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Abstract
Creativity is an important goal for higher education yet there is limited guidance on 
how to facilitate it at an organisational level. This arts-based exploration of the expe-
riences of three award-winning academics who have been recognised for their crea-
tive work identifies that creativity can emerge from three interrelated factors — con-
versations and relationships, liminal space and leadership. These factors combined 
form a useful model that offers higher education institutions a means for enhancing 
creativity at a time when arguably it has never been needed more. The three factors 
are easily articulated, not resource-dependent or contingent on specialist knowledge 
or skill and will likely be well accepted by academics, academic leaders and others 
who participate in higher education.
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Introduction

Educators and researchers agree that creativity in higher education is relevant 
(Jahnke & Liebscher, 2020). It is the basis of discovery (Tanggaard, 2018), consid-
ered a key skill for twenty-first century learning (Egan, et al., 2017) and is drawn on 
in times of stress, for example during the current COVID pandemic (Mercier, et al., 
2021). It would be reasonable to argue, as Tosey (2006) foretold, that there has not 
been a time when higher education needs creativity more. This is not only because 
of COVID; the concern goes even deeper than that and includes the neoliberal pro-
ject that higher education has been drawn into. Here is an issue that has implications 
for not only students and academics, but for higher education institutions and gov-
ernment authorities, as well as the industries and communities that higher education 
serves. How can creativity, a concept for which no precise meaning exists (Gilmar-
tin, 1999), be thought about and facilitated in higher education? This is the question 
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addressed in this research, a question directed at an organisational level — the uni-
versity level.

To think differently about creativity requires one to go beyond the so called 
‘interactionist approach’, where individual creativity cascades into group creativity, 
which in turn cascades into organisational creativity (Woodman et al., 1993). One 
also has to go beyond, say, how to develop students’ creativity, as has been discussed 
by Norman Jackson and Christine Sinclair (2006), or how to assess students’ crea-
tivity, which has been dealt with by John Cowan (2006), or how to develop academ-
ics to teach more creatively (Wisdom, 2006). Here I am interested in what Andrew 
Hargadon and Beth Bechky describe as the ‘fleeting coincidence of behaviours that 
triggers moments [original emphasis] when creative insights emerge’(2006) — a 
‘supraindividual’ (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006) or perhaps ‘supragroup’ or ‘suprein-
stitutional’ perspective, though I should declare my reservation about Hargadon and 
Bechky’s ‘moments’ as times when creativity emerges, which may merely be when 
creativity surfaces and becomes visible, out of a process of continual development.

To think differently about creativity also requires a fresh starting point, one unen-
cumbered by tradition or stifled by traditional research methodologies. I start this 
exploration with a mental picture of creativity in organisations based on the image 
of the sea. I use a ‘sea of creativity’ (Rae, 2018) metaphor to help think about organ-
isational creativity, including creativity in higher education. I imagine movements of 
water molecules creating waves that are the sea; not just something passing over it. 
In the same way, ‘creativity does not happen at the edge but in the reconfiguration 
of the centre itself’ (Moran, 2009). So, in the higher education institution, and no 
doubt other types of institutions, creativity would be considered omnipresent. The 
beach, where the waves meet the less yielding aspect of an organization, that is, the 
shore, is betwixt and between, or liminal. This is where these ‘moments’ of creative 
insights are triggered (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006).

Methodology and Methods

This research draws from Margaret Somerville’s concept of postmodern emergence 
(Somerville, 2007) and relatedly, her epistemology of ‘generating’ and ontology of 
‘becoming’, which fit well with my practice of using art to think differently about 
concepts such as creativity, in this case creativity in higher education. Art is ‘well-
positioned to provide deep understanding of higher education’ (Metcalfe and Blanco, 
2019) and offers a critical perspective and a means for resistance at a time when, as 
Catherine Manathunga et al. (2017) argue, ‘the spaces of collegiality, pleasure and 
democracy in the measured university are under attack’. That said, arts-based meth-
ods help to defamiliarize the lived experience of academic life (Mannay, 2010) and 
this is important because I am also a participant in higher education.

I appreciate the generative qualities of art that offers ‘an iterative process of rep-
resentation and reflection through which we come to know in research’ (Somerville, 
2007). The notion of ‘becoming’ is also important here because ‘becoming-other’ is 
a ‘condition for generating new knowledge’ (Somerville, 2007), sometimes through 
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inanimate objects such as paper, paints, brushes and wax ‘that we humans have cho-
sen to use to create’(Somerville, 2007).

I want to understand academics’ perspectives on creativity, so I selected and 
interviewed three academics from a single Australian university who had received 
national awards for their novel and useful work, two criteria of creativity (Amabile 
& Mueller, 2008). I postulated that if creativity is in fact omnipresent, getting back 
to the sea of creativity, I may be able to ‘trap [it] in the wild’, or more appropriately, 
better understand and facilitate it. With human ethics committee permission, and a 
decision to use pseudonyms to preserve anonymity, I met up with Richard Chatter-
field who received an award for his academic leadership, Jane Strickland, similarly 
recognised for her work in pedagogy and the fact that she developed a virtual envi-
ronment to teach fire investigation, and Stuart Truman who had a highly regarded 
approach to teaching philosophy. In fact, I had two conversations with Richard, Jane 
and Stuart. Between each of the first and second conversations I made artworks 
and I took these back at each of these second interviews. This allowed me to probe 
deeper and to decontextualise and recontextualise the participants’ ideas so that new 
families of association and structures of meaning (Carter, 2007) were established.

Metaphor assisted here too; the ‘partial and ambiguous applicability to the 
object of study stimulates theory builders to be creative in their interpretations and 
to generate new insights’ (Boxenbaum & Rouleau, 2011). This practice goes back 
to Aristotle who observed how metaphors can offer fresh understandings, in a way 
that ordinary words cannot (as cited in Miller, 1996). In this study, art and meta-
phor were used together. Both were useful generative devices, individually and col-
lectively. They also helped to render the research materials – transcript material or 
research notes – ‘strange’, referring back to Paul Carter (2007). In this way, argu-
ments challenged each other, contradictions and generalisations were identified, 
complexities of dichotomies were disentangled, alternative readings were sought 
and marginalised voices (Grbich, 2012) were acknowledged.

Findings

When I carefully reviewed all six transcripts (two for each of the three participants) 
I found that there were four interrelated themes that could be used to understand 
and potentially facilitate the process of creativity in higher education. These themes 
were academics in conversation, scholarly relationships, liminal spaces, and aca-
demics as leaders for creativity.

Academics in Conversation

These things are often a convergence of different conversations around differ-
ent tables ... each time you have a conversation with someone, who’s in a posi-
tion of influence, they’re influencing you, you’re influencing them, and collec-
tively you contribute to that sort of messy discourse that leads to the outcome 
(first interview with Richard Chatterfield).
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This comment by Richard Chatterfield relates to his development of a strategic 
plan for learning and teaching and illustrates how such work evolves through dis-
course: ‘That’s where new projects are sort of, have their beginnings in those sorts 
of conversations’ said Richard at our first interview, and this would not be the first 
time that organisational creativity and conversation have been linked. Paul Tosey, 
coming from a complexity science perspective, considers creativity to be ‘a process 
through which locally developed new ideas and practices become engaged in, and 
are taken up through wider conversations’ (Tosey, 2006). A similar claim has been 
made about the importance of conversations for organisational innovation (Monge, 
et  al., 1992), which is the actual implementation of creative ideas (Bourguignon, 
2006). Conrad Kasperson has explored the association between creativity and con-
versations amongst scientists too, which he claims is related to ‘the utility of peo-
ple at conventions, meetings, and the like’ (1978). He wrote that ‘creative scientists 
are distinguished from other scientists in their use of people as sources of infor-
mation and [because] they receive information from a wider field of disciplinary 
areas’(1978, p. 691).

This link between creativity and conversation can be understood in a variety of 
useful ways. For example, Vlad-Petre Glaveanu (2011) used a sociocultural frame:

The person is guided in his/her creative process by a broad cultural frame 
which is the personal representational space …. By exploring/communicating 
these unique representational spaces members come to “realize” other ways 
of understanding or doing things. It is by communicating or sharing such 
resources (in the form of ideas, experiences, procedures, etc.) that unique rep-
resentational spaces open themselves (although never completely) to the com-
mon representational space. This “fusion” facilitates the emergence of a new 
representational space, the space of the creative solution (action or material 
outcome)’ (2011)

Glaveanu’s (2011) new representational space resonates with the concept of the 
‘third space’ (or third man) that French philosopher Michel Serres (1982) wrote 
about in The Parasite. Here two people have a conversation, differences or disagree-
ments emerge and a new space is required where the relationship is intercepted, and 
mediation occurs. Another frame from which Richard Chatterfield’s comments can 
be considered is through the work of Andrew Hargadon and Beth Bechky (2006) 
who underscore the importance of social interactions to organisational creativ-
ity. Hargadon and Bechky (2006) draw on the work of Teresa  Amabile (1988), 
Andrew Van de Ven (1986), Karl Weick (1979), and Hargadon and Sutton (1997) 
and take the view that ‘creative solutions are built from the recombination of exist-
ing ideas’ (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006) through help seeking, help giving, reflec-
tive framing, and reinforcing (2006). Paul Schepers and Peter van den Berg add 
that ‘Knowledge sharing fosters creativity because it exposes employees to relevant 
feedback and to a greater variety of unusual ideas (2007)’. In a similar vein: ‘com-
munication in social networks expose people to new knowledge that enables them to 
create radical concepts and transform them to workable technologies’(Grieve, 2009).

Social interactions, personal representational spaces, recombining existing ideas 
and enhancing opportunities for new knowledge are all helpful approaches for 
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locating Richard’s comments about conversations and creativity conceptually, but 
here it was more important to explore Richard’s line of reasoning. I did this by mak-
ing a water colour triptych (Fig.  1) that depicted Richard in conversation with a 
colleague.

As Richard and I examined this picture at a second interview, he commented:

We meet at conferences and stuff quite often as well so we’ll often — we’ve 
probably had a beer in lots and lots of different locations looking out at some-
thing. But then at the same time we’re also looking inwards, I guess, at com-
mon research problems. And that — so it’s sort of a shared visual experience 
but also a shared conceptual experience that brings the ideas out, I guess.

As I contemplated Richard’s words, I recalled that in assembling the triptych I 
came to understand that these conversations must rely on something deeper — rela-
tionships, which is a concept apparent in most of the theoretical frames already 
referred to here: intercepted relationships (Serres, 1982), knowledge sharing (Schep-
ers & van den Berg, 2007), help giving (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006) and social net-
works (Grieve, 2009).

Scholarly Relationships

It looks as though — it looks a bit as though the two — there’s a relation-
ship between the two figures of either sides. And so maybe there’s something 
in that landscape in the middle that’s connecting two people together (second 
interview of Richard Chatterfield).

Fig. 1  Connecting with people
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Productive conversations deepen relationships and deeper relationships link 
with shared experiences ‘because you’re both in that space’ (second interview 
with Richard Chesterfield). Of course, these conversations and relationships are 
not simple linear interactions as much as a ‘network of multiple projects in terms 
of the research and different combinations of people’ (second interview with 
Richard Chesterfield). Relationship, then, is an important extension to the notion 
of ‘conversation’ as facilitators of creativity. Visions are shared through conversa-
tions, becoming ‘shared visions’, and as Richard pointed out, ‘if there is a shared 
vision it emerges through the conversation rather than existing in advance’ (sec-
ond interview with Richard Chatterfield). This, according to Richard, is different 
from grand visions. That is:

There isn’t a grand vision and organisations don’t operate through a grand 
vision. And even if somebody thinks they do, actually they don’t because not 
everyone buys into the grand vision. Not everyone interprets the grand vision 
the same way. And it’s the nitty gritty things going on in all the different parts 
of the organisation. Those sorts of conversations playing out that results in 
change rather than the grand vision.

The next step was to consider the extent that Richard’s story resonated with the 
discussions I had with the other participants, including Jane Strickland. Following 
on from my initial interview with Jane I prepared a small sculpture in wax (Fig. 2) 
that was intended to represent her experiences developing a tool to teach fire investi-
gation by creating footage of an actual house fire. I had hoped that synergies between 
the materiality of the wax and other media that I was using, along with my memo-
ries of my discussion with Jane, might lead to some fresh insights about creativity.

The original idea for this sculpture was established almost immediately after my 
first meeting with Jane, and as I made notes which are reproduced below.

I had fairly early on a view that it would be Jane perhaps climbing through, but 
then later peering through, a window, and this would be a window of a house 
on fire and that window would be contained in a sheet of glass - thick glass, 
perhaps tinted orange to represent fire and that way you would be able to see 
through the glass and observe the sculpture from the other side of the glass as 
well. Jane would be supported, peering through the window by a colleague 
dressed in fire-fighting overalls. The sculpture would be done in wax and glass.

The sculpture created a platform from which I could question Jane in more detail 
about her creativity. When I went back to see her for the second interview, Jane 
responded to my sculpture enthusiastically. The focus on the artworks seemed to 
have created a much more engaging, and perhaps less threatening, climate for this 
subsequent conversation. The sculpture, and especially the window that the subject 
of the sculpture was peering through (see Fig. 2), posed a question to Jane, to which 
she responded:

That tells me, that’s fire …. I’m not looking into the fire; I’m looking through 
the fire to what’s going to be on the outside …. okay, I went to that, the burn-
ing of the house, I went to the fire, but what was important to me was, what 
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was this going to be used for, and what was going to happen on the other side 
of that?

I was taken by how Jane spoke about her collaborators, and when I considered the 
stories of both Richard and Jane together, it was other people who featured heavily. 
However, where Richard spoke about conversations and relationships, Jane spoke 
about relationships and faith:

I feel like, when I look at the sculpture I’m on somebody else’s shoulders and 
the somebody else is somebody who has faith in me, and therefore is prepared 

Fig. 2  Looking through the fire
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to lift me up and allow me to see through that window — but I also have faith 
in them because I’m sitting on their shoulders …. so we’re standing on firm 
ground, and I guess the analogy there is, I’d be standing on firm ground in the 
sense that, I had faith in those that were guiding me, and my school, and those 
people around me had faith in what I was going to produce, so that’s about that 
solid foundation.

Jane’s notion of ‘faith’ fits with, and even expand upon, Subrata Chakrabarty and 
Richard Woodman’s (2009, p. 192) types of creative relationships. Chakrabarty and 
Woodman identified four such types — no creative relationship, inspiring relation-
ships, integrating relationships (actors mutually divide their roles for creative action) 
and synergysing relationships, which are characterised by ‘intense collaborative 
action’ (2009) that ‘encourage[s] each other’s progress, affirm[s] confidence in each 
other’s capability and arouse[s] mutual interest’ (2009). Synergising relationships must 
surely include an element of faith, or some similar emotion. Indeed, the inclusion of an 
emotional component such as this, according to Deborah Munt and Janet Hargreaves 
(2009), is in fact a characteristic feature of creativity. This might at first glance seem at 
odds with the work of Jill Perry-Smith who found that ‘weak ties facilitate creativity 
and that strong ties do not’(2006), on the basis that weak ties are characterised by ‘low 
levels of closeness and interaction’ (Perry-Smith, 2006) and are considered to be asso-
ciated with nonredundant information, more diverse perspectives, and less conformity 
(Perry-Smith, 2006). However, one can argue that relationships cannot be satisfacto-
rily categorised in such binary terms, like ‘strong’ or ‘weak’. There must be grada-
tions of relationship strength, even a waxing and waning. The creative relationships 
that Richard Chatterfield spoke of could be described as weak in the sense that it was 
outside his immediate network, yet strong in other regards. It is likely that an element 
of faith, or trust, as Barbara Lombardo and Daniel Roddy (2011) put it, exists in such 
an apparently synergistic creative relationship. Anna BrattstrÖm et al. (2012), through 
their empirical research, showed that in their case, ‘goodwill trust’, that is, trust in the 
moral integrity of, say, a collaborator, is a mediating factor of creativity.

Stuart Truman, another participant, also referred to conversations when he spoke 
about his practice of teaching philosophy:

Each person’s progress is connected with every other person’s progress, so that 
it’s a synthesis as well as a whole lot of individual things.

Stuart is talking here about students’ learning through conversation, which paral-
lels the creative path that Richard and Jane spoke of. This hints at some common 
ground between creativity and learning, and organisational creativity and the learn-
ing organisation, as has already been noted by Palmira Juceviciene and Ieva Cese-
viciute (2009) and also the European University Association (2007).

Liminal Spaces

Recalling the sea of creativity metaphor, the beach emphasises the betwixt and 
between — the liminal: ‘parts of it are successively revealed and then swamped by 
tidal action’(Mack, 2011), akin to fusion and emergence (Glaveanu, 2011), a factor 
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of creativity (Govan & Munt, 2003). This describes many higher education envi-
ronments as new partnerships develop, when leadership changes, where academics 
work across networks, disciplines, research groups or institutions, and where diver-
sity is embraced, which is something that has also been associated with creativity in 
higher education (European University Association, 2007).

My conversation with Jane Strickland led me to believe that she was also in a 
liminal space:

The whole project was just about stepping inside and some of that was step-
ping outside a comfort zone, and stepping inside, because this was going to be 
a whole new world to me …. I was stepping into a world that I didn’t actually 
know a lot about.

It was my interviews with Stuart Truman that really highlighted the place of limi-
nality in this discussion about creativity in higher education. Stuart explained to me 
how he is able to straddle the ‘world of ethics’ and the ‘practical world’:

I’ve always been a bit of a fish out of water [emphasis added] in philosophy 
because I’m not a philosopher’s philosopher in the sense that I don’t love 
doing esoteric philosophy at the expense of everything else. I’ve always been 
just as much at home in the practical world as in the very academic world, but 
I’ve had a concern with connecting the two worlds.

When I pressed Stuart to talk about any advantages of this, he offered the 
following:

The disadvantage is that you don’t have an exact niche in either place but it 
does mean you can have a foot in both worlds or both camps and that means 
you’re not a bad bridge builder across them, whereas the very focussed medic  
thinks don’t waste my time on philosophy, or the very focussed philosopher 
who doesn’t want to soil their mind with these practical concerns — neither of 
them would be well placed to do that bridge building exercise.

To explore Stuart’s ‘fish out of water’ analogy, I made a watercolour painting that 
featured fish cut-outs that were placed against a rich yellow background (Fig. 3).

I showed this to Stuart at our second meeting where he described ‘abstracts of 
swirl and sort of a cloud of both confusion and chaos and possibility’. I was able to 
use this metaphor as a prompt to further our discussions about being ‘betwixt and 
between’ as an academic. This elicited the following comment from Stuart:

There is an inherent discomfort in that position but it’s a discomfort which is 
essential to a certain kind of job that if I were more comfortably in one place 
or the other, I wouldn’t be able to play the role that I do play. Now I think all of 
us to some extent are that way. I think I am just a bit more than some in having 
a foot firmly in both of those areas.

Stuart seemed clear about the benefits of his liminal state, saying at our second 
interview that it was ‘useful for making connections to people who don’t live in that 
world’ and that ‘there can be a fertility from each direction’. This word ‘connection’ 
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took my thoughts back to my interview with Richard Chatterfield when I first realised 
how vital conversations are as a means of connecting people, forming relationships 
and facilitating creativity. I observed too that whilst Stuart and Richard had used 
similar terms, they applied them to different organisational levels — Stuart spoke of 
the student-academic context and Richard referred to the organisational level. And in 
terms of the nature of these connections, Stuart made the following point:

I’ve found that the most useful discussions were with people that I got quite 
close to as colleagues, even as friends because then there was the level of sort 
of trust and openness that was really useful for deep conversations about these 
things.

So here the word ‘trust’ gets used again, taking us back to Glaveanu (2011) and 
noting that: ‘Simply putting people together never guarantees that these processes 
will take place’ (2011). This also takes us back to the importance of relationships, 
and Stuart provided me with an illustration of how relationships do matter:

If you put a surgeon and a philosopher in the same room you may find that 
the pure philosopher isn’t terribly enamoured by the surgeon and the surgeon 
certainly isn’t particularly enamoured with the pure philosopher who thinks 
that this person has nothing to offer that’s of any significance to his or her pro-
fessional pursuits and there’s a complete lack of connection — but if, as I’ve 
done, you actually get to know some of these guys and to the point where you 
develop a real level of familiarity and trust and sharing of things., there are all 
sorts of possibilities.

Apart from further challenging the idea that strong ties limit creativity, this com-
ment of Stuart’s suggests that liminality associated with relationships between peo-
ple who have dissimilar backgrounds or viewpoints can be very productive. It also 
serves to highlight the interrelatedness of conversations, relationships and liminality.

‘Possibilities’ was a term used by both Stuart and Richard and this is some-
thing that can be linked to a psychological approach to creativity and in particular, 

Fig. 3  Fish out of water



137

1 3

Innovative Higher Education (2023) 48:127–143 

divergent thinking (Russ & Fiorelli, 2010). Of course, taking an imagined possibil-
ity to creative action does require leadership.

Academics as Leaders for Creativity

I’m the learner and the leader. The learner because it is all new to me, and I am 
being guided by experts in various areas — but the other side of it is I’m the 
leader because this is new to them as well, and I’m saying this will be okay, 
look I can do this, so you can too (second interview of Jane Strickland).

This comment by Jane Strickland took my thinking another step forward. She 
added a dimension that was still within the realm of relationship but more about 
the attitude that creative leaders adopt regarding relationships. Linking creativity 
and leadership is not unusual; creativity is often thought to be an attribute of effec-
tive leadership (Cook & Leathard, 2004; Sternberg & Vroom, 2002). However, what 
Jane was saying was that the process of creativity requires leadership. To return to 
our sea of creativity metaphor again, creative actors must also be navigators. This 
is in fact something that creativity scholars (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006; European 
University Association, 2007; Mumford et al., 2002; Shalley & Gilson, 2004) have 
already highlighted. Arménio Rego, Filipa Sousa and Miquel Marques found that 
‘authentic leadership predicts employees’ creativity, both directly and through the 
mediating role of employees’ psychological capital’ (2011). Authentic leadership 
comprises self-awareness, balanced processing (visible objective decision mak-
ing), an internalised moral perspective (high standards for moral and ethical conduct 
and actions that are congruent with this), and relational transparency (an open and 
authentic self), as well as psychological capital that comprises self-efficacy, opti-
mism, hope and resilience (Rego et al., 2011). Min Basadur (2004) helps out here 
too by broadening the discussion and differentiating between leading process and 
leading content:

a process leader keeps track of ‘how’ the group works on a problem. What 
is the flow of the process steps and what behaviours and attitudes are needed 
to make the flow work? The process leader’s job is to help everyone work 
together toward a useful solution (2004).

Helping people move through the creative process, suggests Basadur: ‘requires 
the leader to know how to synchronise the thinking of others. It involves building 
skills in being a process leader — not simply a content expert’ (2004). Jane Strick-
land illustrated this when I showed her the painting represented as Fig. 4 that I had 
produced in response to our first interview. Jane reflected:

The white and the person in the dark is saying to me, the white is about lead-
ing and about going forward, and the dark there is about, we’re solid and 
we’re behind you, but it’s the light that’s going to shine and go forward …. 
that’s about supporting the person to try and achieve, and the analogy there 
with what I did is that the school and all the people I was working with sup-
ported me in what I was doing, in my endeavours. So, my supervisor from my 
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masters, everybody who was involved who has supported me …. I wasn’t held 
back. Every opportunity was given to me to achieve.

Discussion

Conversations (analogous to water molecules in the sea of creativity) can cause 
‘waves’ of creativity but facilitating these conversations within and across institu-
tions is easier said than done, especially for larger higher education institutions. 
Alan Robinson and Sam Stern (1998) suggest that ‘real leverage lies in ensuring that 
every employee has a sufficient understanding of the organisation’s activities to be 
able to tap its resources and expertise. The more employees know about their organ-
ization, the greater the chances that they will be able to make connections and get 
the information they need for a creative act’ (1998). Higher education institutions 
also need to ‘[t]ap into global expertise networks [and] .... build ad hoc constituen-
cies of those sharing goals’, suggests Lombardo and Roddy (2011), and Jill Perry-
Smith (2006) recommends that higher education institutions ‘blend’ academics, 
use ‘minisabbaticals’, as well as ‘bringing in visitors to fill complementary roles ...’ 
(2006). If there is a cultural element to developing creativity, as Maryam Piran et al. 
(2011) suggest is the case, higher education institutions might develop visions of 
what types of conversations would be most helpful. ‘Building connections, espe-
cially across boundaries’ (Jackson, 2003) and initiating well informed and open 
conversations can even be considered the foundations for higher education creativ-
ity. The leadership required for this should be authentic and process focused, where 
leaders ‘foster an autonomous work environment, thereby increasing subordinates’ 
psychological empowerment’ (Sun et al., 2011). This is something that  Amabile et 
al. (2004) point out too:

Several behaviours deserve particular emphasis in the leader’s repertoire, 
behaviours requiring the following: skill in communication and other 
aspects of interpersonal interaction; an ability to obtain useful ongoing 

Fig. 4  We’re solid and we’re 
behind you
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information about the progress of projects; an openness to and appreciation 
of subordinates’ ideas; empathy for subordinates’ feelings (including their 
need for recognition); and facility for using interpersonal networks to both 
give and receive information relevant to the project (2004).

Paul Schepers and Peter van den Berg (2007) include ‘adhocracy’ to the list 
of organisational factors associated with a perception of workplace creativity: 
They suggest that ‘individuals who perceive their organization as an adhocracy, 
and who experience high levels of participation and knowledge sharing, per-
ceive their work environments as creative’(2007). Note that Schepers and van 
den Berg write of ‘perception’ of creative work environments, rather than the 
actual presence of a creative work environment, which was something that a 
Amabile et al.  (1996) noted also.

The facilitation of well-informed and open conversations of this nature is 
not necessarily easy and Stuart Truman offers some sage advice: ‘It takes some 
doing’, he said, and one of the barriers that Stuart identified is that:

We don’t have nearly as much room as I think would be good for us to stop 
and reflect, stop and think very carefully and make time to talk with people, 
particularly in other disciplines in ways that could be very mutually beneficial.

Referring to creativity in higher education specifically: ‘we’ve got to find other 
ways of doing it’, said Stuart. He was a good storyteller and, without prompting, 
told me about an earlier era of academia that supported his point about having 
time to be creative:

That sort of creativity — um, won’t come nearly as naturally as it might 
have in an older style academic institution of that kind and so we’ve got to 
find other ways of doing it. If we’re going to achieve it yeah. …. Newman 
in his idea of university in his  19th Century treatise on what a university is 
about — talks about university being a place and he uses the term “Lei-
sure” quite a lot. Now we might think lazy, so and so’s — that’s not what 
he means. He means having the time free of the normal pressure of making 
a living and getting through life that way, that you’ve got time to learn and 
reflect and do that cooperatively. It’s a social enterprise, not just an indi-
vidual enterprise’ (second interview of Stuart Truman)

Jackson (2003) also identifies a lack of time as a barrier to creativity in higher 
education, along with other barriers such as staff and student attitudes, as well as 
structural, procedural and cultural factors. These structural and cultural factors, 
proposed Jackson (2003), can only be addressed by persuading leaders and deci-
sion-makers that is worth doing, a point that Stuart Truman also made: ‘Creativ-
ity in learning, teaching and research is being crowded out …. our academic mas-
ters need to have that very clearly before them’. This sort of thing is something 
that Richard Chatterfield also saw as a barrier to creativity in higher education, 
although not so much in terms of time constraints as constraints on autonomy:



140 Innovative Higher Education (2023) 48:127–143

1 3

I think that something that frustrates me sometimes with the way, say, the uni-
versity operates is that sometimes it’s almost that there’s an assumption that 
individuals don’t have the nous or the creativity to really be given autonomy 
to make their own call on things. And instead there’s thousands of checks and 
balances put everywhere on the assumption that everyone’s going to underper-
form unless they’ve got to tick some box to prove that they’ve done x, y and z. 
And I prefer to go from the premise that people are professional, and you try 
and lay the fertile ground to allow them to teach well and research well. And 
give them the resources they need to do that and assume that they will do that 
and celebrate their achievements, rather than trying to find ways to manage 
people to death, if you know what I mean.

I think that where Richard bemoans the ‘checks and balances’ and a tendency 
to ‘manage people to death’, he is referring to a lack of empowerment, which takes 
us back to Schepers and van den Berg’s earlier comments about adhocracy (2007). 
Empowerment is something that has been identified as having a positive impact on 
creativity (Çekmecelioğlu & Günsel, 2011) so I asked Richard: Do you think most 
people respond in that sort of situation? He responded:

I think they do, actually. I think that even — I even found that people who 
I’d been led to believe were poor performers or unmotivated people or what-
ever seem to respond well to having a manager who was actually encouraging 
them and expectinged them to actually initiate new projects and do things they 
haven’t done perhaps for a while. And all — it seemed to me that all it took 
was for them to be encouraged and supported.

Richard’s ‘checks and balances’ and reference to tight managerial control could 
also be construed as a basis for the tensions that are a critical part of creativity in 
higher education. ‘Creative and habitual actions represent competing behavioural 
options’(Ford, 1996), and of course ‘individuals will prefer and/or resort to habit-
ual actions, regardless of the conditions present related to creativity’ (Ford, 1996). 
On the other hand, the IBM study of creative leaders suggested that: ‘leaders who 
embrace the dynamic tension between creative disruption and operational efficiency 
can create new models of extraordinary value (Lombardo & Roddy, 2011). This 
sort of tension is continuous, so that the organisation is always becoming and evolv-
ing. It is where today’s creative thinkers question yesterday’s mental models, and 
their mental models will be questioned by future creative thinkers (Lozano, 2011) 
— where today’s ways, which came from questioning yesterday’s ways, become the 
tension for tomorrow’s creative action.

Conclusion

This discussion locates much of the current thinking about creativity in higher edu-
cation institutions in a model with interrelated components that are easily articulated 
and would likely be well accepted by those who participate in higher education. Fur-
ther, what is being proposed is not resource-dependent, contingent on, for example, 
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international student enrolment numbers or even face-to-face gatherings, as COVID 
has taught us. The approach proposed here is also a starting point in pulling creativ-
ity back from the neoliberal narrative of financialisation that prioritise, for exam-
ple, workplace readiness of graduating students (Gormley, 2020). The challenge for 
higher education institutions wanting to pursue creativity as a strategic goal is to 
refocus some of these ‘unplugged’ facets of higher education life, and ramp up the 
strategies, say, around open communication, that many higher education institutions 
will already have in place. The approach taken here envisages the higher education 
institution as a ‘sea of creativity’, to be sustained and benefited from, rather than 
being places of isolated creative events by clever individuals or teams. Such a con-
ceptualisation places pressure on all higher education participants to engage in this 
‘sea’ and to contemplate their own response to the subject of creativity.
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