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The capricious nature of creativity can
often lead to burnout. But the right

conditions and some healthy habits can

Credit

reignite the embers of inspiration.
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Go Ahead, Step Back
While it’s often natural to push
yourself to be more creative and
produce more high-quality work,
that drive for productivity and
success is often at the root of
burnout. This is especially true
for productive creatives—the
broad category used to describe
all those “compensated to be
creative within an economically
productive way,” says Rahaf
Harfoush, a Paris-based digital
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”

There is art to
what we do,
but it’s not
uninhibited
artistic
expression. It’s
creative
problem-solving
on someone
else’s behalf.”
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anthropologist and author of Hustle & Float, which
explores the epidemic of work burnout.
“The current conditions are just not optimized for
creative professionals,” says Harfoush. “People think that
their creativity is something they can force—just push
through—though sociology, neurology, and psychology all
tell us that’s not true,” she says. “We are not machines. We
have ups and downs, and yet modern work culture expects
us to be at a constant hustle all the time.”
Harfoush knows this firsthand. She used to push herself
through sleepless nights and marathon work sessions until
the point of total exhaustion. Harfoush felt brainwashed
by a system poorly designed to foster her creative abilities.
“The mental voice in your head is saying ‘if I take a break,
I’m never going to be good enough,’ or ‘if I take a break,
my colleagues will judge me as not working hard enough.’”
But her research found that the most exciting and creative
designers, leaders, and entrepreneurs were not the most
overworked or the most single-minded. They had built
their own strategies to keep their creative minds healthy.
“Over time it can be hard to find the balance between
renewing our creativity while pursuing income,”
Sejean says. “One of the ways I found was
to set small challenges. Daily creative
challenges—creating something every
day for a set number of days—were a
big part of my healing. I did a lot of
100-day challenges. I started drawing
on a Post-it every day and sharing it
on social media, not trying to gain
followers or anything like that, just
for the sake of it.”
R. Michael Hendrix, a partner and
executive design director at IDEO in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, also turns
to creative challenges as a way to focus
on creativity that isn’t tied to work.
For instance, for 20 minutes every
morning for a year, he made visual
collages out of his junk mail. “It helped
broadly with everything I was doing at
the time,” he says.
Sometimes these exercises can lead
to unexpected places—even seeds
for other projects. Sejean’s Post-it
challenge, for example, led her to create
interactive animations. And another 30day challenge she did eventually became
a graphic novel she was able to publish.
“It was just an incremental step
that allowed me to be creative while
—R. Michael Hendrix

Nathalie Sejean is a recovered creative burnout.
Just a few years ago, the French filmmaker was living in
Los Angeles and working on a variety of projects, including
a new screenplay. Every day she would write, and every night
she would have more and more pages filled with words. Yet
the work felt torturous. Sejean felt disconnected from the
project. The writing, she says, lacked any sort of spark, risk,
or, ultimately, creativity. Sejean was simply going through
the motions. And it wasn’t just for this project—it was for
every project on her plate at the time.
“I realized at some point that I didn’t know anymore
what I wanted to do, what I wanted to say, or if I even had
anything to say,” she says.
It was a clear case of creative burnout: a breakdown of
artistic, imaginative, or inventive abilities due to stress or
overwork that leads to a state of exhaustion, a reduced sense
of accomplishment, and even a loss of self-worth. For those
in any creative field—from filmmaking and fine arts to
writing and interior design—creative burnout is a potential
hazard of the job that can be difficult to face.
“When it comes to creativity, it’s a bit weird to admit
that you are not feeling creative when creativity
is something that is so strongly a part of
your identity and also how you’re making
money most of the time,” Sejean says.
But it can be overcome.
“If you think of creativity as a
muscle that everybody has inside
themselves, then you realize that if
you never use this muscle, or if you
overuse this muscle, or if you don’t
have the right diet, it can get injured,”
Sejean says. “But, if you think about
it as an injury, then you know you
can get better, you can heal, and
you can even sometimes come out
stronger than you were before.”

taking away the pressure to produce
something worthy of attention,” she
says. “I think today we are under a
lot of pressure from the public eye.
Even when we try to do something
for no other reason than wanting to
create something, there’s always this
temptation of wanting it to be liked
by as many people as possible.”

when you can step back and look at things
differently,” she says. “Everything that
comes to your mind is linked to the
project without your knowing it. It’s all
peripheral work.”
From there, Terry Moeller, a
foundation studies professor at the
Savannah College of Art and Design
in Savannah, Georgia, says designers
just need to dive into the project to see
Push it Forward
where it leads. “Do your research and
The ancient Greeks believed that
put the pencil to the paper. Inspiration
creativity was a divine gift—one
comes through immersion. Find renewal
that came to humans from the gods
by getting out into nature, taking a
or some unknowable source. While
watercolor workshop, or whatever
many now understand this to simply
inspires you. Then get into the studio,
be a myth, the sentiment continues to
start working, and let it unfold,” she
influence creative identities and could
says.
actually be speeding many toward
Alexandra Campbell, IIDA, an
creative fatigue and amplifying the
interior designer and associate at HBG
effects of burnout.
Design in Memphis, Tennessee, for
According to David Burkus,
example, often seeks inspiration by
associate professor of leadership
researching the cultural and physical
and innovation at Oral Roberts
surroundings of a project’s region.
University in Tulsa, Oklahoma, many
When working on the design for a new
people believe that great ideas are
Four Winds Casino, Campbell sought
derived from some sort of “eureka
out inspiration by educating herself
moment” that only happens to a
on the history of the Pokagon Band
select group of so-called “creative
of Potawatomi—the casino’s owners.
types.” In his book, The Myths of
When it came time to design, she was
Creativity: The Truth About How
inspired by the way the client held
Innovative Companies and People
certain animals and plant life sacred. The
Generate Great Ideas, Burkus says
land turtle served as inspiration for the
this is a fallacy. Instead, he explains
promenade sconces and laser cut metal
that creativity is an iterative process,
was used for river otters on a pendant
—Nathalie Sejean
often consisting of slow, incremental
light as well as a fireplace surround.
changes and developments to get to a
Along the way, many designers
breakthrough.
find it valuable to validate their
That process starts with inspiration as a spark for the
burgeoning inspiration and ideas. This can encourage
work—not a big moment that gives you all the answers.
them to keep their creativity going. Hendrix, for example,
That’s why designers need to seek inspiration from
will sometimes rent out an empty warehouse or building
multiple sources—including the outside world. Design,
basement and build an early iteration of the interior with
after all, is a three-dimensional medium. Alexandra Bonner,
foamcore and temporary furniture. Users are then invited
IIDA, an interior designer at NELSON in Philadelphia,
to interact with the space in various role-playing scenarios,
for example, often takes walks in the park or through a
indicating what does and doesn’t work for them. “It’s
shopping plaza, taking note of what she sees.
very experiential. We bring as many people as reasonable
Constance Guisset, founder of Constance Guisset
through the space so it’s real-world testing from the start
Studio in Paris, visits exhibitions, browses art books, or
rather than theoretical,” he says. “We prototype it quickly
goes on excursions to her seaside home. There she draws,
so we can change it quickly.”
reads, writes, and crafts ceramic sculptures. The goal is to
His team then installs design interventions in an
free her mind while keeping the creativity flowing. “That’s
existing space, like a hotel lobby. When developing the

”

When it comes
to creativity, it’s
a bit weird to
admit that you
are not feeling
creative when
creativity is
something that
is so strongly
a part of your
identity and
also how you’re
making money
most of the
time.”
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brand and service experience for
Avid, a new hotel chain from
IHG, the IDEO team spoke with
travelers and observed how they
interacted with the prototype
space to identify their needs—like
the kind of food experience they
wanted, or whether they rushed in
and out or wanted a place to lounge
or conduct business. Hendrix learned
the users wouldn’t have the time for
fresh waffles or other standard sitdown breakfast fare. “So we designed
a café to fit that hustle,” he says. It
features a round kiosk like the kind
found in a food market, with readyto-go offerings like baked goods and
fresh fruit.

eliminating choice, constraints help
you to be creative with what you have.
That’s the key to great design. There
is art to what we do, but it’s not
uninhibited artistic expression. It’s
creative problem-solving on someone
else’s behalf.”
That kind of problem-solving isn’t
only a given. It can be a godsend as well.
“Constraints are powerful because they
allow us to make important decisions
about our priorities,” says Tina Seelig,
Ph.D., author of What I Wish I Knew
When I was 20 and Creativity Rules.
“They help focus the problem.”
As a professor of the practice in
Stanford University’s management
science and engineering department,
Seelig assigns a classroom activity
Work Within Boundaries
inspired by the television cooking show
For any creative professional,
Chopped in which chefs must create
—Tina Seelig, Ph.D.
constraints are a fact of life.
a gourmet meal from four random
While it’s easy to feel thwarted
ingredients. “I give my students a bunch
when clients issue narrow
of objects that are totally unrelated and
demands, or a project’s budget or timeline seemingly
ask them to create a business using all the items.” This
stymie the creative process, these constraints can
classroom exercise demonstrates that creativity benefits
actually be an asset.
from tying disparate ideas together.
“Early in my career I found the constraints of
Jolene Mudri, IIDA, an associate interior designer at
designing for other people, like budget and time
Stantec in Philadelphia, encountered such a creativityconstraints, very frustrating,” says Hendrix. “But by
inducing challenge when recently designing infusion bays

”

Constraints
are powerful
because they
allow us to
make important
decisions about
our priorities.”

MIND MOTIVATORS
“
“
“

When seeking inspiration, these designers turn to some very specific sources.
Georgia O’Keefe
artworks—she’s one of
my favorite artists. Her
work is extremely
sensual and soft. I love
to wash my mind in her
vivid colors.”
—Constance Guisset

[Magazines] expose me
to the world beyond
the United States and
to global trends, rather
than fads. Currently I’m
intrigued by the influence
of wellness on interior
design.”
—Alexandra Campbell,
IIDA

Credit

I go through [interior
design magazines] and
tear out things that
feel inspirational, and I
scrapbook and collage.
The tangible experience
of things is important
to me.”
—Alexandra Bonner, IIDA
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for an oncology unit. The client needed her to satisfy
the desires of two very different groups of users: young
patients who preferred privacy, and older patients who
liked to interact with their neighbors. Rather than
erecting standard drywall bays, she and her colleagues
designed translucent, patterned glass sliding doors that
could slide open for shared moments or closed for private
ones. The challenge led to an unexpectedly creative
outcome. “It was a fun, beautiful design we didn’t think
we would do,” she says.
For Seelig, succeeding under constraints comes
down to how you build your frame of reference.
“All too often, people attack problems with
‘ready, fire, aim’ instead of ‘ready, aim, fire.’
But the ‘aim’ part is critical. If you’re
not framing the problem correctly, no
matter how much brainstorming you
do, you’re going to end up solving the
wrong problem,” she says. In giving
yourself adequate time and latitude
to study the problem and address the
constraints, you can better produce
amazing—and unexpected—results.

asked supervisors for a more flexible schedule, one that
started late and ended late.
Harfoush also suggests thinking about your daily
creative output as a 100-point bank account. You spend
much more on a high-effort or highly creative task than
cleaning out your inbox. “We expect people to bounce
from highly cognitive task to highly cognitive task,” she
says. Small changes and new practices like these can
help protect creative workers as they strive to balance
innovative thinking with fast deadlines.
At the end of the day, creativity should be
seen as an especially valuable business
asset for any organization. According
to the World Economic Forum’s
report The Future of Jobs 2018,
“creativity, originality, and
initiative,” will be the third
most in-demand skills by 2022.
Yet at the same time, creativity
frequently takes a backseat to
other organizational values. A
recent Gallup poll found that
35 percent of U.S. workers say
they’re only given time to be
Create Creative Conditions
creative a few times a year or
Combating burnout and fostering
less. And only 18 percent strongly
creativity are not only elements of
agreed that they were able to take
personal care—they are challenges
risks at work that could lead to
for entire organizations. And yet,
important new products, services,
so few companies actually foster
or solutions.
an environment where creativity is
Design leaders—whether at
encouraged and protected.
large, global firms, or smaller,
Often leaders become mistakenly
individually owned ones—need
preoccupied on productivity.
to make a concerted effort to
“Productivity systems are designed, in
cultivate conditions that make
many agencies, to account for where you
creativity possible. That means
are, what you’re doing, and how you’re
giving team members the room
contributing economic value,” says
to learn, experiment, and explore.
Harfoush. “What happens is you get into
“When an organization is really
this mindset where you feel the need to
focused on productivity, there
be doing something every single minute
needs to be a space in the process
—Terry Moeller
of the day. It is the commercialization of
to actually think and time to
creativity. It has disconnected us from
let the creative process flow,”
the fundamental process.”
Seelig says. Taking the time for
Fixing this culture of burnout means finding creative
exploration is critical. “You have to get your hands dirty.”
solutions. Harfoush recommends that leaders and
But for many organizations—even ones in the design
designers design new ways of working that play to their
industry—changing workplace practices can be daunting.
strengths. For example, as a night owl, Harfoush struggled
“If you want to come up with truly innovative solutions,
with the traditional eight-hour day. “I would actually go
you need to get out of your comfort zone,” says Seelig.
home and do work after dinner because that’s when I was
“Doing this allows an organization to come up with
feeling the most creatively inspired,” she says. So Harfoush
solutions that aren’t just following the next step.”
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”

Inspiration
comes through
immersion.
Find renewal
by getting out
into nature,
taking a
watercolor
workshop,
or whatever
inspires you.”

summer 2019

perspective

37

