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What Impacts Your Creativity? 
An Exploration of Influencing Factors of Creativity within Agricultural Communications

Introduction/ Conceptual Framework
 
New global challenges arise each day leaving scholars and business leaders with the need to brainstorm new ideas for these evolving problems. According to Forbes and LinkedIn, creativity is the skill needed to aid in problem solving as it is the act of imagining new ideas and turning them into a reality (Lewis, 2019; Powers, 2018). Creativity is commonly incorporated into daily problem solving and comprises both critical and creative thinking skills (Diyanni, 2016). Together, these types of thinking allow an individual to use their full mental capacity to address issues and discover solutions, increasing their capacity for problem solving (Diyanni, 2016). The need for creative thinking and innovation has increased in all industries leading to an increased value placed on creative thinkers in the workplace (Donnelly, 1994). 
 
Innovation and creative thinking in the agricultural industry are essential to address issues of sustainability and efficiency in feeding the world’s growing population (Friedel & Rudd, 2006; van de Kerkhof & Wieczorek, 2005). For agriculturalists to tackle the growing challenges and issues facing the industry, creative problem solving may be the solution. However, we must first have a better understanding of what creativity and innovation look like within the industry and how to communicate that to the public. The need for improved communication about agricultural innovations has become a larger focus in recent years as consumers have become more vocal in their preferred food production methods. Consumer acceptance of new agricultural practices is largely fuel by the media they consume, increasing the importance of creative and innovative communication strategies by agricultural communicators.
 
Creativity within the field of agricultural communications is a highly sought-after soft skill requested by employers to enhance communication efforts in the workplace (Clem, 2013; Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Irlbeck & Akers, 2009). However, employers’ perceptions of new graduates indicate the need for improved creative thinking abilities (Irlbeck & Akers, 2009), which, while desired among employers, is often considered a supplemental skill in course delivery (Corder & Irlbeck, 2018). The agricultural communications profession continues to grow each year making the necessity to explore the discipline’s needs more prevalent than ever (Irani & Doerfert, 2013). It is clear from prior research that creativity is desired within the discipline (Clem, 2013; Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Irlbeck & Akers, 2009), but currently, research on this topic is limited. Understanding the creative influences within the industry may help guide researchers and practitioners in not only understanding its value, but also in developing more effective creativity training.
 
Within the field of agricultural communications, a cohesive definition of creativity has yet to be defined (Hancock, 2016). A simple and agreed upon definition of creativity has also been a difficult task for researchers of this topic (Batey & Furnham, 2006). However, one idea remains consistent across creativity literature: “Original things must be effective to be creative” (Runco & Jaeger, 2012, p. 92). To establish a holistic outlook on creativity, Rhodes (1961) created the four Ps of creativity: process, person, product, and press, which were used as the conceptual framework for this study. 
During the creative process, a series of everyday mental processes are undertaken to understand a problem, establish new ideas, and collaborate to select the most appropriate idea for the problem at hand, which then must be communicated to establish its creativity (Sawyer, 2012). Creative products are often used to identify an individual’s creative ability, as Rhodes (1961) described products to be the tangible form of an individual’s new thoughts or ideas. Creative products also incorporate a series of classifications to help define what makes something creative (Besemer, 1998). Creative person explains specific positive and negative personality characteristics that help determine the creative potential of an individual (Cropley, 2001; Torrance, 1988). Rhodes (1961) explained that creativity can stems from an individual’s personality, values, attitudes, resources, and life experiences. Finally, the creative press explains the effects of the interaction between an individual and their surrounding environment on their creativity (Rhodes, 1961). Understanding the four approaches to creativity is important for understanding how each approach might affect an individual’s creative development (Mooney, 1963). Further analysis of the four Ps may allow researchers to better understand which factors impact creativity the most and how to best integrate all of them together for optimum creativity.
 
Purpose and Objective
 
To further add to the knowledge base of creativity within the field of agricultural communications, this study sought to explore the factors influencing the creativity of professionals within the industry. In order to better serve the needs of industry professionals in promoting and growing their creative skills, it is important that we first understand the elements that impact their creativity within the workplace. One research objective was used to guide this study: 

RO1: Explore factors that influence the creativity of employees within the field of 
          agricultural communications. 
 
Methods
 
A qualitative, phenomenological study was conducted to explore the research objective of this study. Qualitative research is known to be interpretive as it helps makes sense of a phenomenon based on direct statements from participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). A phenomenological research approach interprets experiences, or phenomena, from the participants’ viewpoints based on their descriptions and explanations of reality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
 
A list of 48 member organizations was obtained from the Agriculture Network Information Collaborative (AgNIC), a voluntary alliance seeking to provide collective information related to agricultural topics across the internet (AgNIC, 2018). From this list, 10 organizations were purposefully selected based on their focus on agricultural communications topics. Board members from each of the 10 selected organization (111 in total) were contacted via email for possible participation in this study, and eight participants were recruited. In a phenomenological study, data saturation can be found with a sample size of three to 10 participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The sample was primarily female (n = 5, 63%) with an average of 17 years of experience, and their organization’s audiences focused mostly within the agricultural sector (n = 7, 88%).
 
Data for this study were collected through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews using a researcher-developed interview guide to further explore the factors influencing each creative approach as defined by Rhodes (1961). Interviews were conducted via phone or Zoom and were approximately 30 to 60 minutes in duration. Interviews were recorded through the iPhone application, TapeACall, for transcription purposes and for maintaining the accuracy of the conversations. The recordings were submitted to the online transcription service Otter for verbatim transcription. Field notes were taken during each interview to document contextual information, and qualitative memos were written following each interview for response interpretation to establish credibility and dependability and to ensure trustworthiness in the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Transcripts were coded through open and axial coding utilizing the constant comparative method in the data analysis software NVivo 12 (Creswell, 2013). 
 
Findings

This study sought to explore the factors that influence the creativity of industry professionals within the field of agricultural communications. When discussing creative factors, five major themes emerged from the data: describing creativity, creative product, creative process, creative person, and creative environment. 
 
All of the participants referenced many buzzwords to emphasize what makes something creative or when describing creativity. These included the terms “novel”, “appropriate”, and “different”. All participants discussed the use of novelty in creativity. Harper explained novelty as “finding new ways to tell stories” or “doing it in a way that has not been done before.” Appropriateness of creative work was also mentioned by participants. Emma noted creativity should have some application of practicality “or else your creativity doesn’t really have a good foundation.” Creativity was also often referred to using the term “different” – different approach, different way, different perspective, and doing things differently. As Emma explained, something creative is “something that deviates from the normal.”  
 
When describing a creative product, participants again often used the terms “novel” and “unique”, but they also mentioned two additional terms in reference to the creativity of a product: audience connection and subjectivity. As the field of agricultural communications is largely dependent on a captive audience, participants explained it is important to make a connection with that target audience. Renae commented, “At the end of the day, if your creativity doesn’t make a connection with other people, then it just kind of becomes stagnant.” Participants also explained that creativity can be subjective and that personal preference often factors into classifying something as creativity or not. Renae stated her evaluation of creative work was “more instinctual than anything else.”
 
Each participant discussed their own creative process, but four sub-themes emerged from this discussion: problem identification, idea generation, preparation work, and storytelling. Initially, Mason stated he often asked the question, “Is there an actual problem…that somebody can go and tackle or a group of people can tackle?” Once a problem is established, time and space for idea generation was a common element each participant needed. This time for idea generation was viewed as essential “even if they’re not great ideas or the final ideas,” as Maggie explained. Then, participants focused on preparing for the creation of the creative project. Harper discussed the need to “plan a script” or visualize how “the project will present itself” before beginning her work. Finally, participants noted that good storytelling can make or break a project. As Noah explained, “Everything that you’re doing in the creative process is to serve the storytelling.” 
 
Participants also identified what makes a creative person, which resulted in four sub-themes: say yes! (be open-minded), understanding your personality, being confident to take risks, and motivation and inspiration. To be a creative person, all of the participants explained that an individual needs to be open-minded. As Mason explained, the ability of an individual to show true creativity is surrounded by the notion that they should “be willing to try things, run experiments, [be] willing to say, ‘yeah, let’s try that.’” Participants also explained how an individual’s personality impacts how they exhibit creativity and should guide them in understanding how they fit in a creative environment. Embracing one’s personality can help inform them of the type of environment they work best in and what they need to be successful creatively. Emma explained the need to be confident enough to take risks when she said, “[A creative person will] not be afraid to take a certain amount of risks to see if something will flush out.” Additionally, it was emphasized by participants that creativity was impacted by the available motivations and inspirations of an individual. Blair described how a creative person needed to “inherently or internally desire information,” whereas Renae felt that good communicators know how to find creative inspiration when needed. 
 
Finally, having a creative environment was essential to participants in building creativity. According to Mason, “To be creative and start tackling things that have a problem, you need the resources, you need the leadership to be there, and you need the space and time.” This was echoed by other participants as well. Participants described the need for an adequate physical space to be creative. This looked different for all participants, as some described a quiet space, while for others it was a collaborative environment. Additionally, participants explained that having adequate physical tools also makes a big difference in creative execution and fulfillment. Having the proper hardware and software allowed them to be more creative and removed some barriers to the implementation of ideas. Another very common response when discussing creative needs was time. All participants noted working in fast-paced, deadline-driven cultures. As Harper emphasized, “One of the biggest limitations to creativity is time…We don’t always have the time to be creative.” All participants also discussed how the team around an individual has a huge influence on their work culture and creative environment. Mason explained how supportive leadership should spread the vision and goals of the organization toward creative endeavors. He added team leadership needs “to be actively involved” in addition to being regularly engaged in the conversation when “thinking about those creative solutions.” Additionally, supportive and collaborative co-workers were described by participants as helpful factors to influence creativity. As Harper explained, collaboration allows freedom and space for “…combining your knowledge and resources and coming up with different ways.” 
 
Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
 
Each of the factors described by participants as influences on their creativity supported the use of Rhodes’ (1961) four Ps of creativity. Following Runco and Jaeger’s (2012) definition of creativity, participants emphasized the need for creative work to be applicable, practical, new or novel, and appropriate for intended audiences and organizational goals. These descriptions of creativity may be the beginning of our work to help agricultural communications professionals further answer the question of “what is creative?” and to begin to define the term creativity more concretely for the industry. Having a more holistic definition of creativity could allow for better promotion, training, and evaluation of creative skills in future employees.
 
Whether communicating within the agricultural industry or amongst consumer groups, the need to understand what resonates with intended audiences was reiterated by participants. This may influence more audience engagement in the future which could lead to more transparent conversations and comprehension between the agricultural industry and the public. The creative process discussed by participants supported the mental processes of thinking and learning that Rhodes (1961) used to describe their creative process. To encourage these creative processes, the field of agricultural communications should acknowledge these steps and take time to adequately identify a problem, generate new ideas, and plan for action. 
 
From the key characteristics described by participants, recognition of where each individual excels is important to support and enhance their creative growth and encouraging development of those traits could lead to more creative efforts in the future. This is supported by Rhodes’ (1961) description of the many traits, attitudes, habits, etc. of a creative person. Additionally, the factors influencing the creative environment of our participants supported Rhodes’ (1961) emphasis on environmental elements on a person’s ability to be creative. Whether it is having adequate resources or freedom within their work setting to be expressive, these elements impact creative execution within various environments. Leadership and employees should work together to determine the best courses of action to allow for effective prioritization of tasks and projects with the most creative focus possible. Agricultural communications organizations should prioritize the recognition of the factors impacting the creativity of their employees and provide opportunities for creative enhancement to limit hindrances to creativity in the workplace.
 
As we continue to explore creativity and what it means to the field of agricultural communications, organizations should continue to promote and recognize the need for creativity and implement components within their organization to support the creative needs of employees. Within industry segments, as well as within individual organizations, it is important to identify the attributes of the four Ps of creativity and how to support creative needs for each individual. Agricultural communicators need to continuously improve their professional skills and stay informed of new technological advances, as well as undergo creativity training to further promote their professional creative growth. They should acknowledge how they use creativity, communicate it themselves and others, and continue to align their goals for themselves and their organizations through the use of creativity to foster this growth.
 
With limited research on creativity within the field of agricultural communications, researchers should continue to explore what it means to be creative and the impact these influencing factors have on creative performance. Additionally, it is imperative to advance the field’s knowledge of the creative needs of various audiences and analyze communication channels for creative engagement with consumers, stakeholders, and the public.  
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