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"The true sign of intelligence is not knowledge but imagination" - Albert Einstein
I remember working in the music industry from 1996 until 2002 and meeting tons of music producers. I could always tell based on my conversations about music with them who would end up being a breakthrough producer and who would simply be average. Those that told me they exposed themselves to a variety of different beats and genres for influence always became the producers in demand from artists across multiple genres. Producers like RZA, Timbaland and DJ Premier come to mind. Those that simply immersed themselves in one genre usually never rose above the fray.
Business has always been about moving toward an algorithm. It's about process more than creativity. However, this is where we need to rethink what we've been taught by educators if we are ever going to break through the ceiling of what comprises a technical education.
I talk to so many people in tech, and they tell me a lot about the straight and narrow of what they need to build from a utilitarian standpoint in order to launch or enhance a business solution. Many follow advice given to them by experts in the field. The majority are like the one genre music producers, they follow the algorithm: code an MVP, grow it via APIs and social, use the data from users to enhance the product, scale, repeat. Yet this is very formulaic in what is becoming a more complex business world. In my conversations less than 10% talk in terms of design, visual or UI creativity or human experience. While engaging in these conversations I simultaneously read a very interesting study around what separated the best scientific innovators in the world from those who were simply average.
In this study it was noted that a high percentage of Nobel Prize winners in the fields of science were also artists, poets and musicians. In other words, they were looked upon by many in the science and tech communities as weirdos of an already geeky segmentation. Yet many noted the direct connections between the processes they used as an artist and how they performed using those skills in science.
To almost all of them, the imaginative thinking and problem-solving abilities they learned by doing art helped them gain a deep understanding of material and helped them to build something from scratch. Many times they sketched their solution before coding it.
In 2013, Robert Root-Bernstein and Rex LaMore, professors of physiology at Michigan State University, conducted insight into whether there was an art-craft-science connection in terms of who became a standout innovator in the field of STEM (science, technology, engineering, mathematics). Together they teamed up to test the hypothesis of “whether arts exposure and arts practice play any role in nurturing the innovative thinking of science/technology entrepreneurs." This study looked at the art and craft participation of MSU Honors College graduates (both men and women) from 1990 to 1995 who had majored in STEM fields, in relation to the patents and businesses they went on to generate in their careers.
The results revealed that these high-achieving individuals were far more likely to have extensive exposure and participation in art skills than the average American. What’s more, the subjects themselves saw the connection: Art, they said, stimulated their ability to innovate. It helped them come up with creative solutions and discover new methods. The most productive innovators, it appeared, were those who kept up art activity from childhood into adulthood.
The findings are a flippant middle finger to the educational establishment that says it has the best interest of our educated youth (especially in impoverished communities) by pushing an agenda loaded with the core basics but usually leaving art as an extracurricular activity if even including it at all. Much of this probably has to do with the fact education is still rooted in industrial economic thinking where the emphasis has always been on learning for the first 22+ years and then doing something with that education. This is not how things work at all anymore in our creative economy. In fact, in most people's careers, we will change fields over seven times and have to constantly undergo the process of learning, unlearning and relearning.
This is the new literacy more than being able to simply read, write or practice the scientific method. In fact, I would go so far as to say no matter what field you want to be in: law, medicine, accounting, education, finance, plumbing, etc. that just learning information is no longer enough. Being creative will give you that additional advantage. Having exposure to applying art will help you rise to that level of creativity. In other words, expose yourself to that which is weird in order to be a better thinker.
Creative thinking and problem solving are the future of our economy. You can think that all you need to do is innovate an idea and sell it, but the world is so complex and fast moving that anything that is set into an algorithm today, will rapidly be outdated by tomorrow based on human behaviors. The evolving attention economyis a whole new area in which past learning's of how we retain information doesn't exist.
No amount of STEM basic education is going to solve for this. Let's say you do come up with a wonderful innovation. Do you think that's enough for people to discover it? How is it applied? How do you educate others on its practicalities? This is where your right brain will outpace those who don't lift all of the muscles of both sides of their mind. So you are an expert in law? Yet we all know the legal profession is driven from clients. How do you find them? How do you retain them? What do you offer that's "different?"
Einstein was correct. It's no longer just about knowledge but imagination. How do you use art to move the world of science?
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