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Analysis and Insights about Creating Innovators:  The 
Making of Young People Who Will Change the World 
 by Tony Wagner 
   By Featured Contributor CPT James Torrence, United States Army 
 
Creating Innovators by Tony Wagner is a truly compelling book that has already had 
implications on how I foster innovation within my organization. One of the pillars of my 
vision is educating and empowering Soldiers and civilians within my organization but it is 
easier said than done. Wagner wrote this book for the purpose of “explor[ing] the question 
of how you educate young people to become innovators. What are the capacities that 
matter most for innovation, and how are they best taught.”1  
 
As an organizational leader I could not have asked for a better book to read about fostering 
an innovative culture within my formation. My book notes are as follows: 
 

- “In more than one hundred and fifty interviews for the book – lengthy conversations with scores of innovators 
and their parents, teachers, and mentors – passion was the most frequently recurring word.”2 Wagner takes this 
idea a step further and couples passion with the ideas found in Daniel Pink’s Drive and determines that 
“passions evolve through learning and exploration into something far deeper, more sustainable, and trustworthy 
– purpose.”3  
 
As a leader and mentor I realized that it is necessary to find a way to tap into someone’s passion and help give 
them a sense of purpose. The best example I can think of is one of my mentors who helped to focus my passion 
for reading into a focused purpose of reading to become a better leader. All of the sudden I went from reading a 
book a week about random non-related entities to a book a week about leadership, decision-making, history 

1 Tony Wagner. Creating Innovators (New York: Scribner 2012), xiv.  
2 Ibid, 29.  
3 Ibid, 29.  
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and other subjects geared at making me a better leader. My passion shifted to a purpose has led to major 
innovations within my company that can trace back to being focused by a mentor. 
 

- One of the innovators Wagner talked to said “what you study is not important. Knowing how to find those things 
that you are interested in is way more important…”4 “What do I like, and what tools do I want to add to my 
toolbox, and how can I use my current velocity and heading to go in a new interesting direction?”5 These 
questions derive from the mind of an innovator and it is necessary for leaders to understand how to put 
together an environment that fosters learning and growth without tying people to particular subjects. 
Innovators need to have room to explore and grow in order to maximize their potential.  
 
One needs only to look at deployments and the number of innovations developed by Soldiers and junior leaders 
in austere environments to increase comfort, survivability, or out of necessity in dire circumstances to see what 
is possible when people are given latitude. This does not mean that there should not be discipline or structure 
and the major question facing leaders in the post-war military is: how do we maintain a disciplined, organized 
institution while at the same time providing the freedom and latitude to cultivate agile and innovative thinkers? 
This is no easy task, but a key question every leader needs to analyze as he/she is given a command at any level. 
 

- Wagner theorized that “the developmental arc of moving from childhood play, to adolescent passion, to adult 
purpose was fundamental in the development of intrinsic motivation.”6 I agree with Wagner’s comments but 
also think that the play-passion-purpose model can happen in a smaller period of time amongst adults. I think an 
adult, when given latitude and direction, can take that freedom and turn it into a passion which then can morph 
into a purpose. I do not think it is limited to children.  
 

- One of the innovators interviewed in the book said “empowerment means students can go out and apply what 
they’ve learned to the problems they’ve never seen before with parts they’ve never used before.”7 I don’t think 
this could be stated any better and I think any leader should be charged with creating an environment that 
prepares their subordinates and their peers to succeed under unknown circumstances. In particular military 
leaders need to figure out how to prepare Soldiers to succeed in unknown environments while still completing 
mandatory training, warrior focused training, mos-specific training, and preparing Soldiers for daily duties and 
responsibilities. That is the challenge of being a leader in the military and knowing that is part of your role is half 
the battle. 
 

- “The most important aspect of being in an innovative environment is not being afraid to fail.”8 I think this is very 
difficult in the military because we tend to stifle creative thinkers if the result is not to standard. Now, there is a 
time and a place to implement creative thinking which means trying something new during an exercise is 
probably not going to go well (In the communications world it is trying something new before a big meeting and 
have phones, computers, and powerpoint unable to function properly as the boss looks at you with an 
indescribable anger for deviating from the status quo). I actually just experienced this last week when some of 
my personnel re-wired a building without coordinating with the personnel that work in the building. I had to 

4 Ibid, 32.  
5 Ibid, 32.  
6 Ibid, 42.  
7 Ibid, 50.  
8 Ibid, 67.  
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stifle my type 1 (reference Thinking Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman) reaction which was to get angry for 
poor planning and implement my type 2 reaction which, after reflecting, was praising the initiative but 
requirement improvement on the execution.  
 

- When talking about successful schools that cultivate innovators Wagner mentioned that they “regularly 
videotape their student teachers to help them assess and develop their skillfullness as teachers.”9 I won’t start 
this next week, but I am working with my senior leaders to find a way to start doing this productively with my 
Soldiers who lead training within their section. I think it would be a big eye-opener to have them watch and 
analyze themselves when they give classes. I dont find it any different than being video-taped as one plays 
sports and later analyzes their movements, decisions, and motive for doing certain activities.  
 

- “Most people have something unique to contribute to the workplace, but it takes the right environment and 
leadership. You have to engineer the business around the individual who works for you, rather than around the 
system you use.”10 This goes hand in hand with my earlier points about the challenge facing leaders, especially 
military leaders. The author quotes GEN Dempsey who said “We know how to build tactical leaders, but how do 
we develop strategic leaders?”11 I have mentioned it a couple of times in this review, but this is the crux of the 
issue the military is currently facing and leaders need to realize it so they can figure out how to deal with it.  
 

 
 
About James Torrence 
 

James Torrence is a Featured Contributor of book notes, insightful opinions and leadership summaries for 
Thought Leaders Network.  He currently serves as Captain in the U.S. Army and is a graduate of West Point.  
He was deployed twice to Afghanistan and was awarded the 2013 Armed Forces Communication and 
Electronics Association (AFCEA) IT Leadership Award (With Decisive Bravery) for the U.S. Army for actions 
performed during his second deployment. He earned two Master’s Degrees in his spare time since joining the 
military and is a Lean Six Sigma Black Belt. 
 
The thoughts and opinions expressed by James Torrence in this analysis and posted on the Thought Leaders Network site 
are his own and are not representative of the U.S. Army. 

9 Ibid, 192.  
10 Ibid, 233.  
11 Ibid, 235.  
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