
A Technique For Producing Ideas By James Webb Young 1

A Technique For Producing Ideas By James Webb Young

A Technique For Producing Ideas By
James Webb Young

Downloaded from
web1.enteraskincare.com by Reeves &

Kassandra

UNLOCKING CREATIVITY: THE TIMELESS WISDOM OF
A TECHNIQUE FOR PRODUCING IDEAS BY JAMES
WEBB YOUNG

In  a  world  that  constantly  demands  fresh  thinking,  original
concepts, and breakthrough innovations, the question “How do I
come up with a good idea?” remains one of the most persistent
puzzles  for  creators,  marketers,  entrepreneurs,  and  problem-
solvers.  While  many  treat  creativity  as  a  mysterious  gift
bestowed upon a lucky few, James Webb Young, a legendary
advertising  executive,  demystified  the  entire  process  in  his  slim
but powerful 1940 book, A Technique for Producing Ideas.
This classic work outlines a systematic, repeatable method for
generating ideas that is as relevant today as it was during the
golden  age  of  advertising.  By  understanding  and  applying
Young’s  framework,  anyone  can  train  their  mind  to  produce
original and valuable ideas on demand. This article explores the
core principles of Young’s technique, breaks down each of the
five  steps,  and  shows  how you  can  integrate  this  approach  into
your own creative workflow.

Who Was James Webb
Young and Why Does His
Technique Matter?
Before delving into the method itself, it is helpful to understand
the man behind it.  James Webb Young was a pioneer  in  the
advertising industry, a former copywriter at J. Walter Thompson,
and a professor at the University of Chicago. He believed that the
creative process was not a mystical  occurrence but a mental
operation that could be learned and practiced. His key insight
was  that  all  ideas  are  essentially  new  combinations  of  old
elements. This concept forms the bedrock of his technique: the
ability  to  see  new  relationships  between  existing  facts  and
experiences. In an era before digital brainstorming tools and AI,
Young laid  out  a  practical  procedure  that  continues  to  influence
creative  professionals  across  fields  such  as  marketing,  design,
writing,  and  strategic  planning.  His  approach  is  both
straightforward and profound, making it an essential resource for
anyone seeking to enhance their idea production skills.

The Five-Step Process: A
Detailed Breakdown of
James Webb Young’s
Method
James  Webb  Young’s  technique  consists  of  five  distinct  stages.
Each stage is crucial, and they must be followed in order. The
process is not a shortcut but a disciplined path that allows the
subconscious mind to do its work. Below, we examine each step

in depth, with practical tips for implementation.

STEP 1: GATHERING RAW MATERIALS

The  first  step  is  the  most  labor-intensive  and  often  the  most
overlooked.  Young  insisted  that  a  mind  filled  with  diverse  raw
materials is a prerequisite for idea generation. He divided these
materials  into  two  categories:  specific  and  general.  Specific
materials are those directly related to your product, problem, or
project. If  you are writing an ad for a new type of coffee maker,
you  would  gather  data  on  its  features,  the  coffee  market,
competing brands, and consumer preferences. General materials,
on the other hand, are a broader collection of knowledge about
life, art, history, science, and human nature. Young argued that
the richest ideas come from combining specific facts with general
wisdom.  Reading  widely,  having  varied  interests,  and  staying
curious are not just hobbies; they are essential inputs for the
creative machine. To build this habit, set aside time each day to
read  something  outside  your  immediate  field,  take  notes,  and
collect  interesting  tidbits.  The  goal  is  to  fill  your  mental
warehouse  with  an  abundance  of  building  blocks.

STEP 2: DIGESTING THE MATERIALS

Once you have gathered your raw materials, the next step is to
work  them over  in  your  mind.  This  is  not  a  passive  reading
exercise but an active process of examination, comparison, and
association. Young described it as turning the materials over and
over,  viewing  them  from  different  angles,  and  looking  for
relationships. You might ask questions like: “What if I combine
this  feature  with  that  customer  need?”  or  “How  does  this
historical event relate to my current challenge?” At this stage,
you  are  intentionally  trying  to  fit  pieces  together.  It  can  feel
frustrating  because  no  clear  idea  may  emerge.  That  is
intentional. You are doing the hard work of placing the puzzle
pieces  on  the  table.  Write  down random connections,  doodle
mind maps, or talk through the problem out loud. The mind will
begin  to  form  partial  combinations,  and  while  most  will  be
useless, the process primes your subconscious for the next step.

STEP 3: THE INCUBATION PERIOD

Here is where many people get impatient. After intense mental
effort, Young recommends putting the problem completely out of
your conscious mind. Step away from your desk, go for a walk,
listen to music, take a nap, or do something entirely unrelated.
This period of incubation allows the subconscious to take over,
working on the connections you have already made. The key is to
do  something  that  occupies  your  conscious  attention  without
requiring intense focus on the problem. Young noted that ideas
rarely appear when you are actively straining for them; instead,
they  often  surface  unexpectedly  during  a  relaxed  state.  For
example, you might be showering, driving, or daydreaming when
a sudden spark of insight arrives. This stage requires trust in the
process. If you have done your homework in steps one and two,
the incubation will yield results. Do not rush this phase. Give your
mind at least a few hours or even a day to work unconsciously.

STEP 4: THE “AHA!” MOMENT – THE BIRTH OF THE IDEA

Following  the  incubation  period,  the  idea  will  appear,  often
suddenly  and  with  a  sense  of  clarity  and  excitement.  Young
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described  it  as  an  idea  “coming  to  you”  rather  than  being
“thought out.” It might happen while you are brushing your teeth
or during a meeting about an unrelated topic. When this flash of
insight occurs, capture it immediately. Ideas are ephemeral and
can vanish as quickly  as they come. Keep a notebook,  voice
recorder, or digital note-taking app handy at all times. The birth
of  the idea is  a  joyful  moment,  but  it  is  not  the end of  the
process.  Young  cautioned  that  the  first  idea  that  arrives  might
not be the best one, but it is a starting point. Record every idea
that  surfaces,  no matter  how incomplete or  absurd it  seems.
Sometimes the best concepts emerge from a seemingly weak
initial spark.

STEP 5: SHAPING AND DEVELOPING THE IDEA INTO
PRACTICAL USE

The final step is where the raw, exciting idea is subjected to real-
world scrutiny. Young emphasized that an idea must be tested,
refined,  and adapted to  fit  the actual  problem or  audience.  This
stage  involves  taking  the  newborn  idea  and  exposing  it  to
criticism,  logic,  and  practical  constraints.  Show  your  idea  to
colleagues, ask for feedback, and think about how to execute it in
the real world. Many creative people fall in love with their initial
insight and skip this step, resulting in ideas that are interesting
but unusable. Instead, treat your idea as a prototype that needs
polishing.  You  may  need  to  combine  it  with  other  elements,
adjust its shape, or even scrap it and start again if it fails to meet
the  criteria.  This  step  also  includes  presenting  the  idea
effectively,  whether  in  a  pitch,  a  written  document,  or  a  visual
mockup. The ultimate goal is not just to have a creative idea, but
to have an idea that works.

Why James Webb Young’s
Technique Endures in the
Digital Age
In an era of rapid technological change, some might dismiss a
method from 1940 as outdated. Yet the opposite is true. Young’s
technique is more relevant than ever because it addresses the
fundamental human cognitive process behind creativity,  which
has  not  changed.  Our  brains  still  need  raw  material,  effort,  and
rest to create novel combinations. Moreover, modern digital tools
can actually enhance each step: the internet provides an endless
supply of raw materials (Step 1),  mind-mapping software aids
digestion (Step 2), and scheduling breaks and meditation apps
help facilitate incubation (Step 3). However, the core principle
remains  unchanged:  creativity  is  a  deliberate  process,  not  a
random  accident.  By  following  this  structured  approach,
individuals  can  overcome  creative  blocks,  produce  ideas
consistently, and move from feeling like a passive recipient of
inspiration to an active generator of innovative solutions.

Applying the Technique in
Today’s Work Environments

Whether  you  are  a  content  creator,  a  product  manager,  a
teacher, or a startup founder, you can adapt Young’s technique
to your specific context. Begin by consciously allocating time for
each stage. For example, if  you need to develop a marketing
campaign for a new product, spend one week actively gathering
data (Step 1), then a few days deliberately analyzing it (Step 2).
Follow this with a deliberate break—perhaps a weekend away
from screens (Step 3). When an idea strikes (Step 4), quickly jot it
down.  Then,  schedule  a  meeting  to  critique  and  refine  the  idea
with your team (Step 5). This systematic approach prevents the
common pitfall of jumping from a vague problem straight to a
solution without the necessary mental groundwork. Teams can
also  use  the  technique  collectively  by  creating  a  shared
repository of raw materials, holding brainstorming sessions that
are actually about digestion, and then taking a group incubation
break before finalizing decisions.

Common Misconceptions
About Creative Idea
Generation
Many people believe that creativity is  only for  “right-brained”
individuals or that ideas must be completely original.  Young’s
method  dispels  these  myths.  He  argued  that  all  ideas  are
combinations  of  existing  elements,  so  originality  lies  in  the
uniqueness  of  the  combination,  not  in  the  individual  pieces.
Furthermore,  his  technique  proves  that  creativity  can  be
cultivated  through  discipline,  not  just  innate  talent.  Another
misconception  is  that  ideas  should  come  easily  or  quickly.
Young’s process acknowledges the difficulty of the first two steps
and the necessity of patient incubation. By embracing a method
that includes hard work and waiting, individuals become more
resilient and less discouraged by temporary creative dry spells.

Conclusion: Embrace the
Process, Trust the
Technique
James  Webb  Young’s  A  Technique  for  Producing  Ideas
remains one of the most elegant and practical guides to creative
thinking  ever  written.  Its  five-step  process—gathering  materials,
digesting them, incubating, birthing the idea, and shaping it for
real-world  use—provides  a  reliable  framework  that  works  for
virtually  any  field.  By  adopting  this  method,  you  can  transform
idea generation  from a  mysterious,  hit-or-miss  activity  into  a
reliable  skill.  The  next  time  you  are  faced  with  a  creative
challenge, remember Young’s wisdom: ideas do not just happen;
they are produced through a deliberate, structured technique.
Begin gathering your raw materials today, trust the process, and
watch your ability to generate innovative ideas grow stronger
with each cycle. In a noisy world that craves the “big idea,” those
who master the discipline of producing ideas will always have the
competitive edge.


