One of the biggest obstacles to innovation is the fog of reverence and mystery which shrouds creativity and the mystique surrounding talented people.  Most of us, victims of a cultural tradition which attributes creativity to divine inspiration, madness or accidents of birth and upbringing, end up thinking that we’re not particularly creative. In this article I want to challenge a view of creativity which ascribes it to the genius of the gifted. I will argue that there are accessible techniques, already widely used in highly successful creative businesses, which give any individual or organisation the ability to generate original ideas and develop creative projects. I will focus on one specific tool which can, properly used, be a powerful driver in innovation: the pitch.
Of course, there are people who have exceptional natural ability, who seem to have been born with an innate gift for drawing, singing, story-telling, or even kicking a ball. Because some extraordinary individuals make things look easy, the rest of us are tempted to conclude that we’ll never be any good at things that require talent. Although we may persevere with other skills that don’t come naturally, we tend to think that creativity can’t be learnt. We’ll persist in studying a foreign language, for example, even though we may never be fluent or master the accent but , we consider creativity to be beyond the scope of formal training. We don’t get lessons in its grammar and vocabulary or any kind of grounding in tools and techniques that might enhance our ability to generate and develop ideas. The difficult challenge of writing a story, making a picture, producing TV or designing a game becomes impossible when we believe that, because aren’t talented, we have nothing to contribute to a process which seems as mysterious as magic.  This failure to recognise, release and harness creativity starts at school and continues into the workplace. Most companies and organisations (even those in the creative industries) don’t have explicit processes designed to support innovation; they rely on the talent of their ‘creatives’. 

The result is an astonishing and unnecessary waste of potential.

There are the ones who never get a start. For ten years I directed a project called the Arts Technology Centre (Artec) in London which, amongst other things, offered a vocational course in new media design. We made it a priority to offer places to kids who had failed in conventional education; every year we trained young people who had been written off as ‘no hopers’ and unemployed for years but after a year’s intensive, carefully structured training went on to find good jobs in creative businesses or, in many cases, to establish their own companies. Then there are the people in work whose jobs are thought not to require creativity. After Artec, I worked at the BBC. Of all employers, this was surely a workplace which depended on the originality and creative thinking the people who worked there. A staff survey during my first there revealed that over half the people who worked there thought that the corporation did not value their creativity. This finding came as a bit of shock for an institution whose then Director General, Greg Dyke, had set it the mission of becoming ‘the most creative organisation in the world’. 

A small group of us was given the job of figuring out how to change that perception, to devise and introduce structures and training to turn a pious aspiration into a everyday working practice. We started by looking at how the BBC’s in-house production teams dealt with the challenge of creating new content and services. We were surprised at how haphazard, inconsistent and unprofessional the process often was. There were no defined methodologies or techniques, no clear structures to support innovation or nurture creative thinking. Producers working in ‘development’ saw themselves as serving time until they could get a production job. They were often in there because their last show had flopped, because they were about to go on maternity leave (or they’d just come back from maternity leave). Development wasn’t seen as being at the dynamic heart of the organisation’s creative process and, in a business where people staff are hired on the basis of production credits, working in a development team was considered a waste of time.  

We went on to study how other organisations went about the business of innovation and invention. We visited advertising agencies, design studios, R&D centres and creative companies in the UK and in the US. In a report on what we found to the BBC’s executive committee, we said: “The great surprise .... was the discovery that creativity and innovation are not the sole province of gifted individuals or random eureka moments.”  The most successful organisations we visited, which produced a constant stream of new and innovative ideas, had a disciplined process and a framework for developing and constantly improving ideas.  This came as a shock to many of the producers in the research team because it flew absolutely counter to the received wisdom in the BBC about creativity.  They discovered that, far from inhibiting innovation, the setting of the clear parameters and a structured process actually liberated more and better creativity: “We talk fondly about the creative potential of a blank piece of paper, but some of the world’s most creative and innovative teams would regard that as a kind of madness,”  the report went on. “They know that a disciplined process is what consistently generates good, ground-breaking ideas.”

It was a revelation to many in the BBC team that many of the highly innovative and original companies that we visited used creativity tools and techniques as part of a clearly defined process to improve their output of ideas, both personally and within teams. Advertising agency BBDO told us about how they worked on developing a brief. Ideo, the product design company, stressed the importance of teams. They spoke of  the ‘the nostalgic myth of the lone genius’ and argued that successful projects are done in by interdisciplinary groups. They also taught us their disciplined  approach to brainstorming and user-centred design. SRI International in California introduced us to their ‘value creation process’. It was here that we learnt that the pitch can be used as a key tool at the heart of innovation. 

Pitching is not something that comes easily to the British; we still suffer from our reputation for understatement and self-deprecation. In the arts, especially, we expect the work to speak for itself. Artists should not need to explain and should never have to demean themselves by selling their work. This attitude towards pitching is still not uncommon amongst creative professionals who see it as a necessary evil, at best, and at worst as an unworthy form of soliciting. I remember the anger of one participant in one of the first Multimedia Labs that I directed on being told that he would be required to pitch his project at the end of the workshop. His view was that I was asking him to engage in a facile piece of showmanship that would be of no benefit to him or his idea. It’s not an uncommon attitude and is one symptom of a cultural divide between business and arts practice which hampers growth in the creative industries in Europe. 

Perhaps the best explanations of what pitching is really for was given by the English writer, E.M. Forster, who said: “How can I tell what I think until I see what I say”. This isn’t just about being able to sell your idea but, more importantly, about articulating and presenting it succinctly – to yourself as well as other people. If you can’t explain a project or proposal clearly so that people understand it (and are, hopefully, excited by it), then the likelihood is that there’s something wrong with the idea, not just the presentation. It’s always tempting to think that people don’t get it because they don’t have the vision, don’t understand the business or are plain stupid and prejudiced. That may occasionally be true but it’s more likely to be that your pitch doesn’t make sense because you haven’t worked your idea out properly. In forcing a creative team to structure, edit and present clearly, the discipline of pitching becomes an crucial tool in an iterative design process.

The value of the pitch and the feedback from it in shaping and refining ideas was emphasised during the BBC visit to SRI International.  Founded in 1946 as the Stanford Research Institute, SRI engages in research and development for government agencies, commercial businesses, foundations, and other organizations. It brings its innovations to the marketplace by licensing its technologies and creating new ventures. It is one of the leading R&D centres in the world in communications and networks, computing, economic development and many fields of science and technology. While its output is very different from the BBC’s, it has features in common. Both are not for profit institutions, reliant on public funding but competing in commercial markets; both are staffed with creative, motivated and opinionated individuals, 

The BBC team of tv, radio and new media producers accompanied by managers from business and resource divisions found itself, jet lagged and in need of caffeine, in the lobby of the SRI building at 8.00 am one November morning. There, in a perspex box on a pedestal in the centre of the lobby, was an odd wooden device which looked like a matchbox on wheels. Curt Carlsson, SRI’s CEO introduced us to it: the first computer mouse ever made, designed by Doug Engelbart in the late 1960s. Engelbart can legitimately claim to have invented the technologies on which the whole personal computer industry has been based for the past twenty years: mice, windows, icons, pull-down menus, word-processing, spreadsheets...

Carlsson sighed. “The problem was at the time, no-one knew what to do with Doug’s invention. It was interesting but we had no idea how to exploit it, so it was licensed to Xerox and Apple for $50,000 apiece.” He looked wistfully at the battered hunk of wood. “I wasn’t here at the time, but even so I sometimes wake up sweating and thinking: ‘if we had a dime for every mouse ever made,’”

When Carlsson took over as boss, SRI was in gentle decline. It employed 2,500 research scientists, over 1,500 of them with PhDs: “By definition, they were all doing something interesting, they were all innovating” he said. “But there was no system for determining which projects we should select for investment and development. And we had no methodology for creating value from all that innovation.” 

Carlsson’s solution has been to introduce a ‘value creation process’ at SRI within which pitching plays a fundamental role. At every stage of a project’s development, from gleam in the eyepiece of a research scientist’s microscope to negotiation for investment from the venture capital companies on Sandhill Road, the team leader or champion is expected to construct a pitch based around four key questions:

· what is the important need that you aim to meet?
· what is your approach?
· what are the quantifiable benefits from your approach?
· what’s the competition?
The pitch isn’t expected to be compelling or totally convincing pitch from the very start, but from the earliest stage of development, a project team does have to attempt an answer to each of the four questions. 

For Carlsson, there is a critical difference between interesting and important in defining the need a proposal claims to address: “When I arrived here, everyone was doing something interesting,” he said. “They all had approaches which were fascinating. They may not have been able to explain what the benefits of their research would be, what use it could be put to when they’d finished or whether anyone else was doing something similar. But they could talk to you for hours about what they were doing.” Without a clear sense of the potential applications in the real world, whether for social good or financial return, it was impossible for the SRI investment board to assess which projects to back. Carlsson’s first requirement of a pitch for resources, was that the project should address important needs of individuals, society or markets. 

Thinking about user or audience ‘need’ is unfamiliar in many creative development contexts but fits well with user-centred design techniques which are increasingly common in new media. It is an approach being introduced into TV production where ‘audience insight’ is becoming recognised as important as peoples’ patterns of media consumption change. With the ever growing range of platforms and channels for information, entertainment and communication, media are used in different ways, in different places and at different times. For many people TV has become an ambient medium, on in the background without being actively watched.  So what need does it meet in the new digital mediascape? How does it fit in to people’s lives? What will make them watch a specific programme?

At SRI a pitch has to make a very strong case for the benefits of an approach or idea if it is to move from research into a development phase. These can be defined in business terms as achieving market share and generating revenue or as social benefit like educational gain or health improvement. Whatever the domain, the critical determinant is that the benefits can be quantified. To make a business case at SRI, the project champion has to argue convincingly that the opportunity is worth at least $1 billion. A social benefit case might be that a million school children improve their reading ability with an e-learning application, or five million lives are saved through vaccination.  

This kind of discipline is alien in much of the creative sector and is often actively resisted by creative practitioners who argue that art should not be subject to such crude numerical analysis. But there are many good reasons for  thinking through and specifying the beneficiaries and the benefits of an idea. A controller will want to have a realistic idea of the size of audience a show will pull in at a specific time of day and how it will promote the image, values and brand of a channel, the editor of a website will need convincing that users will be motivated to engage with a proposed service or application, a publisher needs to know how many copies of a game or DVD are likely to be sold. 

It’s also a critical element of the development process to find out who else is operating in the same space, to know the competition. If another writer, artist or producer is working on something similar for the same platform, a creative team has to be clear how its product is different and why it is more likely to succeed in the market place. As with the other questions which make the four key elements of a pitch, understanding the competition is not necessary just to sell a project to potential investors. Looking closely at what others are doing is an important part of coming to understand the context in which a product is being launched, getting to know the consumers for whom it is intended and recognising the characteristics of a market. The comparison with rivals helps to clarify what is distinctive about a product or service, to highlight its distinguishing characteristics and to define its values. 

Pitching has many functions in a development process. Members of a project team can use it to build and share their own understanding of what they’re doing and why. Pitching to other people in a company or to a group of trusted colleagues and friends serves as a useful reality check: does the project make sense to people who are not directly involved in it. Can they see flaws in the approach? In a multidisciplinary organisation it’s a good idea to invite people from other teams to hear your pitch and get feedback. Pitching to outsiders provides new perspectives and fresh ideas. Do they know about competitors the development team haven’t encountered? If the intended market is unfamiliar, invite people who know their way around it: ‘jungle guides’. 

The pitch is the engine of an iterative design process. Present, get feedback, think again and refine, rehearse, pitch, get feedback, rethink, develop, re-rehearse, pitch again. Throughout, you also use a pitch to secure resources that you need for the next stage of development: new information, alternative ideas, necessary skills, investment. It’s essential to know what you want from your audience when you present and to remember to ask for it. At the end of the process, if you have structured your pitch around your answers to questions of need, approach, benefit and competition, you’ll have the elements you need for a business plan.  
One other thing: as a pitch gets better, it should get shorter. The strongest liquor comes from repeated distilling and the same principle works in reiterating and refining the pitch for a project:  make it brief, clear and compelling. A piece of advice on this subject is contained in the postscript to a letter written by one of Blaise Pascal, Voltaire, Samuel Clemens or Mark Twain all of whom are credited with saying something like: “I’m sorry this is so long, I didn’t have time to make it shorter”. 
Or, to borrow a phrase from last century’s greatest innovator, Albert Einstein: 
“Be as simple as possible. But no simpler”.
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