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Even cavemen were  
creative 

I know you don’t believe it… but everyone is born creative.

Here’s something I’ve noticed. I love to travel, and one of the things 
I’ve picked up is that every indigenous culture does a few things 
that are almost identical. 

They tell stories. They tell their stories through pictures, dancing, 
music and song. That means they’re all creative, and they all do 
creative things. 

We humans were designed to express ourselves creatively. Art, 
singing, dancing and forming abstract concepts into stories is just 
part of who we are. It’s what enables us to be human. It’s part of 
our DNA, and it’s in our soul. 

Our brains are designed to make creativity happen. 

We’ve been creatively communicating and expressing our identi-
ties for thousands of years. We’ve done this in a way that engaged 
all of our senses, to make our stories easy to remember and share 
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with the next generation. Most importantly, each subsequent 
generation has embraced this aspect of communication, creativity 
and self-expression. It was just normal. 

So, what happened? 

How did we get to the stage where so many people have no sing-
ing, dancing, drawing, painting or other creativity in their 
lives? Most of us only sing now spontaneously after one too many 
drinks following the netball grand final. Dancing follows a similar 
path – only happening after a few too many drinks get our limbs 
moving at a friend’s wedding. As for painting? Go to hell: that’s not 
happening, no matter how many drinks we consume. 

 
Caveman story time

imagine a modern-day, corporate version of caveman story night. 

The fire is lit. The kids are sitting close to it. mum’s at the back, 
sewing animal skins together. uncle Barry’s on one side, sharpening 
his axe. 

stuart, the chief storyteller, stands up and says, “This evening, our 
story night will be a little different. i’d like to use this new storytelling 
tool called powerpoint. everyone ready? oK, let’s get started.

oK, has anyone seen my clicker? it doesn’t seem to be working. 
maybe if i point it like this? There, i think i’ve got it. now, you won’t 
be able to see the graph on my first slide, but if you could, you’d see 
that our baby mammoth yield dropped significantly this year.” 

At this point, the kids start crying, and uncle Barry drops the axe 
on his foot as an excuse to leave. meanwhile, mum accidentally-
on-purposely sews the animal skin to her leg just to relieve the 
boredom. 

You get the picture. Cavemen inherently embraced their creativity. 
Our modern “Death by PowerPoint” style of communication and 
expression wouldn’t have worked then, and it’s no better now. 
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So why do we use that style? What happened to our creativity? 

Picasso said, “Every child is an artist. The problem is how to 
remain an artist when he grows up”.

Kids have this whole innovation stuff sussed. They rock innovation. 
And we can learn great lessons from their approach and mindset. 

For example, our family has an endless supply of large cardboard 
boxes coming into the house. I’m always keen to get rid of them as 
quickly as possible: to me, they’re just another thing to put your 
foot through in the middle of the night. My children, however, have 
a different mindset. Where I see mess and clutter, they see possibil-
ity and the chance to create. 

And create they do. 

They create castles, spaceships, cars, cubbies for toys, racing car 
tracks, cots, tree houses and defence shields. You name it, they see 
it – and then they create it. The excitement they get from a card-
board box is almost unbelievable. 
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Sometimes my wife and I are literally scared by the frenzy (and the 
mess) that we know is coming. Out come the pens, scissors, tape 
and paper; and away they go. 

It’s a complete free-for-all. 

Young kids are hardwired with a very different what’s possible 
framework to adults. They look at the world with a unique and 
fresh set of eyes. Where we see problems, they see opportunities. 
Where I see clutter, they see castles. Nothing is off limits. 

We all started this way, with a what’s possible mindset. An 
opportunity mindset. We had creative passion and drive. We could 
see things that weren’t there, and we went and created them.  
We could look outside of the box (get it? get it?) and not see just 
cardboard. 

This is a wonderful skill, and we were all born with it. I mean,  
have you ever heard this conversation at a barbecue? 

“What’s the matter with old Dave over there?”

“ Oh, didn’t you know? He was born uncreative.  
Poor thing.” 

Of course you haven’t. It just doesn’t happen. We’re all natural 
born innovators. 

What we’ve managed to forget since then is how good it feels to 
express ourselves. But if every indigenous culture I’ve ever come 
across has this worked out, how did so much of the modern 
Western world forget? 

Seriously: how did we put a handbrake on all this great creativity? 
How did we lose the ability to innovate that we all used to have in 
our souls? When did we start to squash this wonderful possibility 
framework that we’re all hardwired with from birth? what the hell 
happened? 

The way I hear and see it, many people can trace the loss back to a 
moment that happened somewhere between Years 4–7 at school. 
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It all started with a crappy comment for them. And I bet it did for 
you too. 

It probably wasn’t anything dramatic. In fact, it could have been 
something really small – a single thing someone said that stuck 
with you. Or it could have built up from a few little comments over 
the years. Either way, it finally convinced you that you weren’t 
creative. And whichever situation is true for you, the end result is 
the same for everyone.

My most revealing insight into the effects of those crappy com-
ments has come from a creative program called Team Masterpiece. 
I’ve delivered this program many times – probably around 150–200 
times – over the last eight years. I’ve delivered it to a great mix of 
people too, from CEOs and executive teams through to sales,  
HR and EAs. 

Basically, Team Masterpiece enables a team to create a fantastic 
painting that explores a theme and brings a story to life. The story 
could be a strategy, set of values, or visual of what innovation looks 
like for that team. I love this program, because teams always create 
something amazing, which blows everyone away. And the process 
we go through ties beautifully into innovation. 

Without exception, everyone absolutely bricks themselves at the 
start of this program. Not a little bit, but a whole lot. Fear-wise, I’d 
put painting in the same basket as bungie jumping while letting a 
big, hairy spider walk over your face and wild rats run around in 
your underpants. There might not be any physical challenge to it, 
but mentally? Watch out!

That mental challenge is almost always driven by a crappy com-
ment – usually one delivered by a teacher (often an art teacher) in 
those Year 4–7 classes. Look, I’m not dissing art teachers. After all,  
I used to be one. It’s just that I see and hear this play out time and 
time again. 

The crappy comment probably went something along the lines of, 
“Hmmm, your drawing is pretty average, Glen.” Or “That looks 
nothing like a horse, Fran. Maybe you should choose Geography 
next year.” 



OUR 

brains are designed 
to make creativity 
happen.
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It’s only a single, tiny comment – yet everyone I work with can 
remember hearing one like it was yesterday. It cut deep, and it 
stayed long. 

The reason we remember it so well is that from that moment, we 
started to tell ourselves a different story to the one we told when 
we created castles. Right then and there, the possibility mindset 
that existed when we built cardboard rocket ships just a few years 
beforehand simply shrivelled up and died. 

That crappy comment hangs like a weight around people’s necks. 
It develops into, “You can’t draw. You don’t have a creative bone in 
your body. you just aren’t creative.” It follows people through high 
school, then university, and finally into the workplace. It creates a 
really crappy mindset, which is the biggest disabler of creative 
potential that I know. 

This mindset is ridiculous. Drawing is a learnt skill, but people 
equate their creative abilities with their ability to draw. Drawing is 
like personal finance or changing a car tyre: it can be learned and 
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mastered. Creative potential, on the other hand, is something soul 
deep. It’s simply part of who we are.

Unfortunately, the crappy “I’m not creative” mindset persists, 
driving our behaviour and actions for the rest of our lives. 

 
The “I’m not creative” mindset in the wild

on a recent creative project, i collaborated with an agency to create 
some interactive visuals for a large financial company. we worked in 
the company’s foyer as part of a larger communication rollout. we 
set up a board, and got everyone to write a word about something 
they found inspirational on the board as they walked past. 

The idea was that the company would use this board as an ongoing 
communication piece in a bunch of different ways. 
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we set ourselves up in the foyer of two different offices over two 
days. on Day 1, people started off a little apprehensive, but quickly 
warmed to the task. on Day 2, though, it was almost impossible to 
get anyone to write anything on the board. 

most of them wouldn’t even make eye contact. Before i’d even said 
anything, people put their heads down and said, “no, no, i can’t do 
that – i’m not creative”. They wouldn’t – maybe even felt like they 
couldn’t – write a single word. 

And this was in a company that was known and revered for its great 
innovative culture too. 

At the time, i couldn’t help but wonder what the block was? why 
were people so terrified of writing a word? This was their workplace: 
it wasn’t like they were out in public. And they didn’t have to start a 
blank canvas either: we’d done that for them. Again, there were no 
judgements or restrictions. 

But the most troubling question was that if they said “no” to  
this when they should be saying “yes”, what else were they saying 
“no” to? 

Now, of course, I understand that the Day 2 people almost certainly 
had the classic, crappy “You’re not creative” comment from their 
pasts at play. 

Refusing to write on the board was the simply external signs of 
their huge internal shit-fight. 

It was all down to something that I like to call “the Ogre”

The Ogre is a creature that lives in everyone’s minds. It likes to  
be heard, and it needs to be faced if you want any innovation on 
your horizon. 

The Ogre is a bit of an arsehole. It’s in the business of squashing 
any creativity you show, regardless of how you show it. It’s the 
internal voice that says your ideas are a bit shit, so you’d better 
keep quiet about them. “Don’t mention the inspiration you had 
when you were jogging,” it says. “Don’t share the quirky random 
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thought either. And definitely, definitely don’t share anything that 
could be innovative. You don’t want to look stupid, do you?” 

I’ll talk more about the Ogre in Chapter 7, including how to dance 
with it so that it doesn’t derail your drive for innovation. For now, 
though, let’s look at a process I’ve developed to kickstart a culture 
of innovation in your organisation. 




