
 
 
 

TIMEBACK MANAGEMENT  | 34 CRESCENT ROAD, CORTE MADERA, CA 94925  | P | 917.364.1864 | E | DAN@TIMEBACKMANAGEMENT.COM 

 

How to Enable Creative Work. 
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Key Takeaways 

✪ Standardized routines are necessary (or at the very least, helpful) for enabling 
creative work. 

✪ Eliminate the little repetitive decisions each day, so that you can focus on the 
few major decisions with a fresh mind 

 
"Structure" is not a dirty word. I don't care what your job is. You can benefit from routines and 
standards. 
 
Knowledge workers often push back against the adoption of lean production techniques. They 
claim that their work is fundamentally creative, unpredictable, and therefore unsuited to the 
standardization that lean requires. That complaint is legitimate whenit comes to the actual 
creative work. And yet, standardized routines are necessary (or at least helpful) underpinnings 
for the flowering of your creative genius. 
 
The truth is that unless you're that very rare breed of independent artist, the creative portion 
of your job is just the tip of your workday iceberg: it's the most visible and dramatic, but it's  
only a small percentage of what you do. The vast -- and unsexy -- bulk of your work is 
conventional. Predictable. Standardizable. 
 
I'll go even further: the magic of creative inspiration is actually more likely to occur when you 
have routines built into your daily work process. The routines and standards actually enable 
you to be creative. 
 
This is what Steven King says about the importance of routines in his writing: 
 

There are certain things I do if I sit down to write. I have a glass of water or a cup of 
tea. There's a certain time I sit down, from 8:00 to 8:30, somewhere within that half 
hour every morning. I have my vitamin pill and my music, sit in the same seat, and the 
papers are all arrange in the same places. The cumulative purpose of doing these 
things the same way every day seems to be a way of saying to the mind, you're going to 
be dreaming soon. 
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Notice the elements of organization and standardization at play here, even though his job -- 
dreaming up fiction -- is the epitome of creative work. Steven King's approach fits seamlessly 
with what the psychologist William James said about the importance of habit: 
 

The more of the details of our daily life we can hand over to the effortless custody of 
automation, the more our higher powers of mind will be set free for their proper work. 
There is no more miserable person than one in whom nothing is habitual but 
indecision.... 

 
Toyota gets this idea, too. (And regardless of what you think of their recall issues over the past 
18 months, there's no denying that over the past 50 years, there are very few companies that 
have been as good or as profitable as Toyota.) A friend of mine reports that he's heard Toyota 
employees say that they want to eliminate the hundreds of little repetitive decisions a person 
has to make each day, so that the worker can focus on the few major decisions with a fresh 
mind that's not fatigued from constant decision-making. 
 
Obviously, this kind of control over daily workflow is more difficult to exert if you're working 
in a cubicle in a large organization, and you feel like a powerless anenome drifting with the 
tides. But there are ways to absent yourself from the tumult around you – park yourself in a 
conference room, go to another floor or department in the building where no one needs you, 
run out to a local coffee shop, put on headphones, whatever. 
 
Consider it a kaizen opportunity to find a way to bring some semblance of routine to the hectic 
frenzy of your day. (One caveat: don't make reading email first thing in the morning a routine. 
That's the road to disaster. You could get a cogent explanation of benefits from your HMO 
faster than you get your head out of your inbox.) 
 
Thomas Edison said that genius is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration. The perspiration will 
more likely lead to inspiration if you create some standardized work to structure it. 
 


