
By practicing creative conception exercises, you’ll learn how to overcome a creator’s most daunting adversary: the 
blank page. Moving from infinite, undefined possibilities to a rough collection of defined ‘somethings’ is hard. 
Thankfully there are exercises like this one that you can practice to consistently move from zero to one with 
creative confidence. 

For this exercise, you’ll need the following materials: a stack of Post-It Notes, a Sharpie and a timer. Once you’ve 
gathered these materials, consider the following three guiding principles that will help you excel in this exercise:  

a. Ignore your inner critic. If you think it, write it. 
b. Focus on quantity, not quality. You can edit later. 
c. Your experiences, observations + emotions are as valuable as your expertise. 

Now you’re ready to get started! 

1. Spend 5 minutes creating a list of words, phrases, sentences, movie titles, song titles, public figures, animals, 
buildings, countries … whatever! that come to mind as you consider the following challenge statement: How 
might your hometown provoke healthier childhood nutritional habits without limiting consumer 
choice? 

2. Create one post-it note or index card for each discrete thought that you’ve generated. 
• Articulating thoughts as pictures whenever possible is encouraged. 

After you’ve completed your conception exercise, you should be left with a beautiful mess of thoughts, ideas, 
drawings, notes, cards and endless possibilities! Using creative synthesis, you can make sense of these fragments. 
Synthesis is an essential stage of any creative process, from writing, to making music, to cooking. If in creative 
conception, you’re foraging, harvesting and discovering unrelated ingredients, in creative synthesis you’re 
figuring out how to combine these ingredients to create a four-course meal. 

Creative synthesis is all about identifying patterns and connecting divergent dots. 
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For the Synthesis portion of this exercise, you’ll follow a step-by-step process that will help you discover relationships 
among your different ideas and then emphasize and highlight their likenesses. 

This exercise begins with a process that is like a forensic procedure where you’re piecing together seemingly unrelated clues 
to design a coherent narrative. 

• “If I place these seven, semi-related ideas in the same grouping, what would I call that group?” 
• “These four ideas all seem to be centered around this particular theme. That’s interesting. How would I describe this theme in one or 

two sentences?”  
• “Can I identify a pattern in these three groupings? How might this identified pattern inform my solution to the challenge?”   

Not unlike the evidence walls you see in prestige crime procedurals like The Wire, True Detective or Breaking Bad, you 
should end this exercise with a visual mapping of your idea grouping.   

Here are 3 guiding principles that will help you excel at this exercise:  

a. Work slowly. 
b. Don’t rush to categorize or label thoughts.  
c. Don’t rush to discard ideas or thoughts that - at first - seem unimportant. 

Now you're ready to get started! 

1. Spread your Creative Conception idea cards out at random on a flat surface.  
2. Spend 5 minute moving the cards around, looking for patterns and groupings.  
3. Once all of the notes have been placed in groups (including a ‘miscellaneous’ pile) create a name for each group. (This 

label should capture the group’s essence.) 
4. Next, develop a two- or three-sentence description of each group that you’ve created. (This description should capture 

the theme of the grouping.) 
5. Finally, create an “affinity diagram” (your version of the evidence board). It should look like the diagram you see 

above. 

At the conclusion of these two exercises, you will have identified themes, linkages and ideas related to influencing 
childhood nutritional habits. You won’t have a finished product, but you will have established a foothold from which to 
continue climbing towards a solution.
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