W H AT
LIG HTS YOU
UP

Think back to the last time you got
lost in a creative pursuit.
If it’s been years (or decades), try
rolling up your sleeves again:
Creating something—anything—simply
for the sake of creating it can
do wonders for your mental health.
Use this guide to rediscover your spark.
(Zero artistic skills required.)
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creative thinking,” says Zabelina. Find something you enjoy
doing. “It could be literally anything, and doesn’t have to do
with creativity,” she says. “Go
to a playground and swing,
play a silly game with friends—
something that will get you into
that carefree mindset. Then
engage in a creative behavior.”
And if it turns out that you’re
not “good” at something—well,
who cares? Sarah Stein Greenberg, executive director of
Stanford University’s Hasso
Plattner Institute of Design
(the “d.school”) and author of
Creative Acts for Curious People: How to Think, Create, and
Lead in Unconventional Ways,
says she silences her inner
critic by telling herself, “I’m
not judging, I’m just producing
stuff right now. I’m just making stuff, and I’m going to
worry about judging it later.”
Begin by experimenting,
urges Bloomston. “Take a pottery class, write short stories,
start a kitchen garden!” she
says. “Find out what lights
you up and makes you come
alive. Stop stopping yourself.”
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up for a beginner’s drawing
class at a local art academy.
Every week, he’d come home
full of stories about his fellow
amateur artists and excitedly
show me his progress. “It’s
pure fun, like being a kid!” he
said. “You should join me.”
I shook my head. “I just don’t
think I’d be that good at it.”
He stared at me. “You know
that’s not the point at all?”
He was right. Because few
things are more delightful than
being in a so-called flow state,
a term introduced in the mid’70s by psychologist Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi to describe
that blissful feeling of being
so immersed in a creative pursuit that the world drops away.
And the literature on the
many ways creativity benefits
your health is robust. A 2016
Drexel University study found
that making art lowers stress
hormones. Research shows creative flow releases feel-good
chemicals like dopamine and
endorphins, and can reduce
depression symptoms. A 2014
study in the journal Brain Sciences suggested that people
who play a musical instrument
have improved connectivity

between the two hemispheres
of their brains. In the fluid
state of the creative zone, you
can work through hard feelings, solve a problem, and find
inspiration.
Yet many of us don’t give
ourselves the time, or permission, to make something for
the joy of it. Or we tell ourselves that we’re “not creative.”
Which is nonsense, says Carrie
Bloomston, textile designer,
art teacher, and author of The
Big Book of Little Sparks: A
Hands-on Journal to Ignite Your
Creativity. Think of creativity
as a pilot light that’s always on,
she says. “Creativity is more
about how you inhabit your life
than the cool things you make
or do,” she says. “It’s inherent
in the curiosity, the exploring,
the trying, the willingness.”
How, then, to make that pilot
light flicker to life? Creativity
researcher Darya L. Zabelina,
PhD, director of the Mechanisms of Creative Cognition
and Attention laboratory at the
University of Arkansas, says
the key is to channel your inner
kid. Her research has found
that when kids play, they often
do so in very original ways.
But in adulthood, this playful
curiosity is sometimes lost.
“Getting into a nonjudgmental, childlike mental state
seems really important for

H E A LT H . C O M

MARCH 2022

89

EASE IN
Maybe, like me, you’re hesitant to, say, sit down with a sketch pad because you don’t
think you’re “artistic” enough. Push past self-doubt by starting small, says Bloomston. Do
your best not to judge whatever form your creativity takes, whether it’s crocheting or
coloring or choosing new throw pillows for the sofa.
“Break your work into tiny, achievable steps,” Bloomston says. And allow yourself to
enjoy shopping for materials and setting them up just as much as the creative act itself, she
adds. “I sweep my art studio when I begin and have a supply of dark chocolate on hand.”
As you start, be mindful of what Bloomston terms Masterpiece Syndrome, or a preoccupation with your project’s end result rather than the process. Your work isn’t going to
end up in a museum, she says. “Instead, we’re after a deep, rich, connected understanding of ourselves and the world.”
T R Y T H I S : In 2014, creativity and innovation researcher Justin Berg,
PhD, published a paper entitled “The Primal Mark: How the Beginning
Shapes the End in the Development of Creative Ideas.” He found that creativity springs from what he calls the “primal mark,” or the first bit of
content you begin with at the start of your endeavor.
For example, in one exercise, Berg had students design a bookstore using objects both familiar (a bulletin board) and completely random (say, a
fishing pole). He found that when people started out in familiar territory,
they ended up generating familiar ideas, whereas when they started with
unusual or novel content, they came up with much more interesting stuff.
Changing your setting might help you find the idea or inspiration you
need to get rolling. If you usually sit at your desk or kitchen counter, grab
your sketch pad or notebook and head out to a park, museum, funky café,
or other local space you’ve yet to explore—and let your unfamiliar surroundings fuel your imagination.

“Whenever I get writer’s block, or editor’s block, I try to step
back and recognize that fear is getting the best of me.
I’m afraid that what I’m about to create is going to be bad and the
task at hand is too large for me to understand where to begin.
So, I try to tackle my mental block by giving myself small
successes. Tasks that are easy to do, like bullet-pointing fragments
instead of writing out full sentences, or organizing my
favorite takes on a time line instead of cutting a whole film right
away. Eventually, I’ll find small bits of inspiration that will
make me want to go further.”
—Erica Eng, filmmaker (@missericaeng)
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WISDOM SHARED

G O E X P LO R I N G

WISDOM SHARED

Julia Cameron, author of the creativity bible The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual
Way to Higher Creativity, says to
imagine your creativity as a well that
must be regularly replenished. One
way to do so is what she calls an
Artist Date, a weekly solo expedition
to investigate something that, as she
writes, “enchants or interests you.”
Cameron lists a few requirements:
No errands. No activities you feel
like you “should” do. The goal is
sheer fun: an art supply store, the
zoo, a fabric shop, a botanical garden, a children’s bookshop. And no
bringing anybody. An Artist Date
is private and personal.
When you’re by yourself, doing
something you love, Cameron says,
you’ll pay closer attention to your
senses and your experiences. Ideas
and inspiration arise more freely;
so do hunches and intuitions.
One of Cameron’s own Artist
Dates was a visit to a store called
Feathered Friends. “I met with
finches, cockatiels, lovebirds, and
parrots of all sizes, colors, and descriptions,” she writes on her blog.
“I found myself enchanted, and,
long after I left the store, birdsong
echoed through my consciousness.”
T R Y T H I S : Stumped about where to go?
This exercise from The Artist’s Way Workbook should help. List 20 things that you
absolutely love to do. The idea is to draw
out information from your unconscious
about what you might consciously enjoy on
your date. Then next to each entry, write
down the approximate date that you last
did it. If a long time has gone by, you may
be extra motivated to do it again.

“Last year, I kept
a pressedflower scrapbook, which
gave me
joy, meditative
moments, and
a sense of
discovery. But
after a while,
ritual tipped into
obligation. I’d
stare at beautiful
flowers and
think ‘should.’
You can feel your
body telling
you when something has ceased
to inspire you.
And when that
happens, just
step away—
for a while, or
forever. Because
the aim of living
a creative life is
to see and do
new things
all the time. And
you can enjoy
them for a while
without making
them a lifelong
pursuit.”
—Katie Calautti,
writer and medium
(@katieisms)
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—Kendra Dandy,
artist
(@theebouffants)
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T R Y T H I S : When you go for a walk, Bloomston suggests, shut off your phone and allow your thoughts
to meander where they will. (“If you’re in planning
mode, or immersed in the digital world, your mind isn’t
receptive to ideas.”) When inspiration lands, be ready
for it. Avoid typing your ideas into a note on your
phone, which Bloomston says will tempt you to enter
your “more linear or conscious mind” by checking your
email or news alerts. Instead, carry a small journal
and jot notes down inside it. You might want to keep a
pad by your bed, too. “Some folks even have waterproof whiteboards for shower inspiration,” she says.
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“I think that
striving to be
‘perfect’ can
cause people
to not end up
doing anything at all. It’s
great to have
high standards for the
outcome of
whatever you
do, because
that means
you care. But
when your
main focus is
complete
perfection, it
will definitely
hinder any
creativity,
because perfection doesn’t
really exist.”

M A K E T I M E TO
D AY D R E A M
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Keith Sawyer, PhD, a professor of education at the
University of North Carolina
in Chapel Hill, says one
of the most solid findings
of creativity research is
this: To flourish, creativity
requires incubation—a.k.a.
letting your mind wander.
The trick, Sawyer says,
is to do something that
engages you in a way that’s
totally unique from how you
concentrate when you’re
working. Physical activity,
such as a walk or digging
in the garden, is especially
effective, because your
conscious mind focuses on
the movement, freeing
up the space your subconscious needs to sneak
new ideas into awareness.
“I like to play piano,” says
Sawyer, “because it fully
focuses my mind and my
hands, and at the same
time, it’s completely different from the intellectual
creativity research I work
on during the week.”

WISDOM SHARED

“For me, beadwork is more than putting beads on thread. It has
been my way of picking up the pieces of my identity and putting
them back together in a beautiful way—filling in the gaps of
traditions and knowledge that were once lost to me. I also make
sure I give myself the freedom to try out new ideas. I am terrible at
painting still, but it brings me happiness and sparks my creativity,
and that bleeds into everything else I do. So I keep painting.”
—Tayler Gutierrez, Cherokee beadwork artist (@kamamabeadwork)

TA K E A
LEAP

A good way to tap into your creativity is to throw yourself into something you’ve
never done before, just for the hell of it. Make your own wrapping paper. Draw a
self-portrait. Buy an unfamiliar vegetable, then go home and prepare it.
Experimenting with a new activity (quickly, without dithering beforehand) is
useful because it builds confidence, says Stein Greenberg. It shifts your mindset
“from thinking you need to acquire a skill to knowing you have a way to activate
one—or several,” she explains.
You might even realize you’re better at the new activity than you thought you’d
be. But if not, and your first go is a disaster, you’ll know what to try next time, “and
that’s information you would not have had if you didn’t try.”

T R Y T H I S : With your smartphone, shoot a one-minute movie of someone you
know making coffee. Edit together a few different shots. (Simple-to-use editing
apps like Splice and InShot make this easier than it sounds, even if you feel
tech-challenged.) And try to use different styles of shooting, such as zooming,
tilting, and panning. The film should be silent, not narrated. Watch your results,
then sketch out a rough storyboard, record again, and edit. When you’re satisfied, upload your video and have friends or family watch.
Stein Greenberg likes this exercise—which was developed by her d.school
colleagues Scott Doorley, Seamus Yu Harte, and Bill Guttentag—because it
deliberately flings you right into the learning process.
Ideally, it will help you reframe the way you see yourself—“not as an expert
nor as a beginner, but as someone who can respond quickly to new information,” says Stein Greenberg. And that is empowering.

H E A LT H . C O M

MARCH 2022

93

