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What creativity is 

The interest in creativity is relatively recent. In the past, people were long attracted by notions of 

fantasy and inspiration; and originality and capability for invention have traditionally been 

considered essential traits of a genius. 

In ancient times, creativity was deemed to be a divine attribute, while, with the coming of the 

Christian era, only God was believed able to create something from nothing. With the advent of 

the Renaissance, however, creativity came to be considered linked and convergent in a single 

personality, the genius.  

Modern creativity research began in the 1950s. The first research wave was focused on studying 

the exceptional characteristics of creators; then, in the second wave (1970-1980), the interest of 

researchers shifted to cognitive aspects; while, in the third wave (1980-1990), the social 

dimensions of creativity were investigated, integrating the psychological view with the 

contribution of social sciences.    

Nowadays, creativity is seen as the cherry of human abilities, and many new research fields have 

been developing beyond the traditional disciplines. Educational sciences, Artificial Intelligence, 

and Neurosciences are opening new and integrated research perspectives.  

The literature on creativity is incredibly vast. Creative thinking has been studied, focusing on the 

different forms of problem-solving and exploring the relationship between creativity, art, and 

aesthetics.  

From the 2000s, creativity has been fragmented into numerous specialistic investigations 

following the same process of specialization that has characterized the development of the 

various scientific disciplines over the last few decades. 

Recently, creativity has come to be seen as one of the top soft skills. Experts consider critical and 

creative thinking crucial to face the challenges imposed by the ongoing digital revolution in the 

work place. The continuous changes brought by the spread of automation to routine and 

repetitive tasks have made creativity essential to support the innovation needs of contemporary 

society. 

Teaching to be creative, stimulating creativity, and creative teaching are nowadays themes of 

experimentation and discussion that excite pedagogues and educators. In recent years, courses to 

teach the fundamentals of creative thinking to managers, entrepreneurs, and professionals have 

proliferated.  

The literature throws up various definitions of creativity. The widely accepted view is that 

creativity is the capability to develop both original and valuable ideas. Runco and Jaeger (2012) 

discussed this bipartite definition of creativity, addressing it as the standard definition. 



 
 

 

Accordingly, creativity should require both originality and effectiveness. Original things should 

be effective to be creative, while effectiveness should take the form of value. Here are some of 

the most popular definitions of creativity: 

‘‘The creative work is a novel work that is accepted as tenable or useful or satisfying by a group 

in some point in time.’’ (Stein, 1953, p. 311) 

‘‘Originality is vital, but must be balanced with fit and appropriateness’’ (Runco, 1988, p. 4) 

 “[…] novel product, idea, or problem-solution that is for value to the individual or a larger 

social group.” (Hennessey & Amabile, 2010, p. 572) 

 “[…] the process of having ideas that have value.” (Robinson, 2011, p. 198) 

“A creative idea is marked by three attributes: It must be original, it must be useful or 

appropriate for the situation in which it occurs, and it must actually be put to some use.” 

(Martindale, 2013, p. 211) 

“[…] the process of creating ideas, artifacts, processes, and solutions, that are novel and 

effective.” (Henriksen, Richardson & Mehta, 2017, p. 141) 

 

Digital Social Innovation 

Social innovation can be considered as a process generated by the application of innovation to 

social needs (Figure 1), and digital social innovation (DSI) addresses emerging social issues and 

challenges by taking advantage of digital technology. 

 



 
 

 

 

Figure 1. The process of social innovation 

 

DSI is an evolving and broad field. For this reason, it is difficult to find an all-encompassing 

definition. However, we can use the definition used by Bria et al. (2015): 

“A type of social and collaborative innovation in which innovators, users and communities 

collaborate using digital technologies to co-create knowledge and solutions for a wide range of 

social needs and at a scale and speed that was unimaginable before the rise of the Internet.”  

According to Bia et al., DSI emphasizes the importance of building European public, 

distributed, privacy-aware architectures that can provide the underlying open digital ecosystem 

on top of which innovations for the social good can flourish. 

Indeed, the challenge for Europe is how it might acquire the competitive advantage in social 

innovation by developing distributed innovation ecosystems, rather than ‘winner takes all’ 

marketplaces whose dominant players set the terms of innovation and competition. (Bria 2012). 

Over the last two years, DSI has grown significantly while DSI projects and initiatives have 

multiplied, catching the attention of policymakers, governments, and civil society organizations 

alike (Stokes, Baeck, & Baker, 2017).   

The relationship between DSI and digital education is strategic since digital education is 

essential for creating DSI applications. Furthermore, digital education is also necessary to mitigate 

the disadvantages and negative effects that the development of technology can produce  



 
 

 

Research methodology and objectives 

Our framework combines the outcomes of the European project Digital Social Innovation: new 

educational competencies for social inclusion with the desk research performed by partners on 

creativity. 

A few key findings led us to the idea of defining a new specialization for social educators: 

• The use of digital technology for social innovation requires the use of specialized personnel 

with multidisciplinary skills. 

• Creativity is a crucial skill in tackling the societal challenges due to the ongoing digital 

revolution. 

• The aforementioned skills should be acquired through theoretical-practical training and 

should be appropriately validated. 

• It would not be easy to improve the competence of existing social educators and motivate 

them to integrate their basic knowledge. 

Partners adopted a methodology based on the analysis literature concerning creativity, creative 

thinking, creative communities, and digital social innovation (Hart, 2018).  

Subsequently, they analyzed the current curricula for social educators in order to identify 

which topics and practices related to digital social innovation and creative skills should be included 

to professionalize them.  

In the following paragraphs, the main reflections on digital education and creativity education 

that emerged during the project are presented. 

 

Digital education 

The integration of technology in the social work profession has been variously described 

through expressions such as social work and new technologies, technological social work, 

connected social work, and digital social work (García-Castilla, De-Juanas Oliva, Vírseda-Sanz, 

& Páez Gallego, 2018). The greatest focus has been placed on virtual social work practice aimed 

at the improvement of traditional processes to forge more creative, flexible, and effective social 

intervention processes and programs (Rafferty & Waldman, 2006).  

However, the digital education of social educators is, at the moment, a challenging issue. 

According to Selwyn, digital education: 

“[digital education] involves repositioning all students, educators, and parents as the subject (rather 

than the objects) of digital education. This involves giving otherwise marginalized voices an 



 
 

 

agentic role in determining and discussing what digital is, and what it should be” (Selwyn, 2018, 

p. 156). 

From this perspective, training social educators to acquire basic digital competence is only a 

part of the problem.  An effort should be made to train them on how to integrate technology into 

their professional practice, as well as on how to tackle the social effects of technology. 

Tempered and measured learning programs should be defined to present and discuss the 

positive and negative aspects of digital technology.   

 

Creative education 

In the last few years, skills such as flexibility and creativity are becoming increasingly relevant, 

and they are expected to become considerably more important in the near future. Experts have 

indicated that critical thinking and creative thinking will be crucial factors for success in the 

workforce of the future.  

It is widely shared that creativity helps citizens face unprecedented global challenges and 

risks arising from global societal changes. Another relevant aspect concerns the benefits for 

society. New scientific discoveries, inventions, and artwork can help instill more desirable social 

conditions and bring about new forms of harmony, tolerance, and cooperation. 

Moreover, individual benefits should not be undervalued. Creativity is an essential factor for 

a healthy life, as the literature and practical experience show. Over the last 20 years, creativity, 

health, and well-being have emerged as a multidisciplinary field of research,  

Creative activity also plays a vital role in the lives of older people, promoting their social 

interaction, providing cognitive stimulation, and giving a sense of self-worth (Price & Tinker, 

2014). More generally, creativity is broadly considered an evidence-based treatment to improve 

self-esteem, promote achievement, and develop social networks for those who are depressed or 

socially isolated (Greaves & Farbus, 2006). 

Moreover, the contribution of creativity in everyday life should not be underestimated. An 

individual can be creative in writing a report, fixing a software problem, teaching a class, giving 

advice to a friend, preparing a recipe, and in many other ways. Indeed: 

“High creative potential is not a determinator for creative output. Rather, it is the foundation that 

gives creators the opportunity to be creative whenever needed. It is the gift that makes it possible 

for creators to design their own life and society” (Byrge, 2020, p. 9). 



 
 

 

Presuming the importance of creativity, many attempts have been made to codify creativity 

in the educational curriculum in the last two decades. Creativity and learning have been 

increasingly seen as intertwined. In Britain, the significance of creativity in education was 

underlined in 1999 with the publication All Our Futures, the National Advisory Committee on 

Creative and Cultural Education report. This report linked creativity with culture, and sustained 

the establishment of a curriculum framework for creative and cultural education. Some years 

ago, Craft claimed that the UK experience highlighted some primary issues that still continue to 

be topical: 

“Educators involved in nurturing creativity and learning have to ask themselves what purpose or 

role assessment could play (for example, formative, summative), what and who it might be 

focused on (process, products, individual, collaborative effort), who might be involved in or own 

the assessment will reflect perceptions of the nature and purpose of creative and learning” (Craft, 

2011, p. 136). 

Finally, during competitive and downturn times, it is vital for a company to manage the 

development of creative skills among their employees since these skills can help them to learn 

about competitors and customers, explore new opportunities, and propose innovative solutions, 

as well as to adopt coping strategies to handle stress due to turbulence and change in the labor 

market. 

 

Skills and competences 

According to the World Economic Forum (Schwab, 2017), the expected evolution of workforce 

skills demand over 2018–2022 is as follows: 

• Creativity, originality and initiative 

• Analytical thinking and innovation 

• Active learning and learning strategies 

• Technology design and programming 

• Complex problem-solving 

• Critical thinking and analysis 

• Leadership and social influence 

• Emotional intelligence 

• Reasoning, problem-solving and ideation 

• Resilience, stress tolerance and flexibility 

 

Creativity and digital competence portfolio for social educators 



 
 

 

Partners worked together to define a preliminary portfolio for creativity and digital competence 

for social educators.  

Their work emerged that their basic digital competence is the use of social media and online 

technologies. Online tools can be useful for communicating and interacting to create innovative 

social initiatives and solutions. However, new concepts and competencies are needed, e.g., 

crowdsourcing and crowdfunding applications. 

The table 1 reports the competency framework that emerged from the partners’ work. 

 

 

Creativity Digital technology 

Curiosity: ability to be constructively 

inquisitive 

Search on the web: competence to formulate 

the appropriate query 

Open-mindedness: capability to formulate 

new ideas 

Collaborative tools: capability to collaborate 

in a digital environment 

Creative thinking: capacity to consider things 

from a fresh perspective and different angles 

Computational thinking: competence to 

formulate and solve problems by breaking 

them down into simple steps 

Imagination: ability taught to generate and 

refining ideas 

Brainstorming tools: capacity to use 

applications specifically designed to help 

spark and then gather and organize ideas 

Problem-solving: ability to identify and solve 

problems 

Integrated approach: capacity to 

combine data literacy, design thinking, and 
computational thinking. 
 

Table 1. The competency framework for social educators 

 

Suggestions and recommendation 

• Invest in teaching staff professionalization, e.g., integrating their competence. 

• Define and experiment more appropriate teaching-learning strategy based on 

transformative learning. Indeed, individual learning styles (e.g., visual, auditory, 

kinesthetic) impact learners’ preferences and results, whilst there is evidence that people’s 

experiences of digital education are patterned distinctly in relation to social class, race, and 

disability. As such, online learning environments do not unproblematically reduce 

differences between individuals. 



 
 

 

• Invest in Computational Thinking (CT). According to Wing, thinking computationally is a 

fundamental skill for everyone, not just computer scientists. Indeed, CT is a method of 

analytical thinking that encompasses many skills, such as designing algorithms, 

decomposing problems, and modeling phenomena. It can take place without a computer 

since it is “a way of solving problems, designing systems, and understanding human 

behavior that draws on concepts fundamental to computer science” (Wing, 2006, p. 35). 

• Enhance competences in psychology and anthropology. It is important to understand 

human behavior to design effective new integrated products. For instance, when designing 

new services, developers need to pay attention to the characteristics of classes of users, 

e.g., elderly or disabled people. Lack of domain knowledge and less usable interfaces may 

discourage the use of ICT based services. 

• Introduce ethics. The construction of algorithms that take decisions needs to introduce and 

discuss ethical implications. There is a responsibility in the implementation of automatic 

decision systems. For instance, robot ethics encompasses ethical questions about how 

humans should design, deploy, and treat robots. Indeed, machine morality encompasses 

questions about what moral capacities a robot should have and how these capacities could 

be computationally implemented. 

• Define a smart learning environment for mechatronics education should be a technology-

enhanced teaching-learning system that simulates the real world, allows access to different 

types of resources, provides collaborative functions, and can be easily adapted for work-

based learning. 
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