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The Best Advice Ever
Wisdom is best imparted through creativity— like writing 
poetry or composing music. It makes life more meaningful.
By S h e lley  C arson, Ph.D.
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fully pass wisdom on to 
others? In a palatable form, of course. 
Centuries of human experience have 
taught us that we can’t force a message 
onto others. Unsolicited advice is rarely 
wanted or followed. Polonius in Shake
speare’s Hamlet proclaimed: “Never a 
borrower nor a lender be” and “This 
above all, to thine own self be true.”
His wisdom has often been quoted, yet 
Shakespeare portrayed Polonius as a 
pompous buffoon, in part by having 
him spout long-winded advice to weary 
listeners. A recent study found that 
people actually benefit more from giving 
advice than from receiving it, a result 
that emphasizes the need to pass on your 
thoughts through a creative medium.

Wisdom is, in fact, best imparted 
through creative work such as poetry, 
art, music, drama, and other forms of 
expression. Think about the songs, 
paintings, photographs, films, and lit
erature that have inspired you. These are 
tangible vehicles for important messages 
that can be passed from generation to 
generation, even if just within your own 
family. And embedding your advice in a 
creative form can make it more mean
ingful and enduring.

People who engage in creative work 
report feeling more positive emotions, 
not only at the time of the activity but on 
the following day as well. Plus, creative 
effort can have other spillover effects. 
Psychologist James Kaufman enumer
ated ways that it can help us derive 
meaning from our past, present, and fu
ture life circumstances. This is one of the 
great gifts of creative activity. It allows 
us to see things about ourselves and our 
environment from different perspectives.

One of the easiest ways to spread
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your viewpoint is to create a story 
around it. It could be a children’s book, 
a short story, or a work more involved— 
from The Little Engine That Could to 
the Harry Potter series, both short and 
long works can pass on life messages. 
Poetry and lyrics are equally filled with 
wisdom, Walt Whitman’s Song o f the 
Open Road comes to mind, as does the 
song “Let It Be" by The Beatles.

One of my clients, whose message 
is to persistently follow one’s dream, 
created a quilt on which she embroi
dered the names of people who had done 
j ust that. To promote the idea that each 
day brings its own unique gift, a friend 
is creating a cookbook that introduces 
365 new flavors—unusual spices, herbs, 
or combinations of tastes—all in recipe 
form, one for each day of the year.

When deciding how to embed your 
message creatively, from writing or 
painting to cooking or quilting, you have 
a wealth of endeavors to consider. You 
may think you don’t have the proper tal
ent or resources, but you don’t need to be 
born talented to be creative. Talent can 
be developed. Practice your chosen cre
ative medium until it feels natural. Your 
project doesn’t have to be completed 
overnight. In fact, it can be a work in 
progress as you hone your expertise.

Select a medium that calls to you 
and begin developing your skills with the 
goal of creating something worthy that 
will express what you want to say and 
will influence others. You may believe it’s 
selfish to focus on learning or practicing 
a new creative skill in the midst of cur
rent world problems, but if there were 
ever a time when we needed people to be 
focused on producing cultural artifacts 
with a positive life message it is today.

H O W  TO S H A R E  Y O U R  M E S S A G E

Every person has something to say.

What would you like your message to 
be? Discovering and sharing your own 
insights can imbue your life with pur
pose, increase your energy and enthusi
asm, and generate a passion for living.

Innovations in technology, com
munications, information-sharing, 
medicine, and travel have provided 
us with access to more knowledge 
and more varied experiences than any

You don’t 
need to 
be born 
talented 

to be 
creative.

other generation in human history.
Yet few of us take the time to digest 
and synthesize that knowledge into 
meaningful messages.

There is no other person who 
possesses your exact combination of 
memories, knowledge, and skills. Your 
perspective is unique. How you interpret 
the body of experience and knowledge 
that you’ve acquired, your one-of-a- 
kind wisdom, is vitally important. The

instructions for this activity are simple, 
but not easy:

• Think back over your life and 
consider how your experience and 
knowledge have come together to sug
gest an important bit of wisdom that 
you’d like to pass on to others. People 
of all ages, from children to the elderly, 
can impart important messages. A 
child can share what it is like to be a 

kid in the 21st century, for 
example.

• Your message should be 
concise—a phrase that is no 
longer than a sentence at most.

• Your message should be 
positive, or at least not nega
tive, in its wording.

• Your message should be 
larger than yourself; it should 
be applicable beyond your 
own personal experience.

Here are some examples:
• Remember that every

thing you do is a choice.
• Whatever you want, 

don’t put it off; do it now.
• Good things can come 

out of bad.
• Sometimes it pays to be 

a little deaf.
• My own message: Be 

an engaged explorer of the 
universe.

You may think that your 
message seems trite or obvious. Often 
wisdom does sound trite when spoken 
aloud, but that doesn’t make it any 
less important. You will feel a sense of 
purpose when you embed that wisdom 
creatively into our culture.

Shelley Carson, Ph.D., an associate o f the 
psychology department at Harvard 
University, is the author o f Your 
Creative Brain.
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