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CREATIVE SKILLS – TO BE 
DEFINED OR JUST DISCOVERED?
Silja Suntola

The rising role of creativity and innovation in all sectors of our society 
can hardly be disputed. They have quickly become the backbone for en-
suring sustainable competitiveness and wellbeing in most sectors. At the 
same time, sustainable development, human wellbeing, and ethics are 
becoming central, value-based competitive factors. We can slowly see a 
shift in people’s values and attitudes, where an increasing proportion of 
the population pays more conscious attention to environmental, safety, 
and health aspects. The role of the cultural and creative sectors in this 
shift has been prominently recognized in both national and international 
strategies and policy programs. The aim of this article is to provide the 
reader with a framework to understand the relationship between arts 
and creativity and some food for thought to think about how anyone 
can strengthen the creative aspects of their work. Art and creativity are 
not science – some ambiguity and different opinions and interpretations 
will always remain. 

Background

Organizations and businesses, public sector actors, regions, and na-
tions have developed strategies to incorporate the creative and cultural 
industries into some aspects of their work. Nevertheless, we have only 
scratched the surface in our efforts to see the still largely hidden poten-
tial of the arts and cultural sector in building wellbeing and sustainable 
competitiveness. Despite the increasing amount of research and de-
velopment activities, a deeper and more holistic understanding is still 
lacking.
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Rapid digitalization strongly spurred the discussion and realization of 
arts and culture, or creative industries, in the early 1990s, which affected 
the content production industries (music, AV, games, etc.). The arts and 
cultural sector were noted to make up a considerable percentage of the 
GDP of Western countries, exceeding that of many traditional industries. 
However, measuring the breadth and impact of the sector has proven 
extremely challenging (Tarjanne 2020). 

During the 21st century, the discussion around creative industries shift-
ed from efforts to measure the sector to aiming to measure the impact 
it could have on spurring competitiveness in other sectors. The term 
creative economy emerged, referring to the added value of the creative 
industries as a driver in other sectors (Tarjanne 2020). In Finland, the 
share of creative industries in the total value added to the economy has 
decreased since 2016; in 2020, it was less than 3 percent (2.9%). The 
goal is to grow the share of value added to the economy in line with that 
of the reference countries, where it can be as much as seven percent 
(Creative Economy s.a.).

However, the notion of the creative industries as the driver of our econo-
my is complicated and even disputable. It directly limits our perspective 
on economic gains, often measured in terms of quarterly reports. This 
article focuses on understanding and supporting the development of 
creative skills and approaches, their impact on individual, organization-
al, and societal wellbeing, as well as high performance – without trying 
to prove the added economic value.

Creative skills and wellbeing

The health and wellbeing sectors have been one of the first to actively 
research and apply art and artistic practices to different activities and 
services. Besides compelling research and evidence related to the ef-
fectiveness of arts and culture, for example, in reducing and alleviating 
stress, anxiety, depression, and dealing with mental health issues, it has 
been shown to improve overall life quality and wholesome living (Laiti-
nen 2017).

An interesting notion within this discussion is the way the role of arts 
and culture has been described already in the 1947 Constitution of the 
World Health Organization, which states: “Health is a state of complete 
physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity.” Further, WHO’s initiative of Arts and Health states 
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that “anthropology has shown that in early human history, art, religion, 
and healing evolved in the same social space.” (Arts and health s.a.) 
This supports the notion and need to study the arts from a more holistic 
perspective and as an integral part of our human lives. 

Arts in business and wider society

Although creativity and innovation have clearly been identified as critical 
skills for future businesses, discussion around organizational manage-
ment is still largely approached through economic lenses. Big glob-
al companies have enormous power that is reflected in policymaking 
around the world. As long as the measures of success remain on eco-
nomic gains for companies’ shareholders, conflicts are bound to emerge. 
Arts cannot solve this – but it can provide tools and insights to redesign 
what we are aiming for.

Now that we can do anything, what will we do?  
(Adler 2006, 486).

What are creative and art-based skills?

Defining creativity and creative skill is like trying to hold a bar of soap. 
The moment you think you have a hold of it, it slips away. To support the 
understanding of the arts in relation to creative skills more generally, 
we will adopt the framework developed in the Erasmus´ Creative Skills 
project and look at it through three perspectives:  technical, people, and 
learning skills. 

Technical skills refer to the specific skills that are trained within specific 
forms of art. Many of them can be applied directly or adapted to other 
sectors. People skills refer to how we work with others. Learning skills 
lean on the understanding that constant learning and transformation are 
an integral part of creativity itself. 

Technical skills

Technical skills within the arts range from drawing or painting, acting, 
playing an instrument, designing objects or spaces, or using new tech-
nologies to produce something unique. Technical skills alone do not 
necessarily fulfill the criteria of what is art or what is not.
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Performing arts 

Performing arts embody the means to communicate different kinds of 
information through our different senses in the moment. It allows us to 
convey meanings and values and arouse understanding and empathy 
of human experiences and behavior across cultures and historical eras. 
And more broadly and relevant in any business setting: “The adoption 
of arts and design-based initiatives allows the translation of different 
needs and wants of stakeholders into shared meanings, but also sup-
ports emotional and cognitive engagement and creative and divergent 
viewpoints.” (Simeonea et al. 2018, 1). In an era where communication 
across disciplines, different interest groups, societies, nations, or other 
boundaries is more crucial than ever, performing arts have much to offer. 

Performing arts enable the widening and deepening of the scope and 
means of communication. Although different studies and research might 
vary slightly, the conclusions are indisputable. Verbal or written infor-
mation makes up only a small percentage of overall communication. 
A pioneer in the field of non-verbal communication, Professor Albert 
Mehrabian, believes that there are three core elements in the effective 
face-to-face communication of emotions or attitudes: nonverbal behavior 
(facial expressions, for example), tone of voice, and the literal meaning of 
the spoken word. Drawing on his findings, he formulated the 7-38-55% 
communication rule, i.e., 7 percent verbal, 38 percent vocal, and 55 per-
cent visual (Mehrebian 1972).

Visual arts 

Visual arts continue to have a profound way to shape our thinking. Not 
only can visual information convey multiple times more information than 
written or verbal information simultaneously, but we are also prone to 
automatically believe visual information over written or verbal communi-
cation mediums. Pictures are more than a thousand words.

Visual arts, like arts in general, can portray meanings, values, emotions, 
or messages that reach different levels of knowing. We can portray dif-
ferent kinds of data and utilize symbols, images, snap-shots, or takes 
to convey information on different topics, environments, people, and 
overall impressions. 

“The soul… never thinks without a picture” – Aristotle. 
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Crafts and creative spaces

Design is around us. All physical objects have some shape, color, and 
texture, consisting of different materials put together in a meaningful 
way. So why do we differentiate a bowl as a “design” or a house from its 
mere purpose to something “architecturally” meaningful? According to 
Ellen Dissanayake, respected US researcher and pioneer of the theory 
on evolutionary arts, art at its core is “making something special” (Kaaro 
2006). While producing pottery (or any other subject or space) to simply 
fulfill its function might not be art, integrating aesthetic thinking, symbolic 
meanings, or expressions into it could make it art. In fact, Dissanayake 
strongly urges to rethink the role and function of art in today’s societies 
(Kaaro 2006).

Creative technologies and content production

Digital technologies have quickly added to the tools and scopes of dif-
ferent media through which we can distribute creative content. Many 
of the new tools are easy to learn. They enable content creation and/or 
production in different forms, shapes, and sounds. Many of them do not 
require mastering traditional instruments or art disciplines and make up 
a pool of low-threshold environments for producing creative content. 
Remote creation, production, and distribution allow worldwide creation, 
participation, and consumption. 

People skills 

A term often used in working life is “people skills,” also referred to as 
“creative soft skills” or just “soft skills.” These are becoming increasingly 
important in our multi-disciplinary and cross-sectoral working environ-
ments. But what do “people skills” have to do with the arts?

Our physical bodies, with our five senses, function as constant receptors 
for information flow within ourselves, other people, and the world around 
us. This can lead our thinking to what some call our 6th sense, intuition. 
“Intuition is often described as being one of the most important tools of 
creation among designers, artists, and researchers. It is an integral part 
of human thinking and, together with reasoning faculties, it forms the 
basis of thinking” (Raami 2015). By becoming aware of ourselves, we 
can also learn to attune, deepen, and improve communication and un-
derstanding with others.
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From knowing oneself to (inner) leadership

Knowing ourselves is the mission of a lifetime and the key to self-de-
velopment and unleashing one’s creativity. Practicing awareness is like 
moving the invisible boundaries of who you are and who you might be 
in the world (Creative Skills for Learning and Work 2021).

One of the biggest challenges in today’s complex operating environ-
ment is the enormous and constantly growing amount of data we face 
daily – whether it be through social media channels, new projects, new 
research, or just following the news. Self-awareness is not taught in 
schools, but the reflective mind is the basis of creativity. It can mean 
walking in nature, sipping a hot cup of tea at the busiest times of the 
day, turning all digital channels off, and listening to one’s favorite song. 
Awareness and reflection are core elements of art that, when practiced 
regularly, are one way to stay tuned between holistic thinking and work-
ing with details. 

Practicing awareness relates not just to the outside world but also to 
our inner world. The Johari window provides a useful framework for this 
(Creative Skills for Learning and Work 2021). It was created in the 1950s 
by psychologists Joseph Luft and Harrington Ingham (Luft & Ingham 
1955). It is a tool to help us understand how we perceive and, hence, in-
terpret reality in relation to how others perceive it. We could argue that 
one role of art is to evoke and remind us of the “Not known to Self” part 
within us and in relation to the outside world.

Figure 1. The Johari window is a useful tool to recognize the limits of our 
perceived reality. (Figure: Silja Suntola; adapted from Luft and Ingham 
1955) 
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Identity

A key challenge for anyone is to address the question of “Who are you 
really?” 

In our Western world, our work or profession often plays a large role in 
how we define our identity, at least for the outside world. Different sec-
tors or fields define what being “professional” means differently. In the 
business world, it is common to think that personal aspects of life are 
just inappropriate for the office.

It is different with artists. An artist’s personality is often a key ingredient 
of their work and performance. Personality rather than technical exper-
tise makes up who and how good you are for a given job or gig. An 
actress cannot just “leave her persona at home,” as that is part of her. 
A guitarist cannot just write how to interpret the next solo on their CV 
(Creative Skills for Learning and Work 2021).

Social skills

The performing arts deal, in essence, with bodily and sensory commu-
nication. This forms the basis of most of our communication (Mehrebian 
1972). There are numerous methods and skills derived from performing 
arts that are used to practice and learn about group dynamics, bodily 
communication in multicultural settings, and leadership. Setting the role 
of arts on a bigger scale aside for a moment, it has, for instance, become 
increasingly popular in management literature to use art metaphors to 
understand how to lead creative processes and people. A classic exam-
ple is studying an orchestra conductor for bodily leadership (Zel & Onay 
2012) or a jazz band as a metaphor for shared leadership (Sorensen 
2013). Multiple instruments or voices perform in harmony with each oth-
er, shifting leadership through bodily communications. It is crucial to re-
alize that what we say and how we behave, verbally and non-verbally, 
does matter. 

Learning skills

Art drives learning through experience through practice. Only through 
repetition, trial-and-error, can we arrive at mastery. This iterative, learn-
ing-by-doing approach serves creative processes in any environment, 
where changing variables and human factors play a key role (Hägg 2011). 
It is also the basis for software development, where coders work itera-
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tively, layer by layer, coming up with version 1.0, updating from there to 
2.0, etc. (Austin & Devin 2003).

Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory (Gardner 1983; 2011) pro-
poses that individuals possess a range of different types of intelligence 
(linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily/kinesthetic, in-
terpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic). Though our Western world 
is much focused on linguistic and logical-mathematical intelligences, it is 
clear that other intelligences, including the ones central to the arts, are 
becoming increasingly important.

Curiosity

The word “play” is a steady part of art vocabulary, referring to a theatre 
“play” or “playing” an instrument. The word “playfulness” refers to trying 
something out without taking it too seriously. This trait or way of being 
“playful is a key ingredient to the creative, iterative process of learning. 
Playing out different scenarios and picturing possible outcomes can be 
a process for thinking, unveiling meaningful things, and working in differ-
ent environments – going for endeavors where we are not always able 
to describe the result beforehand precisely. The process is a way of get-
ting to the real root of the problem and, hence, finding working solutions.

“Playing around” can be a problem in our knowledge-driven working 
life, where we are supposed to have a clear plan and knowledge of the 
result before starting the work or task. Combining “an end result that is 
difficult to clearly determine” with an operating environment overflow-
ing with information and data, is an easy way to get thrown off course. 

“Almost all creativity involves purposeful play.”  
– Abraham Maslow.

Creative skills for school and work – 
learning-by-doing

What are the creative skills most businesses and other organizations are 
so desperately looking for? According to the World Economic Forum, 
the top skills wanted have shifted in the last several years so that even 
though analytical thinking still tops the list, businesses surveyed for the 
report believe demand for creative thinking will grow faster in the next 
five years – by 73% – than demand for analytical thinking. Following 
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creative thinking are self-efficacy skills – resilience, flexibility, and agil-
ity; motivation and self-awareness; and curiosity and lifelong learning, 
which are empathy and leadership skills. (Future of Jobs 2023.) The top 
ten skills are listed as the most in demand for employers by 2023:

1. Analytical thinking
2. Creative thinking
3. Resilience, flexibility and agility
4. Motivation and self-awareness
5. Curiosity and lifelong learning
6. Technological literacy
7. Dependability and attention to detail
8. Empathy and active listening
9. Leadership and social influence
10. Quality control.

Does education meet these requirements? It is time to re-think our cur-
rent focus on STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) sub-
jects in curricula, just like we did in the STEAM Process project. The need 
for creative skills in working organizations cannot be brushed aside or 
fixed by merely inserting more traditional art subjects into the curricu-
lum. More holistic thinking of our human capacity, the wider aspects of 
cultural knowing, and its capabilities are needed.

The question of “what we can learn from arts for creative skills in any 
sector” prevails. Including the questions of what we are looking for in the 
end – a better economy, fewer wars and poverty, and meaningful life on 
our planet. Keeping these questions alive is important as we consider 
how we can support companies with the same values as the individuals 
who comprise them? What does modern, forward-thinking leadership 
look like?

In our information-overloaded society, being efficient is less about the 
amount of work per hour and more about the ability to identify and fo-
cus on what is meaningful. The skill to see the wood for the trees and 
identify the pertinent questions worth answering is valued; we should 
accept the unfinished, unknown, and unfathomable as part of our lives.
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Conclusions

Looking at the three elements of creative skills described in this article, 
the question of what next remains. To reach the full potential of art in 
our economy and beyond, we need to redefine or remind ourselves of 
its original meanings (Kaaro 2006). Can we embrace and see art as im-
minent parts of our lives, that we all practice each day?

It does not need to be complicated. It can simply be becoming aware of 
ourselves as creators and observers of life, as catalysts of stimuli from 
within and around us. Additionally, it complements our rational thinking 
with different ways of knowing and embracing not-knowing and making 
use of anything from ancient methods and tools to those that the new-
est technology and digitality have to offer. Navigating and exploring the 
unknown.

Arts and culture are integral parts of human life. They exist whether we 
are aware of them or not. Now, it is up to us to use them wisely, comple-
menting our technological advantage for the good of humankind. We 
need to use our creative skills to think not only of the next quarter but 
also of the next 100, 1000 years, and beyond. That’s where the power 
of art starts.

What we can’t comprehend by analysis, we become aware of in 
awe. – Abraham Joshua Heschel

Read more about the projects: 
• Creative Soft Skills (2020-2021). Erasmus+ project, co-funded 

by the European Union. Creative Soft Skills – Recognize Ar-
tists Soft Skills 

• STEAM Process. (2020-2022). Erasmus+ project, co-funded by 
the European Union.  STEAMProcess – Innovating the transi-
tion process from STEM to STEAM approach in science, teach-
ing and training - Xamk 

https://www.creativesoftskills.eu/
https://www.creativesoftskills.eu/
https://www.xamk.fi/en/research-and-development/steam-process-innovating-the-transition-process-from-stem-to-steam-approach-in-science-teaching/
https://www.xamk.fi/en/research-and-development/steam-process-innovating-the-transition-process-from-stem-to-steam-approach-in-science-teaching/
https://www.xamk.fi/en/research-and-development/steam-process-innovating-the-transition-process-from-stem-to-steam-approach-in-science-teaching/
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