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here do your ideas come from

and how do you create an envi-

ronment that fosters creativity?

Kate Wolf: I see every tool that comes across my bench

as a good beginning. A lot of my innovation comes from

my students and their problems, or from my own frustra-

tions with existing products on the market. For example,

10 years ago I bought a graver sharpener for $54 that came

with no instructions. I

could not get the graver in

there to sharpen it, and I’m

still miffed about it. [Based

on that experience], I decided when I was launching my

line of tools and waxes that I would give the best product

support that this industry had ever seen. So with each set

of tools, you get a booklet with 144 photos and illustra-

tions showing you how to use them. There are also tutori-

als on my Web sites.

When it comes to fostering and channeling creativity,

I’ve always had a brain that likes to streamline production

problems. Part of the dynamic I try to foster around me is

that I’m very open with every idea I have. As a result, others

give ideas back to me, and those ideas lead to innovation.

However, if I have a lot on my mind, it’s hard to be cre-

ative and productive. When that happens, I put everything

in my head on paper. I find out there’s so much going on,

it’s no wonder I’m distracted. I call it clearing the cobwebs

out of my brain; if it’s on paper, I don’t have to worry about

it anymore. And that helps me to sit down, be calm and pro-

ductive, and start creating—whether it’s designing tools or

designing jewelry. 

I also think it’s important to believe in your abilities. I

don’t allow the word “can’t” in the studio. Either I choose to

do something or I choose not to do something, or I choose

to do it again and again or abandon it. If I catch myself 
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“Once I got out of my own way and allowed myself to

realize that dreams can come true, all of these ideas

came flooding at me.”
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saying “I can’t do this” or “it can’t work”—I just keep at it,

or maybe go at it from a different direction. That’s been one

of the most crucial things for me; once I got out of my own

way and allowed myself to realize that dreams can come

true, all of these ideas came flooding at me.

Phill Baldwin: As the owner of the company, I foster

innovation by absorbing the creativity around me. Since

my employees, business partners, customers, and friends

are all involved in the arts, this is not very hard. We listen

to each other’s ideas and

bounce off one another’s

creative energy. Taking the

time to listen is critical to

finding new ideas. It may sound simple, but it’s not always

easy to be a good listener. 

Our customers are a major source of inspiration for

innovative new products. When we get a call for special

order mokumé, we are sometimes surprised with ideas we

had never even considered. We then research the product

to make sure it’s viable, and there is education involved.

Some requests just aren’t suitable for manufacturing, so we

need to educate the customer about what will and will not

work. A great idea is a great idea; a true innovation is a

great idea that can be engineered successfully. It’s an exer-

cise in give and take, but it’s exciting to explore the possi-

bilities. Our customers are innovation partners.

Eddie Bell: We have a very participative workplace that

thrives on teamwork. We want everyone to bring their brains

to work every day and offer their ideas. It is a strong part of

our culture that has been carefully nurtured for two decades. 

In addition to encouraging participation among our

employees, we pay attention to our customers and actively

seek input from them; for example, we hold focus group

meetings with customers to hear their concerns and needs.

But innovation is not restricted to products. Many of

our innovations in the past

few years have centered

around providing our cus-

tomers with better, friend-

lier customer service. Currently, we are focusing on bring-

ing innovation to the workplace to ensure that this is the

best possible place for someone to work. 

In the end, it all comes full circle: If you have happy,

upbeat associates who understand your products and your

mission, you can enhance the customer’s experience with

your company. �

“Taking the time to listen is critical to finding new

ideas. It may sound simple, but it’s not always easy

to be a good listener.”

“If you have happy, upbeat associates who 

understand your products and your mission, 

you can enhance the customer’s experience.”
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ttempts at innovation can often

lead to failure before they strike

success. How do you ensure any

failed attempts become positives rather

than negatives?

Kate Wolf: James Joyce had a quote I absolutely love: “A

man of genius makes no mistakes. His errors are volitional

and are the portals of discovery.” I have students in my

classroom who could be so good, but they may never [reach

their potential] unless they allow themselves to make mis-

takes—where they have to dig in and

say, “I’m going to get it.” Through

that frenzy of excitement, they’re

the ones who are going to make

the breakthroughs

and learn a whole

lot quicker. That’s

where I’ve come

up with my ideas,

not just for tools,

but also for tech-

niques.

There’s also a

book called Writing

Down the Bones by Natalie Goldberg, and

one of the things the author says is that it’s important to

separate the editor from the creator. You have to separate

the “innovation/design” [mindset] from questions like, “Is

this workable?” If you allow yourself to make mistakes and

to get lost on purpose, that can lead to a place where

magic happens. 

Phill Baldwin:The

only failure is the trial

that you don’t learn

anything from. Ad-

mittedly, production

failures are not the

best way to experi-

ment, but they are

often unavoidable. Think

of it as narrowing the list of possible paths to success.

Eddie Bell: There are so many levels of a company that

are impacted by failure. I think one of the critical issues is

to accept failure and create an atmosphere that doesn’t

punish it. For example, in engineering it is necessary to be

absolutely honest about failure; if something doesn’t work

from an engineering standpoint, you have to accept that

and go back to the drawing

board. Management has to

make it safe for engineers to

deliver bad news; they must

feel comfortable enough to

admit that a project has failed

and move on to finding a

new solution or method

without fear of negative

recourse from management. 

Failure is inevitable, but

it’s also a tool. You should

look at failure as an opportu-

nity to learn and improve

your craft as a result. �

Strategies 
for Innovation
Three of last year’s AJM Innovation Award winners—Kate 

Wolf of Wolf Tools, Eddie Bell of Neutec USA, and Phill Baldwin 

of Shining Wave Metals—share strategies for handling failure 

during the innovation process.
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