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17 Managing creativity in the knowledge
economy

Mark Banks

Introduction

L] the, knOWIedge. economy creativity is widely promoted as a key resource for
securing competitive advantage, yet precisely how firms define and manage
IDI’]]S _eluswe attribute continues to attract diverse opinions (Amabile 1996;
geanvc]z 2?32:512(000 1?10(;"?? ?002). This chapter first accounts for the emer-
St S Y d‘h a esm.ib'le corporate asset before examining varied
Sincep.éth'C efmmons of creall‘vny and strategies for creative management.
netwo:ksts(g(:gieazrggezd Ihgl, in th.e ‘f]cw.’ economy, ‘knowledge is in the
Balal bl il lP : ), priority is given to the social and interactive —
s s 1 ualistic —.nat.uFe of the creative process. It is argued that
o nZWP?dZLI ?fll;Zatlon of the individual creative, as the impulsive harbinger
it disclaim:&::o?r;:? mpst part, a _Paﬂ-ial Iand reductive one. This is because
B e e%fe }:auonal ?ll.ld 1.nstltu‘uonal forms of interaction that are
as ignoring the wa e .l'l’IOblllZa.tlén of creativity (Amabile 1996), as well
e un {tslemcwhlch creatlvn«y is contested, disciplined and, indeed,
drawing UDOn’em s lomempc)rary firm (Nixon 2003; Prichard 2002). In
i fro: :Lca research um_iertaken with managers working in ‘new
S e creat]i he rforth—west of England (Banks et al. 2002), the chapter
WL 'Vlty Isa COl.ltf:sted social process — and in doing so empha-
¥ oL e local and specific character of creativity discourses and the
centrality of power relations in defining and managing creativity k

greativity, production and consumption
toriﬁa?;)f/o, rt;;?giat;ve 1;npulse has bepn stimulated by the mooted transition
(gt dasn al mode of production (Castells 1996), whereby competi-
o ;15 1n.fjreasmgly 'seen to be determined by the ability to tap into new
i ]e geill eas anfi innovations. Here, cutting-edge ideas are not only
“ ia fto the produ_ctlon of new material commodities, but also to the gener-
valﬁjn; a brrgeonfng range of non-material goods, that is, those primarily
led as cu tural signs and symbols, or as providers of knowledge and infor-
{natlc.)n (Scott 2000). This mode of production not only relies on the increased
flexible specialization’ (Piore and Sabel 1984) of the firm, but is further made
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possible through global networks and infrastructures that enable the effective
flow of people, information, commodities, finance and services across real and
abstract space. In this emergent knowledge economy, creativity is seen as a
potential source of competitive advantage rather than, as in the ‘old’ (Fordist)
economy, an unaffordable luxury or additional cost (Jeffcut and Pratt 2002).

Additionally, shifts in the nature of consumption are central to an under-
standing of the emergence of the creativity issue. If Fordist mass production
was characterized by product standardization and the fulfilment of basic
consumer ‘needs’, then post-Fordism is concerned with the flexible disorgani-
zation of capitalism in order to fulfil increasingly differentiated and individu-
alistic wants and desires (Amin 1994; Lash and Urry 1994). In contrast to the
‘mass consumer’ of the past, the contemporary consumer enjoys a ‘lifestyle’
that is particularistic and privatized, and is now more concerned with consum-
ing images and signs as well as increasingly differentiated ranges of material
goods (Featherstone 1991). In markets where consumer demands are difficult
to define and categorize, and behaviour often impossible to predict, firms and
entrepreneurs must themselves become more open-minded, self—reﬂexxye ;.md
open to radical change (Lash and Urry 1994) — hence the need to instil a
creative dynamic at the core of corporate enterprise. ]

Within the knowledge economy, it is argued that firms are compelle'd to
develop a creative, innovative capacity that can generate new 1<{eas, solut'lons
and products (Florida 2002). Increasingly, keeping ahe.ad of one’s compentors
is seen as a problem to be solved by ‘unlocking’ creative potentlal or mobiliz-

ing ‘knowledge assets’, as much as one necessitating application of more
traditional measures such as cutting costs (Davis and Scase 2000; Jeffcut and

Pratt 2002). To oversee a ‘leamning’s ‘knowledge-rich’ or ‘creati_ve’ ﬁljl’l‘l is not
only seen as a widespread managerial aspiration, but 18 increasingly judged a

necessity for creating a competitive firm (Florida 2002).

Creativity at work
Creativity is often idealized as ind
product of some innate disposition

1998; Tan 1998), or simply a fundame ol ) ell an:
Evans 1992). A widespread, common-sense conviction 18 that creativity 18

essentially an individualistic enterprise, rooted in psycho]ogical aspects of
behaviour, articulated at crucial moments of inspiration (Boden 1990).

Yet, in the workplaces of the knowledge economy, the genesis of creativ-
ity increasingly takes place within the context of collective interaction and
communicative exchange — the project group or team meeting, the ‘away-day’,
the networking event or in the informal networks and social spaces outside of
the workplace environment (Davis and Scase 2000; Granovetter 1973). What
is more, the content of creativity — that initial seed of an idea, plan or process

ividual capriciousness (Rickards 1999), the
that eludes the ‘non’-creative (McFadzean
ntal part of being human (Russell and



220 Handbook on the knowledge economy

— is only judged to be creative within the context of existing and established
prucc.durcs and protocols that are socially produced, maintained and mediated.
Put simply, it can be argued that what counts as creativity is determined by
managerial priorities and goals and what we might call the ‘workplace culture’
—as much as through the force of creative personality or any innate qualities
contained within an idea itself.

Jeffcut and Pratt (2002) refer to the need to develop analyses that move
beyond the ‘atomistic assumptions’ inherent in much creativity research,
recognizing that firms and organizations are actively implicated in the social
construction of creativity in particular settings and contexts. This is not to say,
as they are quick to point out, that creativity is a/l context, but rather to recog-
nize that the creativity problematic tends to be configured in dynamic organi-
zational contexts, where multiple stakeholders are seeking to secure strategic
advantages, and where normalizing and disciplining discourses around
creativity will tend to produce ‘devices that identify, classify and regulate’
creativity and its outcomes (Prichard 2002, p. 266). Idealizing the creative as
the ‘individual subversive’ or the ‘lone voice

it the margins’ is not necessar-

ily helpful with regard to understanding the interplay of actors and the organi-
zational conditions under which creativity is constrained or permitted to
flourish.

Creativity, communities and clusters
There are a number of options open to a firm or organization that wishes to
bCL.‘()IIIC more creative. While this usually involves the importing of formal
training or specific techniques of creative thinking (see McFadzean 1998),
what we address here is how embedded and routinized social and organiza-
tional structures can act as incubators or generators of creativity, ones that
have no explicit connection to managing ‘behaviour’ as such, but are more
‘conccrncd with enhancing communication and providing opportunities for
interaction among diverse sets of actors involved in the production process.
To this end, it can be argued that firms are, to a greater or lesser extent,
implicated in what various commentators have labelled ‘communities of prac-
tice’ (Amin 2000; Brown and Duguid 1991; Wenger 1998). This term
d_escribes the range of formal and informal, social and organizational collec-
tives that make up the workings of an organization. Such communities, as
Amin (2000) notes, are seen as vital mechanisms for enabling both routine and

strategic learning through processes of social interaction, as well as providing
the conditions for the development of both tacit and formal organizational
knowledge. Brown and Duguid (1991, p. 76) claim that ‘it is from the site of
such interactions that new insights can be coprnduccd' — suggesting that
g)mmunilics of practice may have a key role to play in organizational creativ-
ity and innovation.
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In its ideal state, a community of practice works as a group of people infor-
mally bound together, sharing knowledge in order to pursue a goal or to solve
problems in an organization. Yet, while these communities might ideally be
informal and resistant to overt supervision, they cannot exist without manage-
ment support and structure (Wenger 1998; Wenger and Snyder 2000). To that
end we can argue that organizational creativity is a latent potential, the real-
ization of which is determined partly by the range and efficacy of the ‘commu-
nities of practice’ in which a firm engages, and partly by the effectiveness of
strategies employed by managers to facilitate this engagement. Thus creativ-
ity may be effectively realized through a range of strategies, the most obvious
of which are team-working, collective learning and development exercises,
‘free’ time for ‘blue skies’ thinking, rotating or switching of roles and respon-
and development initiatives. Ensuring that workers are
s to explore and articulate new ideas and solutions,

sibilities, and research
provided with opportunitie
and to develop personal and collective knowledge is increasingly scen as
crucial in constructing a creative, learning organization and an effective
community of practice (Amin 2000).

While developing an internal creative capacity is crucial, as these arrange-
ments are often bounded, to varying degrees, within the bureaucratic organi-
zation of the firm, it is often found that the limits to the creative capacity may
be quickly reached. In this scenario, developing ‘external’ communities of
practice may be a solution to problems of creative underperformance.

The shift towards the employment of external experts — contractors, free-
lancers and consultants — has been one of the characteristics of the knowledge
economy, where jobs and projects often require a range of knowledge inputs
rily housed within the confines of the firm itself. The role of exter-
rown in recent years, first

not necese
nal artists, designers, advertisers and marketers has
as a result of a general expansion in ‘creative industries’, but also as a wider
range of ‘traditional” manufacturing firms look to factor the ‘creative’ dimen-
sion into products and the production process. These external experts may be
often (though not necessarily)

members of close-knit and informal networks,
geographically ‘clustered’ around the firm, but usually linked by a history of
collaboration, shared experience and industry knowledge. Managing and facil-
itating the effective integration of external experts into the organizational
creative process is now seen as a crucial skill (Russell et al. 2003).

While ‘communities of practice’ may offer one solution to the problem of
exploiting social creativity, another is to enhance the development of less
structured, more informal social networks. Here, ‘network’ des ribes the web
of traded and untraded relations and associations between individuals and
firms, maintained through the production and exchange of goods, knowledge
and information. Networking allows both the dissemination of relevant infor-
mation and the generation of new contexts through which creativity and
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production can ferment. Effective networks allow firms to combine ‘local’
knowledge and tap into more distant ‘global’ resources on order to aid produc-
tion processes (Castells 1996). In this respect, an important emergence has
been the creative ‘cluster’ (Porter 1990), defined as an agglomeration of
geographically proximate and interconnected firms, institutions and ancillary
services working within a distinct field of production. The literature on clus-
ters is extensive, though much of it points to the importance of co-location and
shared sense of place as crucial in the construction of knowledge-rich sectors
and the necessity of interfirm collaboration for the effective, collective accu-
mulation of wealth (Cooke 2002; Porter 1990; Scott 2000; Sennett 2001).
Local social relations, developed over time, help underwrite new productive
coalitions, and geographical proximity provides a compelling basis for main-
taining networking and collaborative activities. This can lead to the develop-
ment of a ‘Marshallian’ local industrial complex of close personal
relationships and productive relations of trust (Amin and Thrift 1992; Banks
et al. 2000; Cooke 2002; Maskell et al. 1998) that provides the necessary
‘atmosphere’ for further creative ideas and knowledge transfer. Examples
include the leading production complexes of Hollywood, Silicon Valley and
Boston USA, Cambridge UK, Lombardy and Emilia-Romagna in ltaly. These
are places where sectors such as ICT, hi-tech manufacturing or cultural
production have blossomed, underwritten by myriad social networks where
intense knowledge exchange, ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter 1973) and webs of
association (Scott 2000) take precedence over more traditional, Fordist firm
cultures and practices.

We have suggested that in the knowledge economy creativity may be
located within discrete patterns of social relations which we have idealized as
‘communities of practice’ — structures that are contained by the firm but also
externally located in formal collaborations and informal networks of coopera-
tion, dialogue and exchange. But even if firms can identify the potential
sources of creativity, be it in the creative individual, or (as we have suggested
here) in the matrix of social and organizational interactions and structures,
precisely how to mobilize and manage creativity remains a key issue. It is to
this problem we now turn.

How managers define and locate creativity

The way in which creativity is defined and managed varies considerably
across industrial sectors. More surprising, it also varies markedly within
sectors; indeed, there may be disagreement at the level of the individual firm
as to what constitutes creativity and who possesses it. To illustrate this I draw
briefly on our own research on managers of small and medium enterprises
(SMEs) working in the ‘creative industries’ sector in the north-west of
England (see Banks et al. 2002). As a sector that has a strong and self-
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conscious perception of being ‘creative’ and ‘cutting edge’, one would antici-
pate that organizational debate around the creativity issue would be somewhat
more developed than in ‘non’-creative sectors. Yet even in a sector where
creativity is argued to be central to securing competitive advantage, definitions
of creativity were often vague, partial and contested.

We interviewed a range of managers working in what are broadly referred
to as ‘new media’ SMEs — firms involved in the production of Internet-based
designs, services and applications (see Pratt 2000; Preston and Kerr 2001 for
comparative work). Managers (variably) defined creativity as a loose combi-
nation of individual skills, personality attributes and organizational capacity.
Few managers differentiated between the concepts of creativity, innovation
and problem-solving; indeed they were seen as interchangeable and c]qsc.ly
linked. When asked to suggest who possessed creativity, or where creativity
was located in the context of the firm, managers’ responses fell broadly into
three categories. First, we found what we call ‘managerial creativity’,‘wl?ere
managers tended to emphasize their own creative qualities in areas of cfhent
management and corporate marketing, and downplay the role of creativity at
other stages of the production process — an assumption contested by other
employees. Creativity was defined as the individual ability to negotiate the
deal, manage the client and deliver the ‘whole package’ — rather than a qual-
ity inherent in the team-based design or planning of the product itself. Second,
we identified ‘content creativity’ in firms working in areas such as e-learning,
training or human resource management, where creativity was defined in rela-
tion to the development of products that contained useful ‘learning content’ or
provided efficacious mechanisms for promoting new knowledge and under-
standing. Creativity here was team-based and dialogic, conceived as the
outcome of a series of intellectual challenges to the product — from tutors,
designers, programmers and clients. A third definition of creativity offered by
managers within more digital-art-based activities, or those managing sma}l
graphic design firms, we labelled ‘aesthetic creativity’. Here, a more tradi-
tional notion of ‘pure’ creativity where the individual freedom and autonomy
to pursue creative designs was prioritized and made distinctive from more
mundane or functional elements of the business.

This variability has important implications for those wishing to promote
and enhance creativity through strategic sector or firm-based interventions —a
one-size-fits-all approach will have limited purchase, for any intervention
must recognize the varied and contested nature of creativity. As well as
contrasting definition, within our small cluster of firms we found considerable
variation in suggestions as to how creativity could be managed.

How managers manage creativity
As Jeffcut and Pratt (2002) note, we should avoid stereotyping management
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‘de-traditionalized’, knowledge-based economy may in fact be activating a
process of re-traditionalization in terms of gender roles, whereby women who
are often less able to “fit in” and adequately embody the model of the new all-
flexible, all-networking creative worker may find themselves displaced into
more traditional work and domestic roles away from the heat of ‘reflexive,
knowledge intensive occupations’ (1999, p. 126). Indeed, the consequences
for those who generally fail to live up to the creative ideal may be stigmatiza-
tion, marginalization (Prichard 2002), or, ultimately, the loss of their job.
Avoiding such retrogressive practices clearly involves tackling some of the
fundamental assumptions embedded in the culture of creative industry
management.

Key questions for creativity

Given the poor state of knowledge about creativity in the workplace, managers
are often unprepared to deal with it. In fact, they may not even know where to
begin to approach managing creativity or what questions to ask about it. It
would seem that the best place for managers and firms wishing to stimulate
creative thinking to begin is with these broad questions:

« How is creativity defined in the context of the firm?

¢ Who possesses it and in what form is it expressed?

*  What value is placed on creativity as an internal resource?

* How do intrinsic and extrinsic organizational structures enhance or
undermine creativity?

By considering these questions, managers and firms might begin to develop a
more reflexive, inventive approach to the management of creativity — one that
may lead to new forms of project and team organization, human resource
management, and a workplace culture that can empower rather than oppress or
inhibit creative impulses. As Davis and Scase (2000) note, in the contempo-
rary economic climate, management processes and the design of organizations
have had to adapt to accommodate the needs of the growing number of
creative, knowledge-based employees — managing creativity has become a
necessity rather than a choice. The benefits of becoming more reflexive, inno-
vative and creative have been widely reported — and many problem-solving
techniques and creativity ‘gurus’ can now be called upon (McFadzean 1998,
2000). Yet, while specific tools and techniques may well make individual
organizations more creative, the volatility of the market suggests that the real
problem may lie in the ongoing tendency for managers and firms to view
creativity solely as a calculable and manageable aspect of psychological
behaviour, amenable to a quick fix. Such an assumption not only tends to
negate the possibility of more pluralistic and reflexive analyses of creativity at
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the level of practice and within the wider workplace culture, but also wholly
disclaims the socially constructed and mediated character of creativity.
Evaluation of industry and workplace context, structures of social and
interpersonal interaction and managerial and organizational understandings of
‘creativity’ should be seen as vital components of any academic or corporate
attempts to understand or stimulate creativity in contemporary organizations.
The idea that ‘creative activity in the economy is the next stage in the long-
term development of our society’ (Kelly 2004, p. 22) is a pervasive one, and
so securing more detailed understandings of the general and firm-specific
negotiations involved in the contested politics of creativity is a clear priority.

References

Adkins, L. 1999. ‘Community and economy. A retraditionalization of gender?” Theory, Culture
and Society 16:119-309,

Amabile, T.M. 1996. Creativity in Context. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Amin, A. 1994, Posr-Fordism: A Reader. Oxford: Blackwell.

Amin, A. 2000. ‘Organisational learning through communities of practice’, in Millennium
Schumpeter Conference. University of Manchester.

Amin, A. and N. Thrift. 1992. ‘Neo-Marshallian nodes in global networks’. International Journal
of Urban and Regional Research 16:571-87.

Banks, M., D. Calvey, J. Owen and D. Russell. 2002. “Where the art is: Defining and managing
creativity in new media SMEs’. Creativity and Innovation Management 11:255-64.

Banks, M., A. Lovatt, J. O’Connor and C. Raffo. 2000. ‘Risk and trust in the cultural industries’.
Geoforum 31:453-64.

Boden, M.A. 1990. The Creative Mind: Myths and Mechanisms. London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson.

Brown, I.S. and P. Duguid. 1991. ‘Organizational knowledge and communities of practice’.
Organization Science 2:40-57.

Castells, M. 1996, The Rise of the Network Society. Oxford: Blackwell.

Cooke, P. 2002. Knowledge Economies: Clusters, Learning and Cooperative Advantage. London:
Routledge.

Davis, H. and R. Scase. 2000. Managing Creativity: The Dynamics of Work and Organisation.
Buckingham, UK: Open University Press.

Featherstone, M. 1991. Consumer Culture and Postmodernism. London: Sage.

Florida, R. 2002. The Rise of the Creative Class. New York: Basic Books.

Granovetter, M. 1973. “The strength of weak ties’. American Journal fvf S()Ci-()log_\' 78:1360-80.

Jeffcut, P. and A. Pratt. 2002. ‘Managing creativity in the cultural industries’. Creativity and
Innovation Management 11:225-33.

Kelly, 1. 2004. *Time to take a risk’. The Independent 4 March.

Lash, S. and J. Urry. 1994. Economies of Signs and Space. London: Sage.

Maskell, P., H. Eskelinen, I. Hannibalsen, A. Malmberg and E. Vatne. 1998. Competitiveness,
Localised Learning and Regional Development: Specialisation and Prosperity in Small Open
Economies. London: Routledge.

McFadzean, E. 1998. ‘The creativity continuum: Towards a classification of problem solving
techniques’. Creativity and Innovation Management 7:131-9.

McFadzean, E. 2000. ‘What can we learn from creative people? The story of Brian Eno’.
Management Decision 38:51-6.

McRobbie, A. 2002. ‘Clubs to companies: Notes on the decline of political culture in speeded up
creative worlds'. Cultural Studies 16:516-31.

Moule, C. 1998. ‘Regulation of work in small firms: A view from inside’. Work, Employment and
Society 12:635-53.

Nixon, S. 2003. Advertising Cultures. London: Sage.




228 Handbook on the knowledge econony

Piore, M. and C. Sabel. 1984. The Second Industrial Divide: Possibilities for Prosperity. New
York: Basic Books.

Porter, M.E. 1990. The Competitive Advantage of Nations. Basingstoke, UK: Macmillan.

Pratt, A. 2000. ‘New media, the new economy and new spaces’. Geoforum 31:425-36.

Preston, P. and A. Kerr. 2001. ‘Digital media, nation states and local cultures: The case of new
media content production’. Media, Culture and Society 23:109-31.

Prichard, C. 2002. ‘Creative selves? Critically reading creativity in management discourse’.
Creativity and Innovation Management 11:265-76.

Rickards, T. 1999. Creativity and the Management of Change. Oxford: Blackwell.

Richards, N. and K. Milestone. 2000. ‘What difference does it make? Women’s pop cultural
production and consumption in Manchester’. Sociological Research Online 5.
http://www.socresonline.org.uk/5/ 1 /richards.html.Russell, D., D. Calvey and M. Banks. 2003.
‘Creating new learning communities: Towards effective e-learning production’. Journal of
Workplace Learning 15:34—44.

Ross, A. 2003. No Collar: The Humane Workplace and its Hidden Costs. New York: Basic
Books.

Russell, D., D. Calvey and M. Banks. 2003. ‘Creating new learning communities: Towards effec-
tive e-learning production’. Journal of Workplace Learning 15:34-44

Russell, P. and R. Evans. 1992. The Creative Manager. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Scott, A.J. 2000. The Cultural Economy of Cities. London: Sage.

Sennett, J. 2001. ‘Clusters, co-location and external sources of knowledge: The case of small
instrumentation and control firms in the London region’. Planning Practice and Research
16:21-37.

Sennett, R. 1998. The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New
Capitalism. New York: W.W. Norton,

Tan, G. 1998. ‘Managing creativity in organizations: A total systems approach’. Creativity and
Innovation Management 7:23-31.

Wenger, E. 1998. Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Wenger, E.C. and W.M. Snyder. 2000. ‘Communities of practice: The organisational frontier’.
Harvard Business Review January:139-45.

18 Inexperience and inefficiency in
information transactions: making the
most of management consultants

Stuart Macdonald

Experience with management consultants

There can be few organizations of any size, in any sector of a developed econ-
omy, that have not at some time hired management consultants. The manage-
ment consultant is a creature of the knowledge-based economy. On the face of
it, the function the consultant performs in this economy is simple and self-
evident: the consultant sells the client the information required to manage the
organization. But information transactions are seldom simple and this one is
no exception. In this chapter, an information perspective, rather than the
conventional management perspective, is applied to explore just what is going
on.

While there is much the organization can gain from management consultants,
there are also problems inherent in hiring them, often deep-rooted and seldom
acknowledged. Management consultants can easily become addictive, each
successive consultancy increasingly likely to lead to another. Management
consultancy can as easily become incestuous, consultants being hired because
other managers hire them. And management consultants can encourage depen-
dency, managers desperate to meet the expectations made of them hiring consul-
tants and finding that this only increases the expectations. Together, these
ingredients make a powerful cocktail, and yet its effects are not often appreci-
ated. The explanation would seem to be that management consultants are now
so pervasive that it is hard to remember ever being without them. To be sure,
there is dissatisfaction with the performance of management consultants (e.g.
Dwyer 1993), and consequently prescriptive tips galore on how to get more from
your management consultant. Generally, the assumption seems to be that those
who have most experience of management consultants are best placed to prof-
fer advice. But if hiring management consultants has indeed become compul-
sive, even compulsory, this may not be so.

Not all the considerable growth of the management consultancy industry in
the 1990s is explained by regular clients hiring more management consultants
(Clark 1995). There was also much new business, and some of it from organi-
zations that might be considered unlikely customers for consultants. This
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