
The brain is a complex and fascinating organ. As the engine that powers your creative thinking, it helps to 
understand how your brain works if you intend to optimize your creative abilities. Not unlike a young studio 
engineer who strives to improve their record-producing by studying the mechanics of the studio console or the 
aspiring Formula-One driver who pays as much attention to what’s happening under the hood as on the track, 
creative professionals who invest in cultivating a deeper understanding of the brain’s relationship to creativity 
position themselves for sustained success. 

One of more comprehensive and relatable explorations of the brain in recent times is ‘Thinking, Fast and Slow,’ 
the Nobel-Prize winning exploration of the peculiarities and processes of the human mind by Daniel Kahneman.  
In his book, Kahneman describes the brain as being made up of two systems, System 1 and System 2.  

“System 1 operates automatically and quickly, with little or no effort and no sense of voluntary control. System 2 allocates 
attention to the effortful mental activities that demand it, including complex computations. The operations of System 2 are 
often associated with the subjective experience of agency, choice, and concentration.”  

Among the more interesting insights in Kahneman’s exploration of these two Systems is the relationship between 
mood and creativity. Kahneman presents the research of a team of German psychologists who discovered in the 
1960s that the brain’s System 1 is capable of intuiting the loose connections between thoughts and concepts more 
accurately than System 2. Your brain is naturally wired to instigate creative connections. 

The same team of experimenters discovered that your brain’s creative intuition could be manipulated by mental 
state. 

The experimenters computed an “intuition index” to measure accuracy. They found that putting the 
participants in a good mood before the test by having them think happy thoughts more than doubled accuracy. 
An even more striking result is that unhappy subjects were completely incapable of performing the intuitive 
task accurately; their guesses were no better than random. Mood evidently affects the operation of System 1: 
when we are uncomfortable and unhappy, we lose touch with our intuition … A happy mood loosens the 
control of System 2 over performance: when in a good mood, people become more intuitive and more 
creative… 

A brain at ease is a brain that’s capable of creative insights. This understanding of how the brain works explains 
exactly why creative professionals are often advised to take a long walk when they’re working through a creative 
rut:  

“What you should do then — when you hit the wall — is get away from your desk. Step away from the office. Take a long walk. 
Daydream. Find some way to relax. Get those alpha waves. Alpha waves are a signal in the brain that's closely correlated with 
states of relaxation. And what scientists have found is that when people are relaxed, they're much more likely to have those big 
'A ha!' moments, those moments of insight where these seemingly impossible problems get solved.1”  

But you needn’t wait until moments of creative frustration to address your brain’s state of relaxation. With 
attention and discipline, you can maintain a mind that’s perpetually primed for creative production; unlocking 
your brain’s creative intuition through healthier living.
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1. “'How Creativity Works': It's All In Your Imagination” 2012 (NPR) 

http://www.npr.org/2012/03/19/148777350/how-creativity-works-its-all-in-your-imagination

