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1 Introduction 

In this paper I explore ideation, perhaps the most interesting and captivating phenomenon 

within visual artists’ work process. Previous research has examined the visual artists’ work 

processes and the sources of information they utilize during these processes. However, it has 

not been investigated how the artists generate new ideas, or what the sources of these ideas 

are like.  

RQ: What kind of sources of ideation do the visual artists utilize? 

2 Literature review 

2.1 On the concept of ideation 

By ideation we mean the process of generating or forming ideas, often involving mental im-

agery or conceptualization of things not directly perceived through the senses (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2020). The etymology comes from Latin idea, a general or ideal form, type, or 

model, and from Greek idein, to see + -ation indicating a process or condition. 

2.2 Earlier studies on the information sources utilized by vis-

ual artists’ during ideation 

Cobbledick (1996) highlighted the role of inspiration in the creative process. Hemmig (2009) 

expanded on this by identifying a comprehensive list of inspirational sources. Beaudoin and 

Brady (2011) focused on the use of images. 

Mason and Robinson (2011) further explored the boundaries of “art information”, 

while Robinson (2014) identified specific visual elements as key sources of inspiration. 

Cowan (2004) emphasized the importance of the work of art in progress. 

Lee and Haddow (2017) examined the processes that integrate the finished work of 

art into the community. Gorichanaz (2019) added to this by identifying for ex. memories and 

the lived environment as significant sources of inspiration. Ruotsalainen (2012) identified 

several sources of inspiration utilized by the artists. 
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3 Research setting  

3.1 Recruitment and participants 

The research data was collected by interviewing 15 visual artists from Finland. Representa-

tives of all art fields were chosen to be interviewed in equal numbers: painters, sculptors and 

graphic artists. 

3.2 Data collection 

The actual interviews were conducted in 2023 and 2024. The length of the interviews varied 

from 44 minutes to an hour and 45 minutes. All interviews were digitally recorded and saved 

as mp3 files. 

4 Research method 

4.1 Semi-structured interview 

Semi-structured interviews are a widely utilized qualitative research method. According to 

Magaldi and Berler (2020), semi-structured interviews are characterized by their ability to 

follow topical trajectories as the conversation unfolds, allowing for discovery and explora-

tion.  

4.2 Coding and analysis 

The analysis method was based on reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The 

interview data was reviewed multiple times. The data was coded according to recurring 

themes. Descriptions, or code labels, were applied. The final step of the analysis was to re-

fine, define and label the themes. 
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5 Results   

5.1 Sources of ideation 

I identified four primary categories of ideation sources from this dataset. 

5.1.1 Observations as a source of ideas 

Within the first category, the starting point for an artist’s ideation is observing. 

 

Figure 1: Observations as a source of ideas. 

The main sources were environment, society, art world, models, social media or information. 
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5.1.2 Self-created as a source of inspiration 

Here, an artist draws inspiration using any kind of self-created material. 

Figure 2: Self-created as a source of inspiration. 

The main sources were previous works, sketches, notes, and photos. 

5.1.3 Experimentation as a source of ideas 

When experimenting, the artist does not want to control the work process. 
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Figure 3: Experimentation as a source of ideas. 

The main sources were materials, processes or techniques. 

5.1.4 Self as a source of ideas 

When using self as a source of ideas, the artist relies to own ideas or experiences. 
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Figure 4: Self as a source of ideas. 

The main sources were experiences, ideas, memories, and visual ideas. 

6 Conclusion 

I identified four primary categories of ideation sources from my dataset: observation, self-

created materials, experimenting and self. This study confirms previous findings that visual 

artists utilize a wide variety of ideation sources. However, it contradicts earlier research that 

suggested the external world is a very important source of ideation for visual artists, and that 

other people play a significant role in this process. 

For further research, I will suggest exploring the visual artists’ work process stages, 

information sources utilized during their creative process stages, and the various types of in-

formation represented by these. 
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