
with a band ‘The Mothers of Invention’, has been described as
‘the creator of radical rock . . . who then pursued . . . more
adventurous avenues ranging from jazz-rock to classical
composition’. See, for example, http://www.allmusic.com/artist/
frank-zappa-mn0000138699.
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