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Introduction

Many start-ups and corporate innovation units turn offices into creative spaces, hoping to
stimulate creative thinking. However, our four empirical ideation studies, carried out
between 2010 and 2016 in Germany and the USA, show that neither room design nor
available time appears to foster creativity. Instead, based on 1,600 survey responses, we
identified six factors that are more likely to promote creative solutions in the
workplace.

Each study revealed insights that guided the next. In what follows, we present the four
|IQudo studies in chronological order and conclude with a general summary.

Ideation Study 2010, Stuttgart

We conducted our first study in 2010 with over 500 participants in downtown Stuttgart,
Germany. Using a cross-sectional study with two multiple-choice questions, we
determined how often working people actually have their best ideas while at work and
which factors promote or hinder this.

Where do you get your best ideas?

Result: Hardly anyone (6.4 %) had their best ideas at work. A large share (47.9 %) found their
bestideas in private, quiet moments such as:

13 % bathing and showering
12 % bed and sofa

10 % visiting the toilet

7 % media use

5 % relaxing in general

Physical activities came in second place with 24,11 %, including:

7 % jogging

6 % walking

5 % sportsin general
3 % cycling

2 % sex
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Where do you get your best ideas?

onthe way to work 53%
work 6,4%
free time 71%
others 92%
in movement 241%
moments of peace 479%
(Multiple answers possible)
This means that only about one in every 15 people at work has that “aha!” moment.
Why don’t you have your best ideas at work?
As the main reasons for the absence of ideas at work, the respondents cited:
e Stress (36.7%)
e Distractions (23.5 %)
e New ideas are not wanted (14.2 %)
Why don‘t you have your best ideas at work?
time and environment inappropriate 59%
no fun at work 93%
unemployed or others 10,5%
unwanted 14,2%
distraction 23.5%
stress 36,7%

(Multiple answers possible)

Put simply, this means that only about one in every 15 people at work has that “aha!” moment.

Insight

Ideation Study 2015, New York

In April 2015 we surveyed 508 participants in Manhattan as part of a preliminary study. We
interviewed working professionals from various industries and age groups across the
Upper East Side, Midtown, Washington Square, Greenwich Village, and the Wall Street
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district. As in Stuttgart in 2010, we used a cross-sectional design in which we asked each
participant three questions:

e Do you believe you are creative?
e Where do you get your best ideas?

e Why don’t you have your best ideas at work?
or
e Why do you have your best ideas at work?

Do you believe you are creative?

Before examining where creative ideas emerge, we asked the participants to assess their
own creativity. The results were clear with only 79 %(40 Ps) did not consider themselves
creative. By contrast, a clear majority of 68.9 % (350 Ps) perceived themselves as creative.
In other words, most professionals believe they possess creative potential.

Do you believe you are creative?

a 68,9%

Yes mNo OSometimes

Where do you get your best ideas?

The result was surprising: the proportion of working people who had their best ideas at
work rose to 14% (71 Ps), an increase of more than 200% compared to the first study in
Stuttgart. However, even here, the majority continued to name other places or activities for
generating ideas. Physical activities such as “running,” “cycling,” or “walking” received the
highest approval, with 159 participants (31.3%), followed by quiet moments such as
“listening to music,” “watching TV,” “reading,” or “surfing the internet,” with 132 participants

(26%).
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Where do you get your best ideas?

others 8,9%
surrounded by nature 11,6%
leisure / days off 12,2%
work / office / meeting 14%
bed 15%
commuting / driving in the car 15,4%

meditating / chilling 16,5%
being inspired by other artists work 17,3%

showering / bathing 17,7%

brainstorming 19,5%
absorbing what's going onin the world 23,6%
listening to music / watching TV / reading / browsing the internet 26%

running / bicycling / walking 31,3%

(Multiple answers possible)

To make the distinction easier, we divided participants into “job-creative” (71 participants)
and “job-uncreative” (437 participants), based on where they said they have their best
ideas.

Why don’t you have your best ideas at work?

The results of the New York study also pointed to similar reasons why creative ideas rarely
emerge in the workplace: for 145 participants (37.8%), “too much distraction” was a factor
that inhibited creativity. In second and third place were “too focused” (109 participants;
28.4%) and “stress” (100 participants; 26%).

Why don‘t you have your best ideas at work?

not enough fun activities to promote creativity 55%
not required 6,8%
others 9.4%
no creative atmosphere 18,2%
no time 21,4%
stress 26%
too focused 28,4%

too many distractions 37.8%

(Multiple answers possible)
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Why do you have your best ideas at work?

For the first time, we asked the job-creative why they were creative on the job. We
provided the following answer options:

Creativity is required (42 Ps; 38.5 %)
Creative atmosphere (41Ps; 376 %)

Time to ponder about ideas (30 Ps; 27.5 %)
Other (36 Ps; 33 %)

No office worker (8 Ps; 7.3 %)*

* These respondents did not work in an office, e.g., actors in the theater.

Why do you have your bestideas at work?

no office worker 7.3%
time to ponder about ideas 275%
others 33%
creative atmosphere 376%
creativity is required 38,5%

(Multiple answers possible)

The “Other” category was unusually high (33%), revealing colleagues as a key source of
creativity. This insight led us to add “inspiring colleagues” as a response option in the
follow-up study.

Insight

Ideation Study 2015, San Francisco

In San Francisco, we surveyed 502 people, primarily in start-up and financial districts such
as the Financial District and SoMa, as well as in Pacific Heights, an affluent residential
neighborhood.

Do you believe you are creative?

Here, too, we began by examining the professionals' perceptions of their own creativity.
The results closely mirrored those observed in New York. Only 7 % (35 Ps) did not consider
themselves creative, while a clear majority of 65.5 %(329 Ps) attributed creative potential to
themselves.
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Do you believe you are creative?
0,2%

65,5%

Yes mNo OSometimes m Don'tknow

Why do you have your best ideas at work?

Result: The proportion of people who have their best ideas while working rose again by
another 2.7 percentage points to a total of 16.7% (84 participants). Surprisingly, almost half
of them attributed their creative ideas at work directly to “inspiring colleagues” (41
participants; 47.7 %, multiple answers were possible). “Creative atmosphere” was
mentioned by 25 participants (291 %). “Time to ponder about ideas” (18 Ps; 20.9 %), on the
other hand, a factor often considered a key prerequisite for creative ideas, was only
mentioned in fourth place. See also our study on Creativity and Time Pressure.

The “Other” category, with 16 participants (18.6 %), was significantly lower than in the New
York pilot. Most often named here were “passion for the job” and “focus” (each 4 Ps).
Remarkably, even though “inspiring colleagues” was offered as a response option, it was
mentioned an additional four times in open responses.

The results of the job-creative demonstrate that it is indeed possible to have the best
ideas at work. The frequent mention of “inspiring colleagues” indicates that companies
should pay more attention to interpersonal chemistry within teams.

Why do you have your bestideas at work?

no office worker 1,2%
others 18,6 %
time to ponder about ideas 20,9%
creativity is required 279%
creative atmosphere 29,1%

inspiring co-workers 47,7%

(Multiple answers possible)
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Why don’t you have your best ideas at work?

In contrast, 83.8 % (418 Ps) clearly indicate that most do not have their best ideas at work.
The reasons for the “creativity gap” here were:

Too many distractions (194 Ps; 471 %)
No time (116 Ps; 28.2 %)

Too focused(111 Ps; 26.9 %)

Stress (100 Ps; 24.3 %)

Three of these four “creativity brakes” are related to time availability.

Why don‘t you have your best ideas at work?

no office worker 1,7%
not required 51%
not enough fun activities to promote creativity 7%
others 7%
no creative atmosphere 17,5%

stress 243%

too focused 26,9%

no time 28,2%

too many distractions 471%

(Multiple answers possible)

Time therefore appears to be a necessary condition for creative work for the
job-uncreatives. A Harvard study also identifies time as a necessary factor for workplace
creativity (Amabile et al., 2002). However, the smaller group of job-creatives points in a
different direction. They mention time to think only in fourth place. Their responses
therefore offer a justified critique of the commonly assumed importance of time in the
creative process. Oliver Voss, managing director of a Hamburg advertising agency, reaches
a similar conclusion:

Where do you get your best ideas?

Among the 83.3 % of job-uncreatives, physical activities such as jogging, cycling, or
walking once again dominated as key triggers for aha moments (154 participants; 30.7%)..
The response option “talking with friends”, previously labeled “brainstorming” in the New
York pilot, received just as much approval with 139 Ps (27.7 %) (deliberately separated from
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“brainstorming” to clarify the leisure context). Relaxing moments such as listening to
music, watching TV, or surfing the internet are also frequently cited as idea sources (126 Ps;
251%).

Where do you get your best ideas?

others 96%
bed 1,6%
leisure / days off 12,5%

being inspired by other artists work 14,5%

meditating / chilling 15,1%
commuting / driving 15,5%
showering / bathing 15,9 %
absorbing what's going onin the world 16,1%

work / office / meeting 16,7%
being surrounded by nature 17,9%
listening to music / watching TV / reading / browsing the internet 251%

talking with friends 217%

running / bicycling / walking 30,7%

(Multiple answers possible)

The results show that the creativity of the job-creatives can be attributed in particular to
three factors:

e inspiring colleagues
e creativity demanded by management
e creativity-promoting atmosphere

Insight

The results raise three questions:

1. How does intrinsic motivation affect creative thinking in the workplace?

2. Does creative interior design really lead to creative ideas? Stanford professor Tina
Seelig, for example, writes in her book InGenius, “Creative spaces lead to creative
work!” (Seelig, T., 2011, S. 101).

3. What exactly is meant by a creativity-promoting atmosphere?

To address these questions, we carried out the 2016 IQudo Ideation Study in collaboration
with the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology and Mercedes-Benz. \We chose to focus on a
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single company so that we could more precisely identify the factors that determine
whether employees develop their best ideas at work.

IQudo Ideation Study 2016, Mercedes-Benz, Sindelfingen

In this study, 152 Mercedes-Benz engineers were chosen as the target group, whose daily
work continuously requires problem-solving-oriented thinking. We also used a
standardized questionnaire here, but this time as an online survey. We optimized the study
design in several respects. For instance, we expanded the answer options for the question,
'Why do you have your best ideas at work?' by including the following four factors:

Room design

Passion for the job (intrinsic motivation)
Opportunities for development
Behavioural freedom

Furthermore, we wanted to examine our hypothesis that good chemistry among
employees influences creativity in the company. To do this, we integrated various
dimensions of team climate into the questionnaire:

e Workplace Friendships: \We define these as voluntary, personal relationships
between employees in the organizational context based on trust, care, shared
values, and common interests. Such friendships are considered drivers of
engagement, job satisfaction, and higher identification with work (Chen et al., 2013).
They can also foster a supportive, innovative climate and thereby promote creativity
(Berman et al., 2002).

e Trust: Trust is another component of chemistry. When colleagues trust each other,
they communicate more openly, exchange information more often, and feel less
inhibited about voicing unusual ideas.

e Mood: The overall mood within the company is an important indicator. A positive
baseline attitude often reflects good chemistry. Research also shows that abilities
such as divergent thinking or forming unusual associations are particularly strong in
a positive mood.

e Communication: Finally, we included communication as an additional factor. It is
crucial both for information exchange and for the internal climate, as it shapes
whether ideas circulate within the company.

Do you believe you are creative?

Interestingly, only 5.8% (9 of 152) of the engineers considered themselves not creative. A
similar pattern emerged in our earlier San Francisco study, where only 7% (35 of 502
participants) reported that they were not creative. These findings indicate that most
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professionals possess creative potential that often remains underused in organizational

contexts.

Do you believe you are creative?

5,8%

47,1%

Yes DO Sometimes = No

Where do you get your best ideas?

The increase in job-creatives is noteworthy. 37.4% (58 participants) reported finding
their best ideas in the office. This represents a growth of 124% compared to the San

Francisco study.

Further striking is that commuting/driving is the most frequently mentioned activity
for ideation, with 45.2% (70 participants). This can possibly be attributed to the
decentralized location of the Mercedes-Benz Technology Center in Sindelfingen or

perhaps to the outstanding driving comfort of Mercedes-Benz vehicles .

In second place is “talking with friends” (59 participants; 38.1%). This underscores
the importance of personal relationships for individual creativity.

Where do you get your best ideas?

doing the housework, cleaning

others

listening to music / watching TV / reading / browsing the internet

showering / bathing
running / bicycling / walking
being surrounded by nature
work / office / meeting
talking with friends

commuting / driving

(Multiple answers possible)
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Why do you have your best ideas at work?

A closer look at the sources of creativity within the company confirmed our hypothesis
that chemistry between employees is a decisive factor. “Inspiring colleagues” was cited by
30 participants (51.7 %) as the second most frequent reason for sudden flashes of
inspiration at work. However, the top spot went to “passion for the job” (32 Ps; 55.2 %),
closely followed by “creativity is required” (29 Ps; 50 %).

Surprisingly, none of the respondents named interior design as a reason for their creative
ideas at work. Instead, “freedom of behavior” (10 Ps; 17.2 %) and “development
opportunities” (9 Ps; 155 %) were mentioned relatively often as factors that promote
creativity. These little-researched influencing factors seem to be more important in
practice than is often assumed. They were even mentioned more frequently than the
often-cited “time to reflect.”

Why do you have your best ideas at work?

time to reflect 10,3%
others 13,8%
development opportunities 15,5%
freedom of behavior 17,2%
creativity is required 50%
inspiring colleagues 51,7%

passion for the job 55,2 %

(Multiple answers possible)

Why don’t you have your best ideas at work?

Similar to the survey in San Francisco, the job uninventive engineers in Sindelfingen also
cited time constraints as the main factor inhibiting creativity. The top reason was “no time /
stress” (77 Ps; 79,4 %), followed by “too many distractions” (61Ps; 62,9 %). With a significant
gap, “room design” (29 Ps; 299 %) was the third most frequently cited reason for the
absence of creative ideas at work.
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Why don‘t you have your best ideas at work?

i don‘tenjoy my job 21%
lack of inspiration from colleagues 41%
others 8,4%
freedom of behavior is not tolerated 12,4%
lack of opportunity for development 18,6%
creativity is not required 20,6%
room design 29,9%
too many distractions 629%

no time / stress 79.4%

(Multiple answers possible)

At first glance, these results again seem to support the common theory that creative
performance is difficult under time pressure and stress (Amabile, Hadley & Kramer, 2002).
However, a closer look at the situation in the Mercedes-Benz Technology Center reveals a
certain contradiction. Since time pressure is a generally well-known phenomenon, it is
likely to be high among engineers in the department studied as well. This therefore also
applies to those who nevertheless find their best ideas at the office (58 participants; 37.4%).
This shows that creative work is possible under time pressure. The widespread
assumption that creativity depends on having plenty of available time should therefore be
questioned.

To further check whether the different dimensions of team chemistry actually influence
the fact that “inspiring colleagues” are cited as a source of creativity in the workplace, we
analyzed the 58 relevant responses from the job-creatives in more detail. We divided the
group into two subgroups:

e Group A (30 people): named “inspiring colleagues” as the source of their creativity
at work.
e Group B (28 people): did not name this factor.

For both groups, we calculated mean scores for the following dimensions:

Workplace friendships
Trust

Mood

Communication

to obtain one indicator per dimension. We then performed a t-test to check the mean
difference between the groups for statistical significance.
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The result was surprising, because the same pattern emerged for all dimensions examined
(“workplace friendships”, “trust”, “mood”, and “communication”): mean group A < mean
group B. Instead of confirming the expected positive relationships, the values tended to
point in the opposite direction. For “trust”, “communication”, and “mood” the differences
were not statistically significant. Thus, our hypothesis could not be confirmed. For the
dimension “workplace friendships”, however, we obtained a significant value in the sense of
falsification. A higher value for “friendships at work”™ was not associated with a higher

probability of “inspiring colleagues” being named as a source of creativity.
These surprising results may have several causes:

e Shortened questionnaire: The indicators for friendship, trust, mood, and
communication were not taken in full from validated questionnaires, but were
abbreviated for reasons of space and time. This limits the informational value of the
indicators.

e Terminological imprecision: Key terms such as “friendship” or “informal exchange”
were deliberately not defined in order to keep the questionnaire short and
error-proof. This, however, increased subjectivity: participants might interpret, for
example, an annual Christmas party differently, as for some it counts as an “off-work
meeting” and for others it does not.

e Small database: A total of only 58 usable cases were available. For some indicators
even fewer cases were used because only fully completed items were included in
the calculation. This small sample size increases susceptibility to bias and outliers
and reduces statistical power.

Thus, while the results provide valuable clues, they also reveal the methodological limits.

Insight
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Graphical Summary of the Results

ideas at work
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Stuttgart New York San Francisco Sindelfingen
(Mercedes-Benz)
Why do you have your best inspiring colleagues . others . development opportunities

ideas at work?

(For a more detailed analysis, we divided the
creative atmosphere in our 2016 study into
freedom of behavior, interior design, and
development opportunities.)

creativity is required

creative atmosphere

. passion for the job

. freedom of behavior

Figure 1: Study results 2010-2016

Six Insights from four Studies

In our first study in Germany, only 6.4 % of respondents said they developed their best
ideas at work. In New York and San Francisco, the share was already 14 % and 16.7 %
respectively. The survey of engineers at Mercedes-Benz in Sindelfingen (Germany) even
showed an increase to 374 %. This demonstrates that creativity in the workplace is by no
means the exception, but it does require the right conditions.

Taken together, the four studies reveal six key insights into generating ideas at work:

1. Free time plays a minor role. Even under high workload, many employees are able
to generate creative ideas. This challenges the widespread assumption that
creativity is only possible during periods of rest.

2. Workspace design alone is not enough. More important is what behavior is allowed
in these spaces: for example, is napping or a quick workout permitted?

Ideation Studies 2010 - 2016
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3. Development opportunities matter. Freedom to choose projects or move to new
departments supports intrinsic motivation and enhances creative performance.

4., Team chemistry is key. Trust, communication, and inspiring colleagues
substantially promote inventiveness. Creativity is therefore primarily a sociocultural
phenomenon.

5. Leadership drives creativity. Leaders who actively demand creative solutions
stimulate their team’s inventiveness. Management thus bears more responsibility
for employee creativity than often assumed.

6. Intrinsic motivation is crucial for sparks of insight at the desk.

Focusing exclusively on workspace design or time budgets therefore remains insufficient.
Far more effective is the cultivation of a culture of trust in which colleagues enjoy
exchanging ideas and high performers are able to act autonomously and fully develop their
potential.

Equally important is leadership that asks for creative solutions and leads by example with
strong ideas of its own. Leaders who default to the conversation-stopping phrase “There is
no alternative” might consider challenging themselves, sharpening their problem-solving
skills, and bringing creative thinkers into the room who can open up new and unexpected
paths forward.

Scoring ideas at the workplace is a combination of individual motivation, external factors
such as team members (see chapter “coopetition”), leaders, organizational culture and the
surprising element of the game itself.
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Further Survey Data

New York 2015
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San Francisco 2015
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Employment

others 1,9%
permanent employee 871%

temporary employee (e.g. intern) 1,0%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Contact

For questions about the study, suggestions, or new sparks of insight, we are
happy to assist.

IQudo® Creativity Consultancy
Email: mail[at]iqudo[dot]lcom
IQudo.com | Linkedin
Germany

\\ rethink creativity \\

ICudo
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