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ORDINARY CREATIVITY

Definition and Scope of Ordinary Creativity

Ordinary creativity, frequently labeled as 'little-c' creativity within psychological research,
represents the fundamental and universal human capacity to generate novel and appropriate
ideas, solutions, or expressions within the context of daily living. This conceptualization
intentionally shifts the focus away from the traditional view that creativity is reserved solely for
genius or exceptional achievement (often termed 'Big-C' creativity). Instead, it emphasizes the
continuous, incremental, and highly accessible cognitive processes of divergent thinking that
individuals employ routinely. It encompasses the ability to think flexibly, to recognize connections
between seemingly disparate concepts, and to produce unique and one-of-a-kind ideas that may
solve minor problems, enhance personal expression, or simply navigate the complexities of
mundane existence. This essential cognitive function is fundamental to adaptability and
psychological well-being, serving as the necessary foundation upon which more significant creative
achievements are eventually built.

The scope of ordinary creativity is exceptionally expansive, manifesting across diverse domains
ranging from finding an innovative shortcut during a commute to preparing a meal using
unexpected ingredients, or crafting a persuasive argument in a professional meeting. Crucially, the
measure of success for ordinary creativity is not determined by societal recognition or historical
impact, but rather by the subjective novelty and functional utility of the idea relative to the
individual's own experience and immediate situational context. Psychologists emphasize that
ordinary creativity should be viewed as a demonstrable skill, rather than merely an inherent talent;
consequently, it can be systematically cultivated, practiced, and improved through intentional
engagement with challenging tasks and environments that actively encourage exploration and
experimentation.

A comprehensive understanding of ordinary creativity requires acknowledging its reliance on
fundamental cognitive processes such as memory retrieval, conceptual blending, and selective
attention. Unlike the rare, dramatic flashes of insight often associated with eminent creativity, little-
c creativity is typically characterized by sustained, deliberate effort and incremental refinement. It is
defined by the persistent capacity to restructure existing knowledge in ways that yield unique
outcomes, enabling individuals to effectively adapt to shifting circumstances and constraints.
Therefore, the psychological definition of ordinary creativity hinges on the dual criteria of novelty
(the idea must be new to the individual) and appropriateness (the idea must be relevant, feasible,
and useful within the designated context).

Distinguishing Ordinary from Eminent Creativity

The established psychological framework used to categorize and delineate different levels of
creative output is the "Four C" model, which explicitly positions ordinary creativity (little-c) in
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necessary contrast to eminent creativity (Big-C). Big-C creativity represents profound,
transformative contributions that fundamentally reshape an entire field, culture, or discipline,
exemplified by the enduring works of figures like Einstein, Marie Curie, or Leonardo Da Vinci.
These achievements are inherently rare, universally acknowledged by experts, and typically
require extraordinary levels of domain-specific expertise and dedication spanning decades.
Conversely, little-c creativity is ubiquitous and democratic, focusing on everyday problem-solving
and personal expression, possessing high subjective value but low historical or societal impact.

The distinction between these two forms is not simply one of magnitude, but also involves
differences in process, audience, and motivational drivers. Eminent creativity typically requires the
creator to have mastered a domain to such an extent that they can transcend its existing
boundaries, producing something entirely new that must then be judged and validated by
recognized experts in that field. Ordinary creativity, however, is primarily judged by the creator
themselves and their immediate social circle, focusing predominantly on immediate applicability
and personal satisfaction derived from the solution. While Big-C often necessitates deep
specialization, little-c thrives on broad general knowledge, cognitive flexibility, and the integration of
disparate concepts. Furthermore, while failure in the pursuit of Big-C can be highly publicized and
devastating, failures in little-c are merely viewed as inherent learning opportunities within the
process of daily exploration and divergent effort.

A critical intermediary concept within the Four C model is 'Pro-c' creativity, which describes
professional-level creative work that is recognized as significant within a specific domain but does
not reach the historical, culture-altering impact of Big-C. Ordinary creativity serves as the
essential, foundational training ground for the progression toward both Pro-c and Big-C.
Psychologists widely suggest that consistent, deliberate engagement with little-c tasks successfully
builds the necessary cognitive resilience, intrinsic curiosity, and iterative refinement skills required
for higher levels of creative achievement. Without the robust foundation provided by ordinary
creativity--namely, the willingness to take small intellectual risks, diverge from established paths,
and iteratively refine initial ideas--the eventual leap to professional or eminent creativity would be
significantly more challenging, if not impossible.

Developmental Milestones and Onset

The capacity for ordinary creativity emerges systematically throughout human development,
largely coinciding with the neurocognitive maturation of executive functions and the progressive
expansion of abstract thought capabilities. As suggested by the core observations, children
generally begin to think more abstractly and display consistent, intentional traits of ordinary
creativity during the elementary school years, typically aligning with Piaget's stage of concrete
operational thought and the critical transition toward formal operations. Prior to this stage, creativity
in very young children (often termed 'mini-c' creativity) is characterized more by spontaneous
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discovery, internal realization, and playful novelty rather than by intentional problem-solving
production aimed at external utility.

Key developmental milestones associated with the strengthening and consolidation of ordinary
creativity include the growing ability to engage in complex metaphorical thinking, the mastery of
advanced symbolic representation systems (such as language or mathematics), and a marked
increase in cognitive control. This enhanced control allows children to deliberately suppress
habitual or automatic responses in favor of generating genuinely novel alternatives. In formal
educational settings, this developmental capacity manifests as improved skills in structured
brainstorming, generating multiple feasible solutions to ill-defined problems, and utilizing diverse
conceptual perspectives when interpreting complex narratives or scientific principles. Educators
assume a vital role during this period by providing abundant opportunities for low-stakes
experimentation and ensuring that the curriculum explicitly values the creative process over the
final product, thereby validating the inherent worth of divergent intellectual effort.

Adolescence further refines and contextualizes ordinary creativity, linking it more closely to the
critical tasks of identity formation and personal agency. Teenagers routinely utilize creative
expression--whether through writing, artistic endeavors, unigue fashion choices, or social problem-
solving--to explore their developing self-concept and navigate the complexities of peer dynamics
and social hierarchies. This stage distinctly highlights the social dimension of little-c creativity: the
generated ideas must not only be new to the individual but also effective in helping them manage
their relationships and integrate successfully into their social environment. The consistent,
successful application of ordinary creativity throughout childhood and adolescence is crucial for
developing the intellectual confidence necessary to tackle the ambiguous, ill-defined problems
encountered in adult professional life, establishing a robust foundation for lifelong learning and
continuous adaptation.

Cognitive Mechanisms Underlying Ordinary Creativity

The neurological and cognitive infrastructure of ordinary creativity is fundamentally dependent
upon the integrated interplay between two distinct modes of thought: divergent thinking and
convergent thinking. Divergent thinking is defined as the capacity to produce a wide array of
potential ideas or solutions stemming from a single starting point; it is formally measured by criteria
such as fluency (the sheer number of ideas), flexibility (the variety of conceptual categories used),
originality (the statistical uniqueness of the ideas), and elaboration (the level of detail provided).
This expansive process is strongly associated with the increased activation of the brain's default
mode network (DMN), which is characteristically engaged during internally focused tasks such as
daydreaming, imagination, and self-referential thought. Ordinary creativity provides routine, daily
training for this network, thereby optimizing its overall efficiency and associative power.
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However, divergent thinking alone is insufficient to produce useful or functional creativity; it must
be seamlessly coupled with convergent thinking, which is the ability to critically evaluate, select,
and refine the most promising ideas from the initially generated options. Convergent thinking,
primarily associated with the executive control networks (particularly the prefrontal cortex), ensures
that the novel idea is also appropriate, feasible, and relevant within the constraints of the real
world. Ordinary creativity inherently requires rapid, flexible, and iterative switching between these
two modes--generating numerous possibilities and then rigorously filtering them based on practical
criteria such as time limitations, resource availability, and socio-cultural context. This dynamic,
controlled switching mechanism is widely recognized as a signature characteristic of effective
everyday problem-solving.

Furthermore, ordinary creativity is deeply intertwined with the capacities for cognitive inhibition and
cognitive flexibility. Cognitive inhibition refers to the necessary ability to suppress dominant,
habitual, or routine responses, thereby allowing less accessible, more novel associations to
surface into conscious thought. For instance, when an individual attempts to find a creative,
alternative use for a common household object, they must actively inhibit the object's primary,
familiar function to perceive its potential for alternative applications. Cognitive flexibility is the
mental agility required to quickly shift perspectives or conceptual frameworks when an initial
creative approach proves ineffective or blocked. These critical executive functions are routinely
practiced and strengthened through the daily demands of engaging in ordinary creative tasks,
reinforcing the psychological notion that little-c creativity is fundamentally about intentional mental
agility and disciplined control over one's own thought processes.

Measurement and Assessment

Assessing ordinary creativity presents unique methodological challenges because its output is
often highly subjective, context-dependent, and sometimes ephemeral or non-physical. Unlike Big-
C creativity, which can be measured through objective metrics like patents, publications, or critical
acclaim from experts, little-c creativity primarily relies on process-based tasks and self-report
instruments. The most widely utilized formal assessments are based on standardized divergent
thinking tasks, exemplified by instruments such as the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT)
or the Guilford measures. These structured tests typically require participants to list as many
alternative uses as possible for a common object (e.g., a brick or a paper clip) or to generate
consequences for improbable scenarios, which are then scored meticulously for fluency, originality,
and flexibility.

While standardized divergent thinking tests offer quantifiable data regarding an individual's
potential for novelty generation, they are often criticized for lacking ecological validity--they
measure the capacity for creativity in a sterile, artificial setting but may not accurately reflect how
individuals apply creativity in real-world, highly motivated, and constrained situations. To mitigate
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this pervasive limitation, researchers increasingly utilize complementary methods, including the
use of Consensual Assessment Techniques (CAT) for evaluating specific, tangible products
(though this usually leans closer to Pro-c), and various self-report inventories. Self-report
measures, such as the Creative Behavior Inventory (CBI) or the Kaufman Domains of Creativity
Scale (K-DOCS), require individuals to report the frequency and quality of their engagement in
various ordinary creative activities, such as writing poetry, refurbishing old items, or designing
unique solutions to minor problems at work or home.

A more advanced development in the assessment of ordinary creativity involves directly examining
the creative process itself, often through intensive behavioral observation or the use of think-aloud
protocols during authentic problem-solving tasks. This rigorous methodology seeks to capture the
moment-to-moment cognitive maneuvers, such as idea reorganization, heuristic application, and
constraint recognition, that are characteristic of successful little-c problem-solving. It is generally
accepted that a comprehensive and accurate assessment of an individual's ordinary creativity
requires a multi-method approach, strategically combining standardized measures of potential
(divergent thinking scores) with contextual reports of actual creative behaviors and products
(derived from self-report, structured interviews, and observation).

The Role of Environment and Education

The robust development and consistent expression of ordinary creativity are profoundly
influenced by environmental factors, most notably the psychological climate of educational
institutions, family structures, and professional workplaces. Environments that actively foster little-c
creativity are typically characterized by high levels of psychological safety, where individuals feel
genuinely comfortable taking intellectual risks without the debilitating fear of ridicule, negative
critique, or punitive consequences for failure. Educational systems that primarily prioritize rote
memorization and the identification of a singular correct answer actively suppress ordinary
creativity by discouraging divergent exploration, penalizing ambiguity, and reinforcing convergent
conformity. Conversely, pedagogical approaches that encourage inquiry-based learning,
collaborative problem-solving, and the integration of multiple academic disciplines tend significantly
to enhance students' capacity to generate and evaluate unique ideas.

In adult professional settings, the prevailing organizational culture dictates the extent to which
ordinary creativity is routinely utilized and valued. Organizations that grant employees adequate
autonomy, provide necessary resources (including dedicated time for reflection and unstructured
thought), and offer constructive, supportive feedback are significantly more likely to witness high
levels of little-c creativity among their personnel. This form of creativity is crucial for organizational
efficiency and resilience, as it drives continuous process improvement, leads to minor but essential
workflow innovations, and facilitates adaptive responses to unforeseen daily challenges.
Conversely, highly bureaucratic, rigid, or micromanaged environments stifle this natural capacity,
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forcing an over-reliance on established, and often outdated, procedures.

Furthermore, social modeling and consistent exposure to diverse stimuli play a significant role in
nurturing little-c skills. Individuals who are routinely exposed to creative behaviors and mindsets
within their family, educational, or professional circles are more likely to internalize the value of
novelty, appropriate risk-taking, and iterative refinement. Creating a genuinely "creativity-
supporting environment" involves both tangible elements, such as providing access to varied tools,
materials, and technological platforms, and intangible elements, such as offering positive
reinforcement for unconventional thinking and the deliberate articulation of constraints only when
strictly necessary. This supportive context allows the individual to perceive constraints not merely
as limitations, but as concrete starting points and necessary boundaries for generating potent
divergent solutions.

Practical Applications and Everyday Function

The core functional purpose of ordinary creativity is to substantially enhance an individual's
perceived quality of life and significantly bolster psychological resilience and coping mechanisms.
Everyday life is perpetually filled with minor, often ill-defined problems--such as a broken
household appliance, a severe scheduling conflict, or a communication misunderstanding with a
colleague--all of which necessitate novel and context-specific solutions. The consistent application
of little-c creativity allows individuals to navigate these frequent challenges effectively, transforming
potential stressors into manageable, solvable tasks. This inherent ability to adapt quickly and
effectively using cognitive resources is considered a core component of both emotional intelligence
and overall functional competence.

In professional settings, ordinary creativity most often manifests as incremental innovation. This
may include developing more efficient digital filing systems, drafting clearer and more persuasive
email communications, finding novel ways to motivate team members without increased budget, or
slightly modifying a piece of equipment to improve ergonomics and safety. While these applications
rarely generate front-page news, their cumulative effect on productivity, team morale, and the
overall smooth functioning of an organization is demonstrably substantial. It is widely recognized
that many large-scale innovations (Pro-c or Big-C) are ultimately the successful aggregation and
scaling of numerous smaller, ordinary creative steps taken iteratively by various individuals
throughout a system or organization.

Moreover, ordinary creativity is deeply and intrinsically connected to personal fulfillment and self-
expression. Activities such as cooking, gardening, engaging in personal hobbies, and creative
writing are domains where little-c creativity allows individuals to impose their unique identity and
perspective upon the world, offering significant intrinsic rewards and fostering a robust sense of
mastery. The ability to express oneself uniquely and authentically, even through small, daily acts,
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contributes significantly to self-esteem and provides an essential, healthy outlet for emotional and
cognitive complexity. Thus, ordinary creativity functions not merely as a practical problem-solving
tool, but also as a vital mechanism for personal meaning-making and sustained, adaptive
engagement with the world.

Challenges and Misconceptions

Several persistent psychological challenges and deeply ingrained cultural misconceptions
frequently hinder both the recognition and the deliberate development of ordinary creativity. The
single most significant misconception is the enduring "myth of the lone genius," the pervasive
cultural belief that creativity is an inherent, non-trainable trait possessed only by a small, highly
gifted elite (Big-C individuals). This myth actively discourages the majority of people from
acknowledging, valuing, or cultivating their own daily creative efforts, leading to profound self-
censorship and a failure to realize their inherent creative potential. By framing creativity as
something rare, monumental, and often mysterious, societies often overlook the absolutely
essential, adaptive role of little-c creativity in sustaining effective everyday functioning.

Another considerable challenge lies in the common tendency toward premature convergence--
the impulsive rush to find the "best" or "first available" solution without adequately exploring the full
solution space. This cognitive shortcut often occurs under intense time pressure or in professional
environments that implicitly penalize ambiguity or time spent in exploration. Ordinary creativity
necessitates a fundamental tolerance for uncertainty and a conscious willingness to dwell within
the messy, divergent phase of problem identification. When individuals habitually adopt the most
familiar or easily accessible solution, they bypass the critical opportunity to exercise and
strengthen their divergent thinking muscles, often leading to habitual, non-optimal outcomes.
Overcoming this requires deliberate practice in delaying judgment and ensuring the generation of
multiple, diverse options before initiating the filtering and refinement process.

Finally, the fear of social judgment, ridicule, and outright failure frequently acts as a powerful
inhibitor to the free expression of ordinary creativity. Although the functional stakes for little-c
failures are typically low, the deep-seated fear of appearing foolish or incompetent can prevent
individuals from confidently proposing unconventional ideas, even within demonstrably safe
environments. Encouraging the consistent practice of ordinary creativity requires intentionally
teaching individuals that failure is an intrinsic, necessary, and often informative component of the
creative process. Psychologists strongly advocate for reframing failures as valuable data points or
essential iterative attempts, thereby increasing the willingness of individuals to engage in the
necessary intellectual risk-taking inherent in generating novel and appropriate solutions to the
relentless and varied demands of everyday life.
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