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To Michael, aged 17.
Here’s the book I wish we could have read back then…

All men dream: but not equally. Those who dream by night in
the dusty recesses of their mind wake in the day to find that it
was vanity. But the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for
they may act their dream with open eyes, to make it possible.
T.E. Lawrence, aka Lawrence of Arabia
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Introduction

What’s Your Impossible Dream?
What’s the craziest, most outlandishly wonderful thing you can imagine
doing over the year ahead? Is it starting a new business? Paying off
your debts? Traveling the world? Do you want to write a book, sell your
screenplay, or show your art in a gallery? Maybe you want to knock off
one of your perpetual New Year’s resolutions and learn Italian, run a
marathon, or finally fit into that dress you’ve been keeping in your closet.
Or do you long for something even more ambitious – to become a leader
in your field, meet and marry your one true love, add a couple of zeros to
your income, and make a significant difference in the world?
If these dreams sound ridiculous, or even impossible, good. In fact,
that’s kind of the point…
Over the past seven years, thousands of people have joined me for an
online adventure I call ‘Creating the Impossible.’ I encourage participants
to choose something they want to create that’s far beyond their current
sense of what’s possible. By the time the program is complete, they’ve often
met or exceeded their own expectations of how much can be created in a
limited amount of time. They’ve created new jobs, new relationships, and
new income. They’ve lost weight, started companies, invented products,
left bad situations, broken habits, gotten married, and moved on with
their lives in ways they hadn’t thought possible. More importantly, they’ve
unleashed something fundamental inside themselves and learned to live
their lives with an ever-expanding sense of possibility.
How have they done it? They’ve come to understand a simple truth
about the mind that we’ll explore together throughout this book – what
xv
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I call ‘the inside-out understanding’ – and woken up to a deeper part of
themselves – their innate health, creativity, and resilience.
For the past 40 years or so, people have been using this knowledge to
create results that seemed impossible and foolhardy to even contemplate:
s

A couple met, fell in love, and now travel the world as the leaders of a
non-profit organization, sharing what they see as the one solution to
all global problems (pp.83–84).

s

A project team from a software company took a year off and started a
clothing line (pp.193–95).

s

An aerospace company cut the production time on an 18-month
military project in half without increasing the budget or giving their
employees heart attacks along the way (pp.205–206).

s

A biotech company found an extra US$200 million in earnings during
a three-day exploration of how the mind worked (pp.209–210).

Now it’s your turn!
In the first part of this book, ‘Making the Invisible Visible,’ I’ll guide you
through the creative process and introduce you to the principles behind
the inside-out understanding. You’ll gain a new appreciation for how the
mind works that will make it easier than ever for you to navigate the highs
and lows of daily life while creating inspired and inspiring results in the
world. I’ll illustrate the secrets of effortless (and exponential) productivity
and share the formula for creating that I’ve taught to nearly all my corporate
and individual clients over the years – a simple two-step process that
makes creating pretty much anything a straightforward proposition.
Then in the second part, ‘Making the Impossible Possible,’ I’ll coach
you through a 90-day program that will help you get your own impossible
dreams out of your head and into the world. The only things you’ll need
to bring to the table are something you’d love to create and a willingness
to change your mind once and for all about what’s truly possible in your
world.
xvi
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How to Get the Most Out of This Book
I’ve been working with high performers for over 25 years. One of my more
memorable teaching experiences came a few years back when I was
facilitating a group of coaches in New York City and someone asked a
question about ‘the limits of human creativity.’
After letting the conversation run for a bit, I jumped in and pointed
out that while the creative output of any individual would inherently be
limited, the source and fundamental principles behind that creativity and
the source of our own creative power were unlimited.
I got on a bit of a roll, as I am sometimes wont to do, and before I
stepped back off my soapbox I completed my rant with a line that my then
16-year-old daughter immortalized by tweeting it out from the back of the
room:

The premise behind this book is the same as the one I shared on that day:
There is an innate creative energy in all of us. It’s the
animating spirit that separates the quick from the dead – the
life-force that expands our lungs, makes our heart beat, and
takes care of every one of our biological functions. If we let it,
it will bring fresh new ideas to mind whenever we need them,
enabling us to solve any problem and move forward in any
creative endeavor.
Our relationship with this energy is the basis of what we call
‘creativity.’ And since this energy is a part of us and we are a
part of it, we are all inherently creative.
xvii
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So, while this is a book about how things are created, it’s also a book about
how we can find our role in their creation and embrace that role more fully.
Here are a few pointers to help you get the most out of yourself and this
book as you read on:

1. Read for insight, not information
I once met a guy who moved from Los Angeles to New York City after the
big Northridge earthquake in 1994 destroyed the apartment building in
which he was living. Short on cash but determined to make a fresh start
as far away from ‘earthquake country’ as he could get, he moved into a
tiny apartment in the Bronx.
His first night in the new building, he woke up at 5 a.m. to feel the floor
underneath his bed shaking. Horrified that he had somehow managed
to be a part of the first recorded earthquake in New York history, he sat
down at his kitchen table to catch his breath and consider his options.
Then at 5:30 a.m. the floor started to shake again. Obviously it was an
aftershock from the original quake. Another came at 5:45 a.m. And
another at 6 a.m.
The fourth time it happened, it dawned on the man that what he was
feeling wasn’t an earthquake. It was the subway running underneath the
apartment building.
Although the apartment kept on shaking, after having that realization, he
never worried about it again.

In the same way, what impacts us most isn’t information (like knowing
there are no earthquakes in New York City), it’s insight – the realization of
something that’s always been true, regardless of what we happen to believe.
So my suggestion is that as best you can, read through each chapter
in the book the way you might read a thriller or some light beach reading.
Enjoy it, savor it even, but don’t think you need to take notes or remember
everything word for word.
xviii
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2. Look for principles, not strategies
Most books on creativity, goal-setting, productivity, and performance are
packed with ‘how to’ strategies designed to be followed step by step.
Will following those steps take you where you want to go? Unfortunately,
that’s the exception, not the rule. True creativity is an individual and in the
moment process, and there are no guarantees when it comes to results.
However, there are iron-clad principles that we can rely on no matter
what. These invisible forces are at work in the world whether we know
about them or not. They are as practical as electricity, as powerful as
gravity, and as mysterious as magnetism. They make sense of everything
we do (or don’t do) with our life and time.
Which is why when it comes to creating, instead of looking for
strategies, I encourage you first to seek to understand the principles of
creation – not how to do it, but how it actually works. Then you’ll know
what to do whatever the situation. And as your insight into the principles
behind creation deepens, you’ll find the game of creating gets simpler and
more enjoyable to play.
How do I do it?

How does it work?

strategies

principles

engineering

physics

variable

constant

personal

universal

prescriptive

descriptive

useful ways of thinking about things

true whether we believe it or not

3. Be an explorer, not a researcher
In talking with thousands of people about these principles over the past
number of years, I’ve noticed a very distinct difference between people
who come to them as though they’re studying for an exam and those who
are listening to be impacted by what they hear. And what I’ve realized is
xix
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that it’s what you actually see for yourself that matters, not what you can
repeat when asked.
I think of this as the difference between ‘researching’ and ‘exploring.’
When we ‘research,’ we’re collecting data samples, making comparisons,
and drawing conclusions. When we’re genuinely exploring, we come to the
conversation with an open mind, ready and willing to throw ourselves into
the unknown and see whatever is there for us to see. Instead of listening
for ‘the right answer,’ we look to see what’s true.
When it comes to creating the impossible, there’s no final exam –
there’s just your dreams and your life. And there are only three ways we
can fail to bring our dreams to life, no matter how impossible they may
seem:
s

We don’t start because we think that it’s futile, pointless, too late, and
we’re not the right person to do it anyway, and those thoughts seem
real and true to us.

s

We stop because our head is filled with thoughts telling us that we’ve
left it too late, we’re not having fun, it’s too hard, and it’s not going to
happen anyway.

s

We run out of time because we made up a time-frame that was too
short for the project at hand or because we were handed a time-frame
and, for whatever reason, things just didn’t happen in that time.

In other words, we think our way in and out of action all day long. But the
wonderful thing about our thoughts is that they’re just thoughts – no more
solid than clouds and no more powerful than the power we give them.
So, no matter what you find yourself thinking as we explore your
creative potential together, the best advice I can give you is simply this:
Don’t believe everything you think.

Are you ready to begin?
xx

PART I

MAKING THE
INVISIBLE VISIBLE

‘What is essential is invisible to the eye.’
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
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Chapter 1

The Source of Creativity
‘Writing is an exploration. You start from nothing
and learn as you go… It’s like driving a car at
night. You never see further than your headlights,
but you can make the whole trip that way.’
E.L. Doctorow

A project team sits around a small table in a conference room. At first
it seems as though they are getting somewhere – the brainstorming
session is animated and the people are enthusiastic. But as time goes
on, the fun seems forced and the ideas stop flowing. The room grows
quieter, the ideas less frequent.
After a couple of minutes of relative quiet, someone shares a completely
new idea, seemingly disconnected from all the previous ones.
It sparks a response, and then another, and within the hour the team
has a plan of action for the week ahead.
Where did the new idea come from?
O
The woman has been trying to lose weight for as long as she can
remember, even back when she was objectively thin. The voice in her
head is relentless as she sits in the park and picks at yet another lettuce
leaf, conveniently packaged in a plastic container that she wishes
contained pretty much any other kind of food in the world.
3
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She is oblivious to the world around her until she hears a dog barking
nearby. She looks up and notices that she is surrounded by grass and
trees and animals and beauty. She smiles for the first time in a while
and it occurs to her that she’s been eating lettuce to punish herself for
something mean a ‘friend’ said about her weight when she was a teenager.
For the first time in a long time, she feels free of the need to give form to
her self-hate in the shape of a lettuce leaf.
One month later, she’s startled to see that she’s lost 12 pounds without
dieting and, more importantly, without suffering.
Where did the realization come from?
O
A writer sits in front of his computer, his cursor flashing on the blank
page. His hands begin to type. Words appear on the screen without any
conscious thought on his part, as if they’ve somehow traveled through
his fingers onto the page.
Where did the words come from?

For thousands of years, people have been trying to understand the source
of creativity – the spark of life that brings ideas to mind and allows us to
launch those ideas into the world. In ancient Greece, that creative force was
personified as the nine muses, daughters of the Greek god Zeus and his lover
Mnemosyne, who was herself the personification of memory. Early Christian
teachings, on the other hand, suggested that only God himself could create.
That form of creation was called ex nihilo – creating ‘from nothing.’
And this is at the heart of every creative endeavor. Whatever we call it
and what or whomever we attribute it to, there is one fundamental truth
behind creation:
Everything comes from nothing.
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‘Nothing,’ in this sense, is an almost imperceptible abbreviation of the
space of ‘no thing’ – a way of describing the formless creative energy
of the universe before any ‘thing’ has been created with it. It’s the as
yet unformed lump of clay, the play dough of possibility out of which
everything will be made before it is unmade again and goes back into its
container to stay fresh for next time. It exists in stark contrast to ‘the little
nothing’ of our own thoughts, filled with the content of our own already
formed hopes, fears, judgments, and recriminations.
What that means is that any time we want to create something truly
new and fresh in the world, we must go beyond the noise of our own
mind and into the quiet of the fertile void out of which all things come into
being. We need to find the silence beneath the notes, the page beneath
the writing, and the space into which our thoughts appear and dissipate.
That space is closer than we think, and larger than our little brain
(well, my little brain) can imagine. It’s a Big Nothing. We won’t find
anything when we get there – that’s just the nature of nothing – but it is
a space of pure potential, an unplowed field so fertile that we need only
drop the seed of an idea into it and it will spring to life and begin to grow
almost immediately.
We can’t see it, but we can get a feel for it. We can touch it by letting it
touch us, letting it gently cocoon us in a blanket of life and possibility. It is
whispering inspiration into our ear even now.
And while staring into the fertile void can be almost hypnotic, at a
certain point we wake up from its depths and feel the impulse to create.

Understanding the Creative Process
How do you get from feeling the creative spark to actually holding
something in your hands or seeing it in your life?
Well, if the Big Nothing were a pick-up bar where you ogled potential
partners, mucking about with a creative idea would be how you began to
flirt with the actual process of bringing something new into the world.
So, if you were drawing, you might start doodling. If you were writing a
screenplay, you might begin imagining scenes in your mind. If you were
5
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writing a song, you might just start making some noise. If your project were
business related, you might start sketching out ideas and daydreaming
about people you could enroll in the game.
This is the jumping-off point for the creative process. Just being in
motion is enough to make things happen. It’s like pushing a stalled car
downhill to get the engine started – sometimes we just have to take action
in order for our creative engine to catch.
When we’re mucking about like this, there’s no sense that we’re going
to use or even keep anything that we do, but we might. We might not. We
aren’t stuck with it – we’re free to take it or leave it. And the more freedom
we give ourselves to muck about, the more fun the mucking about is, and
the more it tends to lead to inspired action.
And at a certain point, we just kind of know what we’re doing, and
then we buckle down and do the work. We’ve hung out at the bar, we’ve
spent time flirting, and now we’re going to go on some dates and see what
happens. If we’re writing, we just need to write. If we’re running code, we
just need to run code. If we’re making calls, we just need to make calls.
This is ‘the bit in the middle’ – the bit between getting an idea for
a great new song and winning a Grammy, between seeing someone we
fancy and having grandchildren, and between embarking on any new
endeavor and enjoying the fruits of our labors.
This bit in the middle will take some time. It may go on for hours or
days or weeks or months or even years, depending on the size and scope
of the project. And it may not always be easy. Victor Hugo, the 19thcentury author of Les Misérables and The Hunchback of Notre Dame,
struggled so hard to get words out of his head and onto the page that in
order to motivate himself, he instructed his servant to lock him naked
inside the bathroom each morning with nothing but a candle, quill, ink,
and paper. When he had ‘darkened the page’ sufficiently to pass three
pages of writing underneath the bathroom door, his servant would let him
out and help him to dress and begin the day.
This is the time when numerous would-be creators give up, assuming
that if famous bands can write famous songs in less than an hour, taking
more than a week to write the next great novel or more than a year to see
6
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a business idea prove successful must mean that they’re not really cut
out for this kind of thing or they’re on the wrong track. All it really means,
though, is that they’ve reached the ‘just get on with it’ part of the process.
Admittedly, this is in some ways the least sexy part of creating. It’s
Thomas Edison’s 99 percent perspiration that follows the 1 percent
inspiration. It’s Elvis Presley’s TCOB – ‘Taking care of business, just as
fast as I can.’ It’s the Nike stage, where you ‘just do it.’
If we’re not expecting it, we can lose heart. It’s a lot grittier and less
seemingly magical than other stages. But if you understand that it’s just
part of the process, then it can become a very rewarding part of the process.
For some people, it’s the most satisfying part, as it’s the most tangible.
Everybody can see that you’re actually up to something, including you.
How you approach this is up to you. Some people wake up at 2 a.m. on
holiday with an idea for a new business and start outlining a five-year plan.
Others leave everything until the last minute so they can have the thrill of
scrambling to meet a deadline. But whether fast or slow, disciplined or
eclectic, inspired by love and passion or fueled by drugs, alcohol, or the
need to pay the rent, everyone I’ve ever met with a high creative output
has figured out somewhere along the line that the best way to do good
work is to do lots of it. And if you really want to create, at some point
you’re going to have to do what creators do – show up each day to your
keyboard, easel, workbench, or boardroom and put in the hours.
And then at a certain point, doing the work transitions seamlessly into
a full-blown experience of creative flow, like a beautiful dance where it’s
difficult to know who’s leading and who’s following. We find ourselves in
the zone and then step out of our office or studio, and our partners and
kids say, ‘Where have you been? You missed lunch.’ And we think, Is that
the time? I had no idea.
The flow phase of the creative process is filled with actual miracles and
the joy of watching something new come into the world that didn’t exist
before. And riding the wave of creative flow is a pleasure unlike nearly any
other I have known in my 50 years on the planet.
In this state, creating seems effortless. Ideas come to us and through
us. Books write themselves, paintings paint themselves, products sell
7
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themselves. The hardest part of the process is keeping up and not getting
in the way.
But at a certain point we find we are approaching the finish line, that
point where we need to let our creation stand on its own two feet, leave
home without us and go out into the world. We may still want to run after it
to protect and defend it, and yet we know it will either stand or fall by itself.
By way of example, my wife and I love to watch cooking competition
shows like The Great British Bake Off. There’s always that great bit when
they do the final countdown: ‘Ten, nine, eight…’ and everyone is rushing
to put the last little bits on their cake and then ‘…three, two, one, step
away!’ And they have to step away from their cake, or all their work up to
that point will have been in vain.
And that’s the final part of the creative process. You step away from
your cake, either because someone has told you to or you’ve decided to,
and you … are … done.
How do you know your creation is complete? When you let it go. When
you mail it to an agent, post it online, or ship it to your customers. When
you lift the lid off the silver platter and say, ‘Ta daa!’
In some formal systems of project management they talk about this
phase as ‘meeting your conditions of satisfaction.’ It’s a pre-determined
point at which a documented list of every expectation required to meet
‘success’ in a project has been met and signed off on by every stakeholder.
While that can be useful when there are multiple people involved in a
creation, it’s always seemed a bit more complicated to me than it needs to
be. I would say that a simpler rule of thumb is:
You’re done when you say that you’re done.

Putting It All Together
I began writing what is now the Caffeine for the Soul blog when I moved
to America at the start of the new millennium. Over 1,000 blog posts later,
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I’ve realized the reason I so love that format as an outlet for the creative
energy is that I get to experience the whole of the creative process from
start to finish every time I write.
I begin each week with a blank Word document and I muck about until
a creative spark catches my imagination – a title, a story, a metaphor, or
a snippet of a conversation I’ve had with a client or friend. At some point
a theme emerges and I begin to darken the page, piling word upon word,
idea upon idea, paragraph upon paragraph. Sometimes I love the process
and get lost in the flow; other times it feels like a chore from start to finish.
But by the time I’m done, something exists in the world that didn’t exist
when I began. It’s about as primordial an experience as you can have with
a laptop and a good cup of coffee.
Now that may sound a bit grand when all you’re creating is a blog post,
or a dinner, or a birthday greeting for a friend, but the truth is, creating
something from nothing is positively biblical in its implications. In the
beginning, there was a word, or a recipe, or a piece of card stock and
some glitter. Then you bring something new into the world and either see
that it is good and name it to share it with others or destroy it in a flood of
self-recrimination and self-loathing. Regardless, when your thought storm
passes, you go back to the drawing board and begin again.
Here’s a simple experiment that will help you get a feel for the universal
creative process at a deeper level:

Before you move on to the next chapter, take some time to create
something from nothing – to bring something into the world that
doesn’t exist right now, except perhaps in its constituent parts.
It can be as basic as a paper airplane, as personal as a poem, or as
delicious as a three-course meal.
The only requirement is that right now it doesn’t exist in the
world, and when you’re done, it will.
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Some Final Thoughts…
As you begin to notice that the phases of the creative journey are always the
same, from nothing to something, impulse to action, project to product, you
come to see the only real obstacles to creating are how easy it is not to begin
and how easy it is not to finish. So in the next chapter, we’ll be exploring the
constant variable that either holds us back or launches us forward in any
creative endeavor.
First, here are a few key points from this chapter for you to reflect on:
s

Everything comes from nothing. Therefore the blank page and the creative
spark are the birthplace of every creative endeavor.

s

When in doubt, begin.

s

Putting in the hours and doing the work are the unsung heroes of the
creative process.

s

You haven’t actually created anything until it stands on its own two feet in
the world – up to then you’ve just been busy.

s

You’re done when you say that you’re done.

s

The creative process will always involve a journey from nothing to
something by way of mucking about, doing the work, riding the flow, and
declaring completion.
O

Enjoyed the excerpt? Keep reading by ordering your copy from one of these great booksellers…

Want more support? Join Michael for the interactive online version at www.michaelneill.org/cti!
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