
If you’re working for an exciting young company or a dominating established company operating within 
the innovation economy, it’s likely that competition for your open full-time, non-routine jobs is fierce. 
Your HR team is probably recruiting from all of the top undergraduate and graduate schools across the 
country and they’re only sending you the highest-performing, type A students who've graduated from top 
grades, glowing references and an eye-popping collection of impressive extra-curricular activities to 
interview and you’re only hiring the super people. 

“Super People,” the writer James Atlas has called them—the stereotypical ultra-high-achieving elite college students 
of today. A double major, a sport, a musical instrument, a couple of foreign languages, service work in distant 
corners of the globe, a few hobbies thrown in for good measure: They have mastered them all, and with a serene self-
assurance that leaves adults and peers alike in awe.1 

You won’t be faulted for assuming that your team of super people are already primed for greatness and 
that all you need to do is point them in the right direction. But this is unlikely to be the case. While 
many of these exceptional young professionals are ambitious and intelligent, they have plenty of room for 
inner growth. 

Look beneath the façade of seamless well-adjustment, and what you often find are toxic levels of fear, anxiety, and 
depression, of emptiness and aimlessness and isolation. A large-scale survey of college freshmen recently found that 
self-reports of emotional well-being have fallen to their lowest level in the study’s 25-year history. 2 

Giving your team the tools to calm their instincts to self-censor & seek social acceptance will go a long 
way towards calming the anxiety that many of these professionals experience. Helping your team 
members deactivate these inner restraints will also strengthen their capabilities that are essential to 
performing non-routine, creative work at a high level. 

In his research on neuroanatomy and creativity, Dr. Charles Limb uncovered a fascinating discovery. He 
found that when musical artists were engaged in highly creative activities such as real-time musical 
composition (i.e. improvisation), their brains were powering these creative activities not simply by 
channeling increased energy towards certain areas of the brain or by tapping into special neural pathways 
that “turn on” new areas of their brain, but by turning certain areas of their brain off. 

Specifically, Dr. Limb found that during moments of peak creativity, jazz musicians increased the 
strength of their creative output by deactivating mental restraints that rob them of original 
insights. In a similar neuroanatomy study, researchers found the same deactivation of mental restraints 
that aided the creativity of jazz artists also powered the creativity of more contemporary art forms, like 
freestyle rap. And in his rationale for the continued use of a grueling, late-night writing schedule for 
every episode of Saturday Night Live, show runner Lorne Michaels cites that when comedians are 
mentally exhausted, they’re more likely to write more daring sketches without second-guessing their 
creative instincts.
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http://www.ted.com/talks/charles_limb_your_brain_on_improv
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2012/11/the-neuroanatomy-of-freestyle-rap/265414/


The creative benefits of deactivating the mental restraints are not limited to musicians and comedians. If 
you’ve ever participated in a group brainstorm or problem-solving session, especially one that includes a 
diverse collection of colleagues and collaborators with a variety of experiences, you’re familiar with 
associated social pressures that make playing it safe and carefully calibrating your contributions essential 
corporate survival techniques.  

“Don’t say anything that might sound stupid.” 
“Don’t say anything that might sound crazy.” 
“Don’t say anything that might sound stupid and crazy.”  
 
The mental energy that you should be applying to paying attention and connecting the library of 
thoughts you have stored in your brain is instead applied to exercises in self-censorship, personal 
politicking and social acceptance.  

Opening yourself up to judgment, criticism or even ridicule may seem counterintuitive to many of your 
team members, but the adoption and wide-spread use of actions that allow team members to show up as 
their whole selves should produce healthier emotional behavior and more creative outputs. As a leader of 
innovation economy talent, you are responsible for supporting your team’s ability to healthily deactivate 
the mental restraints that are standing in the way of their optimal ideation capabilities.
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