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CHAPTER 2
POSITION POWER AND JOINT CREATIVITY: THE INTERPLAY 
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UNLOCKS CREATIVE COLLABORATIONS
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ABSTRACT

Creativity in the workplace is usually a collective endeavor. Given its influence on social 
interactions and its pervasiveness in organizations, position power – the power deriving from 
individuals’ role – can be expected to affect joint creativity in the workplace. Surprisingly, 
work on this relationship is scarce. We hypothesize that power struggles, or competition 
for formal and informal control, interact with position power to affect joint creativity via 
autonomous motivation. We tested these ideas in a laboratory experiment in which position 
power was manipulated and participants worked in dyads on a creativity task. We recorded 
the collaborations and power struggles were video-coded. We found that power struggles are 
problematic for high, and valuable for low, position power collaborations when aiming at higher 
joint creativity via autonomous motivation. Our work advances our understanding of position 
power’s effect on joint creativity by simultaneously assessing behavioral and motivational 
attributes featured in collaborations.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

Creativity, defined as the production of novel and useful ideas (Amabile, 1996; Oldham & 
Cummings, 1996), is of vital importance for organizations as creativity facilitates the navigation 
of increasingly dynamic markets and prevents organizational obsolescence, allowing for 
adaption and renewal (Gong et al., 2013). In the workplace, novel and useful ideas rarely 
originate with a single person; rather, the contributions of different people are essential, causing 
creativity to be seen as a social endeavor (Taggar, 2002; van Knippenberg & Hirst, 2015; Zhou 
& Hoever, 2014). This has led to increasing interest in the social interactions and individual 
psychological states that facilitate group creativity, in which the members of a dyad or a team 
work together to achieve a creative outcome (Chua & Jin, 2020; Hoever, van Knippenberg, van 
Ginkel, & Barkema, 2012; Weinstein et al., 2010).
	 Among the many features of the work environment that could influence social interactions 
and psychological states, position power – defined as “the control an individual can exert 
because of his or her role in an institution or in a given situation” (Bombari et al., 2017, p. 55) – is 
a pervasive one, as most firms are hierarchically organized. The relationship between position 
power and creativity has been extensively studied at the individual-level where position power 
affects one’s psychological states, leading to higher-levels of creativity (Duguid & Goncalo, 
2015, Study 4; Gervais et al., 2013; Hildreth & Anderson, 2016, Study 1B and 4; Sligte et al., 2011, 
Experiment 1). Although position power is especially relevant for creativity at the dyadic level 
where it has a direct bearing on the social interactions that occur within a collaboration (Sosa, 
2011), the effect of position power on joint creativity, which refers to the creative performance 
of a dyad, has received little attention in the literature. 
	 To address this, we examine when and how position power affects joint creativity. We 
theorize that power struggles, competitions over formal and informal control (Greer et al., 
2017), influence the relationship between position power and autonomous motivation, a type 
of approach motivation and a psychological state that is crucial for joint creativity (see Figure 
2.1). Since autonomous motivation involves engaging in  collaborative  behaviors out of one’s 
own volition, autonomously motivated collaborators will experience more positive affect and 
positive interactions, leading to higher levels of joint creativity, than collaborators lacking 
autonomous motivation. As such, autonomous motivation is a pathway for the effect of position 
power on creativity because it links the psychological states that position power invokes to the 
members of the collaboration actively contributing to the generation of creative ideas.  
	 Yet position power does not always trigger positive social interactions; indeed, at a 
collective level, conflicts that reduce joint creativity can occur (Hildreth & Anderson, 2016, 
Study 1A). Power struggles likely affect collaborators’ psychological states differently and thus 
determine when dyads experience higher levels of autonomous motivation and joint creativity. 
On the one hand, power struggles may harm the autonomous motivation of high position 
power dyads (hereafter “high position power collaborations”), leading to lower levels of joint 
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creativity. Powerful collaborators tend to be overly protective of their power (Greer & Chu, 
2020; Greer et al., 2017; Zhao & Greer, 2017) and consequently experience power struggles 
as threatening which decreases their autonomous motivation (Sligte et al., 2011). On the other 
hand, power struggles may increase the autonomous motivation of collaborators with low 
position power (hereafter “low position power collaborations”), leading to higher joint creativity. 
While power struggles are typically portrayed as having a negative effect on joint performance 
(Greer et al., 2017; Hildreth & Anderson, 2016), research into intrateam conflicts has shown 
that some levels of task conflicts stimulate creative thinking (De Dreu, 2006; Farh, Lee, & Farh, 
2010) while low levels of conflicts can lead to inactivity and avoidance (Walton, 1969). Moreover, 
it was recently found that conflicts over informal rank can enhance joint performance 
(Bendersky & Hays, 2017; Pai & Bendersky, 2020). Taken together, this suggests that power 
struggles may not be universally negative for joint creativity. Power struggles provide low 
position power collaborations with the opportunity to act in a self-directed way; as a result, 
they are energizing, that is, they increase collaborators’ approach motivation and therefore 
autonomous motivation, which ultimately facilitates joint creativity. 
	 We tested our hypotheses in a laboratory experiment. We manipulated position power for 
88 dyads and videotaped the social interactions that occurred during a collaborative creativity 
task. The statistical analyses showed that when power struggles were high, low position power 
collaborations had higher levels of joint creativity via autonomous motivation than high 
position power collaborations. We also included a moderate position power collaboration 
condition as a control condition and found that moderate position power collaborations did not 
achieve higher levels of joint creativity than low position power collaborations (via autonomous 
motivation). This may indicate that the reported effects are uniquely rooted in the social 
interactions that occur within either low or high position power collaborations. Overall, these 
results provide support for the proposed moderating effect of power struggles on position 
power’s relationship with autonomous motivation and position power’s indirect effect through 
autonomous motivation on joint creativity. In addition, a sub-group analysis showed that high 
position power collaborations can achieve higher levels of joint creativity than low position 
power collaborations when power struggles are absent or occurring infrequently.
	 This work makes the following contributions to the literature. First, we extend prior 
research on joint creativity by identifying the creative benefits of  position power. While prior 
work has focused on the individual-level, where it has identified a positive effect of position 
power on creativity (Duguid & Goncalo, 2015, Study 4; Galinsky et al., 2008, Experiment 2; 
Gervais et al., 2013; Hildreth & Anderson, 2016, Study 1B and 4), our theory and findings suggest 
that, at the dyadic-level, high levels of position power are problematic for joint creativity while 
low levels of position power are valuable for joint creativity. It is worth noting that identifying a 
positive effect of low levels of position power resonates with a recent call for more attention to 
be paid to low power individuals (Schaerer, du Plessis, Yap, & Thau, 2018). Second, we shed light 
on the functionality of power struggles for joint creativity which contrasts with the commonly 
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held thesis that power struggles uniformly decrease joint performance (Greer et al., 2017; 
Hildreth & Anderson, 2016). Third, and lastly, we contribute to a growing body of research 
examining the creative performance of dyads on its own right (Bellis & Verganti, 2020; Fliaster 
& Schloderer, 2010; McGrath, 2015; Rouse, 2020) which, to the best of our knowledge, has not 
yet considered the effect of position power. 

Figure 2.1 Direct and Conditional Indirect Effects of Position Power on Joint Creativity via Autonomous 
Motivation

Note. Shown are the unstandardized regression coefficients. Bootstrap sample size = 5000, level of 
confidence for confidence interval is 95% .aD1 stands for Dummy variable 1, bD2 stands for Dummy variable 2. 
*p < .05; **p < .01

2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.2.1 Position Power and Joint Creativity
Creativity is often defined as an outcome that is both novel and useful (Amabile, 1996; Oldham 
& Cummings, 1996), such as proposing business plans that are original and feasible. Whereas 
creativity was once seen as the province of a single person, the creativity literature now 
recognizes that creativity is, at least in part, a social activity or process (Amabile & Pillemer, 
2012; Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003). One important implication of the social side of creativity is 
that the quality or characteristics of our interactions with others have a significant influence 
on the creativity of our collaborations (Shalley, Zhou, & Oldham, 2004; Zhou & Hoever, 2014).
	 A crucial characteristic of social interactions in the workplace is power, which refers to 
the ability to control or influence another’s thoughts, feelings, or behaviors (Fiske, 1993; French 
& Raven, 1959). In particular, position power, which refers to the control individuals can exert 
because of their role (Bombari et al., 2017), exists in almost every workplace. Typically, roles 
that are either close to or at the top of a formal organizational hierarchy confer a greater 
ability to control others or a situation unto those who occupy these positions than roles that 
are close to the bottom (Bombari et al., 2017; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003).
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	 At the individual level, it is clear that power enhances creativity (Duguid & Goncalo, 
2015, Study 4; Gervais et al., 2013; Hildreth & Anderson, 2016, Study 1B and 4; Sligte et al., 2011, 
Experiment 1). Studies that manipulated position power found that high position power is 
psychologically liberating; it influences approach motivation (Keltner et al., 2003), a key driver 
of joint creativity, and promotes cognitive flexibility which allows high position power individuals 
to think more freely than low position power individuals (Galinsky et al., 2008, Experiment 2; 
Gervais et al., 2013; Sligte et al., 2011). For instance, at the individual level, studies priming high 
and low position power have found that high position power leads to greater creativity because 
high position power causes individuals to conform less to existing concepts and to be less 
constrained and influenced by external factors (Galinsky et al., 2008, Experiment 2). However, 
and somewhat surprisingly, as almost every organization possesses some form of hierarchical 
organization, the relationship of position power to joint creativity has received little attention. 
	 To better understand how and when position power leads to joint creativity, we turn to 
autonomous motivation, a type of approach motivation that is important for joint creativity 
because it is often associated with active contributions to one’s task. But despite position power’s 
potential to elicit higher levels of autonomous motivation, it is not the case that its presence 
or absence alone reliably triggers autonomous motivation. Rather, the social interactions 
that occur within a collaboration determine when a collaboration is autonomously motivated. 
We conceptualize these social interactions as power struggles, competitions for formal and 
informal control that affect the quality, experience, and outcome of collaborations (Greer & 
Chu, 2020; Greer et al., 2017). Building on the nascent literature on the positive effect that task 
conflicts and conflicts over informal rank can have on joint performance (Bendersky & Hays, 
2017; C. K. De Dreu, 2006; Farh et al., 2010), we argue below that while power struggles reduce 
autonomous motivation and hurt the joint creativity of high position power collaborations, they 
may energize low position power collaborations and increase their autonomous motivation. 
Given our ultimate focus is on explaining variance in joint creativity, we first link autonomous 
motivation to joint creativity and then address the interplay between position power and power 
struggles.

2.2.2 Autonomous Motivation and Joint Creativity
Self-determination theory (SDT) explains that employees’ individual and joint, performance is 
affected by the type of motivation felt for their job activities or tasks (Deci, Olafsen, & Ryan, 2017; 
Weinstein et al., 2010). Regarding this, motivation varies in the extent to which it is controlled 
or autonomous, which reflect two ends on a continuum of self-volition (Ryan & Deci, 2000; 
Weinstein & Ryan, 2010). Autonomous motivation is experienced as initiated and regulated by 
oneself rather than by externalities imposed by others (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000), 
thus, autonomously motivated individuals engage in a collaborative task with a full sense of 
willingness, volition, and choice (Deci et al., 2017).
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	 There is extensive research linking autonomous motivation, mostly in the form of intrinsic 
motivation, to creativity (de Jesus, Rus, Lens, & Imaginário, 2013; Grant & Berry, 2011; for a 
meta-analysis see Liu, Jiang, Shalley, Keem, & Zhou, 2016; Wang, Kim, & Lee, 2016; Weinstein et 
al., 2010). In terms of joint creativity, Weinstein and colleagues (2010) conducted two laboratory 
experiments and found that autonomy-primed dyads experienced more positive affect 
and interacted more constructively conducing them to higher levels of joint creativity than 
controlled-primed dyads. Positive affect is linked to creativity through cognitive flexibility (Baas 
et al., 2008; Davis, 2009; Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki, 1987). Feeling positive emotions expands 
people’s ability to recognize associations between unrelated pieces of information, which is 
crucial for generating novel and useful ideas (Isen, 2000). For example, empirical research has 
found that positive mood increased the number of unusual word associations (Isen, Johnson, 
Mertz, & Robinson, 1985) and in a remote-association task autonomously motivated individuals 
associated more terms than controlled ones in order to help a target (Weinstein & Ryan, 2010). 
Similarly, Wang and colleagues (2016) conducted a field study comprising 62 R&D teams in 14 
organizations and found that team’s autonomous motivation, resulted in higher joint creativity. 
The authors explain that when team members feel an internal interest to engage in a task 
they are more likely to concentrate on the task for a longer period and explore innovative 
cognitive pathways. In essence, they argued that the extensive exploration and persistence of 
autonomously motivated individuals result in higher joint creativity. 
	 In addition, groups experiencing positive affect achieve greater creative performance 
and efficiency, results attributed to group members’ information integration (Grawitch, 
Munz, & Kramer, 2003). These interpersonal processes are crucial for joint creativity where 
autonomous motivation molds the responsiveness of individuals in a shared task in distinct 
positive ways. In fact, Weinstein and colleagues (2010) also emphasized the important role that 
autonomy has in the quality of interpersonal interactions (e.g., closeness and responsiveness) 
which explained why the autonomously-primed dyads (vs controlled-primed dyads) in their 
experiments achieved higher levels of joint creativity. Incorporating these findings, we contend 
that autonomously motivation will have a positive effect on joint creativity.

H1. Autonomous motivation is positively related to joint creativity.

2.2.3 The Interplay Between Position Power and Power Struggles on 
Autonomous Motivation
As explained above, autonomous motivation refers to actions that are more self-motivated, 
experienced as voluntary, and have an internal perceived locus of causality (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). Central to self-determination theory is the idea that social-contextual conditions 
facilitate or prevent the process of internalization, which entails taking in extrinsic contingencies 
and gradually converting them into self-motivations (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
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Position power is such a social-contextual condition that should influence the degree to which 
collaborators feel that their motivation is more autonomous (less controlled).
	 At the individual level, we know that power leads to approach motivation and a sense of 
autonomy that should translate into higher autonomous motivation for individuals with high 
position power than for individuals with low position power. There is extensive evidence that 
high power, compared to low power, activates the behavioral approach system (BAS) and 
consequently enhances individuals’ approach motivation, autonomy (Cho & Keltner, 2020; 
Keltner et al., 2003), and internal perceived locus of causality (Fast, Gruenfeld, Sivanathan, & 
Galinsky, 2011; Obhi, Swiderski, & Brubacher, 2012). On this basis, individuals with high power 
should engage a collaborative task in a more voluntary fashion, rather than out of a sense of 
obligation or imposed by others, than those with lower power. Conversely, low power activates 
the behavioral inhibition system (BIS) and is associated with perceiving more constraints, 
vulnerabilities, and an external locus of causality (Cho & Keltner, 2020; Keltner et al., 2003). 
In fact, empirical evidence shows that low levels of position power can reduce individuals’ 
sense of autonomy (Obhi et al., 2012) defined as their perceived discretion over acting in a 
self-determined way. Since autonomy is a fundamental psychological need that is essential 
to experiencing actions as more autonomous, rather than controlled (Deci & Ryan, 2012; 
Pavey, Greitemeyer, & Sparks, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2000), reduced autonomy specifically and 
behavioral inhibited tendencies more generally should make low position power individuals 
experience their behaviors during a collaboration as less autonomous (more controlled) than 
high position power individuals. 
	 When we move beyond the individual-level, the relationship of position power to 
autonomous motivation is less straightforward. The social interactions that occur in a 
collaboration affect whether individuals experience their behavior as autonomous (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Power struggles, which refer to one member of a collaboration 
asserting their control via domineering behavior such as interruptions and disagreements 
and the other member countering this assertion (Greer & Chu, 2020; Greer at al., 2017), are 
social interactions that occur within a dyad that will likely impact autonomous motivation. Thus, 
the interplay between position power with power struggles is likely to lead to different levels 
of autonomous motivation in high position power collaborations and in low position power 
collaborations. In a nutshell, we argue that in high position power collaborations power struggles 
lead to lower approach motivation ,which translates into lower autonomous motivation, while 
in low position power collaborations power struggles energize collaborators who therefore are 
more autonomously motivated throughout the joint task. 
	 High Position Power. In high position power collaborations, we expect autonomous 
motivation to be lower when power struggles are high because in these collaborations power 
struggles generate feelings of threat, which leads to less action orientation, and negative affect. 
	 The material and psychological benefits associated with power tend to make people 
with high position power, such as managers, especially protective of their level of power 
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(Mulder, 1977). Research has shown that high-power collaborators’ protectiveness of their 
power tends to be triggered when power cues, such as another’s exertion of power, are 
salient in the social interaction (Greer et al., 2017). In a high position power collaboration, 
power struggles may indicate that the power hierarchy is unstable (Bendersky & Hays, 2017; 
Mast, 2010) which increases threat-orientation (Sligte et al., 2011). Afraid of losing their power, 
high-power collaborators become less approach and more avoidant motivated (Sligte et al., 
2011) and less action-oriented (Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn, & Otten, 2008). As a result, the 
sense of autonomy enjoyed by collaborators with high position power is likely dampened by 
power struggles, leading collaborators to feel that their motivation is less autonomous (more 
controlled). In line with this argument, Reeve and Deci (1996) found that the pressure to win 
in a social interaction decreased participants’ perceived self-determination and thereby their 
autonomous motivation. 
	 In addition to being less action oriented, when others challenge their power, high-power 
collaborators respond by trying to dominate the interaction and ignore their partner’s input; in 
essence, they are less cooperative than lower power collaborators that face the same challenge 
(Greer & Chu, 2020; Greer et al., 2017). Domineering social interactions may generate negative 
emotions in high power collaborators, such as anger and frustration, that are reciprocally 
felt and expressed by people with high position power (Petkanopoulou, Rodríguez-Bailón, 
Willis, & van Kleef, 2019; van Kleef & Lange, 2020). Along these lines, experimental studies 
showed that high power individuals are more prone than low power individuals to display and 
reciprocate anger expressions (Petkanopoulou et al., 2019). Although holding a high power 
position generates more positive emotions than a low power one (Keltner et al., 2003; van 
Kleef & Lange, 2020), power struggles in a high position power collaboration is likely to produce 
negative sentiments. 
	 Low Position Power. In low position power collaborations, we expect autonomous motivation 
to be higher when power struggles are high for two reasons. First, in these collaborations, 
power struggles are energizing, boosting approach-related motivation and action orientation. 
Second, power struggles may not trigger the negative affective states that hurt autonomous 
motivation in high position power collaborations. 
	 First, power struggles may be energizing among collaborators with low position power; for 
these individuals, power struggles are less likely to be experienced as a threat as they have 
relatively little power to lose. In fact, low-power individuals have a chance to gain power when 
a power hierarchy is experienced as unstable (Sligte et al., 2011) because of power struggles. 
Since low-power individuals possess a gain frame when the power hierarchy is unstable, 
they engage in more risk-taking behavior (Hiemer & Abele, 2012), are more approach and 
less avoidant motivated (Sligte et al., 2011), and are more action oriented (Willis, Guinote, & 
Rodríguez-Bailón, 2010) than high-power individuals under these conditions. Furthermore, 
while not specifically addressing power struggles, research on psychological empowerment 
generally suggests that low position power individuals can, in fact, experience similar levels 
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of psychological empowerment as those with high position power when they engage in active 
behaviors, such as participating in decision making or defending one’s ideas, that enhance 
feelings of self-efficacy (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Seibert, Wang, & Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 
2008). Since collaborators defending their ideas and challenging one another for control does 
involve participation in decision-making, it is plausible that in low position power collaborations 
power struggles energize collaborators, increasing their perceived control over a task and 
helping them overcome the feelings of powerlessness that those with low position power may 
experience (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Menon, 2001; Spreitzer, 2008). Taken together, these 
arguments suggest that in low position power collaborations where power struggles are high, 
collaborators experience higher levels of autonomy than in low position power collaborations 
where power struggles are low. 
	 Second, contrary to the negative effect of power struggles on affective states in high 
position power collaborations, power struggles may not overly impact the affective states of 
low position power collaborations. For instance, Spataro and colleagues (2014) found in an 
experiment that participants with low rank reported roughly the same desire to collaborate with 
another person with the same low rank, regardless if these individuals behaved competitively 
or collaboratively towards them. This suggests that, unlike those with high position power, 
collaborators with low position power are not overly sensitive to competition as their desire 
to collaborate was not negatively affected (Spataro et al., 2014). Furthermore, since power 
increases displays and reciprocation of anger (Petkanopoulou et al., 2019), it is plausible that 
the members of a low position power collaboration neither display nor mirror emotions like 
anger that a power struggle arouses. Even though a power struggle raises these emotions, the 
absence of a display reduces the likelihood that they impact feelings of autonomy.  
	 The arguments above about the effect of power struggles in high power and low power 
collaborations lead to the following hypothesis: 

H2. Power struggles moderate the relationship between position power and autonomous 
motivation such that position power has a positive (negative) effect on autonomous motivation 
when power struggles are low (high). 

2.2.4 The Conditional Indirect Effect of Position Power on Joint Creativity
Within a collaboration, the motivation behind the helping act matters for joint creativity as 
the subjective affective experience - often more positive the more collaborators experience 
autonomous motivation rather than controlled motivation - can enhance cognitive flexibility 
and effective interpersonal processes which are essential for creative outcomes (Isen, 2000; 
Weinstein et al., 2010). We have argued that position power is a pervasive social contextual 
condition in the workplace that has a bearing on individuals’ approach motivation due to the 
enhanced feelings of agency, sense of control and self-confidence that the possession of high 
position power triggers (Guinote, 2017; Keltner et al., 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). However, 
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power struggles lead to variance in the degree to which collaborators experience their 
motivation when engaging a join task as autonomous. This suggests the following moderated 
mediation hypothesis:

H3. Autonomous motivation mediates the interactive effect of position power and power 
struggles on joint creativity.

2.3 METHODOLOGY

This study tested our hypotheses by having 198 students (52% male, Mage=20.42, SD=1.93) from a 
Dutch university participate in an experimental study in which position power was manipulated 
between-subjects. They were divided into 99 same-gender dyads and randomly assigned to 
a low, moderate or high position power condition. The high and low position power conditions 
were equal power conditions in which one participant was paired with another participant with 
the same level of position power (High position power dyad: high power-high power; low position 
power dyad: low power-low power). The moderate position power condition was an unequal 
power condition in which two individuals with different levels of position power were paired 
together (Moderate position power dyad: high power-low power). 
	 The design features a moderate position power condition for the following reasons. First, 
much of our theory addresses interactions between those with equal levels of position power. 
Contrasting low position power dyads against moderate position power dyads helps us to 
determine whether similar patterns of behavior emerge in an unequal position power condition. 
For instance, we can find out if the interaction of high and low position power individuals also 
facilitate joint creativity and whether the interaction of power struggles with position power is 
only relevant for equal position power dyads. Second, since a hierarchy likely manifests in the 
moderate position power condition, its inclusion allows us to compare observed effects in the 
high and low position power conditions to a condition in which there is a hierarchy, allowing us 
to address a potential alternative explanation (the presence of a hierarchy) for any observed 
effects. 
	 We video-taped the social interactions that took place in the collaboration as participants 
performed the experimental task. Two videos were lost due to technical issues and these dyads 
were excluded. We also excluded two dyads that had a participant who failed the manipulation 
checks and seven dyads who reported that they knew each other to a moderate extent or 
more (one of these seven dyads also refused to be video-taped).1 Our final sample consisted 

1 � We measured whether a participant knew the other member of the dyad via a 7-point Likert scale from 1=not at all to 

7=to a very great extent. We eliminated all dyads for which the members reported an average score of 4 or higher. 
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of 88 dyads (Low position power: n = 30; Moderate position power: n = 31, High position power: 
n = 27) (50% male). 

2.3.1 Task Description 
Following Hildreth and Anderson (2016), participants were asked to write a business plan in which 
they come up with the name of a business and outline the new company’s goals and strategies. 
Tasks involving the development of business plans are widely used in team creativity research 
(Baer, Vadera, Leenders, & Oldham, 2014; Hildreth & Anderson, 2016; Hoever et al., 2012) as 
they are open-ended tasks that offer many opportunities for flexible thinking and discussions. 
Participants were informed that their business plan would be assessed on creativity, that a 
creative business plan is both novel and useful, and that they should prepare one integrated 
and creative business plan, not a list of unconnected ideas. To ensure a fit between the task 
and our power manipulation (see below for further information), participants were told that 
they were working for the same firm and that they were developing a business plan for a novel 
subsidiary of this company. Participants had 30 minutes to complete the creativity task and 
the experimenter returned 10 minutes before the end of the task to remind the collaborators 
of the time and ensure that they finished the task. We video recorded their interactions during 
this task.

2.3.2 Procedure 
Upon arrival, participants were informed that the experiment consisted of three parts: 1) a 
power priming manipulation presented as “an open question about a personal experience”; 2) 
a creativity task with another participant (videotaped); and 3) a survey. They were informed 
that they would be videotaped and signed a consent form (non-consenting students and 
participants without a partner worked on an alternative task). They were also informed that in 
addition to course credit, the most creative business plan would be awarded a 50 euro voucher 
to a Dutch online store. Participants were then paired with a stranger or with the person 
they identified as knowing the least. Each dyad was taken to a separate room containing the 
experimental material; participants stayed in that room throughout the experimental session. 
The room had individual computer cubicles and a separate table where we placed a camera 
and the materials needed for the joint creativity task. After entering the room, participants 
sat at a computer cubicle containing a closed folder with a power priming manipulation (high 
or low position power depending on the experimental condition) (Galinsky et al., 2003), and 
an answer paper sheet. They were asked to individually work on the power priming task for 
six minutes and to wait in silence if they finished earlier. The experimenter returned after six 
minutes and led the dyad to the table where they sat facing one another. After the conclusion 
of the experimental task, writing a creative business plan, participants individually filled out 
a survey on the computer. At the end of the experimental session (1 hour) participants were 
thanked, awarded their course credit, and debriefed. 
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2.3.3 Manipulation
	 Position Power. We manipulated position power through an experiential power prime, the 
assignment of formal organizational roles (manager or employee), and a visual aid. 
	 First, in line with our conceptual definition of position power, we adopted a widely used 
experiential power prime from Galinsky and his colleagues (2003). Participants were asked 
to recall and write about a situation in which they either had power over others or others had 
power over them (Galinsky et al., 2008; Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003; Pitesa & Thau, 
2013; Smith & Trope, 2006). Participants randomly assigned to high [/low] position power were 
instructed as follows: “Please recall a particular incident in which you had power over another 
individual or individuals [/in which someone else had power over you]. By power, we mean a 
situation in which you controlled the ability of another person or persons to get something they 
wanted, or were in a position to evaluate those individuals [/in which someone had control over 
your ability to get something you wanted, or was in a position to evaluate you]. Please describe 
this situation in which you had [/did not have] power— what happened, how you felt, etc.”. 
	 Second, following prior work on power (Galinsky et al., 2003; Hall, Carter, & Horgan, 2001; 
Hall, Rosip, LeBeau, Horgan, & Carter, 2006; Wiltermuth & Flynn, 2013), we assigned formal 
organizational roles to participants who were either managers (high position power) or 
employees (low position power). Participants were asked to wear a label tag with their randomly 
assigned role throughout the experimental session. To ensure that these formal roles were 
associated with different levels of agency and control, participants with high position power 
had the ability to evaluate their colleague, to lead the creativity task, and to make the final 
decision on their joint creative idea (Fast, Halevy, & Galinsky, 2012; Gonzaga, Keltner, & Ward, 
2008; Hall et al., 2001, 2006; Wiltermuth & Flynn, 2013). In the low position power condition, 
participants were informed that a manager would evaluate them, and that their joint creative 
idea needed approval from a manager. We did not make use of any performance evaluation. 
Participants were informed, in the written task instructions, that they were assigned to their 
role via a coin flip.
	 Third, one issue with this manipulation is that dyadic members may have different views 
of their position power; more concretely, they may think that they outrank their partner. 
To address this issue, a visual aid – an organizational chart – that depicted the influence 
relationship between dyadic members was provided to participants. This ensured that 
participants were aware of the relative power of their partner. In the low and high position 
power conditions, the organizational chart consisted of two horizontal boxes connected with a 
bidirectional arrow that represented influence within the company. In the moderate position 
power condition, the organizational chart consisted of two vertical boxes connected with a 
directional arrow showing a manager could influence an employee but an employee could not 
necessarily influence a manager.  
	 We assessed the effectiveness of our role-based power manipulation through 
questions that measured participants’ awareness of their role in the experiment. First, 
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we asked participants which role they had, (A) “Manager” or (B) “Employee”. Second, we 
asked participants about whether they had the same role as their collaborator with answer 
options (A) “No, we had different roles” (B) “Yes, we were both managers”, (C) “Yes, were both 
employees”. As mentioned above, we eliminated two dyads where one participant failed one or 
both manipulation checks. 
	 Furthermore, in order to check whether the power prime manipulation worked, one 
judge, blind to the experimental conditions, rated how much power the participants reported 
having in the essays written for the experiential prime (1= very little to 7= a lot) (for similar 
procedures, see Magee, Galinsky, & Gruenfeld, 2007; see also Wiltermuth & Flynn, 2013). As 
expected, participants primed with high-power described themselves as having more power 
(M = 5.90, SD = .90) than participants primed with low-power (M = 1.80, SD = .97) t(173) = 28.96, 
p < .001.

2.3.4 Measures
	 Joint Creativity. An outcome must be both novel and useful to be considered creative 
(Amabile, 1996b; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Woodman, Sawyer, & Griffin, 1993). Therefore, we 
assessed each of these criteria (r = -.56,  p < .001) and multiplied them to obtain a creativity 
index (for similar procedures, see Hoever et al., 2012; see also Zhou & Oldham, 2001). The 
assessment followed the consensual assessment technique (Amabile, 1982) where two 
judges, who had higher education in management at the master’s level and pertinent work 
experience, independently rated the creativity of the business plans. In this measurement, 
the level of creativity of a business plan was assessed relative to other business plans, and 
not against some absolute standard (Amabile, 1996b). The two judges were trained using the 
data of 11 dyads from a pilot study (not included in the analyses) and coded each criteria in 
the full sample in a different random order. Following prior conceptualizations of creativity 
(Runco & Jaeger, 2012; Zhou & Shalley, 2011), we defined novelty as ground-breaking, original, 
unusual, novel, or unique rather than conventional or commonplace. Usefulness can take 
various forms including fit, appropriateness, effectiveness, and feasibility (Runco & Jaeger, 
2012). We considered business plans useful when they were potentially feasible as highly 
novel but unrealistic or non-implementable business ideas are not likely to bring value to the 
company or to the final user (Runco & Jaeger, 2012; Zhou & Shalley, 2011). Accordingly, we 
conceptualized usefulness as “the extent to which the ideas could be carried out, given the 
constraints of reality” (McLeod, Lobel, & Cox, 1996, p. 255). The judges rated each criteria on a 
7-point scale (1=not at all to 7=very). Following prior recommendations for inter-rater reliability 
analyses (Koo & Li, 2016), we calculated ICC estimates based on a mean-rating (k=2), 2-way 
random-effects model and obtained a high inter-rater reliability for consistency (ICCnovelty = 
.81; ICCusefulness = .81) and absolute agreement (ICCnovelty = .80; ICCusefulness = .78). The 
judges’ ratings were averaged prior multiplying novelty and usefulness. 
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	 Autonomous Motivation. In order to capture the extent to which participants were 
autonomously motivated to engage the collaborative task we asked about their motivation 
to help each other to do the creativity task. It is common in SDT research to ask about the 
motivation felt for specific behaviors (Weinstein & Ryan, 2010). We opted for “helping” because 
it is a broad prosocial behavior that may encompass several creativity-relevant behaviors such 
as knowledge sharing, information elaboration, and responsiveness to a peer’s need (Bolino 
& Grant, 2016; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010). Furthermore, autonomous motivation to help likely 
captures the affective experience of, both, self-initiated action and relating to others which is 
central to our theorizing as autonomous motivation relates to joint creativity due to positive 
affective states and interpersonal processes (Weinstein et al., 2010). We used the motivation to 
help scale (Weinstein & Ryan, 2010) to construct an overall index of participants’ autonomous 
motivation to help. The motivation to help scale measures the extent to which motivation to help 
is autonomous and controlled on a 7-point scale (1= strongly disagree to 7= strongly agree). 
Specifically, participants were asked “Why were you motivated to help your peer during the 
task?”, and they were provided with a set of reasons that varied along the autonomy-control 
continuum. A sample item of autonomous motivation (α = .79) included “Because I liked acting 
this way”, and a sample item of controlled motivation (α = .72) comprised “Because I felt I had 
to”. We averaged both self-reported measures to capture their shared motivational state 
within the collaboration as it is commonly done in team motivation research (Park, Spitzmuller, 
& DeShon, 2013; Wang et al., 2016). Finally, following prior operationalizations of autonomous 
motivation (Black & Deci, 2000; Ryan & Connell, 1989; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010), we constructed 
the index of relative autonomous motivation by subtracting the scores of controlled motivation 
from the scores of autonomous motivation (i.e., autonomous – controlled).2 The higher the 
levels on this index, the more collaborators experienced motivation as autonomous.
	 Power Struggles. We videotaped the collaborators as they worked on the experimental 
task and coded power struggles from the videos in a different random order. Two judges 
observed the videos and counted the instances in which the members of the dyad engaged 
in power struggles based on the definition of power struggles and a validated scale of this 
construct (Greer & van Kleef, 2010; for a similar procedure see Van Bunderen, Greer, & Van 
Knippenberg, 2018). As previously mentioned, we define power struggles as competition over 
relative levels of power that is based on attempts to control or dominate others in a social 

2 �Prior to constructing the index of relative autonomous motivation, we conducted exploratory factor analyses with varimax 

rotation to assess the underlying factor structure of the 11 items (see factor loadings in Appendix, Table A1). One item 

(i.e., “Because I thought it was important to act in this way”) was excluded due to cross-loading above the recommended 

.32 criterion level (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012). Our results supported a two-factor solution for the remaining 10 items 

which explained 52.24% of the total variance in the items and achieved an adequate estimate of internal consistency 

(α > 0.70). The five items designed to assess autonomous motivation loaded on Factor 1 (Eigenvalue = 3.03, α =.79)  

which explained 30.34% of the total variance in the items and the items designed to assess controlled motivation loaded 

on Factor 2 (Eigenvalue = 2.19, α =.72) explaining 21.89% of the variance in the items. 
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interaction (Greer & van Kleef, 2010). To train the judges, we provided them with the definition 
of power struggles and showed them some videos to illustrate how power struggles may be 
displayed in the experimental task. Some examples of behavioral cues for power struggles 
in this context are verbal competitions (e.g., one collaborator tries to interrupt but the other 
collaborator does not allow to be talked over), showing resistance to be dominated (e.g., 
one collaborator says what to do and the other disagrees), and pushing one’s idea despite 
disapproval from the other party. In addition, the judges were shown videos with low, moderate, 
and high levels of power struggles to be used as anchors. After coding these behavioral 
cues, the judges rated the dyads on a 5-point scale (1 = to a very small extent to 5 = to a great 
extent) that reflects the frequency with which dyads exhibited power struggles throughout 
the creativity task. One judge coded the full sample and the other coded 34% of the videos to 
calculate the inter-rater reliability. We calculated ICC estimates employing a 2-way random-
effects model (single measures) and obtained a high inter-rater reliability for consistency (ICC 
= .82) and absolute agreement (ICC = .82). The obtained values indicate “good” reliability (Koo 
& Li, 2016), therefore, we used the ratings of the first judge in our analyses. Further statistical 
assessments revealed that this variable was non-normally distributed as it was highly skewed 
(Skewness = 1.06, SE = .26, p < .001) and Kolmogorov-Smirnov’s test showed that it deviated 
significantly from normal (D(88) = .251, p < .001). The positive skewness was present across 
the three experimental conditions (SkewnessLow = 1.017, SE= .427, p <.05 ; SkewnessModerate = 
.819, SE = .421, p < .01; SkewnessHigh = 1.042, SE = .448, p < .05). We then performed a square root 
transformation which helped to reduce the right skewness (Skewness = .691, SE = .257, p < .01) 
and used this transformed variable in our analyses. 
	 Control Variable. Since we randomly assigned power to participants and perceptions 
of (il)legitimate power often affects individuals’ motivation and behaviors (Elangovan & Lin 
Xie, 2000; Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn, & Otten, 2012; Magee & Galinsky, 2008), we controlled 
for perceived legitimacy. Specifically, we asked participants “To what extent do you consider 
the procedure followed to assign the roles (i.e., manager and/or employee) was a fair one?” 
(1= extremely unfair to 7=extremely fair) (M = 5.33, SD = 1.07). Removing legitimacy from the 
regression models did not change the pattern of results and the models remained significant.
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2.4 RESULTS

Summary statistics for our study are shown in Tables 2.1-2.3. Notably, autonomous motivation 
was significantly and positively correlated with joint creativity (Table 2.1: r=.330, p=.002). 
Moreover, power struggles were not significantly correlated with any position power condition 
(Table 2.1:  rLow =.032, rModerate=-.092; rHigh=.063; n.s.). In addition, we did not find a significant 
difference in mean power struggles due to position power (F(2,85)=.381, p=.685; MLow=1.358, 
SD=.401; MModerate=1.297, SD=.307; MHigh=1.376, SD=.385) and the distribution of the frequency of 
power struggles was relatively even across conditions (see Table 2.3). 

Table 2.1 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations - Dyad Level

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Joint creativity 20.241 6.783 -

2. Autonomous motivation 1.568 .979 .330** -

3. Power strugglesa 1.342 .363 .036 -.066 -

4. Low position power .341 .477 .053 .060 .032 -

5. Moderate position power .352 .480 -.081 .061 -.092 -.530*** -

6. High position power .307 .464 .030 -.125 .063 -.478*** -.491*** -

7. Perceived legitimacy 5.307 1.071 .043 .177 -.002 .232* -.179† -.053

Note. n = 88; aTransformed variable of power struggles (squared root)
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 2.2 Means and Standard Deviations of Measures by Condition

  Condition

Low 
position power

Moderate 
position power

High
position power

Measure M SD M SD M SD

Joint creativity 20.735 7.621 19.500 6.765 20.544 5.946

Autonomous motivation 1.650 .686 1.648 1.126 1.385 1.080

Power strugglesa 1.358 .401 1.297 .307 1.376 .385

Perceived legitimacy 5.650 .811 5.048 1.300 5.222 .964

Note. n = 88 dyads (Low position power n = 30, Moderate position power n = 31, and High position power  
n = 27); aTransformed variable of power struggles (squared root)
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Table 2.3 Distribution of the Frequency of Power Struggles by Condition

Condition 1 = to a very 
small extent 2 3 4 5 = to a great 

extent
Low position power 14 8 3 4 1

Moderate position power 14 11 5 1 0

High position power 11 9 3 3 1

Note. n = 88 dyads (Low position power n = 30, Moderate position power n = 31, and High position power  
n = 27)

	 We used PROCESS (Hayes, 2017: Model 7) to test our hypotheses. Since our independent 
variable, position power, is a multi-categorical variable (k=3), we applied the indicator coding 
system for multi-categorical predictors in PROCESS to our data (for more details see Hayes, 
2017; see also Hayes & Montoya, 2017). This means that, rather than a continuous scale, we used 
dummy variables to test the effect of position power on joint creativity3. As a multi-categorical 
predictor of k categories must be represented with k-1 variables in a regression model (Hayes, 
2017) and our independent variable had three categories (high, moderate, and low position 
power), two dummy variables were created and entered into the regressions (Dummy 1: 1= 
moderate position power; 0 = low position power; Dummy 2: 1= high position power; 0 = low position 
power). Since the low position power condition was used as the reference group in both dummy 
variables, this coding contrasted the moderate and high position power conditions against 
the low position power condition. Table 2.4 reports the test statistics and p values; Figure 2.2 
displays the estimated means. All models controlled for legitimacy.

 

3 � Entering position power as a continuous variable (1=low position power, 2= moderate position power, 3=high position 

power) in the regression models did not change the pattern of effects or significance of the results reported in Table 

2.4. Specifically, at stage 1 of the moderated mediation model, position power had a positive and significant effect on 

autonomous motivation (b = .986, t = 2.210, p = .037) power struggles had a positive and marginally significant effect on 

autonomous motivation (b = 1.350, t = 1.958, p = .054), and, as we predicted, the interaction term of position power and 

power struggles was negative and significant (b = -.789, t = -2.418, p = .018). When probing this interaction, when power 

struggles were high, high position power had a negative effect on autonomous motivation (b = -.381, t = -2.192, p = .031); 

high position power did not have a significant effect on autonomous motivation when power struggles were moderate  

(b = -.130, t = -1.120, p = .266) or low (b = .197, t = 1.120, p = .266). At stage 2 of the moderated mediation model, autonomous 

motivation positively and significantly predicted joint creativity (b = 2.319, t = 3.189, p = .002). Combining both stages, the 

indirect paths from position power to joint creativity through autonomous motivation were negative and significant when 

power struggles were high (conditional indirect effect = -.883, 95% CI [-2.033; -.119]) and the effect was not significant 

when power struggles were moderate (conditional indirect effect = -.301, 95% CI [-.923; .312]) or low (conditional indirect 

effect = .457, 95% CI [-.199; 1.478]). The index of moderated mediation was also significant (index = -1.830 95% CI [-4.082; 

-.384]). Not controlling for perceived legitimacy did not change the pattern of results.
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	 We first review the direct effect of position power on joint creativity and then present the 
remaining results in the same order as the hypotheses, beginning with the second stage of the 
moderated mediation model (H1), followed by the first stage (H2), and the indirect effects (H3). 
	 The analysis does not reveal a direct effect of position power on joint creativity. Neither 
high position power (vs low position power; dummy 2) nor moderate position power (vs low 
position power; dummy 1) had a significant effect on joint creativity (Dummy 1: b = -1.363,  
t = -.794, p = .430; Dummy 2: b = .348, t = .198, p = .843). 
	 In the second stage of the model, we found, as predicted, a positive effect of autonomous 
motivation on joint creativity (H1). Supporting H1, autonomous motivation had a significant and 
positive effect on joint creativity (Table 2.4: b = 2.392, t = 3.275, p = .002, η2 = 0.653). As the 
members of a dyad felt greater autonomous motivation during the collaboration (rather than 
more controlled), their business plan became significantly more creative.  
	 Moving onto the first stage of the moderated mediation model, high position power (vs 
low position power; dummy 2) had a significant and positive effect on autonomous motivation  
(b = 1.936, t = 2.064, p = .042). In contrast, moderate position power (vs low position power; 
dummy 1) (b = 1.550, t = 1.579, p = .118) did not have a significant effect on autonomous motivation. 
It is worth noting that this positive effect of high position power is predicated on controlling for 
legitimacy and is not present when legitimacy is absent (please see Table 2.2 for raw means).  
	 Having determined that position power had a significant main effect on autonomous 
motivation, we analyzed the moderating effect of power struggles on this relationship. As 
hypothesized (see H2), there was a significant interaction between high position power (vs 
low position power; dummy 2) and power struggles on autonomous motivation (Table 2.4:  
b = -1.555, t = -2.363, p = .021) (see Figure 2.2). When probing this interaction, we found that 
when power struggles were high, high position power had a negative effect on autonomous 
motivation (b = -.757, t = -2.164, p = .033); high position power, however, did not have a significant 
effect on autonomous motivation when power struggles were moderate (b = -.263, t = -1.017, p 
= .312) or low (b = .381, t = 1.076, p = .285). These findings suggest that high levels of competition 
over control during a collaboration likely undermines the approach motivation typically felt 
by individuals with high position power and that the approach motivation of individuals with 
low position power is increased when engaging in such competitions. The results also show 
that the interaction between power struggles and moderate position power (vs low position 
power; dummy 1) comes close to but does not have a marginally significant effect on predicting 
autonomous motivation at the 10% level (Table 2.4: b = -1.087, t = -1.506, p = .136). In sum, and 
in line with our arguments, power struggles moderate the relationship of position power to 
autonomous motivation at high levels of power struggles. The fact that we do not observe a 
similar pattern of effects when contrasting the moderate position power condition against the 
low position power condition may mean that the social dynamics triggered by power struggles 
that impact autonomous motivation are more prevalent or stronger in the low and high 
position power conditions. 
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	 For the conditional mediation analysis, the indirect path from high position power (vs 
low position power) through autonomous motivation was negative and significant when power 
struggles were high (conditional indirect effect = -1.811, 95% CI [-4.358; -.269]) but it was not 
significant when power struggles were moderate (conditional indirect effect = -.628, 95% 
CI [-1.957; .531]) or low (conditional indirect effect = .912, 95% CI [-.550; 2.986]). The index of 
moderated mediation was significant (index = -3.719, 95% CI [-8.748; -.597]) suggesting that 
the indirect effect of high position power (vs low position power; dummy 2) on joint creativity 
through autonomous motivation does vary as a function of power struggle. High position 
power led to lower autonomous motivation when power struggles were high such that high 
position power collaborations achieved lower levels of joint creativity than low position power 
collaborations. Conversely, when power struggles were high, low position power collaborations 
achieved higher levels of joint creativity than high position power collaborations via autonomous 
motivation.
	 We did not find evidence for an indirect effect of moderate position power (vs low position 
power; dummy1) through autonomous motivation on joint creativity at any level of power 
struggles (high power struggles = -.795, 95% CI [-2.656; .736]; moderate power struggles = .031, 
95% CI [-1.041; 1.183]; low power struggles = 1.108, 95% CI [-.482; 3.120]). Moreover, the index of 
moderated mediation for moderate position power (vs. low position power) was not significant 
(index = -2.599, 95% CI [-6.910; .662]). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported when contrasting 
high position power vs low position power (dummy 2) but not when contrasting moderate 
position power vs low position power. To sum up, as theorized, autonomous motivation is a 
positive predictor of joint creativity and moderated mediation analysis showed an indirect 
effect of position power on joint creativity through autonomous motivation conditional on 
power struggles.

2.4.1 Robustness Check
The pattern of results of our main analyses contrasting high vs low position power showed 
that the effect of position power is only negative when power struggles are frequent (see 
Table 2.4). Moreover, the distribution for the occurrence of power struggles was similar across 
conditions (see Table 2.3). This suggest that, at the dyadic level, power struggles are not 
particularly triggered by high position power, but when they occur frequently they harm the 
creative performance of these collaborators. Therefore, it is likely that when power struggles 
are frequent, there are more salient power cues of an unstable hierarchy that makes high-
power collaborators threat-oriented as research has shown that high-power collaborators’ 
protectiveness of their power tends to be triggered when power cues are salient in social 
interactions (Greer et al., 2017; Sligte et al., 2011). In contrast, the absence of power struggles 
or very infrequent power struggles may not provide strong cues of an unstable hierarchy. In 
this case, high position power collaborations benefit from the full approach motivation and 
action orientation high position power confers to individuals. This translates into a higher 
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autonomous motivation than when power struggles are frequent. To explore these ideas we 
conducted a subgroup analysis and contrasted high vs low power struggles. Following prior 
research (Ferguson & Peterson, 2015; González-Vallejo & Reid, 2006; Iacobucci, Posavac, 
Kardes, Schneider, & Popovich, 2015; Leone & B. Hawkins, 2019), we dichotomized the variable 
of power struggles via the median score (2) with 0 (low power struggles) indicating either no 
or infrequently occurring power struggles and 1 (high power struggles) indicating occasional 
to frequent power struggles. Then, we followed the same dummy coding4 and procedure as in 
our main analyses in PROCESS (Hayes, 2017: Model 7).
	 The results of our robustness checks are consistent with our main analyses (see Table 
A2 in Appendix). We found that at stage 1 of the moderated mediation model, high position 
power (vs low position power; dummy 2) had a marginally significant and positive effect on 
autonomous motivation (b = .731, t = 1.920, p = .059) such that participants in the high position 
power condition (M = 2.051) exhibited higher levels of autonomous motivation than those in the 
low position power condition (M = 1.320). In contrast, moderate position power (vs low position 
power; dummy 1) (b = .537, t = 1.514, p = .134) did not have a significant effect on autonomous 
motivation. In the second stage of the model, we found a positive effect of autonomous 
motivation on joint creativity (b = 2.394, t = 3.275, p < .002, η2 = 0.11).
	 Regarding the moderating effect of high vs low power struggles on this relationship, we 
found a significant interaction between high position power (vs low position power; dummy 2) 
and power struggles on autonomous motivation (b = -1.632, t = 3.230, p < .002). The results 
also show that the interaction between power struggles and moderate position power (vs low 
position power; dummy 1) comes closer to but does not have a marginally significant effect on 
predicting autonomous motivation at the 10% level (Table 2.4: b  = -.799, t = 1.648, p = .103). In sum, 
and in line with our arguments, power struggles moderate the relationship of position power 
to autonomous motivation. When power struggles are low, high position power collaborations 
exhibit higher levels of autonomous motivation than low position power collaborations. Yet 

4 � Entering position power as a continuous variable (1=low position power, 2= moderate position power, 3=high position power) 

in the regression models did not change the pattern of effects or significance of the results reported in Appendix, Table 

A2. Specifically, at stage 1 of the moderated mediation model, position power had a positive and marginally significant 

effect on autonomous motivation (b = .317, t = 1.679, p = .097) power struggles had a positive and significant effect on 

autonomous motivation (b = 1.289, p = .018), and, as we predicted, the interaction term of position power and power 

struggles was negative and significant (b = -.793, t = -3.132, p = .002). When probing this interaction, when power struggles 

were high, high position power had a negative effect on autonomous motivation (b = -.476, t = -2.821, p = .006); when 

power struggles were low, high position power had a positive although marginally significant effect on autonomous 

motivation (b = .317, t = 1.679, p = .097). At stage 2 of the moderated mediation model, autonomous motivation positively 

and significantly predicted joint creativity (b = 2.319, t = 3.246, p = .002). Combining both stages, the indirect paths from 

position power to joint creativity through autonomous motivation were negative and significant when power struggles 

were high (conditional indirect effect = -1.104, 95% CI [-2.026;-.316]) and positive and significant when power struggles 

were low (conditional indirect effect = .735, 95% CI [.048; 1.719]). The index of moderated mediation was also significant 

(index = -1.838 95% CI [-3.337; - .605]). Controlling for perceived legitimacy did not change the results. 
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when power struggles are high, low position power collaborations exhibit higher levels of 
autonomous motivation than high position power collaborations. 
	 For the conditional mediation analysis, similar to our main analyses, the indirect path from 
high position power (vs low position power) through autonomous motivation was negative and 
significant when power struggles were high (conditional indirect effect = -2.157, 95% CI [-4.179; 
-.551]). However, this time we found a positive and significant indirect path from high position 
power (vs low position power) through autonomous motivation when power struggles were 
low (conditional indirect effect = 1.751, 95% CI [.076; 4.245]). The index of moderated mediation 
was significant (index = -3.908, 95% CI [-7.300; -1.049]) suggesting that the indirect effect of 
high position power (vs low position power; dummy 2) on joint creativity through autonomous 
motivation to help does vary as a function of power struggle. High position power led to 
higher autonomous motivation when power struggles were low such that high position power 
collaborations achieved higher levels of joint creativity than low position power collaborations. 
But when power struggles were high, high position power collaborations achieved lower levels 
of creativity than low position power collaborations.
	 We did not find evidence for an indirect effect of moderate position power (vs low position 
power; dummy1) through autonomous motivation on joint creativity at any level of power 
struggles (high power struggles = -.627, 95% CI [-.02; 3.60]; low power struggles = 1.286, 95% CI 
[-.482; 3.357]). Moreover, the index of moderated mediation for moderate position power (vs. 
low position power) was not significant (index = 1.913, 95% CI [-4.353; .342]). 

2.5 DISCUSSION

Conceptualizing creativity as a social activity or process means that our social interactions 
with others play an important role in determining whether the outcome of a collaboration is 
creative (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012; Hoever et al., 2012; Sosa, 2011; Zhou & Hoever, 2014). While 
there are many dimensions of the work environment that affect these social interactions, the 
present research examined the conditions under which position power, a pervasive element of 
our organizational life, impacts joint creativity. We found that low position power collaborations 
are more creative when power struggles occur because power struggles increase their 
autonomous motivation and that high position power collaborations are less creative under 
these conditions. 

2.5.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications
Our theory and findings make several contributions to the literature on power and the literature 
on workplace creativity. First, given the ubiquity of position power in the workplace and the 
fact that creativity is key to organizational viability, learning more about the conditions under 
which position power both promotes and hinders joint creativity is of practical and theoretical 
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importance. Furthermore, our work responds to recent calls to explore more interactionist 
perspectives in workplace creativity research that accounts for actor-context interactive 
effects (Zhou & Hoever, 2014). Specifically, the present research offers a novel interactionist 
perspective in which the interplay between position power and power struggles – i.e., the distal 
and proximal social contexts in which collaborators are embedded – affect collaborators’ 
autonomous motivation which leads to higher levels of joint creativity.
	 Second, we contribute to the literature on power. Research on power struggles has argued 
that conflicts over power within social units help to explain why (often) positive individual-level 
effects of power do not translate to a similar collective level effect (Greer & Chu, 2020). By 
merging research on position power’s effect on motivation with a nascent literature on the 
benefits of conflicts over informal rank for joint performance (Bendersky & Hays, 2017), we 
show that power struggles can also help to explain why the (often) negative individual-level 
effects of low levels of power also do not translate to a negative collective level effect. It is worth 
noting that the positive effect of power struggles on the autonomous motivation of low position 
power collaborations cannot be equated to the formation of a hierarchy within a group as we 
coded for one dyadic member successfully resisting attempts by another to dominate the 
situation. 
	 In addition, unlike prior work suggesting that interactions among high-power members 
result in more power struggles (Greer & Chu, 2020; Greer et al., 2017), we did not find this to 
be the case in our laboratory experiment. It is possible that, regardless of collaborators’ power 
level, power struggles are less likely to occur in dyads since individuals tend to engage in 
less interpersonal conflicts and experience smoother social interactions in dyads compared 
to larger social entities (Moreland, 2010) which reduce the likelihood of competitive social 
dynamics such as power struggles. Thus, in the context of joint creativity, power struggles 
are not inherent to high-power collaborations in general but are more likely to occur in 
collaborations that comprise more than two members as prior research suggests (Greer et al., 
2017; Hildreth & Anderson, 2016). Moreover, our robustness checks showed that, when power 
struggles are either low or do not occur, high position power collaborations can lead to higher 
levels of joint creativity than low position power collaborations, a relationship that has not, to 
the best of our knowledge, been established at this point. Future research can investigate 
more in depth this initial finding. For instance, our experiment can be replicated with a larger 
sample as we only detected this positive indirect path via a subgroup analysis contrasting 
high vs low power struggles. This would rule out the possibility of a Type I error. Although it 
is common to use median split to perform subgroup analyses (Ferguson & Peterson, 2015; 
González-Vallejo & Reid, 2006; Iacobucci et al., 2015; Leone & B. Hawkins, 2019), some have 
discouraged this method (McClelland, Lynch, Irwin, Spiller, & Fitzsimons, 2015). 
	 Third, our theoretical model contributes to the growing body of research examining dyads 
as a creative entity (Bellis & Verganti, 2020; Fliaster & Schloderer, 2010; McGrath, 2015; Rouse, 
2020). Although position power impacts the creative strengths of dyads - for instance, cognitive 
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stimulation in creative idea generation (Nijstad et al., 2003) may vary between low and high 
position power dyads as power affects the way people process information (Guinote, 2017) - 
this stream of research has not yet examined its effect. By doing so, we show that low levels of 
position power are valuable for joint creativity while high levels of position power are problematic 
for this outcome when power struggles occur. Future research could examine more in depth 
when high position power collaborations can achieve creative outcomes. As our subgroup 
analysis indicates that high position power collaborations achieve joint creativity where there 
are not or infrequent power struggles, future research can consider moderators that energize 
these collaborations while mitigating negative emotions because high power collaborators 
seem to be overly sensitive to power struggles. For instance, it is plausible that conditions 
that help to expand the ‘power pie,’ such as when collaborators have non-overlapping power 
bases or high power roles that are clearly distinct (e.g., different highly ranked organizational 
functions), lessen the feeling of threat and negative emotions accompanying power struggles 
and consequently benefit high position power collaborations. Recent research has shown that 
expressions of dominance may be shifted (instead of contested) within collaborations of non-
overlapping power bases (Aime, Humphrey, DeRue, & Paul, 2014) and this could allow high 
position power collaborations to benefit from autonomous motivation without the distraction 
of power struggles.
	 Our findings have implications for practice. When arranging creative work in dyads 
it is relevant to consider the position power of the collaborators. For low position power 
collaborations, managers can stimulate higher joint creativity by allowing them to work with 
full autonomy and by motivating them to challenge each other’s ideas as well as the way in 
which work is organized, as these actions may lead to more autonomous and energizing 
social interactions. For high position power collaboration, however, it is best to minimize the 
occurrence of power struggles such as pairing high power collaborators with non-overlapping 
power bases (e.g., different expertise).

2.5.2 Limitations
We used an experimental study to test our hypotheses because it maximized internal validity, 
facilitated the estimation of the effect of position power on joint creativity, and, importantly, allowed 
for the behavioral coding of power struggles. Despite these advantages, there are also limitations 
to this design. For instance, although we included a moderate position power condition, we did 
not compare the effects of either low or high levels of position power to a no power condition. 
While the use of neutral or no power conditions has been criticized (Lonati, Quiroga, Zehnder, 
& Antonakis, 2018; Schaerer et al., 2018), the use of a baseline condition would have provided 
additional proof that any reported results are not driven by demand effects. 
	 Alternatively, given our theoretical interest in social interactions between individuals 
with equal levels of position power, we focused on ensuring that dyadic members understood 
that they would be interacting with another person who had the same level of position power. 
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While the inclusion of the moderate position power condition enabled us to contrast equal 
with unequal position power, future research could explore whether the discovery of a peer’s 
hierarchical position influences the relationship between position power and joint creativity. 
There is research demonstrating that felt power in a social interaction can differ from one’s 
formal or position power (Bombari et al., 2017) and perhaps the experience of power struggles 
varies if members of a dyad enter into a task unaware of their peer’s positional rank.  
	 Furthermore, prior research has shown that process conflict, a general category that 
power struggles can fall within, is especially advantageous at the start of a collaboration, when 
collaborators are still in a preparation stage and can benefit from the examination of different 
alternatives (Goncalo, Polman, & Maslach, 2010). One limitation of our experimental design is 
that, due to the limited time available for the entire study, we only focused on the start of the 
collaboration. To be fair, since collaborators did write down their ideas, it is possible that the 
experiment did move at least somewhat out of the preparation stage. Yet, future research could 
check whether power struggles are equally beneficial to joint creativity during implementation 
although this also may involve a change in outcomes (from creativity to innovation).
	 In addition to these design-based limitations, it may be worth noting that the direct effect 
in this laboratory study did not reach significance. While several methodologists have argued 
for the importance of assessing indirect effects in the absence of direct effects (Hayes, 2009; 
Rucker, Preacher, Tormala, & Petty, 2011), replicating the laboratory study may shed light onto 
whether the direct effect of position power is absent or only weakly present such that position 
power’s effect on joint creativity mostly stems from its motivational consequences. 

2.5.3 Conclusion
Prior research has shown that position power is relevant for individual creativity but has paid 
far less attention to the relationship between position power and joint creativity. This study 
offers a nuanced view of the relationship between position power and joint creativity by 
simultaneously assessing the behavioral (power struggles) and motivational (autonomous 
motivation) attributes of collaborations. We show that at high levels of power struggles, low 
position power collaborations (vs high position power collaborations) achieve higher levels 
of joint creativity via autonomous motivation. This finding suggests that position power has 
a contingent relationship with joint creativity and that power struggles both facilitate and 
constrain creativity via autonomous motivation. Moreover, our empirical examination suggest 
that power struggles are not inherent to high position power collaborations at the dyadic 
level and a sub group analysis showed that high position power collaborations can achieve 
higher levels of joint creativity than low position power collaborations when power struggles 
are absent or occurring infrequently. Finally, this paper supports the view that beginning a 
collective creative endeavor with dyads has great potential for organizations, and, thus, 
deserves more scholarly attention. 


