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EVERYDAY MECHANISMS

Does creative insight depend on special cognitive processes such as incubation? 
An alternative view asserts that it results from ordinary cognitive processes that 
virtually every person uses during the normal course of life (Perkins, 1981).
Perkins’s ideas provide a coherent overview of this approach to the study of cre-
ativity and will be reviewed in detail here. Other authors offer slightly different
proposals but share Perkins’s idea that the processes leading to creativity are not
extraordinary (Langley & Jones, 1988; Sternberg, 1988; Ward, Smith, & Finke, 
1999; Weisberg, 1988).

Perkins (1981) described examples of cognitive processes that underlie normal every-
day functioning as well as creative invention. One such process is directed remembering. 
This is the ability to channel your memory in order to make conscious some past 
experience or knowledge that meets various constraints. The first task in this chap-
ter, asking you to think of foods and drinks whose names begin with the letter c, is 
a directed remembering task. Perkins argued that the same process goes on in cre-
ative invention. Darwin’s construction of evolution 
theory, for instance, needed to provide an explanation 
consistent with existing scientific knowledge. That 
knowledge constrained the types of explanations 
Darwin could develop.

A second relevant cognitive process is noticing. An 
important part of creation, artists and scientists assert,
is revising drafts. In revising, one needs to notice where 
the problems are. According to Perkins, noticing also
plays a role in many “Eureka!” or “Aha!” experiences,
in which creators notice a similarity between one prob-
lem and another.

Contrary recognition, or the ability to recognize 
objects not for what they are but rather as some-
thing else, is another important creative process.
a familiar example. This ability obviously relates 

imagine reality in other ways.

This approach to creativity, then, assumes that creative individuals use the same cogni-
tive processes that so-called noncreative people use. Its proponents argue that “flashes 
of insight” actually occur in a progressive, step-by-step fashion. Incubation, following 
this line of argument, has to do with making a fresh start on the solution process, for-
getting old approaches that did not work. Note that this description is quite similar to 
descriptions of what it means to break a mental set.

Indeed, the relationship between problem solving and the contrary recognition 
approach to creativity is strong. Both include the idea of a mental search for possibil-
ities that are novel and that meet various requirements or constraints. A person’s cre-
ativity has to do with a willingness to search harder and longer for solutions that meet 
multiple constraints. What constitutes creativity, then, are a creator’s own values for 
original useful results, an ability to withstand potentially long periods without success,
and plans and abilities.

 Photo 11.3: Perkins 
argued that creative people 
rely on ordinary cognitive 
processes when they create.
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